
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Moon and Flame

      A Companion Novel to GHOST WALK

    

    




      
        Kay Solo

      

    

  


  
    
      ISBN-13: 9798607010447

      Copyright © 2020 by Kay Solo

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover Art by CL Smith.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        
          Year I

        

        
          
            1. Maaya (October)

          

          
            2. Adelaide (October)

          

          
            3. Maaya (October)

          

          
            4. Adelaide (October)

          

          
            5. Maaya (November)

          

          
            6. Adelaide (November)

          

          
            7. Maaya (November)

          

          
            8. Adelaide (November)

          

          
            9. Maaya (December)

          

          
            10. Adelaide (December)

          

        

      

      
        
          Year II

        

        
          
            11. Adelaide (January)

          

          
            12. Maaya (January)

          

          
            13. Adelaide (January)

          

          
            14. Maaya (January)

          

          
            15. Adelaide (March)

          

          
            16. Maaya (March)

          

          
            17. Adelaide (July)

          

          
            18. Maaya (July)

          

          
            19. Adelaide (September)

          

          
            20. Maaya (September)

          

        

      

      
        
          Year III

        

        
          
            21. Maaya (January)

          

          
            22. Adelaide (January)

          

          
            23. Maaya (March)

          

          
            24. Adelaide (March)

          

          
            25. Maaya (July)

          

          
            26. Adelaide (July)

          

          
            27. Maaya (October)

          

          
            28. Adelaide (October)

          

          
            29. Maaya (December)

          

          
            30. Adelaide (December)

          

        

      

      
        
          Year IV

        

        
          
            31. Adelaide (January)

          

          
            32. Maaya (January)

          

          
            33. Adelaide (March)

          

          
            34. Maaya (March)

          

          
            35. Adelaide (June)

          

          
            36. Maaya (June)

          

          
            37. Adelaide (August)

          

          
            38. Maaya (August)

          

          
            39. Adelaide (October)

          

          
            40. Maaya (October)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Year I

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Maaya (October)

          

        

      

    

    
      Maaya Sahni wasn’t strictly opposed to begging. It caused her less guilt than stealing did, and she was willing to put up with it at least for a little while; shame was no match for the pains of hunger.

      The shame never lasted long anyway. It was often quickly replaced with anger and bitterness. It wasn’t her fault she didn’t have parents. Whoever had decided to bring her into this world had evidently decided it was better to let an infant fend for herself in Sark’s poor excuse for an orphanage system than actually take care of her. Maaya hadn’t asked for this.

      And so she begged. When she’d started, things had been easy. She’d left the orphanage at the age of eleven, and no one passing on the street could resist helping a hungry young girl.

      In the two years since, however, she saw how quickly the generosity of Sark’s citizens began to fade in place of irritation. Begging was becoming harder and harder, and even though her small stature made her look younger than she really was, she still heard murmurs about how she should get a job if she wanted to eat so badly. As if a thirteen-year-old girl was capable of finding steady work that wasn’t paid under the table—those jobs were usually especially dangerous for women anyway. But then, Maaya knew most of the townspeople were hypocrites anyway. The more they went on about personal responsibility and hard work and making their own way, the more likely she was to see them asking others for help whenever they needed it, or making use of the very same systems they railed against when they saw people they didn’t like using it.

      There was also the small matter of the reputation she’d begun to develop around her part of town. People passed her strange glances when they thought she couldn’t see, and whispered about how she talked to herself in dark alleyways. Some sympathetically suggested she was “mad,” which Maaya quickly learned had nothing to do with anger; they just thought there was something wrong with her. Others outright suggested she spoke to spirits and other ridiculous things.

      The trouble was… the last group of people wasn’t completely wrong. Maaya could see ghosts. She always could. Before she’d learned to start pretending she couldn’t, it had gotten her in trouble multiple times at the orphanage. That wasn’t her fault, either. Once a ghost found out she could see them, they would not leave her alone. It was hard for Maaya to pretend nothing was going on when a ghost was quite literally screaming into her ear to try to capture her attention. One evening years prior when she had been seated at dinner with the rest of the girls in the orphanage—all one hundred of them—she finally lost her patience and threw back her chair, demanding that the ghost stop yelling because it was hurting her ears and because it was an awfully rude thing to do anyway.

      The ghost, to his credit, had apologized and left. The other girls and supervisors, however, were not so understanding. These outbursts were at least part of the reason Maaya was no longer welcome in the orphanage, and though it had been two years since, Maaya was still bitter. If anything, every night on the street since then had only succeeded in increasing that bitterness—especially whenever a ghost decided to enter her field of view and remind her why she was out on the street rather than indoors in a proper bed after a warm meal. To remind her of her curse.

      It was late in the morning, and Maaya sat on the side of the street near the market, asking anyone who passed by for something for breakfast. Her long black hair was a mess despite her best attempts to tame it, and the clothes she wore were starting to show their age. She tried everything she could to look unintimidating and to put on a polite face, but it did her little good. Most people pretended they didn’t see her, and those who did simply grimaced.

      She’d been waiting for three hours now, and her stomach growled in protest. It had never taken her this long to find a morning meal before. What a rotten start to her thirteenth birthday this was.

      Maaya tried to distract herself by watching the people passing by. She had seen most of them before. Sark was a small town, and people tended to stick to their own small districts. Here in the small market street, the same people came to buy breakfast every morning, or, if the season was good, buy fruits and vegetables to bring home after their long days at work. It was hard to come by fresh produce these days; the stagnant economy that caused most farmers to leave for better prospects made freshly grown anything a rarity. Maaya had tried an apple once, and it was one of the best things she’d ever had in her life. She often wondered if any of the other cities and towns in her home country of Selenthia were faring any better—if in fact any existed. She’d never been outside the town’s walls to find out, and never heard any news from outside.

      As she stared hungrily at one of the carts carrying a small number of bright red apples, she heard a voice immediately to her left.

      “I could get one of them for you, if you’d like.”

      Maaya turned sharply. She hadn’t heard anyone sneak up on her—but then, a split second too late, she saw how she had been taken by surprise.

      The ghost of a man who looked to be in his mid-forties sat cross-legged beside her, following her gaze to the apple cart. Maaya quickly turned her head away, but it was already too late.

      “No use pretending with me, kid. Word gets round. I know you can see us.”

      “Go away,” Maaya murmured softly, hugging her knees to her chest and lowering her gaze.

      “Now what’ve I done to deserve a greeting like that?”

      “I’m not supposed to talk to you,” Maaya whispered urgently.

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not even supposed to see you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because no one else can!” Maaya fumed. She finally glared up at him only to find him grinning. “And you’re all troublemakers.”

      “Well now, that’s not fair. How would you know that about me? I don’t think you’ve seen me a day before in your life.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I can’t talk to you. If anyone sees me—” Maaya broke off quickly as someone passed her on the sidewalk on their way to the market, slowing down just long enough to pass her a strange glance. “See?” Maaya continued quietly when he was out of earshot.

      “Not my fault they act like that. People should be more accepting.”

      For many long minutes it was silent. Maaya hoped against hope that the ghost would go away, but he stayed resolutely by her side, looking not at all bothered.

      Maaya was infuriated by the unfairness of it all. Here these ghosts were, bothering her at their malicious leisure and pleasure, and she couldn’t do a thing about it. They pushed her until she lost her temper, and when she pointed her finger at those had caused her trouble, of course, no one could see them. They were free to do as they pleased.

      There were surely ghosts who minded their own business, but she’d never heard stories about those. It was always haunted house this or possessed artifact that. She’d seen them do it, and they had a merry damned time of it, too. At first they’d frightened her, but now they only got in her way. This was what ghosts did. Even the ones who didn’t thrive on chaos still caused her trouble just by existing, which wasn’t fair, because they shouldn’t exist. No one could just die properly.

      Once or twice she’d had an actual pleasant encounter with ghosts, which made her question her bitterness, but only for a moment. Then she remembered the stares and comments she got and how much danger she was constantly in because of them. She could be growing up normally if it weren’t for them. Maybe she’d have a family by now. Or friends.

      Maaya resisted the urge to let her anger get the better of her at the ghost’s presence. If he was going to stay, she might as well distract herself from her hunger with conversation.

      “Why do you haunt houses?” she asked quietly.

      “Me?”

      “Any of you.”

      “I can’t speak for all of us. Besides, what’s haunting mean, anyhow? All I do is stay in my house just like I did when I was alive. If other people are bothered by it, maybe they should leave. I was there first.”

      “You stay in the house you lived in?”

      “Yeah. Most of us who ‘haunt’ do.”

      “It’s not your house anymore. Other people live there now.”

      “Well I didn’t give them permission to, did I?”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re dead.”

      “I lose my rights to my possessions and property because I’m dead? Ridiculous.”

      “Where are other people supposed to live then?”

      “They can build new houses.”

      “Did you build the house you lived in?”

      “Nah. Great grandfather bought it new. Passed it down through the family. I never married, though, so I lost it.”

      “And your family never haunted you?”

      “Of course not! I’m not even sure any of them stuck around. Anyway, that’s why you be nice to your loved ones in this life so they don’t give you trouble from the next. The living never want to be the ones in their circles to die first, but gods save you if you’re the last one alive and you went and riled up all your friends before they passed. What’s your family like?”

      “I haven’t got any,” Maaya said irritably. Not only was she being harassed by a ghost, but the ghost was prying into her personal life.

      “Ah, shame,” the ghost replied. “Suppose that’s why you’re here. What happened to them? Dead? Moved away? Abandoned you, perhaps? Seems common enough here.”

      “I don’t want to talk anymore.”

      “Just curious. Family’s important, you know. Did you run away? You could still make up with them. No bond stronger than family, that’s what my father always used to—”

      “Stop. Stop talking,” Maaya whimpered, holding her hands to her ears and closing her eyes.

      She was getting overwhelmed. The ghost wasn’t hurting her, but harassment didn’t have to be painful. As he spoke, he drowned out the other noises on the street; it was like trying to listen to someone through the muddled ringing of a severe headache. His words ran together with the words of everyone who’d spoken quietly behind her back, all the concerned and fearful mentions of madness, insinuations, and accusations. Everyone thought she was crazy. In times like this, even she started to think she was. It all mixed together, creating an amalgamation of anxiety, anger, terror, and the almost uncontrollable desire to run away—combined, of course, with the understanding that she couldn’t publicly show any of this at all lest she just make everything worse.

      “—don’t have to be related by blood, either. Sometimes you’re given families, sometimes you find them, but it’s all the same in the end as long as you love—”

      “Get away from me,” Maaya said sharply, much louder than she’d intended. She was painfully aware of the stares this outburst attracted from those nearby, and even more aware of how alone she was. There was no blaming this on a bystander. Already out in the open, she decided to finish. “You think someone like me has a family to go back to? I don’t even have a roof over my head at night or anything to eat. And I might be able to find friends if you would stop bothering me and making me look crazy in front of the only people I could be friends with.”

      “The living, you mean,” the ghost said slowly.

      “Yes,” Maaya replied firmly.

      “I see.” For a moment, Maaya thought she detected the slightest hint of hurt in his voice. “You could be friends with us too, you know. No rule against that.”

      “You don’t know our rules,” Maaya shot back venomously.

      She stared around warily. Some people had moved beyond staring at her in confusion to pretending with all their might that she didn’t exist, but others shared looks that clearly said someone should do something about her.

      She knew she had to go. If the town police came and found her talking to thin air, going to jail would be the best possible outcome. Sark was a suspicious and superstitious town and didn’t take kindly to anything outside the norm, to the point where burning people who strayed from it was deemed an acceptable reaction.

      Maaya stalked away angrily. There would be no breakfast today.

      Happy birthday to me.
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      At sixteen, Adelaide Sol was the busiest girl she knew.

      Every weekday at six in the morning she would wake up, get dressed and attempt to brush her long wavy amber hair, rush downstairs for breakfast, and then begin her day’s private lessons before she’d so much as had a chance to rub the sleep from her eyes. First was literature, then finance, then history, then geology, then geography, and then lunch. After that came business, then marketing, then steamsmithing, then mathematics. Adelaide’s parents had decided that it was never too early to get their children prepared to take over the family business—which Adelaide understood to be investments in lucrative sectors as well as the contracted transportation of high-quality and rare goods—and she often wondered if they expected her to take things over by the time she was eighteen. They certainly seemed to want her to have everything else in life accomplished by then.

      Her family was proud of their name, the Latin word for sun, and they were very well-respected and accomplished, according to them. Her father in particular spoke of the power their name gave them and the reputation it had earned over the centuries, saying it shone above others as a beacon of prosperity. Adelaide nodded politely while thinking it was all quite insufferable. Whatever she thought, however, the circumstances of her birth gave her the responsibility of a legacy, and even though that was certainly not her choice, it was now what was she was obligated to do.

      By the time her formal lessons ended, it was late in the afternoon, and her brain felt like mush between her ears. She was a good student by her own reckoning; she studied hard and threw herself into her work to the point where she had nothing of a social life to speak of, letting it take over even her once-precious weekend time.

      Being a good student, however, didn’t mean that she performed well academically. In Adelaide’s case, the opposite seemed to be true. One of her tutors in particular, a man named Valter Östberg, frequently got on her case about her marks no matter how hard Adelaide tried, and she had come to dread seeing him every day.

      She could never dwell on this for too long, however, because the end of each day was her favorite. The evenings were dedicated to her practice of libris, and she had never had as much fun with anything else in her life.

      Without bothering to tell her parents goodbye, even if it was only for a few hours, Adelaide skipped outside and down the front path toward the main road where a large horse-drawn carriage sat waiting. The man sitting up top waved as Adelaide approached, not bothering to jump down to open the door for her as he might anyone else. A moment later, Adelaide quickly climbed up top herself, sitting herself next to him without too much effort. She was tall, like the rest of her family, and at sixteen she was already at eye level with most grown men.

      “You know, if you’re just going to sit up here with me every time, we might as well just ride horseback all the way there,” the man chuckled, making sure Adelaide was secure in her seat before commanding the horses to move.

      “I could do that on my own, Asmund. I just like your company. And the ride. It’s nice not to have to think about something for ten minutes every day,” Adelaide said, not quite managing to conceal her exhaustion and irritation.

      “Your family knows how to not waste time, that’s for sure,” Asmund grunted.

      “I would call all of this a waste. Trying to get me to learn steamsmithing or history, or anything, really, is a waste of my time and their money.”

      Asmund laughed.

      “They’ve got enough so as not to be bothered. You’ll have to try a lot harder to make them think money’s being wasted. How many things have they bought you for hobbies you don’t keep up with anymore?”

      “Whose side are you on?” Adelaide asked, folding her arms and glowering. Asmund patted her shoulder.

      “Trust me, if I thought it’d do any good to sit down Felix and Cajsa and give them a talking to about opening up their thick skulls for a minute, I might just do it. But it wouldn’t, and we both know that.”

      “They might listen to another adult. Maybe not one they’re already trying to find a married partner for.”

      “Ha! The thought that the prime manifestation of old money in Krethus would listen to a carriage driver. No, I’m still getting used to the fact they remember my name now that I’ve been a family friend for a few decades now. Anyhow, are you on patrol this weekend? I’ve heard rumors the elites are shifting around again; lots of ghost activity in the north, not that I keep my ear to the ground or anything.”

      “That’s the plan right now. Sanna wants any excuse to take me out on rounds,” Adelaide explained. “She says the only way I can improve much more now is by getting out in the world, not practicing on a field.”

      “Sounds about right. Not that I know the slightest thing about how libris works, but I know what impresses me. You’ll been doing solo rounds to keep Krethus safe before you know it, and every morning we common folk wake up we’ll say, ‘It’s all thanks to the elite Adelaide Sol we’ve survived to breakfast today.’”

      “Oh, stop,” Adelaide muttered, averting her gaze. “This is what my parents have me training to do.”

      “And you love it, too. Don’t get all surly and pretending you hate your magic, now,” Asmund continued, his tone full of mirth.

      “I do... I guess I should be thankful my parents let me have one thing I actually like,” Adelaide sighed.

      The ride didn’t take them long, and before she knew it, she was looking up at the large gymnasium she so often traveled to for practice. She had a positive association with the building, even if she didn’t like the fact that there were so many people inside. There was a benefit to all the private tutors her parents had hired for her and her siblings: she didn’t have to talk to anyone.

      “I’ll be back in two hours as always; good luck!” Asmund called as Adelaide started inside. In the time it took her to decide whether or not this was a statement that required a response, Asmund had already started off down the road. She already felt less comfortable; Asmund was one of maybe three people she felt comfortable talking to.

      She shook her head to clear her thoughts before starting inside. Communicating was hard enough without an entire day’s worth of lessons to muddle her mind.

      She smiled politely at the woman behind the front desk, still uncertain after all this time what she was actually supposed to say, but this didn’t seem to be a problem. The woman greeted her, friendly as always, and said her tutor was waiting for her out on the tracks behind the gym. Adelaide uttered a quiet “Thank you” that she only barely heard herself, then continued toward the back.

      Adelaide’s libris tutor was a young woman in her late twenties, a few inches shorter than Adelaide with straight waist-length brown hair she always kept in a tight ponytail. Today she looked as lively and full of energy as ever; as one of Krethus’ libris elites, one of only a small few who could use the magic at all and one of fewer still who could use it to an almost incomparable degree, she was a force to be reckoned with. She was a wonderful teacher and role model, and though Adelaide was confident she would have liked libris either way, Sanna Dahlgren’s guiding hand only helped matters.

      The woman looked up as Adelaide approached and flashed her a grin.

      “Afternoon! Ready to wear yourself out?”

      “Always,” Adelaide agreed. Sanna’s smile and good mood was infectious, and she had already all but forgotten her day leading up to that point. “Asmund said there’s something happening up north; are we still going on patrol this weekend?”

      “We wouldn’t miss it. If anything, the fact there’s so much attention up north means it’s even more important you come with me. As much as some think there’s method to the ghosts’ madness, I don’t think there’s any point trying to predict their movements. By the time the others get up there, the ghosts will be back down here again.”

      “You think that’s on purpose? So they can be wherever the elites aren’t?” Adelaide asked as she reached into her pocket for her deck of libris cards.

      “Nope. I don’t think they have any consciousness or will. The problems we’ve got logistically are due to overthinking everything. I keep telling everyone to stay as spread out as possible to cover the widest area most effectively, but nooo, Sanna’s too young to understand how this works,” the woman chuckled.

      “That doesn’t seem very funny.”

      “It is if you condition yourself to laugh every time you’re full of hatred,” Sanna answered brightly. “Now, I’m going to push you hard today since it’s only mid-week; I want you to have enough time to recover before we head out.”

      “That’s okay with me. The more tired I am the sooner I’ll fall asleep and that means less time with my parents.”

      “They on your case again?”

      “Not for a few weeks now.”

      “Ah, they’re overdue,” Sanna said, a knowing look in her eye, and Adelaide laughed. “Well, we’ll forget about them for now. Let’s start with some stretches to limber up before we get to using cards. With me, now...”

      Not much was known about libris other than the fact that very few people in the world could use it. There were only a few dozen at the very most in the entire country of Krethus, at least that she knew of. Adelaide was one of those people, and upon recognizing that their daughter had this ability, her parents had wasted no time pushing her into the spotlight.

      Libris was a sort of magic, if Adelaide had to put words to it, though she didn’t feel it was entirely accurate. The art of libris seemed to work off of a person’s already existing abilities. It could make one stronger or faster or heal a person’s injuries, but only as long as the person’s body could handle it. Running a mile was still running a mile either way, and no matter how quickly it was done, a person would feel equally winded at the end. It also granted the user control over elements like fire and water, which came in handy for a variety of reasons, but it was similarly taxing on a person’s endurance.

      There was one more thing it could do, which was arguably the art’s most powerful function, and it was this specific skill that Adelaide was being trained to master: by the power of the user’s own blood, it gave them the ability to seal away the dead that still walked the earth.

      For years growing up, Adelaide had kept the fact that she could see ghosts a secret. She was already aware that she didn’t quite fit in, and was also aware that hardly anyone else could see ghosts, so she knew better than to admit to being able to see things that weren’t there.

      But then she saw people like her in the news. Her parents talked about them at dinner. The elites, some were called, and they helped keep Krethus safe. From what, Adelaide wasn’t certain; sure, ghosts could be mischievous, but nothing she’d call threatening. But she’d heard the reverence in their tones, these people who couldn’t see ghosts but believed in them anyway, and thought it was finally safe to tell someone. And so, one night at dinner years ago, she’d shared her secret.

      The response was everything she’d hoped for. If anything, it was even more. After they had quickly established that Adelaide was not, in fact, joking, her parents had descended on her with expressions of utter joy—and, she thought, a hint of relief. The very next morning she was whisked off to a nearby major city to see if she displayed any proclivity for libris, and after enduring a long series of tests, she found that she did.

      She remembered thinking her parents just might faint from this news, though she didn’t quite understand why at the time. She had been able to see ghosts her whole life, and while she recognized its rarity, she didn’t understand everyone’s excitement. Really, she thought, she just saw a few more people than most others normally did. The powers that libris granted her were also useful, but she didn’t understand the need to use them against ghosts. Sealing them away seemed an awfully cruel thing to do unless they asked for it.

      And then, weeks later, Adelaide learned everything in a way she’d never forget.

      It was several hours into the evening when Felix Sol received an urgent message from one of his contacts. There had been an attack in the provincial capital, and whoever was behind it was heading toward Unshala. Felix roused his family as quickly as he could and ordered them into the company of several men and women wearing dark cloaks that bore a strange insignia in the shape of what looked like a fish’s fin. Adelaide had never seen them before, but they took Adelaide, her little sister Marit, and their mother Cajsa out of the house and into a waiting carriage. It wasn’t Asmund driving, and this made Adelaide uncomfortable, but she said nothing.

      As the carriage sped quickly through the hills, Adelaide spotted a sudden white glow from the windows. She glanced out and saw one of the most frightening sights she would ever remember. A group of strange tall ghosts she had never seen before, all tall, identical, and faceless, moved slowly toward a nearby neighborhood. She heard screams, saw great flashes of red light and bursts of sparks like fireworks, and was certain she saw the elemental work of libris, far more advanced than anything she’d ever encountered before.

      “Don’t look at them!” Cajsa had hissed, pulling her daughter away from the window.

      It was the first time she’d seen the ghosts, and the first time she felt the death they caused. Her older brother Oskar, who had been working a late night in the capital when the attack occurred, never came home. His body had never been found.

      After that, her libris tutor had decided it was time for Adelaide to speed ahead and learn to use blood cards, the only card that had the ability to seal away spirits from the living world. The only known weapon against the strange faceless ghosts she had seen that night.

      For a time, Adelaide refused, despite the pleading and yelling of her family. She didn’t want to touch the magic. Her brother was dead. What else could she do but shut down? Learning and mourning were not activities to be undertaken simultaneously.

      But as weeks passed and her grief gave way to anger, she found a spark of vengeance within her. It hadn’t just been Oskar. It had been nearly everyone with him in the building that night, and dozens more. There had been libris elites stationed nearby to handle the attacks, but two of them had been killed as well. And despite the fact that Adelaide had never seen them before, she learned that these attacks had been happening for the past hundred years. She had been horrified to learn of the scope of the attacks, to learn how her country had been devastated over the past century. The attacks had resulted in millions of deaths, all people whose bodies were never recovered. Her parents begrudgingly told her everything they had tried to shield her from until she was old enough to handle it—if anyone was ever old enough to handle such a thing—and were visibly worried that the news might solidify their daughter’s refusal of libris.

      To their surprise, Adelaide had picked up her beginner’s pack of libris cards that very moment and strode out the door to practice. She practiced hard all afternoon to the point of exhaustion. She vaguely remembered her father carrying her to bed, and when she cracked her eyes open to look at him as he lay her gently down in her bed, she remembered the look of pride on his face.

      Adelaide shook her head. It didn’t feel right that she had such memories already, being only sixteen years old, but here she was. As one of the few in Krethus who could harness this magic, she had the power to fight and to defend her home and its people. She would avenge her brother and all the other lives that were lost, and prevent any from being lost ever again.

      “All right, I think we’re about as stretched as we’re going to be,” Sanna said, letting out a satisfied sigh as she got to her feet. Adelaide followed, her body feeling the mild aches of challenging stretches and the increased sense of strength and flexibility that followed. “Let’s get right to it. Green card on, give me some laps and see how fast you can go.”

      Adelaide applied a green card to her thigh, and the paper burned away as the markings upon it quickly spread over her limbs, hovering just slightly over her skin in the form of brightly glowing lines. They were jagged and rough while Sanna’s were smoother and more fluid; as Sanna had explained, no one truly chose their libris patterns, and Adelaide had been dismayed to realize that when she let her mind wander, the image that inevitably came up resembled that of a sun. Her family had seized on this with gusto, which Adelaide had both expected and dreaded.

      Without hesitation, Adelaide started forward, the power of libris giving her enough speed to round the entire track in less than thirty seconds. Its power prevented her from feeling the effects of fatigue or the burn in her muscles, and she knew that would ramp up quickly, so she pushed herself to run as fast as she could to get it over with. She felt almost like she was gliding across the ground, feeling none of the pounding of her shoes against the pavement as she ran.

      She had taken several laps before Sanna held up her hand. Adelaide jogged over and let her magic fade; instantly, she was out of breath and the muscles in her legs burned. She might have doubled over in pain and shock from this sudden switch if she weren’t already used to it. Sanna had spent weeks pushing her to her absolute limit with the express purpose of showing her what it felt like if she went too far, and while she had built plenty of strength and stamina during the process, it was still difficult every time.

      “Not bad, not bad. You aren’t getting much faster, but your strength more than makes up for that. Take five and then we’ll get back to it.”

      Adelaide nodded, unable to speak. She thought suddenly that Sanna was the only person she would endure this type of training for. She wasn’t opposed to exercise, but this was more difficult than anything she’d ever done. Her parents had tried to get her to do similar things even before she’d discovered she could use libris, and she fought hard against it. Now, however, she was enjoying herself. She relished the pain of sore muscles, enjoyed being out of breath, and proudly displayed her cuts and bruises. These were tangible signs of improvement equal to the effort she was putting in, which was not something she could say about many other things.

      Training continued for another two hours, getting progressively more intense as it went. Adelaide was required to use multiple cards at once and focus on multitasking, using different skills simultaneously or switching them out as the situation demanded. A libris elite needed to be adaptable, swift, and quick on their feet. Though they had such power at their fingertips, their method of operation was to get in, get the job done quick, then get out. The longer they remained, the more danger they put themselves in. As Sanna had explained, most of their training wasn’t about how to seal the ghosts—it was about how to stay alive to fight long enough to do so.

      Finally, Sanna called an ending to training. Adelaide let her magic flicker and fade away, and this time she did collapse, falling to her knees as her legs no longer had the strength to keep her upright. Her throat and lungs felt like they were burning, her muscles trembled from overuse, and her mind felt foggy from two hours of adapting quickly to each situation Sanna had given her. It was hard to remain so acutely aware for such a long period of time.

      “Here you go. You did good,” Sanna said with a smile as she handed Adelaide a water bottle. Adelaide took it gratefully and began to drink slowly. “I’m seeing so much improvement from where you started. You have a lot of potential, especially when it comes to your strength and elements. You’re still not quite as fast as I’d like to see, though, so we’ll have to work on that another time.”

      Adelaide only nodded again in return, but she managed a grin. She knew she would be sore for days yet, but that every time she did this, she became stronger. Soon enough she’d be taking on the ghosts on her own, playing her part as one of Krethus’ only defenders.

      When Adelaide finally found her voice, hoarse as it was, she spoke up.

      “I don’t know why I’m not getting faster. Is there something I should be doing that I’m not?”

      “I’m not sure,” Sanna answered thoughtfully. “To be frank, a lot of this is trial and error since we know so little about libris. You may have hit your limit, which is fine! Or there are other things we can do. For me, strength was the hardest. I just could never get that right. Sometimes I sit and try for some new cards, thinking I might unlock something else, but no luck so far. This magic is finicky and it will affect everyone differently.”

      “Will I be able to fight the ghosts if I don’t get faster?” Adelaide asked concernedly.

      “Oh, absolutely. You’re still easily quick enough, and you know how to use it well. Besides, some of your other magic is downright impressive. You’re probably one of the strongest libris users I know, and that’s definitely not bad for a sixteen-year-old girl. Maybe you can’t outrun most of us, but you could floor most of us in any fight.”

      “Just my luck. What am I going to do with strength? I can’t exactly punch the ghosts.”

      “There are plenty of uses. Say a building has collapsed and you need to lift rubble to find survivors. Or maybe you need to carry an injured teammate, or several teammates, to safety. Maybe you need to break down a barrier to open up a path for people to escape. There are so many things you can do with all your skills; you just need to be creative sometimes. You’ll pick it up,” Sanna said encouragingly.

      After a few more minutes of rest, Adelaide felt strong enough to stand. After a quick goodbye and hug with Sanna, she made her way back into the gymnasium. As she pushed open the front door, the woman at the desk called, “Thanks for coming by!”

      “You too,” Adelaide responded, then caught herself. “Er...”

      After a pause that felt like an eternity, she pushed open the door and left as quickly as she could. Luckily, Asmund was already waiting, and Adelaide wasted no time climbing up to the top seat to join him.

      “Good lesson?” Asmund asked as he got the horses moving. “You look exhausted.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, good lesson,” Adelaide said shortly.

      Asmund eyed her suspiciously.

      “You all right?”

      “Yep. Just enjoying my total lack of communication skills, there’s a surprise for you,” Adelaide continued, staring straight ahead. At the moment, she wanted nothing more than the safety and comfort of her warm bed at home.

      “You seem to be doing fine with me.”

      “I know you. And I know Sanna. But everyone else...”

      “Are also, strangely enough, people.”

      “And also strangers. It’s hard.”

      “I don’t think people are your problem. Ever think about practicing?”

      “Practicing talking to people? And embarrass myself even more?”

      “Yeah, and the first few times I practiced my letters or did my maths, I’d get things wrong. But you know what happened after? I got better.”

      “You’ve apparently never seen me in class,” Adelaide grumbled.

      The ride home seemed longer than the one she had taken earlier, and when the carriage finally stopped outside her family’s large home, she was already halfway to her feet. However, she froze when she noticed her father standing expectantly in the open doorway, his arms folded.

      “Ouch. Another lecture already? It hasn’t been that long since the last one,” Asmund said, quietly enough to keep his voice from carrying.

      “I guess so. Let’s see what my tutors complained about today,” Adelaide replied evenly, even as her heart pounded in her chest with anticipation. “You wouldn’t be willing to keep going and take me away somewhere and hide me, would you?”

      “Oh, yeah, sure! What could go wrong kidnapping the eldest daughter of the Sol family? If I was lucky, I’d get the military after me. If I was unlucky, which seems more likely, the Blackfins would be knocking on my door by the night’s end.”

      “Well, it couldn’t hurt to ask,” Adelaide sighed.

      She stepped down from the carriage, then watched it as it went, refusing to move until it was out of sight. She took every little delay she could, even if part of her knew it would be better to go face her father and get it over with. Another thing she never seemed to learn no matter how often it happened, she thought.

      Finally, when she could wait no longer, she grimaced and trudged toward the door where her father stood waiting.
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      Maaya was awoken just before dawn the next morning by a severe pain in her stomach. It started off dull and throbbing, something she might have been able to ignore, but then came the sharp piercing pains that almost made her open her eyes to see if she was actually being stabbed. It wouldn’t have been the first time someone had attempted it.

      As she lay curled on the ground against a large abandoned building, however, the rumbling in her stomach told her this pain was the result of something a little harder to treat than a knife wound.

      Hunger.

      She groaned quietly and curled up tighter, trying to will the pain away. Sometimes it lasted minutes, sometimes hours before it finally let her be, though it had a tendency to linger in the background and make sure she knew it was watching at all times. Not only had she not managed breakfast the day before, but lunch and dinner hadn’t been successful, either. To go a whole day without a meal wasn’t rare for her, but that meant the pain wasn’t, either. Further, every day without food made the next day harder. Begging was hard enough when she wasn’t doubled over with pain or too weak or dizzy to go far.

      Maaya wondered if there might be any correlation between her lack of luck and her outburst the previous morning. The thought filled her with irritation, but she didn’t have the strength to fight it. It wasn’t fair. Not only had the ghost ruined her chances for a meal, but he hadn’t even had the decency to bring her some food after he’d done so. So much for wanting to be friends. But then, ghosts just weren’t troublemakers when it came to the physical world. Anyone else who had the ability to see them would find them just as much emotionally manipulative and cruel. Not that there was anyone else.

      So consumed was she by this irritation that she didn’t notice the figure approaching her until they were tapping her on the shoulder.

      Maaya gasped and sat up, prepared to defend herself, and the sudden movement caused a fresh wave of pain to sear through her. She gritted her teeth and stared up at the figure, but then she relaxed.

      A young boy knelt in front of her, his unkempt brown hair falling over his hazel eyes. He was thin but strong, made for life on the streets. The boy was a little older and more experienced than Maaya, and had been kind enough to teach her a little of what he knew—enough to keep her mostly safe, anyway. He was dressed in similarly old and worn clothes, though from the looks of him, Maaya thought, he’d been luckier on the food front recently.

      As if reading her mind, he reached into the tattered brown bag hanging over his shoulder and pulled out a half a loaf of bread and an apple. He handed them to her, and she took them, her eyes widening in surprise.

      “I know hunger pains when I see them,” the boy explained simply with a wink.

      “Thanks, Hari. You have no idea how much I need this,” Maaya said gratefully. Without waiting for a response, she tore into the bread, trying as hard as she could to chew and eat slowly. Eating too fast would only make the pain worse in the short term.

      “I do, though. We look for each other out here, you know? I haven’t forgotten the time you saved me from that couple who got me stealing. Beginner’s mistake, I know, but it’s not one I’ll make again. Plus, you looked pretty miserable over here.”

      “I was too asleep to be miserable until the pain woke me up.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s how it goes. Mind if I join you?” Hari asked.

      “If you can find space,” Maaya said, gesturing to the empty wall that spread out far in both directions.

      Hari sat down easily beside her, took the other half of the loaf out of his bag, and began eating, though by his slow and deliberate pace, Maaya could tell he didn’t really need to. Hari was an acquaintance—someone she might almost call a friend if she saw him more than a few times every few months—but they weren’t close enough for idle chatter. He wanted something.

      Sure enough, after about a minute, he spoke.

      “Also, I was thinking.”

      “That comes in handy.”

      “There’s a house that’s closer to where you usually hang out. Some well-off guy lives there. Word is he’s got himself a new job that keeps him away from home for longer than normal. I was thinking you might want to check it out.”

      “Thanks for letting me know. What’s in it for you?”

      “I was thinking... half? I’ve got a good source of food right now, and I was thinking that I could offer a little security in exchange for half of whatever you can carry out of there.”

      “Why not do it yourself and take it all?”

      “Breaking into that house requires some... finesse. You know, that thing I have none of. It’s out in the open and doesn’t look very accessible. But if anyone can do it, it’s you. You’re great with this kind of thing.”

      Maaya stopped chewing to think. It was an honest proposition; Hari wouldn’t come to her trying to cheat her. This was simply the way things worked.

      “I need a little more information. Where is it? When’s he usually away?”

      “A few streets outside Corridor C. I can show you the place later. I don’t know exactly when he’s gone; from what I’ve heard, he sometimes works nights, but I don’t know which ones. That’s your job to figure out.”

      “Naturally.”

      “What do you think?” Hari asked hopefully.

      “I don’t suppose anyone knows of a better place to sleep than cobblestones,” Maaya asked, stretching painfully.

      “Talk to Bindhiya; she might have something for you. You really should check more often. It can’t be good for your back to sleep like this all the time,” Hari said concernedly.

      “I don’t want to be a bother,” Maaya said dismissively, though there was more to it than that. The deeply impoverished of Sark tried to look out for each other and shared a great disdain for the way they were treated by everyone else, but their unity wasn’t strong enough to withstand the danger of a bad reputation. If someone was considered too much trouble, those with the resources to help would turn their backs. Invisibility was a virtue in a world with so many other threats; they didn’t need any from within. And the rumors about Maaya dabbling in witchcraft and speaking with spirits definitely would not grant her any favor.

      “You, my friend, are hopeless,” Hari chuckled, then got nimbly to his feet and held out his hand. Maaya took it, then stored the rest of her food away; she was still hungry, but she had to make it last. “Consider it, at least?”

      “I think I can manage that.”

      “That’s the spirit! Let’s get moving; the sun will rise soon, and I’d like to show you the place before people start waking up.”

      

      All things considered, it was not the worst possible job Maaya could have taken. The community of Corridor C was rich enough to warrant constant police patrols — in the whole town, only Corridors B and A were wealthier — but the target’s house was just far away enough to avoid the common foot patrols. Further, while its main entrance faced the street, it had another entrance on the side that went into a dark alley from which trash was usually collected. What’s more, the alley was narrow enough that Maaya might be able to scale it to gain access to an upper window, which was more likely to be unlocked than the side door. She would have to try this; she had never mastered lock picking.

      Then again, it wasn’t as though she had tried very hard. Stealing had always made her uncomfortable, so she’d never had much incentive to try to get better at it. She was only doing this so she could survive, not to make a profit.

      For a whole week she returned to the same place every day, pretending to rest or sleep or be walking nearby as she watched the house. As far as she could tell, the house had only one occupant: a middle-aged man who worked somewhere in the direction of the city center. Most days he came and went at the same times, but on Friday night he didn’t return; it wasn’t until the middle of the morning on Saturday that he finally came home, looking exhausted.

      Maaya wished she had more time to scope the house out; maybe that wasn’t his regular schedule. Maybe it was just a fluke. But Hari had visited her twice to check on her progress, and it was clear he was hoping she’d get started soon. What’s more, whatever source of food he’d found would not benefit her until after she’d successfully given Hari his share, which meant it was in her own best interest to move quickly, too. She didn’t like it, but with her acquaintance and her stomach both against her, she decided to make her move.

      As evening fell on Friday, Maaya made her way back slowly toward the house. She kept her head down but stayed in plain sight, doing her best to look tired and to give others the impression that she was off to find a place to sleep for the night. It was an oddly paradoxical thing about being poor; the more visible she made herself, the less likely people were to take any notice of her.

      A few streetlamps were lit, leaving the street otherwise pleasantly dark. The alley especially was almost completely black, with the exception of the narrow beams of light that escaped around the curtains of the house next door. Maaya would have to avoid that as best she could, even though she had never seen anyone open it.

      She studied the house as she stood nearby, trying to look busy. There were no lights on inside, all the curtains were drawn, and there was no sign that anyone was there. She assumed the owner was at work, though the real question was whether or not he was coming home.

      As the hours passed, foot traffic on the street dwindled to nearly nothing. When one of the few foot patrols of the night passed, Maaya began shuffling bits of a newspaper she had found in a nearby trash bin; she couldn’t read, but the officer didn’t need to know that.

      The officer passed without so much as a glance, and Maaya thought with some bitterness that it was likely the ubiquity of poverty that made him so immune to the sight of it — and which also gave her the advantage of invisibility. What a world she lived in.

      Still, hours after dark as it was, the house’s owner had not yet come home. He would surely have come home by now if he was going to at all, Maaya thought, but she couldn’t do anything just yet. There were still a few stragglers on their way home from late shifts at work or early shifts at a bar.

      Finally, the street was empty. Maaya tensed, staring hard, focusing on any movement that might show up in her peripheral vision. When a full minute passed and no one showed up, Maaya moved.

      She leapt over the short fence in front of the house without a sound and passed into the alleyway. She paused again here, both to listen for any indication that she might have been detected and to let her eyes adjust to the darkness. As they did, she saw the alley was still mostly clean, just as she had seen it during daylight, but that there were a few bottles here and there that would definitely give her away if she weren’t careful.

      She memorized where they were, then tried to open the side door. Sure enough, it was locked tight. This was no surprise, though with all Maaya had been through recently, she thought she was owed some luck.

      Her next step was to scale the wall and climb into the upstairs window. This would be much more difficult. She was too short to push her back against the wall using her feet as leverage on the opposing wall, so she’d have to push herself up with both her hands and feet and then grab hold of the window’s ledge. She took a moment to give silent thanks that she had been able to find food that afternoon; without its energy, she wouldn’t have the strength to do this.

      Taking care to avoid the bottles, she placed her hands against the wall and began walking her feet up the opposite wall, her knees bent. The stucco finish rubbed painfully against her palms, but there was no other option. Slowly, carefully, silently, she began to make her way up the wall. Her muscles were already starting to protest, but she consoled herself with the knowledge that this would be the most difficult part of the process.

      Finally, just when she thought she might lose her strength and fall, she came within reach of the ledge. She grabbed it immediately, hanging on with both hands. Light and small as she was, this was a much easier task, though her arms still needed respite. She pushed herself up with effort, then pulled at the bottom of the window.

      It didn’t move.

      Maaya’s eyes widened with fear. The window was locked. She hadn’t even considered this a possibility. She knew she definitely couldn’t break the window; that would be far too much noise. She also didn’t want to drop back down to the ground and risk injury.

      Panicking, she tugged at the window again—and this time it did move. It slid slightly to the left, moving inside its frame rather than opening out from the bottom like she was used to. Maaya didn’t hesitate; she pulled the window as far as she could, and then, with the last of her strength, pulled herself into the house.

      She lay on the floor of the dark room, gasping for breath as her muscles burned angrily. If even a few more seconds had passed, she knew she would have fallen, and would have had to call off the whole endeavor even if she miraculously made it out unhurt.

      Luckily, it seemed the house truly was empty. She heard no anxious footsteps coming to investigate the source of the noise, and it was comfortably dark all around. Maaya slowly got to her feet, then closed the window behind her. She had never seen one like it. Rich people had all the interesting things.

      Comfortably on her feet once again, she started to move, going through what she knew about places like this in her mind. Houses like these usually had basements, so that was three floors to look through. The houses in the actual corridor had small back yards, but these were built closer together, which meant fewer avenues of escape. The man lived alone and was getting old, so there was likely only a single bedroom on the first floor; beyond that she could expect a study and storage rooms. This was good news—rich men who lived alone had more valuables than those with families, and more rooms to put them in. Either that or libraries. She hoped there wouldn’t be any libraries. Books fetched little money when she distributed her spoils to people who generally weren’t privileged enough to know how to read.

      The room she was in looked like it hadn’t been used in years, and mostly contained old dusty furniture, though Maaya did spot a shoulder-sling bag hanging from a nearby coat rack. That would come in handy.

      Two other rooms on the top floor were mostly empty as well, and Maaya was starting to wonder if there was actually anything of value in the house when she stepped into the last room. Her eyes lit up. Here was a closet with a few expensive looking coats, and to the right was a dresser that contained a few bracelets, bangles, necklaces, and other pieces of jewelry. There weren’t many, and they weren’t the highest quality she’d ever seen, but Hari would be overjoyed.

      She tried to fight the guilt that ate at her as she put them carefully into the bag. Maybe they belonged to a family member who had moved away or who was no longer alive. Maybe they had been gifts. They were likely kept for sentimental reasons, even if they were pushed away in an old dresser on a floor the man probably couldn’t walk up to anymore.

      Maaya tore herself away before she could put the jewelry back. She hated this, she really, truly hated this, but she had to survive. It wasn’t fair that someone should lose their possessions, but it also wasn’t fair that so many people starved on the streets while others had enough resources to have a three-story house to themselves filled with valuable objects they hardly ever used or looked at. She guessed it would be a long while before the man realized the jewelry had even been stolen—if he ever did.

      Even though this was not the man’s fault in any respect, the thought of this unfairness incensed her enough to momentarily push aside her guilt, and she used this to leave the room before it could creep back.

      She crept to the first floor, then began her search anew. Sure enough, she saw a bedroom, extravagantly furnished, what looked like a study, and... oh, gods. A library. I knew it.

      She turned on her heel and made to start toward the kitchen when she saw a flash of light. A moment later, she caught a glimpse of something she disliked even more than a library.

      The ghost of an old man floated slowly into the other end of the hall, peering into the sitting room as though he were about to find himself a seat and read the newspaper over a cup of coffee. Maaya froze, thinking about where she could hide, but there was nowhere she could go fast enough to avoid being spotted.

      And then he saw her.

      His eyebrows raised in slight surprise, and then he began to float toward her.

      “Well, well. What have we here?” he asked softly, sounding more curious than malicious.

      “I, er... sorry,” Maaya said instinctively, unsure of why exactly she was apologizing. It wasn’t like she was breaking into his house.

      The ghost stopped.

      “What...? Can you... see me?” he asked slowly.

      “Yes,” Maaya said simply, even as her brain fought to add, unfortunately.

      “My word! How remarkable. You must be the first in... oh, I don’t know how many years now. But if I may... what are you doing in my great-grandson’s house?”

      Maaya opened her mouth, but no words came out. She valued honesty, but didn’t think that telling the truth to this particular man—apparently a relative of the one whose house she had come to rob—would be a great idea.

      However, he seemed to guess.

      “What have you taken from him?”

      Maaya stepped back defensively.

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m not here to ruin him. I just want to eat.”

      “Thievery is unbecoming.”

      “This life is unbecoming,” Maaya said venomously. “I don’t need you judging me. This is already hard enough as it is. I could ask you why you’re haunting your great-grandson’s house.”

      “This is the home of my family,” the ghost shrugged. “Right now he’s the only one left, and it looks like the family name will die when he does. I loved all of them so much. You know, he used to have a wife and four children. This house was filled with light and life once. I couldn’t bring myself to go anywhere else, especially when I found out his youngest daughter could see me.”

      “She... she could?” Maaya asked, her voice losing its edge. She hadn’t intended to get involved in a conversation, but the idea of someone else in the world like her was too much to ignore.

      “Indeed! It was hard for me to convince her to keep it a secret, but it made me feel like a grandfather all over again. I got to watch the children grow and watch the family’s love develop into something wonderful. With all that, what reason had I to leave? I wondered sometimes if I were intruding, but... well, I hadn’t passed on like I should have, and I felt that if I were to be accepted anywhere, it would be with my family.”

      “What happened?” Maaya asked tentatively.

      “Sickness. He had it, too, but he made it through. His wife and children, however... she was left permanently weakened from childbirth, and the rest were too young. It broke him. Ever since then he only moves between his bedroom and study when he’s home, and he works more to distract himself. I can tell his memory is failing him, too. I haven’t seen him smile in years.”

      Maaya thought she might cry. Damn this ghost for making things so deep and complicated.

      “I’m sorry. For him and for you,” she finally said. She couldn’t think of anything else.

      “It’s well, I suppose. I don’t know when he’ll pass on, but I expect he’ll find happiness when he does. His family is waiting for him. I only wish I could do the same eventually. But now, onto you. I won’t pretend I don’t understand what it’s like to not know where your next meal is coming from. That was me when I first came to Sark. You’ll find a sympathetic ear here, but I cannot in good conscience ignore thievery in my family’s home. May I see what you plan to take?”

      “You know you can’t stop me, right?” Maaya said tensely.

      “I know. That’s why I hope to convince you instead.”

      Maaya paused for a few moments, warily looking the ghost up and down, then slowly opened the bag, revealing the clothing and jewelry.

      “I see. Things to sell, no doubt,” the ghost said, and Maaya nodded quietly. The ghost sighed and rubbed his face, and then finally spoke. “Might I suggest a compromise?”

      “How?”

      “I can show you where he keeps some of his money. I know the code to get into his safe. I would ask that you not take it all, but he makes a good living... and with his memory being what it is lately, I hardly think he’d even notice some was missing. It should let you eat for a while.”

      “And what do I have to do?” Maaya asked suspiciously. This sounded too easy.

      “Leave the rest. I know they might sell well, but... this is a personal request. He’s already lost so much. Money can be replaced, but these heirlooms and reminders of the love he once had cannot. Please. Don’t take his memories too.”

      Maaya turned away so the ghost wouldn’t see the tears glistening in her eyes, threatening to drip down her cheeks. It was a more than fair request, and was something she was far more comfortable doing for exactly the reasons he listed. But in his eyes, she probably didn’t know better. In his eyes, this would be a sacrifice for her, not something she would have preferred to do all along. The guilt and the thought that he might look at her as that kind of person pierced her heart. None of this was fair.

      “All right,” she said quietly. “I’m happy to do that.”

      “I thought you would be,” the ghost said kindly. “Don’t despair. We didn’t ask for life, but were tasked with working our way through the world regardless. That you have to go to such ends just to survive is no fault of yours; the worst thing you can do is blame yourself for the world’s cruelty.”

      “Just my luck,” Maaya sighed. “The one person in the world who understands how unfair this all is and no one else can see or hear him. I think I’m just as crazy as everyone thinks.”

      “Everyone else being closed-minded doesn’t make you crazy. I could tell you that much,” the ghost said with a wink. “Now, what’s your name, girl?”

      “Maaya,” she answered. It wasn’t like he was going to tell anyone.

      “A pleasure. My name is Manoj. I do wish we had the chance to meet under better circumstances, but this doesn’t mean we still can’t be friends. I can’t say I have a lot of people to talk to.”

      There was that word coming from a ghost again. Manoj was pleasant enough for a dead person, but friends? He didn’t know her well at all if he was making a suggestion like that.

      Her distaste must have shown itself on her face, for Manoj continued, “Well, just an idea. It’s not often I see living ones who can see me back. I suppose you remind me of my great-grandson’s daughter in that way.”

      “I can’t... I can’t think about this right now. Just take me where I need to go, please,” Maaya said firmly.

      She wasn’t certain if she imagined it, but a flicker of sadness seemed to cross the ghost’s face.

      “Right, of course. You must eat, after all. Here, follow me.”

      

      When Hari met up with Maaya the following morning, he came with breakfast and a smile which only grew as he saw the bag Maaya had slung around her shoulder.

      “Wonderful, wonderful. You’re so good at this; I knew you could do it. Everything was so unchanged and the man was so calm when he got home I was afraid you hadn’t actually done it after all. But here you are! What did you get us?”

      “Rial. Lots of it,” Maaya said, opening the bag to reveal the money inside. Hari’s eyes widened in surprise, but then he frowned.

      “Nothing else? Nothing to sell?”

      “Nothing,” Maaya said dully. She just wanted this to be over. “He’s an old man who lives by himself and spends most of his time at work. Most of his valuables are probably at his office if he even has any at all. It was empty in there.”

      “Shame. Guess I’m not too surprised. But you still came out with plenty for the both of us, so you did it after—”

      “You can have it all,” Maaya interrupted, staring at the ground.

      “I can... what? All of what?” Hari asked disbelievingly.

      “All the money. I don’t want it. Just make sure I have enough to eat. And... I keep the bag,” she added. She wasn’t completely daft.

      “I... well. I suppose I shouldn’t argue if I’m getting twice what I asked for. I’ll make sure you eat like a queen for a while to come,” Hari said, pulling the money into his own bag. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, as always.”

      “Yeah,” Maaya murmured as Hari left, a spring in his step.

      She should have felt good. Maybe satisfaction or relief. But all she could feel was hurt. She didn’t want to steal. She never did. She hated feeling guilty for something she didn’t even want to be doing, and she hated that she was forced to anyway. Then there was Manoj. He had been pleasant. Friendly, even. Somehow that made her even more upset. Ghosts had ruined her life, and continued to do so on an almost daily basis. What right did he have to come into her life being perfectly reasonable and making ghosts that much harder to blame? They couldn’t just make her live this life and then try to play nice. Having a target for her ire was comforting, and she needed it. It was more of a friend to her than any ghost would ever be.
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      Adelaide woke slowly on a late October Saturday morning as sunlight filtered gently through the window into her bedroom, passing over her enormous four-poster bed and its jumble of pillows and through her amber hair. She groaned. Nothing had any business being so bright that early in the morning. It was an odd thing too, now she thought of it; she had closed her curtains the night before.

      “Get up, Addy. You’ve got your extra lessons today.”

      Adelaide rubbed her eyes and sat up irritably, this familiar voice grating on her like nails on a chalkboard. When she opened her eyes, she saw her younger sister, Marit, standing at the foot of the bed. While Adelaide had inherited red hair and jade green eyes, Marit had her father’s wavy blonde hair and sky-blue eyes. Everything else about their appearance showed without a doubt they were sisters, but Adelaide tended to notice their differences first.

      “What time is it, even?” Adelaide mumbled.

      “Late enough you’d be in trouble if mom or dad had to come in to wake you themselves. I thought I’d save you the trouble, but you’ll need to get dressed quick.”

      Adelaide truly meant to thank her, but all that came out was another groan of groggy displeasure. Marit smirked.

      “You’re welcome. Make sure you eat, okay?”

      Adelaide shut the door after Marit as she left, then blearily turned to start getting dressed, already angry with just about everyone and everything. Her parents had been informed once again of her poor marks in her lessons, and had decided for reasons outside of her comprehension that the answer—and, she thought, the punishment—was more lessons. She had tried explaining that the amount and duration of her studies was not the problem, and that there was something else preventing her from doing as well as she would have liked, but her parents’ stubbornness, combined with her own inability to properly articulate what exactly this problem was, led them to dismiss her concerns as excuses for laziness or lack of focus. She wondered if it was worth trying anymore. She’d had as much luck convincing her parents of anything as she had understanding her course material, and had spent just as much effort.

      But the rules were the rules, and so she made her way downstairs to get breakfast. She made herself a quick meal of seasoned toast and a banana, trying to eat quickly. As much as she didn’t want to attend her lessons, she knew the trouble that would come from being late would be worse than her own discomfort at arriving a few minutes earlier.

      As she finished and started walking down the hall toward one of the rooms in which her studies would be held, her mother came down the stairs. Cajsa smiled and started to say good morning, but Adelaide didn’t give her so much as a glance. Before Cajsa could protest, Adelaide had vanished down the hall and into her study room, closing the door hard behind her.

      Her lessons dragged on and on through the day. Normally her mind recovered over the weekend, but now that she had no break to look forward to or enjoy, her performance was suffering even more than usual. Most of her tutors were patient, but she still dreaded her last class of the day: mathematics, taught by none other than Valter Östberg.

      And so it was with great apprehension that Adelaide stepped into the room Östberg used to teach. He was a young man, attractive enough in a conventional sort of way, but Adelaide knew him well enough that his personality canceled out any positive features his genetics might have granted him. She also knew him to be engaged, and she wasn’t sure who she felt more sorry for: his partner-to-be for having to put up with him, or Östberg for having to marry someone with absolutely no taste or standards.

      By the end of the lesson, Östberg was visibly frustrated, and after Adelaide asked for clarification on a particular problem for the fourth time, he snapped his book shut, placed his palms on the table in front of him, sighing and hunching over.

      “If you were focusing on this lesson as you’re supposed to be, you wouldn’t need to ask the same question again and again,” he said sharply. “We’re already behind, and we’re going to fall even further behind if we keep spending twenty minutes on questions that should take five.”

      “I can’t focus. I’m doing this seven days a week now. I’m tired,” Adelaide protested. “I’m really trying, I just don’t understand.”

      “It’s not an understanding problem, it’s an effort problem,” Östberg returned in a tone much like he was scolding a five year old. “I’ve never had a student I can’t teach. You would understand if you put forth the effort, but you don’t.”

      “I do! I study every night, but it’s all... gibberish,” Adelaide continued hotly. “Please, I am trying my best, but I just can’t—”

      “You see, you’ve already accepted that you can’t. You need to change that mindset. Think more positively about this. It’s not gibberish, it all makes perfect sense. If you feel overwhelmed, take a moment to clear your head, then come back to it and try again. You may find that with repetition comes understanding.”

      Adelaide wanted to scream that she was putting forth the effort, that she was studying every single night, that she had tried repetition and how it only left her more drained, confused, and anxious. But there was a sliver of doubt in her mind that kept her from protesting too much. Östberg had a point, after all; if everyone else could do it, then the problem must have been with her, and not the subject. Combined with the fact that she struggled in many of her subjects, this brought her right back to where she usually ended up: maybe she was just lacking in effort after all.

      “I’ll try,” she said, hoping to placate him. “Can we go over the one we’re working on from the start? I’ll focus, I promise.”

      Östberg made a disapproving noise, but offered no further commentary, instead returning to the lesson.

      Mercifully, the lesson ended somewhat early when there came a knock at the door and one of the house staff peeked inside.

      “Miss Sol? Sanna Dahlgren is here to pick you up for your patrol.”

      “Great! I’ll be there in a minute,” Adelaide answered, immediately standing up to pack her things. Östberg shot the man at the door a disgruntled look, one that showed he was not happy with losing his power in the room. He turned to Adelaide, giving one last valiant attempt.

      “I still want you to study. Practice all the problems we did today several times; I’m going to ask you about them next time we—”

      “Got it, study, repetition,” Adelaide said briefly, picking up her books and papers in a neat stack, then heading for the door. “See you!”

      Adelaide ducked around the corner before Östberg could respond. She knew he wouldn’t be thrilled with her, and that he might even mention her behavior to her parents again, but she didn’t mind. There was nothing new about that, after all.

      Still, as her pace slowed, she couldn’t help but think about what Östberg and her parents and so many others had criticized her for time and time again. Focus, effort, practice. She had no idea how her siblings or parents did it. Marit seemed to have an incredible mind for numbers, and when her older brother Oskar had been alive, he had seemed similarly brilliant. Marit was outpacing Adelaide in her studies despite being three years younger, and though Adelaide felt the obligatory frustration that her younger sister was better than her at anything, she felt secretly relieved. Maybe if Marit got good enough, Adelaide wouldn’t have to do any of this after all.

      It wasn’t fair. She knew something was different. It wasn’t just her fault. She just couldn’t explain how. There were some things, a select few things, that she was really, really good at. She could work on those things all day and night, and often focused so intently that she’d forget to eat or sleep. With other things, though, it took her all her effort and then some just to stay focused for short periods of time, and that said nothing about actually comprehending any of it or doing it well.

      But what was it? Adelaide had no idea. She just knew there was one, and it wasn’t fair that this be attributed to a lack of discipline. She had once spent seventy-two straight hours reorganizing every single book in her parents’ library when she was eleven, leaving every book sorted alphabetically by author, and by the size, and by the color of the covers. She’d even made an entirely new index as she went along so that nothing would be lost in her new system. Östberg never mentioned that, or that her parents had been too stunned by her work to punish her for it. How was that for discipline?

      She had never been able to wholly convince herself that Östberg and the others were right, even when she tried. At least once a night she sat down at her desk full of determination, ready to prove them wrong, and fully ready to be the intelligent and capable adult everyone wanted her to be. There was no hesitance or lack of earnestness in her desire; she really, truly wanted to be able to do what they wanted her to.

      Every single time, however, she failed. She would blink herself out of a reverie and glance at her clock to find that she had been staring off into space for twenty minutes, then feel her heart sink as she would look down at her papers to find she had barely started. Then she would try again and find herself organizing her desk drawers instead. Again and again she’d try, desperately and hopelessly, until she gave up in tears of frustration. Did everyone really struggle like this? How were they hiding it so well?

      One thing that always successfully distracted her was anything about the ocean. She had read dozens of books on how ships were operated, the formation and organization and power structures of crews on various types of ships, geology, geography, star charts, and weather patterns. After struggling through half a page of maths, she would get through an entire book on sailing in one go before falling asleep an hour before sunrise. Why couldn’t she study that instead? Why was that considered the distraction and not what she was actually supposed to learn?

      She walked into her home’s main hall and turned toward the front door. Sanna was already sitting in the foyer, and when she saw Adelaide, she jumped to her feet with a little bounce of excitement, and strode over to her.

      “You ready? You look a little tired. I hope you’ll be able to keep up tonight.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that,” Adelaide said happily, already feeling the mental fatigue from her day’s schoolwork starting to slip away.

      “Well, you haven’t disappointed me yet,” Sanna laughed, then headed for the front door. An attendant made to open it for them, but Sanna got there first, and before she knew it, Adelaide was out in the warm afternoon air. Now that she was free, the air seemed fresher, the sun seemed more friendly, and the flowery smells from her family’s garden smelled sweeter. She even caught a hint of salt on the breeze from the nearby ocean, and she felt a sudden longing; it had been a while since she’d had a chance to get out on the water.

      “Where are we headed tonight?” Adelaide asked.

      “Between the hills and the provincial capital,” Sanna answered, and Adelaide nodded. The capital had the highest density of people, and the hills gave them the best vantage point for catching any signs of the ghosts they were after. “Nothing special, but trust me, after enough close calls you’ll start begging for the boring routes.”

      “I just want to go wherever most of the ghosts are so I can get rid of them all,” Adelaide said. Sanna gave her a half smile.

      “You’d think so, huh.”

      As they stepped into a waiting carriage, Adelaide patted her coat to make sure she had her libris cards with her. She carried them with her at all times now, and they felt as much a part of her daily wear as much as a shirt or socks might. Still, she couldn’t be too careful. For all her confidence and anger, the ghosts frightened her in a way she couldn’t explain.

      As it was, sightings of the ghosts where Adelaide lived were rare enough, and it was common for them to go nights or even entire weekends without seeing a single one. She lived days away, even by high-speed train, from what was believed to be the source of the ghosts: a strange machine protected by a barrier that couldn’t be penetrated by any weapon or any being living or dead.

      Most Krethans knew about the threat of the ghosts. They had existed for at least a hundred years, and at first they had been a terrifying and unstoppable force that had ground the country’s economy and morale to a halt; very few could see them, but when they arrived, people always died, and this drove her country to the brink of madness and collapse from fear. These enemies were ones that no walls or locks could stop, that were effectively invisible, and that hardly anyone could do anything about. No one was safe, and in a country where libris had been viewed as dangerous magic to the point where anyone caught practicing it was punished to the fullest extent of the law, the few who could help were not quick to volunteer.

      Much had changed in the last hundred years, however, and now Adelaide found herself one of the select few people in the country able to defend her people against a threat most couldn’t even see. She didn’t know what the ghosts wanted or why they existed, but that wasn’t important to her. If they could be reasoned with, they would have been reasoned with long ago. Since they couldn’t, they would have to be stopped using force, and Adelaide was more than happy to be that force. Maybe it wouldn’t bring Oskar back, but maybe he could appreciate her efforts if he was watching from wherever he was now.

      A few uneventful hours passed, which Adelaide and Sanna mostly spend walking through the streets and wooded areas of the hills overlooking Adelaide’s hometown of Unshala and beyond. Adelaide loved looking at the lights from up in the hills and the great dark beyond that was the sea. Out there was safety from all the things holding her back and causing her grief here at home.

      Suddenly, Sanna thrust out her hand. Adelaide stopped immediately, lowering her gaze to the ground and reaching for her cards. Her heart was already pounding in her chest, and it was the only sound she could hear. Slowly, carefully, she stared around her, using her peripheral vision to search for any new signs of light. She had been taught from the get-go to never, ever look the ghosts in the eyes, or the hollow black holes that most assumed were eyes; anyone who met the ghosts’ gaze lost all control of their body, as though they were fainting, and remained helpless until they were either carried to safety by an ally, or killed.

      “We’ve got a few. A quarter mile or so southwest, heading for a small neighborhood,” Sanna said, suddenly very serious. “We’ve got time to make it there. Use your greens, draw your bloods, and fall in.”

      Adelaide barely had time to respond before Sanna’s limbs glowed suddenly bright with swirling green designs, and then she was off like a blur between the trees. Adelaide wasted no time applying her own speed augment before rushing after her.

      Luckily, the glowing lines over Sanna’s limbs helped guide Adelaide as they ran faster than any other human could ever hope to. She knew she would lose her tutor otherwise; Sanna was so fast that, even with the help of Adelaide’s magic, the younger girl fell behind. She let her gaze rise slightly past Sanna’s form toward the direction they were headed; sure enough, a small group of the ghosts were heading slowly, silently, toward a tight cluster of houses nestled near the base of the hills.

      Adelaide shivered. Each ghost was identical, nearly seven feet tall with no visible limbs to speak of, and few features other than the two gaping, empty sockets that seemed to be their eyes. They were almost the picturesque ghosts of children’s tales save for the aura of dread and hopelessness they exuded with their very presence. They didn’t move fast, but they didn’t have to. No one could see them coming, and those who happened to look in their direction were struck motionless, helpless. Their arrival meant death, and the closer Adelaide got, the angrier and more afraid she became.

      “I’m left, you’re right; bloods out, stay behind them, and take them out!” Sanna called, veering left as she reached the outskirts of the cluster of buildings.

      Adelaide went right, pulling out her cards as she did so, feeling the jagged lines of her own dried blood beneath her fingers. They felt warm to the touch, the magic almost seeming to offer a sense of comfort and confidence for the battle ahead.

      What followed only took a matter of seconds. Adelaide took in as much of the surrounding area as she could, determining the ghosts’ trajectory, establishing that no one else was in immediate danger, and making sure she had at least two different routes of escape if she needed them. With this all confirmed, she dashed in without hesitation, taking three blood cards at once held between her fingers before flinging them out before her toward the ghosts.

      The cards shot straight out like arrows and struck the ghosts with a series of loud sounds that were almost like thunderclaps, the power of her blood magic enough to cause almost the entire group of ghosts to disappear instantly in a spectacular burst of red sparks. Only three or four remained, but before Adelaide could take out more cards, the rest disappeared just as quickly as Sanna made her own entrance.

      Immediately, they stood back to back, each studying the area around them to make sure there were no more and that they wouldn’t be taken by surprise. But the night was calm, and apart from the lights from the few houses nearby, all was still, and there was no sign that any of the ghosts had ever been there.

      “I think we’re safe, but we’ll hang around for a few minutes in case any decide to reappear,” Sanna instructed, sounding a little more at ease now that the danger had seemingly passed.

      “Let’s move in a little to get away from the trees,” Adelaide suggested, and Sanna agreed, smiling.

      “Good staying on your toes.”

      They walked away from the wooded area into the cluster of houses, Adelaide keeping a wary eye out as they went. The ghosts didn’t often show up where others had just been sealed, but it was so hard to determine any pattern or regularity to their movements and actions that Adelaide didn’t even try. It was better to simply be prepared for as many things as possible at all times.

      She turned sharply as she heard a noise from nearby, only to relax when she saw that a few people had come out of their homes, staring with curiosity and awe at Sanna and Adelaide, whose libris lines still glowed bright on their limbs.

      “Were there some of the ghosts here just now? I heard some noises,” a young man asked tiredly.

      “Yes. Only a few, though, and they’ve been dealt with. We’re going to stay here just a little longer to make sure none come back,” Sanna informed them warmly. She nodded at Adelaide, and their glowing lines vanished simultaneously.

      Adelaide hung back as Sanna talked to the people who had come to see them. Word spread quickly, and now those who stood outside were there to get a glimpse of the libris elites, not due to confusion. It was a remarkable thing. Despite the threat of ghosts, no one seemed frightened. They only seemed to be grateful and appreciative. Some were outright beaming with admiration. Adelaide smiled whenever someone mentioned her, or answered questions whenever she was asked, but otherwise let Sanna do the talking.

      Ten minutes or so passed before Sanna finally announced that they needed to get back to their patrol. The people around her immediately parted to make way, but remained outside, watching, as Sanna led Adelaide back toward the street they’d been on originally.

      The trek back up the hill was much slower than their trip down, and for a while, was silent. Adelaide embraced the quiet and cool. She liked sealing the ghosts, but only in moderation. Her heart was still pounding, and it had nothing to do with physical exertion. Every time she saw them, she was filled with emotions she had never been quite able to describe.

      As they neared the street, Adelaide thought back to the people they had saved below, and how appreciative they had seemed. They might have had their dinners interrupted, they might have been woken up, or otherwise pulled from something important, but no one was upset. Every similar situation was like that. Adelaide had gone on patrol enough to know that the libris elites were almost universally lauded and respected. Some had gotten to know of Adelaide by now, and she had seen some familiar faces. For some reason this nearly upset her, and it took a moment for her to realize why.

      “Sanna... did your parents ever want you to do something more with your life? Even after they knew you could use libris, I mean,” she asked slowly.

      “More? Are you kidding? Once they found out what I could do, they never bothered me about anything again,” Sanna laughed. “Listening to them talk about me after that, it was like I could do no wrong. You should hear them at family get-togethers. It’s been years and they still don’t shut up about it. Why? Not feeling all that glamorous tonight?”

      “Actually, I’m just wondering why my own parents never seem satisfied. I’m learning to do what you do, and it seems like everyone is happy with me except them,” Adelaide continued, some of her frustration seeping into her voice. “If anything, they’re harder on me now than before. More school, more tutors, more responsibilities. I thought they were happy I could do this, but now it just seems like they want me to do it so they have another reason to brag about me for themselves.”

      “Huh. Yeah, your family is a little different than mine; my parents aren’t incredibly wealthy old-money Krethans. Let’s stop here a moment.” Sanna sat herself down on the sidewalk and gestured for Adelaide to join her. She paused thoughtfully, then continued, “Now, I don’t know your parents, but I don’t think it’s that this isn’t enough for them.”

      “Then why do they keep—?”

      “I’m not finished,” Sanna interrupted gently. “You’re the oldest sibling, right?”

      “I am now,” Adelaide answered quietly.

      “Right, because you lost Oskar. Parents tend to have a tough time with the oldest ones. They’re still learning how to be parents. Sure, they learned some from raising Oskar, but you’re probably very different from your brother. I know they were planning to have Oskar take over the business, and when they lost him, that likely threw off all their plans for you and your sister. Now you’re the oldest and you’ve got his shoes to fill, and they’re doing a lot of this on the fly to get you ready. So I wouldn’t say they’re displeased. They’re probably just scared.”

      “They never seem scared when they’re yelling at me about my marks,” Adelaide sighed. “I try hard to please them, I really do, but nothing is ever enough.”

      “I think their concern could be coming out as denial and frustration. It can be tough for a parent when they don’t know how to help their child. I know you want them to lay off some, but to them, that’s probably not even an option.”

      “I wish it was. And I haven’t even gotten into how they want to find me a suitable partner ‘so the family’s lineage will be secure,’” Adelaide said sardonically. “I just wish I knew what it would take to get them to finally realize I can’t do what they want me to.”

      “Believe me when I tell you you’re not the only one to have had that struggle with their parents,” Sanna said. “I just wish I had an answer. Your life is so different from mine I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

      “By adopting me?” Adelaide pleaded, and Sanna laughed.

      “Somehow I don’t think that would work, but tell you what: if your parents ever decide it’s okay, I’ll consider it.”

      Silence fell again, and Adelaide stared up at the sky. It was harder to see the stars from here with all the light from Unshala, and she wished again she was back out at sea. With her weekends gone she didn’t have the time, but after a successful patrol, she wondered if she might be able to convince them to let her take one off. She made a mental note to ask when she got home, suddenly feeling excited at the prospect.

      “All right, back on patrol we go. We’ve still got an hour or so to go!” Sanna said cheerfully, jumping to her feet. Adelaide joined her, welcoming the distraction. Whether her parents accepted her request or not, the inescapable fact was she felt freer whenever she wasn’t near them, and she didn’t want to go home.

      Just over an hour later, however, she did just that. It was close to midnight, and another patrol was taking over for her. Adelaide would have joined them, as Sanna was going to, but she was still considered to be in training, and thus her official excursions were done under supervision and didn’t last nearly as long.

      When she saw her parents standing in the front doorway, she suddenly found herself hoping that day would come very soon.

      She and Sanna said her goodbyes, and then the carriage took Sanna and all of Adelaide’s comfort and sense of safety away. She was forced to trudge down the path toward her home alone, holding her deck in her hand in the vain hope that this reminder of her doing something her parents approved of might get them to reconsider whatever lecture awaited her. She racked her brain, trying to think what they could possibly be upset with her for when she hadn’t been home half the day, and then with a sinking feeling remembered her session with Östberg earlier.

      She stepped into the foyer, heard the doors close behind her, and stood in place, awaiting whatever was coming. This small show of obedience didn’t make things any better, but it often avoided making things worse.

      “How was patrol tonight?” Felix asked stiffly.

      “It went well. Sanna and I stopped an attack on a small neighborhood to the south. We got to them before they could take anyone,” Adelaide explained, hoping this too might ease their anger.

      “That’s good,” he continued. “Your mother and I wanted to talk to you about your studies now you’re home.”

      “We talked with Mr. Östberg earlier; he seemed unhappy with your behavior during his lesson. He said you were inattentive and rude. Can you explain?” Cajsa continued.

      Adelaide sighed, realizing a moment too late that even this small sign of displeasure was tantamount to disrespect.

      “That wasn’t what happened,” Adelaide said quickly. “I just had some trouble with some of the things we were working on. He always says I’m not paying attention when I can’t understand something right away.”

      “I don’t think an esteemed tutor like Mr. Östberg would conflate an innocent lack of understanding with outright rudeness,” Cajsa said. “Besides, you know very well he’s not the only one to have talked to us about such things.”

      “I’m not being rude, either; he just doesn’t like it when I try to explain myself,” Adelaide continued, forcing herself to keep calm. When having any conversation with her parents, she had learned they were entitled to any emotional outburst they pleased, but that if she were to raise her own voice even slightly, that meant she was the disrespectful one. She had tried discussing this perceived unfairness with them before, with predictable results. “I am trying, but a lot of the subjects are really hard, and I can’t focus. I try, but I can’t.”

      “You seem to be able to focus on things you like just fine,” Cajsa returned.

      “We’re just concerned that you’re falling behind. We don’t want to see that happen, and of course, we don’t want to take your weekends away from you any more than you want to lose them,” Felix added.

      “That’s making things worse,” Adelaide said pleadingly. “I have no time to rest my brain so I feel even more tired when I see my tutors every day.”

      Cajsa clicked her tongue.

      “If you valued your free time so much, you would try harder to earn it.”

      Before she could stop herself, Adelaide let out an incredulous laugh.

      “What? Earn it how? By doing hours and hours of tutoring every day, on top of libris practice and patrol? I saved people’s lives tonight and you tell me I’m not earning my free time?”

      “How long you spend with tutors doesn’t matter. Your marks do,” Felix answered sternly. “You know we’re proud of the work you do outside of your studies, but that’s simply not enough.”

      “You think we didn’t struggle in school as well?” Cajsa continued. “We said the same things you are now. ‘I can’t focus’ and ‘It’s too hard.’ Once we started taking things seriously, however, things got better. You need to take responsibly for your actions, Adelaide! Your problem isn’t that you can’t focus, it’s that you aren’t trying hard enough to.”

      “Besides, you know that if you need help with anything, you can always ask us,” Felix said almost comfortingly. “If you get stuck on a problem or if you need us to—”

      “I have been asking for help, but whenever I tell you what’s wrong, you say it’s an excuse!” Adelaide protested. “I am having a really hard time with all this, and I’m not actually getting any help.”

      “Watch your mouth,” Cajsa snapped. “The nerve of you to suggest such a thing. We’ve gotten you only the best tutors, we’ve paid for more hours with them when you’ve been struggling, we—”

      “Yes, I know, you spent a lot of money, but you haven’t actually listened to me,” Adelaide interrupted hotly.

      “I think we’ve heard you loud and clear. Not just tonight, but every time we have this discussion,” Felix said tiredly. “It’s not that we aren’t listening, it’s that our response isn’t something you want to hear. I expect you want us to tell you that you don’t have to do your studies anymore? Instead of blaming us for not listening, maybe think that you just aren’t happy because you aren’t getting what you want.”

      “Yes, exactly,” Cajsa said approvingly. “Besides, if we weren’t listening, we wouldn’t have brought up your concerns with your tutors. We talked to them about what you said because we were concerned and wanted to help. But they all said that out of all their students, you are the only one to—”

      Adelaide whirled on her heel and started walking toward the stairs. When her parents began to protest in unison, she turned furiously back to them.

      “I know. I’ve heard this before. If it’s not the tutors, and if it’s not any of their other students, then it must be me. It’s always, and ever, and only, me. It’s never my tutors who don’t understand what I need, and it’s never you who are never happy with what I do no matter what it is. I’ve been listening to you, too. I’ve got the message, too, loud and clear.”

      Adelaide stormed up the stairs. She had wanted to say more, but if she had stayed to continue, they would have seen her cry, and that wasn’t acceptable. Not for her, and not for them. They didn’t think a Sol should never want or need to cry—just that they should have the control to hide it. To put up a front for each other, just like they as an entire family did for the world.

      To their credit, her parents didn’t follow her. That didn’t stop Adelaide from running down the hall, then slamming her bedroom door in a fury when she made it inside. This was her last show of defiance and anger, her last bit of power and strength, before she was reduced to exhaustion and despair. She collapsed to her knees by her bed, clenching her fists, her entire body tense with the effort it took not to scream, silently letting out years and years of frustration. The worst part was, this was nothing new. Most of their arguments ended up like this. Adelaide spent her precious energy opening up to her parents, begging them for help, trusting them with her deepest secrets and troubles just like they said they wanted her to do—and they tore her down. They hadn’t called her a liar in so many words, but it had been so heavily implied so many times over the years that she had started to believe it.

      That was what she hated the most. Not that her parents didn’t believe her. But that she couldn’t believe herself. Every time she came close to convincing herself that her struggles were not of her own making, they would repeat the same things she had no answer for: Everyone else was doing fine. No one else had the problems she did. If they did, it was a result of laziness or lack of focus.

      No matter what it came down to, intent was meaningless in the face of results. It didn’t matter that she pushed herself beyond mental exhaustion. It didn’t matter that there were some things she could do very well, because those things were all deemed trivial or strange. What she was left with were two possibilities: either she wasn’t actually trying hard enough, or that she was... and that she just wasn’t good enough.

      Once she calmed enough to start clearing her head, she stepped out the double doors of her bedroom onto the balcony that stretched around the entire second floor. The nighttime air smelled lightly of sea salt and pine, the gentle breeze that carried the scent to her lightly pushing her hair from her face. It helped her a little until she placed her hands on the wooden railing, the rough paint beneath her fingertips a reminder that she was trapped here. Its texture was full of expectations and standards and criticism, an echo transferred through touch of everything she feared about herself.

      Her parents’ bedroom was downstairs, so she paced the balcony, trying to let her emotion fade to exhaustion as it so often did. As she walked, her mind began brainstorming, a self-defense mechanism she’d recognized years ago. It was thinking of anything she could do to regain lost favor, to do better with her studies, to come up with more convincing arguments and look at angles she hadn’t seen before. This mechanism was dangerous; it began to spiral in on itself before long, overanalyzing everything with no end in sight. Tonight, however, she was too tired to stop it.

      She avoided thinking about school for the moment; she hadn’t entirely given up hope that excelling in one thing would get her parents to ease up on another. She just wasn’t sure how she could excel any more than she already did. First to her mind was libris, where she was training to become an elite, one of possibly a few dozen at most in the entire country. She had saved lives already, and demonstrated an affinity for the magic that very few in the past hundred years ever had.

      And yet, she thought bitterly, after all that, all of her actions were nothing in the face of poor marks from her tutors. She wasn’t sure what she could do in the face of that imbalance. If sealing the ghosts that plagued her country and quite literally stopping death in its tracks as it pursued innocents wasn’t enough, she wasn’t sure anything short of destroying the machine responsible for the ghosts in the first place would make any difference.

      Adelaide groaned. Even with the things she was actually good at, she knew it wouldn’t make a difference. They wanted her to do well in the things they told her to do well in, and, short of a miracle, there was no other—

      She froze on the spot, struck by an idea she hadn’t thought of before. She waited, wondering if her mind would analyze it and discover a quick dead end, but she could think of none. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more it seemed like it could work. It would require resources, which she had thanks to her family, and connections, which she also had... though these weren’t connections she was as eager to talk about.

      After another moment, she turned abruptly and headed back toward her room. When she stepped inside, she didn’t bother to close the doors behind her. Instead, she walked over to one of her dressers and rummaged through one of the drawers she had left haphazardly open. Soon, she pulled out what looked like a tiny bird made of wiry metal, the exposed inside of its “body” and wings an assortment of gears and switches.

      Without hesitation, she tapped the bird twice on its head.

      “Record.” The bird’s eyes, two blue crystals, lit up brightly from within, and it seemed to peer up at her expectantly. “It’s Adelaide,” she continued. “I want to talk with you about something as soon as you can. I... I need help for something big. I just had an idea. I’ll let you know more when we talk. Message complete.”

      The bird’s eyes flickered, then dimmed once again. From within, a tinny voice asked, “Recipient?”

      Adelaide let out a short breath.

      “Inga Strand.”
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      Several weeks had passed since Maaya had broken into the old man’s home, and she hadn’t gone hungry a day since. Hari, true to his word, had made sure she had plenty to eat every day. Maaya thought he was being overly generous, but then, she had given him twice as much as he had asked for. With that in mind, he probably wouldn’t ask her to do anything for him again for a while. That was her hope, anyway. The other possibility was that he would be so happy with her work that he’d ask her to do it again. Hari wasn’t greedy, but getting a taste of what life could be could make anyone more inclined to take risks.

      Still, even though she had no immediate fears about her ability to eat, she kept her ear to the ground for other opportunities that might arise — especially ones that would involve less harm. There would come a time when Hari felt like his debt to Maaya was properly paid, and then she would be on her own again. She had time to plan, so she was going to make good use of it.

      It was late in the year, and with cooler weather closing in, Maaya was having more difficulty finding good places to sleep at night. Most of her usual spots were taken by others or had been shut down. Many of the good places were temporary, like the basements of abandoned buildings that became useless after said buildings were purchased, or when the police came to investigate potential squatters.

      Maaya had considered taking Hari’s advice and asking Bindhiya for help. Bindhiya had a solid network of well-intentioned informants who gave her any news they had on spots around the city that had opened up, and she compiled that information to help people find safe places to sleep at night. She was one of the sweetest girls Maaya had ever met; the fact that she had this information to start was impressive, but that she gave it out for free was outright admirable.

      In fact, Maaya would have gone so far as to say that Bindhiya was the one who made the city safer for people like her; her good will was infectious, and many people who had received help from her often returned the favor, which resulted in less competition and more assistance. It wasn’t perfect, but Maaya had no doubt many lives had been saved as a result of these efforts.

      Maaya would have gone to visit Bindhiya sooner. She really would have. But visiting her was a little difficult when Maaya had something of a crush on her. Maaya, already not the most confident speaker, found that her mind never worked correctly when she was around Bindhiya, and that she had a tendency to start stuttering. Maaya knew it was a silly reason to avoid going to see her — the embarrassment of a few stuttering sentences would be worth having a warm place to sleep for at least a few weeks — but logic always lost to anxiety.

      And so instead of going toward where she knew Bindhiya was staying at the moment, she started off toward where many of the city’s artisans worked instead. There was someone else she hadn’t seen in a while, and was someone who’s company she sorely needed.

      She spotted the boy leaning against the wall near one of the blacksmiths, already soot stained and disheveled despite the early hour of the morning, running a hand through his dark brown hair. She was surprised to see him outside the shop; he usually didn’t get any breaks until later in the day, but a second glance revealed that the shop didn’t look very busy. She wondered how he normally did it; he was her age and already working full days in the shop as an apprentice to his father. She couldn’t imagine such heavy work.

      When the boy saw her, he did a double take, then grinned and started over to her. Maaya smiled back, walking over to meet him in the middle of the street, secretly relieved that he didn’t look annoyed. It had been at least a month since they’d seen each other last, and Maaya always hated when they couldn’t visit each other. He was her first friend, and her only friend, ever since she’d left the orphanage, and they had quickly become as close as friends could be.

      “Well, well, look who’s finally come to pay me a visit. I thought you might be mad at me,” Roshan Kulkarni chuckled as he pulled Maaya into a tight hug.

      “Mad? What for?” Maaya asked, wrapping her arms tightly around him. It had been a while since she’d gotten a good hug, and she wasn’t ready for this one to end any time soon.

      “I don’t know. That’s just where my mind goes when I don’t hear from someone for a while. I looked for you once or twice, but I don’t know where you’re hanging about these days. You all right? I can get you some food from the back if you—”

      “I’m fine, don’t worry. Actually, I don’t have to worry about food at the moment, which is why I have time to come see you,” Maaya said, trying to sound optimistic. “It’s really good to see you again.”

      “You should come by more often. I told you, I can always try to get you something if you really need it,” Roshan replied, trying and failing to sound stern.

      “I can’t do that. It’s not like you’re well off either.”

      “We’ve enough to have a home and eat,” Roshan protested. “Besides, I know you aren’t just worried about us. You’re always worried about being a bother when you ask for help, which is why you never ask for it.”

      “Not just that. It’s because I know you will always say yes even if you can’t actually afford to,” Maaya said. “Speaking of... what’s going on with the shop? Is everything okay?”

      “Oh, yeah, it’s fine,” Roshan answered, wiping his brow with his sleeve. “Dad’s gone today on another job, so I’m doing most of the work. He told the usual customers he wouldn’t be here today, and good thing, too; I can hardly handle what I’ve got.”

      “What kind of job?” Maaya asked in confusion. Last she heard, Roshan’s father wasn’t in a place where he had to work two jobs. She hoped Roshan was telling the truth when he said things were all right.

      “There’s some family down in Corridor B moving out of their home. Something last minute, as I understand, so they needed movers. Dad jumped right on it; he says the pay is good and it’s easier on his body than this work is. On top of that, I guess they weren’t able to get many people on such short notice, so the pay will be even better for him. So it’s actually good for us... providing I don’t burn down the shop while he’s gone,” Roshan laughed.

      Maaya laughed too, though she had perked up instantly at the sound of Corridor B. In the whole city, the wealth of Corridor B was second only to that of Corridor A, and families moving out tended to leave things of value behind.

      “It sounds like they’re in some rush,” Maaya said, trying to sound casual.

      “Yeah. No idea why, but it’s not anyone’s place to ask. They want to be out by tonight, too. Can you imagine moving everyone out of one of those gigantic mansions in one day? They’re completely mad. I wonder what made them do it. They must have found a better place to live and can’t stand to stay in Sark for another day. Can’t say I blame them.”

      “I can’t even imagine finding a place to move in to, much less out of,” Maaya replied. “You think if I ask nicely they’ll let me have their old house?”

      Roshan snorted.

      “If they do, let me know? I’ve always wanted to check out a house so big the people living in it might not even see each other for days. Then there’s my place, where I have to squeeze past two neighbors just to get to my own bedroom.”

      “And to think you’ve offered to let me sleep over,” Maaya giggled.

      “Hey, it’s not so bad under the bed. I’d clean it out before you came over, promise,” Roshan said with a wink. “But really, the couch isn’t so bad, and if it gets really cold and you don’t have a place—”

      “I know, I know. I’ll... I’ll try to keep that in mind,” Maaya sighed, twirling her finger in her hair. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Roshan wasn’t right; she was worried about being a bother, and she was constantly frustrated with herself for the discomfort she felt that she knew could be alleviated if she were brave enough to ask for help.

      “Please. You know my parents would be fine with it, and the weather’s not getting any warmer.”

      As if to prove his point, a chilly breeze swept through the street that made Maaya instinctively hug herself until it passed, and also made her painfully aware of the way her coat was becoming less effective against the cold as it aged. She made a mental note to push past her anxiety and talk to Bindhiya later for certain.

      Just then, a man came out from inside the shop and called over to Roshan. Roshan looked back, and his shoulders slumped.

      “Well, it looks like I need to get back to it. No rest for the weary I guess. Hey, when will I see you again?”

      “Sooner than before,” Maaya said with a reassuring smile.

      “Great! And I’m serious, if you need anything—”

      “Oh go on, Roshan,” Maaya laughed, giving him a playful push. He grinned back at her as he departed, and she felt another wave of warmth wash over her like he was hugging her again. His optimism was truly contagious.

      Feeling refreshed, she turned and started back the way she came. That would take her closer to the inner city’s corridors. She usually avoided them, because the invisibility of her poverty was not as effective around the wealthy. That night, however, would be a different story. One of the opportunities she had been hoping for had just showed itself, and the time to take advantage of it was short.

      

      As evening fell, Maaya lingered on the sidewalks a few blocks from the entrance to Corridor B. If she stayed too close for too long she would attract attention, and she didn’t want that from anybody at the moment. The wealthy locals who saw her around would probably call for the police, and she didn’t want any potential thieves to see her around and think she might be waiting for something — especially because the latter was true.

      What she was about to do was more dangerous than anything she usually did because of the urgency. The news about a rich family moving out would have surely spread by now; these things were impossible to keep quiet or contained. And Maaya was hardly the only one who knew to check recently abandoned houses for goods. She liked the work because it caused her less guilt than most, but she knew there would be others there regardless of their motives. The later it got, the more people there would be searching the house — but the earlier she went, the more likely it was she’d be seen by a patrol or a neighbor. It was always tricky to find the right time to go, and she wasn’t sure she’d mastered it yet.

      When the sun had almost completely disappeared behind the taller buildings farther away, leaving only a dull orange glow over the city, Maaya decided she couldn’t wait any longer. If she could only get in unseen, she would have the advantage over those who waited for the cover of darkness.

      She started off slowly down the street, trying her best to look equal parts confident and uninterested, a useful combination for making her look like she knew where she was going, but without giving anyone a hint as to where. She tried to ignore the pounding of her heart that asked her to sprint, to jump, to climb, to do anything with all of the excess energy her adrenaline was giving her. She took a moment to appreciate the humor in how a casual stroll was a necessary first step for one of the most dangerous types of raids she could take on.

      As she walked through the entrance of Corridor B, she ran her hands over her coat to smooth it down, hoping her confidence was enough. Earlier in the day she had washed as much of herself as she could and done her best to tidy her waist-length black hair, though the brisk winds had also done their best to undo her work. A guard looked her way, and for a moment Maaya panicked... but then he looked away again.

      Maaya let out a long, slow breath. Acting like she belonged would work for a time, but not as she got closer to the houses.

      As she walked, she kept a sharp eye out for signs of an empty house. Occasionally there were obvious markers like all the doors and windows being open to air out the house or a carriage out in front that was loaded with furniture. Maaya didn’t see anything like this, but as she continued on, she saw a figure dressed all in black, moving in a way that demonstrated they clearly did not want to be seen. They slipped into the front yard of an unlit house and disappeared around the side.

      There we go.

      Maaya wanted to rush after them, to cut down on their head start, but she knew she couldn’t rush. That would catch someone’s attention for sure, and then she’d be in trouble.

      When she stepped in front of the house, she took a quick glance around her to check if she was being watched. For now she appeared to be safe. She looked tentatively back at the house. There only seemed to be one door at the front, and she was sure anyone else coming by to pilfer the place wouldn’t take that door. It was too obvious and too out in the open.

      And so, after a moment’s hesitation, Maaya strode forward and opened the front door.

      As soon as she was inside, she stepped back behind the closed door defensively, prepared for an attack by anyone who might have been keeping watch, but there was no one there. She stood completely still, holding her breath, listening hard. She knew there had to be at least one person in the house, but she heard nothing. Maybe they had heard the front door open and were being equally cautious.

      Then she heard a quiet thump from upstairs, and she sighed softly in relief. At least she knew where one of her competitors was.

      She tread noiselessly across the carpeted foyer and toward the kitchen. She knew from past experience that the early arrivals always headed upstairs first; their logic was that the least care went into the upstairs rooms because stairs quickly got tiring, and that it was more efficient to go top to bottom. They saved the basements and cellars for last, as often the only things left there were a few bottles of wine or useless trinkets. Maaya didn’t necessarily disagree, but she took advantage of that to go straight down — if there was anything of value downstairs, she was usually the first to get it.

      Even in the midst of her hurry, Maaya took a moment to appreciate the luxury of the house even though there was hardly anything left in it. The kitchen was huge, with smooth counter tops and far more cabinets than Maaya could ever dream of filling. A wide window was placed right in front of the longest counter, looking out into the street, ensuring a beautiful view of the well-kept lawn and garden in the front for whoever happened to be standing there making their meal.

      Maaya frowned. This wasn’t fair either. This abandoned house was nicer than anywhere she got to sleep. How could something like this exist in a world where there were also people who couldn’t afford to eat or see to their illnesses or wounds?

      She shook her head to clear her mind and continued on. The expansive rooms she walked through didn’t appear to contain anything of value, though she did manage to pick up a few coins that had fallen behind one of the counters. It wasn’t much, but it would buy her a meal or two if she was smart with it.

      Once she’d made it back into the kitchen, she paused and listened again. She still heard sounds from upstairs. Whatever was up there must be worth the trouble, and Maaya had to fight the urge to investigate. If there was anything valuable there she’d probably have to fight someone for it, and her small body was not fit for a fight even if she had been eating regularly. It was one disadvantage she knew she’d likely always have with her, though it made her quicker and stealthier, something she had been thankful for on more than one occasion.

      The door to what she assumed was the basement was closed, which was another good sign. The first thieves always left doors open to indicate which rooms they had already been in, which was particularly effective in large houses like this.

      Maaya opened the door, wincing as it creaked loudly, and then took the wooden stairs down into the seemingly empty room.

      Almost immediately she regretted not bringing a source of light. With no windows, not even moonlight made it down this far, and so the only light came from the door she had left slightly open. She paused for a moment to let her eyes adjust.

      As the basement came into view, Maaya was almost tempted to turn right back around. There wasn’t anything in the room, not even empty wine cases or boxes that had been left behind. There was even a thin layer of dust on the floor, which suggested the owners hadn’t come down here often even when they did live there.

      Just as she turned to walk back up the stairs, something glinted in the soft light below just under the stairs. She paused, then crept down to investigate. It was likely just a coin or two, but even that was still worth—

      Maaya let out a quiet gasp. Just below the stairs was an old sword, likely a relic from an old war or some rusted and forgotten collector’s item, but next to that was a beautiful silver circlet with a red gemstone placed right in the front.

      She picked it up gingerly, gazing at it incredulously. Now she knew she had been first; there was no way in a million years any thief would leave something like this behind. She couldn’t even imagine how much something like this would sell for. She was no expert of jewelry, but she knew enough to know this was no plastic prop. Between this and the sword she could be secure for months, if not at least a year.

      Before she could think on it much longer, she heard a creaking sound from just above her. And then came footsteps.

      Maaya quickly stuffed the circlet into her bag and took the sword in her hands. She was in the worst possible position for a fight; whoever was on the stairs would have a high-ground advantage, and with only one exit, she had no way out. Her only hope was to intimidate whoever was coming down... or to hope they were friendly.

      The figure took slow deliberate steps, which wasn’t a good sign either. Someone not concerned with making noise was likely a good fighter.

      As they turned the corner to face her, Maaya sprang up and pointed the sword directly at them.

      “Whoah! Hold on, I’m not here to— Maaya?”

      Maaya lowered the sword immediately.

      “Hari! Gods, you scared me half to death.”

      “This is the first time I can say you’ve done the same,” Hari breathed, putting a hand over his chest and staring at the sword. “You’ve definitely come prepared.”

      “I just found it; I didn’t bring it in with me,” Maaya said. She was still uncomfortable. She liked Hari, but as long as he was between her and the stairs, she would be wary.

      “Oh yeah? Good catch. I tried to get here early, but looks like you got the bottom while others got the top. Get anything else?”

      “Just this, unfortunately. And a few coins. I need to hurry to see if there’s anything else I can grab,” Maaya said, and she made to step around him to get to the stairs, but Hari stepped in front of her.

      “Wait. Would you let me have the sword? I can make it worth your while.”

      “How’s that?” Maaya asked, gripping the sword’s handle tighter.

      “More food. That’s at least a few weeks’ worth right there.”

      “Are you done helping me otherwise, then?”

      “I hate to say it, but... I think so. You were really generous, but it’s been a while. I can only do so much. You give me that and I can keep going.”

      Maaya hesitated. Hari was better at finding food than she was. Sometimes it was best to let people do what they were best at, and playing off each other’s strengths was how most of them got by.

      At the same time, however, Maaya almost resented being beholden to anyone else. She already had so little, and the thought of being reliant on someone else for something as basic as eating was frustrating. It felt like the few things she had power over were being handed off, and she couldn’t handle that for long. It was different when it was someone like Roshan offering out of the goodness of his heart, but with Hari, this was only a business transaction. When he came with news of an opportunity, he expected a share. When he offered her a meal, it was either because he himself felt he was indebted or because he had a favor to ask. She couldn’t live like that forever.

      “Sorry. I need to keep this one. It’s okay if the food stops; I’ll be all right on my own.”

      “Are you sure?” Hari asked meaningfully. Maaya raised the sword just enough to get his attention.

      “Do I look unsure?”

      “Hey, just checking. I’m not about to argue with the person pointing a blade at me. We just had a good thing going, that’s all.”

      “Who says it can’t pick up again later?” Maaya asked, then lowered the blade and stepped around him. “Good luck, Hari. I hope you find something worth your while here.”

      “Thanks. Keep in touch! You know where to find me.”

      Maaya only nodded, then headed quickly up the stairs, praising whatever power might have been looking out for her. If anyone else had cornered her in the basement, it could have ended very badly.

      

      Maaya walked for at least two hours that evening, scouring the streets for a perfectly secluded place to open her bag. She desperately wanted to see the circlet again, to hold it, to reassure herself that she had actually been so lucky.

      By the time the feeling was almost unbearable, she found an old empty warehouse near the edge of town she was most familiar with. A few patrols came around at night, but beyond that it was generally safe for sleeping — provided those who took shelter there didn’t mind old hay, splinters, and a roof with so many holes it provided no protection from rain or sun.

      Maaya settled into a corner, pulling out the sword she had managed to hide under her coat, and set it aside. Then she reached into her bag and slowly pulled out the circlet, almost afraid that it might disappear from her fingers if it was too quick.

      But there it was. It shone so brightly in the moonlight that Maaya lowered it, afraid someone might see it from outside. It was the most beautiful thing Maaya thought she had ever seen, and the more she stared at it, the more certain she was that this was a very expensive piece of jewelry. What in the world could have possessed someone to leave it behind, or to leave it sitting in a dusty basement, anyway? She wondered if it might have been sitting on a dresser and fallen behind when it was moved, but she still thought it too beautiful to miss. Then again, with as much money as some of these people had, it’s possible this item she held in her hands was only a trifle.

      But... I don’t want to sell it.

      The thought took Maaya by surprise. It had entered her mind unbidden, and she nearly laughed aloud. The notion of keeping something this valuable was absurd. It’s not like she could wear it. People would know someone like her couldn’t possibly afford it. Keeping it only for herself to look at would make the entire evening a waste, and it would also make her a target for other thieves as long as she had it.

      Yet still she resisted the thought of selling it. She thought hard, trying to figure out where this hesitation came from, but there was nothing more than a feeling.

      She ran her fingers absently over the circlet. A feeling had never been enough to avoid selling something in the past. She had no place for sentimental items and wasn’t secure enough to keep any even if she did. Maybe she was enamored by how gorgeous a piece this jewelry was. She hadn’t seen anything like it before, so it was possible this was a feeling that would wear off when she—

      Maaya screamed as a brilliant white light flashed right before her eyes. Temporarily blinded, she staggered to her feet, then fell backward again. The flash was gone, but there was still a light there. Was it the police? Had someone followed her to steal...

      The circlet!

      Maaya made to leap to her feet to grab it before the intruder could, then froze in shock.

      Floating before her was the ghost of a girl dressed in long flowing white robes. She looked perhaps sixteen or seventeen, with brilliant blue eyes and long white hair adorned with a variety of colorful ribbons. A long colorful scarf was draped over one shoulder and down her arm, trailing elegantly behind her as she moved.

      The ghost stared around in confusion, then looked at Maaya. After a moment, the ghost seemed to realize that Maaya could see her—and a hopeful smile broke out across her face.

      “You can see me? You can hear me?” the ghost asked hurriedly. Maaya only nodded, unable to say a word from shock. In response, the girl laughed gleefully and pulled Maaya into a hug so tight Maaya could hardly breathe. “Finally! I felt like I would be lost in that in-between forever. It’s been... oh, it must have been a hundred years at least!”

      Maaya, who was slowly regaining control of herself, pulled out of the hug.

      “Yeah. I can see you. No offense, but I can’t be as excited about that as you are.”

      Suddenly, Maaya remembered what she had been worried about, and took a distracted glance at the ground.

      The circlet was gone.

      “Wha—? No. No! Where is it?” Maaya cried, throwing aside clumps of hay and looking around in a panic.

      “Where’s... what?” the ghost asked curiously.

      “I had some jewelry, a circlet. I was holding it just when you came in, and now it... where has it gone? Did you take it? Let me see your hands,” Maaya said, whirling to face the ghost.

      The girl held up her hands in alarm.

      “I haven’t taken anything. I just got here! But a circlet, you say? Like this one?”

      She pointed to her forehead, and for the first time, Maaya realized the ghost was wearing a circlet that looked remarkably similar to her own.

      “Yes, exactly like that one, actually. And I... it... hold on.”

      Maaya stepped closer, inspecting the circlet carefully.

      No. That can’t be.

      “What did you say just now? You were lost somewhere for a hundred years?” Maaya asked.

      “Yes. It was miserable, honestly. I’ve been only vaguely aware of the passage of time, but enough to know that I was in there for far too long. But—”

      “In where?” Maaya pressed.

      “Oh. Inside this gem,” the ghost replied simply, tapping the red gem in the circlet. “No idea how I got there or what I was doing before I became trapped, or... hmm. Actually I don’t really remember anything. But I think you did something. I was in there, and suddenly I’m not anymore, and... oh. I’m dead. That part is new, actually.”

      The ghost stared down at herself as though looking at herself for the first time, looking more puzzled than afraid.

      Maaya’s mind was racing. This couldn’t be true. How would such a thing even happen? And who was this strange ghost, anyway?

      “You were... inside my jewelry,” Maaya repeated, feeling the words in her mouth as she spoke them as though she were having trouble remembering how to speak. “And now you’re... wearing it?”

      “Correct. I think. Oh, that’s embarrassing. I just realized I’ve gone and made your jewelry invisible. I’m really sorry about that. In my defense, I’m dead.”

      “How is that a defense?”

      “I don’t know. It’s the only one I’ve got. I’m still coming to terms with it ever since discovering it about twenty seconds ago. But listen: you saved me! Whatever you did, however you did it, you pulled me out of that hell. I... oh, I’m in the world again! I can move, I can breathe, I... well, I suppose I can’t breathe, can I? But I can see everything again! What’s your name?”

      The ghost flew up to Maaya, an eager smile on her face, and Maaya was too taken aback to think properly.

      “M-Maaya,” she replied, and the ghost beamed.

      “Great! Maaya! I’m so, so grateful to you. I can’t put words to my feelings right now, and let me tell you, that is a feat in itself. Maaya, you’re a wonderful person and I’m so glad I’ve met you just now. I’m... I... my name is... huh. I don’t suppose you know my name, do you? I seem to have forgotten that too.”

      Maaya could only shake her head. She felt as though she were struggling to process a loss, and that didn’t include everything else that was happening. She had just had a beautiful circlet perfect for selling, a ghost came out of it and was suddenly wearing it, and now the circlet was gone. Or rather, invisible and attached to a dead girl, which rendered it entirely useless.

      Of course it had to be a ghost behind this, Maaya thought bitterly. What else did ghosts do but ruin things for her?

      Still, this bitterness faded slightly as she watched the ghost, who was flitting about with almost uncontainable enthusiasm and excitement. She seemed so happy and innocent that it was hard to be angry. And Maaya was definitely trying hard to be angry.

      The ghost flew across the room as fast as she could, then did it again. Then she poked her head outside the door and shrieked with excitement, causing Maaya to jump. Before Maaya could say a word, the ghost had flown back to her, taking both hands in hers.

      “Where are we? Did you see what’s out there? Streets and houses and everything, a whole town probably! There’s so much out there!”

      “Yeah, there is,” Maaya replied. She almost wanted to laugh at the ghost’s unbridled joy. “So... it’s really been a long time, has it?”

      The ghost paused to give her a withering look.

      “My friend, I would not be this excited about a dark street in completely unfamiliar territory if what I’d just been through was anything less than total and complete anguish. But it was, so I am! I only wish I could remember anything. Goodness. Not having a name is even more inconvenient than being dead. Here, help me think of one.”

      “What? Now?” Maaya stammered incredulously.

      “Yes now! Otherwise you’re just going to have to say ‘Hey, you!’ every time you want my attention, and that’s not just rude, it’s inefficient. We’ll have to come up with something until my memory comes back.”

      “What if it doesn’t?” Maaya asked, only realizing how awful it sounded after she asked. The ghost, however, seemed unconcerned.

      “That’s a good point. So let’s make it a good one just in case. No cheap temporary names here.”

      “I’m terrible with names,” Maaya said, taking a seat against the wall. She was sure she had other things to worry about, but brainstorming for a name for a ghost who had lost her memory after magically appearing out of stolen jewelry was the strangest thing she’d ever experienced, so she decided to simply go with it.

      “Just tell me some pretty ones you’ve heard around town and I’ll pick one.”

      “I... er... I haven’t really heard that many,” Maaya protested weakly. She looked around as though the perfect name might fall through the broken shingles above or out of a crack in the wall.

      And then her eyes fell on the sword. There wasn’t anything particularly special about it, but it made her think of something. She wouldn’t have thought of it otherwise, as strange as it was, but somehow it seemed right.

      “Saber...” Maaya said before doubt could set in.

      “Hmm? That thing? I don’t think that’s technically a sab—oh! Oh, you meant for me!”

      “I guess. What do you think? It’s odd, isn’t it? Forget I said it,” Maaya said, but the ghost waved a silencing hand.

      “No, no. Saber. Hmm. Strong, sharp, fear-inspiring, bright... all things that describe me pretty well, I think. Definitely unique. And it even rolls off the tongue nicely, too. I mean, hey, you could have called me some other kind of blade, like a dirk or xiphos or panzerstecher, and those just don’t sound appealing at all.”

      “How do you know all those names?” Maaya asked in surprise.

      “That’s an excellent question. Whoever I was when I was alive must have been an expert on blades. Even more fitting I should be named after one—unless I was killed by one, then it would just be ironic. But I’ll take it!”

      The ghost said her name a few more times as though becoming acquainted with the taste of the word in her mouth, and then she grinned.

      “You’re not so bad with names, you know. I appreciate it. So let’s try this again: It’s nice to meet you, Maaya. I’m Saber.”
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      Adelaide was very certain that she had been forced to take weekend tutoring sessions for approximately three hundred years, and so when her parents told her that a month of effort was long enough and that they had decided to ease up on their restrictions, she was somewhat confused. She decided not to argue, however, and immediately set about making plans for the coming weekend. She sent out several of her mechanical birds, and received swift replies from every person she contacted. With her plans now finalized, all she had to do was wait for the weekend.

      Early Saturday morning, she leapt out of bed, quickly got dressed, then headed downstairs for a quick bite to eat. She alternated between eating her breakfast of fresh banana and crackers and brushing her unruly hair until she could put it up in a ponytail, unable to conceive of simply doing one thing at a time when there was fun to be had.

      Just as she finished up and made her way toward the front doors, her father stepped into the hall. Adelaide froze immediately, watching him apprehensively, trying to gauge his expression. Was he about to tell her she couldn’t go out after all? Had they changed their mind about weekend lessons? Had one of her tutors made another complaint?

      But his body language didn’t seem to hint at any trouble. His hands were in his pockets and he looked slightly disheveled in that just-woke-up kind of way, which in itself was disarming; her father rarely woke up after sunrise. It didn’t make for good business or good habits, he claimed.

      “Ah, on your way out already? I was afraid I’d miss you,” Felix said with a genuine smile.

      “Nope, you caught me,” Adelaide answered, still wary.

      “At ease, Captain,” Felix chuckled. “This won’t take long. I was just doing some thinking. We’ve had a lot of unpleasant interactions lately and not enough good ones to level it out. I know you’re going somewhere, so I just want to tell you I love you and that your mother and I really do admire all the work you’ve done. You had trouble here and there, but you’ve also had some major accomplishments, and I don’t want you to feel like we’ve forgotten them.”

      It sounded rehearsed, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Her parents struggled with emotional talk and compliments, so she could at least appreciate the fact that they at least seemed genuine enough in their feelings to practice what they wanted to say.

      “Oh... thanks,” Adelaide said uncertainly. How were people supposed to respond to these things anyway? Would she come off too full of herself if she accepted this compliment without attempting to water it down? If she said she was glad she could make him proud, would that come off rudely?

      Evidently she had paused to think of a response for too long, because Felix shifted uncomfortably.

      “Well, I just wanted to make sure you knew. Maybe we can have a more in-depth talk later, if you like. Just the happy things. Don’t let me keep you any longer! I need to get going, anyway; I’ve asked Demryn over to get Marit’s portrait done. Maybe we can get another for you soon, eh? Now, go have fun, my dear.”

      Adelaide smiled and attempted to stammer a response, but she wasn’t sure what would fit, so she resolved to simply start walking again. Felix looked similarly relieved the conversation was over and ducked into the kitchen.

      She thought little of it, and instead made her way outside. A short carriage ride down the hill later, she found herself in Unshala’s beach-side town square, a quaint set of streets full of shops, fountains, music, restaurants, and, most importantly, a dock. Fixating her gaze on the dock, she kept a look out for familiar faces as she approached. Soon enough, she found them.

      Two men and two women stood chatting in a group near a small sailboat, a white forty-foot daysailer Adelaide most often used when she felt like getting out on the water. It belonged to her parents, but with how busy they were, they had little use for it, and so Adelaide had been given permission to use it instead.

      As she approached, the others turned and gave her a cheery greeting. She was familiar with them, but not especially close due to her inability to see them frequently. She did, however, know them to be excellent sailors, which was why she had hired them. Having wealthy parents came in handy sometimes, especially when they gave her a bank account all her own.

      “Ah, there’s our captain! Finally free from the claws of schoolwork,” a small woman, Brahe, said jovially.

      “I was starting to resign myself to a life of being the only active-duty sailor who never actually sailed,” added a man named Halvar.

      Beside him, a serious-looking man with a thin mustache regarded Halvar with slight irritation.

      “You didn’t really think our captain would be so kind as to pay your salary and never call us out again, did you?”

      “Have you seen her house, David? I think she could be so kind as to pay for the town itself and genuinely forget about it,” Halvar returned with a chuckle.

      “My parents’ house, not mine,” Adelaide clarified, already feeling a smile play across her lips. “I want to get out more just as much as you. Now, let’s make sure you’re all here. Sound off, please.”

      In turn, they gave their names: Halvar, Brahe, Engström, and David. The first was a lieutenant, the next two rank and file sailors, and the last was her first officer. The only person missing was Inga Strand, her crew’s third in command, but she was currently away on more important business.

      David had been the first member of their little crew. Because her parents often associated with Blackfins for protection, they had introduced her to David when she had been gifted her ship so that David could help get her started. Through him she had met the others, and they had quickly gotten along, though they still numbered far too few to have any hopes of taking her ship out to sea.

      “How long are we out for today cap’n? I didn’t bring lunch, so I hope you brought me something to eat,” Halvar said after they had all confirmed themselves present.

      “Only a few hours. I guess we can stretch it a bit since it’s been a while, but there’s only so much we can do with the cruiser we’ve got.”

      “What about your ship?” Brahe asked pointedly.

      Adelaide laughed before she could stop herself.

      “Right, like five of us could sail that thing and have fun at the same time. We’re not ready for that, especially because it still doesn’t have a name,” Adelaide answered.

      “When are we getting more people?” Halvar continued.

      “Er... I’m not sure. Maybe when I’m better at talking to strangers.” Adelaide faltered, then quickly composed herself. “Anyway, we’ve got what we’ve got, so let’s go have some fun!”

      The others didn’t need any convincing, and in a rush, they went to get the cruiser ready for departure. There was only so much to be done with a craft that size, and Adelaide longed to venture out on something larger, but that would have to wait.

      As they went, they fell back into their routine effortlessly, as though weeks and weeks upon land had done little to dull their senses. At least, that was what she suspected. She wasn’t exactly giving them the chance to show it, and she knew it; with so little to do on the cruiser, Adelaide ended up doing much of it herself. It wasn’t that she was forced to. If anything, she could have done less work than the others, because delegation was a captain’s privilege. It was more that she couldn’t stand not doing things herself. The others, whether indulging her innocently or keeping quiet because she was their superior and employer, let her do as she wanted.

      It wasn’t perfect, and Inga’s absence was noticeable, but it was as close to freedom and bliss as she could ever ask for. This was her world, one that quite literally had no boundaries. She could go and go until dry land was nothing more than a memory and her own craft nothing more than a speck in the vast ocean. This was a place she could escape to, one no one else could find her in. To escape for more than a few hours, however, she would need a bigger ship and a larger crew. At least she was halfway there, she thought.

      By the time the sun’s position in the sky informed her they had been out far longer than they initially intended, Adelaide skillfully brought the cruiser back into port. Her stomach growled, and the others must have been hungry as well, because while they all seemed somewhat melancholy from the end of their trip, they wrapped things up with a particular expeditiousness that indicated they were looking forward to being released.

      “All right, all right, you can go,” Adelaide laughed, waving the others away. “We’ll get back out soon enough!”

      With assorted thanks and cheers, the others, save for David, left in a rush. Adelaide looked up at him curiously, and he nodded his head toward an area just past the docks toward the square. She didn’t immediately understand until she saw a woman standing patiently, albeit expectantly, nearby. It was Inga.

      “You think she has news?” Adelaide asked quietly, and David nodded.

      “She wouldn’t come in person to deliver nothing.”

      Adelaide frowned, suddenly apprehensive. It only took a moment for her to come to a decision.

      “Okay. Let’s have a meeting on my ship in my quarters in fifteen minutes. Get Halvar to bring us all lunch. I... I guess we’ll find out what’s going to happen then.”

      “Aye.”

      She turned and headed in a different direction as David walked off. Out at the far end of the docks was a ship larger than most of the others, a beautiful and sleek three-masted vessel made of redwood and dull orange steel, three hundred feet long and fifty feet wide amidships with comfortable room for nearly a hundred sailors. It was the result of years of hard work using the latest advancements in shipcraft and technology available on Krethus, results only large amounts of money could achieve. It was less than a year old, and was the envy of most people in Unshala. One of the few exceptions to this envy was Adelaide, and for good reason: the ship was hers.

      She strode across the walkway leading from the dock to the ship. The dockhands made no move to stop her, hardly looking up as she passed. They were familiar with her and her small crew by now, even if the ship never left port.

      One flight of slightly curved stairs on the main deck led her up to the captain’s cabin, where she pulled a key from her pocket to unlock the heavy double doors. She left them open, welcoming the fresh air into the cabin that so rarely got any. She was worried someone might see her pacing with nerves, but this worry came second to her nerves themselves. Inga was here, which meant she had news that could potentially alter her entire future more than anything her parents had planned for her possibly could.

      Still, as the minutes went by, she was able to calm herself a little. She ran her fingers over the smooth wood of the cabin’s doors, taking in smooth polish of the wood finish and the cool metal hinges, listening to sounds of water gently lapping against the hull, the chatter of gulls, and quiet creaking of wood and rope. She started to think, as she often did, of when she might get to finally take the ship out of port and into the ocean for a proper voyage. She hadn’t had a chance yet; she had received the ship as a gift from her parents for her sixteenth birthday some months ago, though it needed a crew, and she was still working on that. Technically. Her definitive lack of any desire to communicate with anybody was making putting a crew together somewhat difficult. Still, she had a few, and that was an accomplishment for her.

      She still needed a name for the ship, too. Her father had suggested Sol Imperium, which combined their family name with the word for power, which was not only a little full of itself, but also far too much Latin. If Östberg thought she had no mind for numbers, he should have been around when her family had tried getting her to learn a second language. That had been so much of a disaster that even Adelaide had to admit it was funny. Whatever the case, the ship currently remained nameless, and she refused to take it anywhere until she could introduce herself as the captain of the... whatever it was going to be.

      Sooner than she expected, she saw three figures walking up the docks toward her ship, who she quickly recognized as her officers. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to compose herself before they arrived, but seeing them coming her way reminded her of the news she was expecting.

      David and Inga nodded politely as they entered, and Halvar waved, almost causing him to drop the plate of food in his hands. He set it down on Adelaide’s massive wooden desk, and the others gathered around to do the same. They all remained standing, and it took her a moment to realize they were waiting for her to sit first. She quickly sat down in her leather chair, glancing down at the plate David pushed in front of her. They had gotten one of her favorites, a meal of fried herring and mashed potato, and the smell was almost enough to make her hunger overpower her anxiety. Almost.

      “Are you well, Captain? I apologize for taking as long as I did to update you; my associates had a difficult time dealing with our government contact,” Inga said. She was a tall and broad-shouldered woman with auburn hair, grey eyes, and a consistently near-expressionless face. Of those few in her crew, Adelaide liked her the most. Inga was calm, efficient, professional, and reliable, and while Adelaide suspected Inga understood her struggles about as well as anyone else did, none of it seemed to matter to her.

      “I’m okay, I think. It was nice to get out today. Did you... do you have good news?” Adelaide asked, unable to stick with small talk.

      Inga inclined her head slightly.

      “Our Blackfins contacts managed to get you onto a military train going to Nalmar. We weren’t able to get clearance for an actual attempt, but I suspect you aren’t worried about that. We were supplied with two tickets, so I would like to request that I be allowed to go with you.”

      Adelaide let out an audible sigh of relief and nearly laughed. This was what she expected to be the most difficult part of the process, and she had been able to think of little else over the past few weeks, but they had made it.

      “Respectfully, cap’n, I feel like I’d be much better company on a long trip,” Halvar said next. “You’ll need someone to offset how quiet you are if you’re going to be away from home for days. I know some good jokes!”

      “She’s seen your face already, Halvar,” David grunted.

      “Give me some time to process the news before I think about who’s coming with me,” Adelaide expressed, feeling somewhat breathless. “I wasn’t sure what to expect. I guess it’s really happening now, isn’t it?”

      “If you’re still set on it. I don’t like this,” David continued. “Sure you’ve got passage now, but getting there is one thing. If there was a way to destroy the machine it would have been done already.”

      “If everyone thought that way, no one would ever try again,” Adelaide answered defensively. “Most people who tried didn’t know libris.”

      “What’s the plan? Have you got a way to deal with the radius problem?” Halvar broke in.

      “Yes, actually. I think I can run,” Adelaide said simply, letting herself enjoy the look of surprise on Halvar and David’s faces.

      The machine allegedly responsible for the creation of the mysterious ghosts was protected by a mysterious barrier energy that destroyed every being, living or dead, within its radius, which was several miles wide. This energy also disabled mechanical devices, such as explosives, which meant that every weapon and every tool was rendered completely useless. The Krethan had tried dropping bombs, drilling up from underneath, and sending ghosts in with the intent of disabling the machine, but all had failed.

      There was one small caveat, however, one that Adelaide intended to take advantage of. The barrier was not an ever-present shield; rather, the machine released pulses of energy at intervals, and it was these pulses that destroyed anything trying to make its way in. The radius was the point at which the pulses dissipated, but providing a pulse was not currently emanating from the machine, it was, at least, momentarily safe to be within. The only trouble was that nothing the Krethans had in their arsenal was fast enough to get from the radius to the machine itself in between pulses. There was no vehicle or weapon that could traverse several miles in such a short time.

      Adelaide, however, was neither of these things. And she, with the assistance of her magic, was capable of just such a feat.

      “Ah, that’s a good idea. I don’t know why anyone didn’t think of running at it before,” Halvar snorted.

      David still didn’t look convinced.

      “That’s a long way to run. What is it, about sixteen miles? In less than an hour? That puts you at thirty-two—”

      “No, just sixteen,” Adelaide corrected.

      “You have to get back, don’t you?” David continued.

      “Once the threat of the machine is gone, I can get back at any pace I like. I only have to get there in time.”

      “Before we continue, there is something I need to report,” Inga said, and all eyes turned to her. “Please avoid sharing this with anyone; it was by chance we received this information, and it is highly classified.”

      “Now I’m definitely interested,” Halvar murmured.

      “The government and military are currently attempting to conceal this information until they know how best to present it to the public,” Inga continued, undeterred. “As of recently, the radius has begun expanding.”

      Adelaide blinked.

      “What...? Expanding? Why?”

      “No one knows. The officials responsible for keeping track of its movements reported that, as of nine days ago, the rate at which the radius is expanding suddenly began to increase dramatically. They are currently analyzing these increases; as of yet, there isn’t enough data to make any estimates on how it will look long term.”

      “How dramatic are we talking? Inches? Feet?” Halvar asked, suddenly serious.

      “Not that much, but enough that even just a few years would leave it large enough to consume several nearby towns. Nalmar and Elmeå are considered to be in imminent danger. The government is considering evacuating them; once that happens, they won’t be able to contain the news, and I expect they are preparing for that eventuality.”

      Adelaide uttered a low curse.

      “Well, if it’s not expanding quickly, then it shouldn’t make much of a difference if we get to it quick.”

      “Agreed. It was relevant to our discussion, however, so I thought it prudent to bring up,” Inga continued.

      “Of course. I appreciate it.”

      “I still don’t like this,” David said, frowning. “The machine is dangerous enough without more unknowns being thrown in at the last minute. It’s not like we had much data to go off of already, and now this is happening. What of the pulses? Has it affected them?”

      “That’s another unknown,” Inga answered placidly. “It hasn’t been going on long enough to make any accurate determinations.”

      “What do you think then? Should our captain still go through with this?” Halvar asked.

      “That’s not up for discussion. I am doing this,” Adelaide responded firmly. “If anything, the fact it’s expanding now means it’s even more important we shut it down.”

      David and Halvar exchanged a glance, but said nothing.

      “In terms of logistics, Captain, I have only one more question,” Inga said, the faintest of smiles on her lips. “Do you have a plan for managing your parents’ anger when you don’t come home tonight, or for many nights after?”

      Adelaide set her jaw.

      “I’ll be coming home victorious, so it doesn’t matter. If they’re still angry after I do this then I know nothing will ever please them.”

      “We will do our best to ensure your success,” Inga continued, a sudden warmth in her tone. “However, we’re coming upon the part of the plan where it will be entirely up to you. Do you feel ready?”

      “I’m not sure if I could ever be ready for this,” Adelaide admitted. “But I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. I’ve been practicing my sprints every day, building up my endurance and trying to get faster. As long as I can get to the radius, I can make it work.”

      “And after you succeed, Captain?” Inga asked.

      “I’ll probably need someone to come get me, because my body will be just about wrecked trying to run that far so fast,” Adelaide admitted. “But I’ll deal with the pain and recovery if it means we can end this.”

      “Well, however this ends, your intentions and efforts have ever been nothing but noble, cap’n,” Halvar said approvingly.

      Adelaide fidgeted impatiently, bouncing her leg beneath her desk. Now she knew she was officially going, she wished she was already there. It wasn’t as though she was afraid she might change her mind or lose her nerve. It was more than once she set her mind to something, she wanted to dive right in no matter what else was going on. The fact that it would take her days to get there even on a high-speed train only made her want to get started more quickly.

      “All right. I think we’re through here,” she said finally, getting to her feet. The others, who had fallen silent and watched her expectantly, stood up as well. Halvar looked ready to get going, David seemed as displeased as he had been when he first walked in, and Inga was impassive as ever. “I’ll go home briefly to pack some things; I should probably have some changes of clothes and plenty of cards. Inga, do you have anything you need to take care of before we go?”

      “Damn, I knew you were going to choose her,” Halvar complained.

      “I finished my business before coming to give you the news in anticipation that I would be needed immediately,” Inga answered.

      It was a simple enough statement, but Adelaide still had to fight to keep herself from throwing her arms around the woman where she stood.

      “Great. Will you take a carriage with me back home?”

      “Of course, Captain.”

      “I’ve got an idea,” David interjected, causing the others to pause before they’d so much as taken a step. “Even if you’re in and out successfully within hours, the travel time will keep you away from home for over a week. What say you record a message on one of your birds for your family to explain where you are, then set it on a time delay? That way they’ll find out where you are soon enough that they won’t tear the continent apart looking for you, but not so soon they’d be able to interfere with your plans.”

      It was a very good idea, Adelaide thought, so she wasn’t sure why she suddenly felt so irritated by it. She caught herself, realizing just in time that her mouth was already open to instinctively reject it.

      “That... sounds good, yes. I’ll prepare that when I get home, too. Anything else?” When no one said anything, she nodded. “Okay. Uhm, thanks for coming to talk about this. We’re all done then.”

      Halvar and David left without hesitation. Inga remained quietly and attentively by the door while Adelaide locked the cabin doors and slipped the key back in her pocket. With her ship secure, she paused only before a moment before heading back toward the square. It was time to go.

      

      Several hours later, Adelaide and Inga sat alone in a train car hurtling swiftly through the night. Adelaide stared out the window next to her seat, watching the distant lights of towns go by. Despite how busy her day had been, she felt incredibly awake. She was worried about her parents’ reactions, as they would surely be wondering where she was by now. She also couldn’t believe she was actually on the train heading toward the barrier. It had taken a few weeks of waiting while Inga’s contacts did their work, but all things considered, it was happening sooner than she had expected. Above all else, she felt apprehensive. She didn’t expect her mission to be a walk in the park, nor did she necessarily believe herself so skilled that she could do what no one else had been able to for a hundred years.

      But this was something she was good at, possibly even very good at. She knew her history well enough to know that the Krethan government had made all sorts of elaborate attempts against the machine that ultimately failed, spending countless billions of rial to devise a way to get past a magical barrier. The barrier was dangerous, but ultimately simple, Adelaide thought, and thus the solution would also need to be so. Libris allowed her to run faster than the vehicles the government employed, which were more for convenience or carrying heavy weights or groups of people than they were for speed. What’s more, her magic gave her the strength she would no doubt need to destroy the machine quickly when she found it.

      It was like Sanna had always taught her: get in, get the job done, then get out. She could do that.

      She pulled her gaze from the window and looked down to make sure she had all her things with her. She had done this several times already, and her single bag filled with a few changes of clothes and backup libris materials hadn’t moved and inch, but she couldn’t help but check. It wasn’t like this was something she did every day, and since she would likely have only one shot at this, it was best to be prepared. The alternative was going back home in disgrace, her failure the cherry on top of the sundae that was all the other rules she was breaking.

      Inga sat beside her, quietly reading a book. Adelaide tried not to stare too obviously. It was because of Inga she was on this train to begin with. No matter what Adelaide had ever asked of her, she had never failed to deliver, and sometimes this made Adelaide uncomfortable.

      Inga Strand was a Blackfin, as were her contacts. Adelaide knew plenty about them because of her family. The Blackfins were a very old and loosely connected organized crime syndicate, though in lieu of such a verbose description, many people chose instead another word that was almost as accurate: pirates. Spanning across the globe, the Blackfins engaged in everything from petty theft to “private security,” and in the past, had boasted a sizable fleet of its own. High-ranking Blackfins had hoards of wealth and government connections, allowing them near immunity from the reach of law enforcement across both of the world’s continents.

      Because of the world’s history of prejudice against those who could see ghosts and practice libris, the ranks of the Blackfins were also commonly populated by those with both abilities, resulting in the Blackfins gaining a reputation for engaging with the supernatural. While in the past this only served as another source of fear, in modern days, it had become a commodity, and this was where Adelaide’s family came in. Old money in Krethus commonly hired the help of their own personal Blackfins even as they publicly decried the crimes of the organization they hired from. It was this group of people who had ushered the Sol family out of their home the night of Oskar’s death, and at any given time, Felix or Cajsa could call upon the LCs, or libris-capable Blackfins, under their employ to keep them safe. Even from a young age, Adelaide thought it odd that they would take advantage of people they normally spoke so ill of, a privilege and a dilemma only the incredibly wealthy could endure.

      Still, their constant derision had a subtle effect on Adelaide, enough to make her wary and uncomfortable whenever she was reminded of what Inga was capable of—and how she herself was benefiting from it. Sure, she had never engaged in anything like theft or things that would harm other people, but she was still using less-than-legal means to pursue the ends she sought. She tried to ignore this feeling when she could; she had enough on her plate already without beating herself up with moral quandaries.

      Adelaide soon realized she must have been staring off into space, because Inga set her book neatly on her lap and turned her head to look at her.

      “Are you all right, Captain?”

      “Huh? Oh! Sorry, I was just thinking.”

      “About what we’re doing?”

      “About... lots of things, I suppose. What about you?”

      “I’m simply enjoying my book, though I’m afraid I’ll be finished with it well before we arrive in Nalmar. I’m considering asking if someone in another car has any more I might borrow. Though, now you mention it...” Inga turned slightly in her seat, and Adelaide suddenly felt apprehensive. “I have been thinking recently about your plans for your ship. Have you given much thought to putting out a call for a crew?”

      “I... er...”

      The truth was, she hadn’t. It was another thought that gave her stress, and so she tried to avoid it, or at least push it off until the nebulous time in the future she would be able to consider it. Saying as much to her second officer, however, did not strike her as a wonderful way to project the confidence she ought to have as captain.

      “It’s all right if you haven’t; I was simply curious. Having our meeting aboard your ship, combined with your morning excursion with the rest of the crew, made me wonder if perhaps you’d decided something.”

      Adelaide bit her lip. There was no point in lying. Inga would be able to see it a mile away regardless. Besides, it was more complicated than that.

      “I haven’t. I want to, but I just haven’t been able to.”

      “If I might pry, is this due to tutoring and familial obligations, or is it your social anxieties?”

      Adelaide hoped Inga didn’t see her wince.

      “Some of both I guess.”

      “I see. If the latter concerns you, you could delegate the task of building your crew to your current officers so you—”

      “No, no... that’s something I would need to be involved with myself. I can’t be a captain and not play a part in choosing my own crew,” Adelaide interjected. “If I’m too scared to do that, I don’t have any right going out on the water.”

      “Is there anything in particular I might assist you with in this context?” Inga continued, undeterred.

      “I don’t think so. It’s not a specific problem, exactly... I just don’t know how to talk to people. It doesn’t make sense. Ships make sense. Geology and star charts and puzzles make sense. But not people. I don’t really understand emotions and expressions and tones of voice or anything like that. I’ve embarrassed myself so many times, and the only way to avoid that is to avoid people, so... that’s what I do.”

      Inga was silent for a moment. Then she nodded.

      “I’ve noticed this during the time I’ve known you. I’m afraid I don’t personally understand what you’re dealing with, but from my perspective, you are harder on yourself than you ought to be. You may have a hard time communicating, but you are also very critical of yourself, which means you notice much that the rest of us do not.”

      “That might be true... I just wish I was brave enough to try. I just tell myself that I can’t stutter and fumble around and misread someone’s tone or facial expression if I don’t talk to people at all. But I guess that can’t last forever, can it? And finding a crew would be a good start...”

      “I admit I am eager to get back on the water. You have a fine ship; it would be a shame never to use her.”

      “Why have you stuck with me this long? You must think I’m the worst captain ever since we’ve never actually taken my ship out once yet,” Adelaide continued, a small smile on her face.

      “To be blunt, because you’re paying me. But beyond that... I’ve quite taken a liking to you, Captain. From the relationship we’ve developed while on land, I feel it will be a pleasure to work under you at sea.”

      Adelaide smiled, feeling her cheeks turning slightly pink.

      “I’ll try not to let you down. So about that crew; how should we go about this?”

      “If you decide to do this, David and I would put out a call for sailors looking for work. We would also perform the initial vetting process to ensure only truly qualified candidates get to you. Then it’s just a matter of letting them talk to you so you can decide whether they will fit well with the rest of the crew.”

      “That sounds good. In that case, I’ll make sure our current manifest is up to date, then make a list of the positions we need to fill starting with the most essential. If you have any recommendations for who might make good officers to fill the rest of our core staff, I’d like to hear them. Beyond that, based on its size and build, my ship will work most efficiently with a crew of roughly sixty, but we don’t need to fill every position just to start.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “Let’s work on the primary command structure first, then figure out our most pressing needs. We’ll need skilled crewmen to take care of basic duties for the most part, as well as sailors who will be able to maintain the ship when we’re out at sea. I’ve studied my ship’s blueprints, so I know what experience I’ll want in the people who fill those positions. We’ll need a minimum of twenty for basic function and operations, but if... what?” Adelaide broke off as she noticed a smile growing on Inga’s face.

      “I apologize; I mean no rudeness. I’ve just noticed that when you speak of something you’re passionate about, you... change.”

      “Change? How?” Adelaide asked, suddenly feeling self-conscious.

      “It’s in a good way, I assure you. You become more confident and assertive, and when you speak of things you know well, I hear none of the doubt I normally do. I enjoy getting a glimpse of the woman I’ll be serving under once we’re under way.”

      Adelaide spluttered, definitely blushing now, then attempted to compose herself.

      “I-I just know a lot about ships and sailing. I’ve read a lot of books. I haven’t put it into practice yet.”

      “I like hearing the word ‘yet,’” Inga said with a knowing look. “As for recommendations for both officers and the crew at large, I would recommend tapping some of our Blackfin networks. There would be no shortage of qualified candidates there.”

      Adelaide paused. Here she was confronted by this discomfort again. She hadn’t imagined a crew full of Blackfins. Having a few officers who happened to be Blackfins was one thing, but intentionally seeking them out was another thing entirely.

      “How would that help?” Adelaide asked diplomatically.

      “First, we must think of skill. Blackfins are more likely than your average person to have not just knowledge, but experience sailing all manner of vessels. Second, cohesion. A group of strangers who have no prior connections will be harder to organize, vet, and train. If we request candidates who have something in common already, especially something we officers already share, this will help immensely.”

      “Those are good points...” Adelaide mused. In terms of efficiency, Inga’s points were solid. It would definitely help the crew get along well with each other and work together better. It was even better if her officers could connect to the rest of the crew on such a level; she didn’t want any elitism in her ranks.

      And yet...

      “I sense your hesitation. Does the fact that you associate with Blackfins make you uncomfortable?” Inga asked. There was no accusation in her tone—just pure curiosity.

      “I... yes,” Adelaide admitted. “I’m still trying to figure out why. It’s nothing against you or David or anything, I’ve just heard so much from my parents over the years I can’t help it. What would our ship be like if the crew was all Blackfins? All... pirates?”

      “Whatever you command it to be. You are the captain,” Inga said simply. When Adelaide looked up at her in surprise, the woman continued, “The Blackfins are not a monolith, as I’m sure you know on some level. Some groups engage in heavy criminal activity while others serve as communities for those who society has previously shown disdain for. For example, those who can see ghosts. There is a reputation, certainly, but on your ship, your crew does as you command. Your ship will have the reputation you create. You have that power.”

      “What if I don’t want to do something wrong but one of them does? Or maybe even more than one?”

      “Then we’ll remove them from the ship by whatever means necessary. I don’t anticipate this being a problem, however. Just as you get to see what potential candidates for your crew are like, they too will be able to see what you as a captain will be like. They will know what they’re getting into.”

      Adelaide sat back in her seat and rubbed her eyes. She was finally starting to feel sleepy, and while she enjoyed the subject matter of her current discussion, actually trying to figure out something as monumental as organizing a crew full of strangers—and especially the suggestion they come from an organization she had heard little but public derision for—was taxing. If she was going to think more on it, it would have to come after she was finished with the machine.

      “Thanks for talking me through this,” she said tiredly. “I’ll think more about this and maybe we can talk more about it later. There’s a lot I need to figure out.”

      “No doubt. Our current task understandably takes precedence. Would you like to turn in?”

      “Yeah, I think I will. And really... thank you. I feel like I can always count on you.”

      Inga gave her a slight nod.

      “You are my captain. And, I hope, my friend. I’ll go prepare our beds.”

      Adelaide remained where she was for the moment as Inga got up and stepped away. Each car had a few small beds in them, no doubt to support soldiers traveling across the country. Compared to her own bed back home they were nothing special, but they would serve their purpose.

      She stared out the window, watching the lights of still more towns passing by. There were countless people out there, most of whom were probably sleeping, preparing for the next day’s work or classes or other responsibilities. All people who were, in some way, hoping they would live through the night. She felt a momentary surge of energy, accompanied by her desire to be at her destination already so she could start immediately, but it quickly faded, leaving her feeling even more tired. Saving the world would have to wait until she could stop yawning.

      Minutes later, when Inga informed her their sleeping spaces were ready, Adelaide immediately took to bed, thinking of her family as she did so. While she hoped not to fail, she wondered how they would react if she did, and realized with a sinking feeling that it would likely be nothing but negative. Her intent wouldn’t matter, as was usually the case. Only the results. That’s what it meant to be a Sol: results, not intent. No excuses.

      She pushed these thoughts from her mind as she began to doze off. All she had to do was succeed. And she wouldn’t be doing that for her family. It would be for her country and for all the innocent people who still lived. And for all those who no longer did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Maaya (November)

          

        

      

    

    
      When Maaya awoke the next morning, she momentarily forgot where she was. Disoriented, she rubbed her eyes, then lifted her head slowly and looked around.

      She had been sleeping curled up in the corner of the abandoned warehouse she hid in the night before, and from the looks of the light filtering in through the cracks and holes in the wood slats, it was late into the morning. Maaya was surprised she had slept that long; usually the cold woke her up if hunger didn’t.

      Maaya sat up and stretched, and then yawned. And then she froze.

      Her memories of the night before came back to her in a rush, and she recalled everything from her raid to the circlet and sword to meeting Hari to... the ghost she had named Saber.

      Maaya leapt to her feet. Saber was still there, floating upside down a few feet away. She was staring at the hay that covered the ground, and, rather than looking bored, looked genuinely entranced by the sight.

      Upon seeing Maaya’s movement, Saber waved to her and a wide smile broke out on her face.

      “Seven thousand eight hundred twenty-two straws!” she exclaimed triumphantly. “And I’ve only made it a little ways across the room. There’s an awful lot of hay in here. Also, good morning. Sleep well?”

      Maaya stared, her mouth hanging slightly open. She was sure she looked all out of sorts; she could even feel a few straws of said hay sticking out of her hair.

      “Are you... have you... really? How long have you been counting?” Maaya finally uttered.

      “Ever since you fell asleep. I thought I might finish at first, but you woke up sooner than I thought you would. That and, like I said, there is a lot of hay in here. I think I might have underestimated—”

      “Never mind,” Maaya said tiredly. “Why are you still here? You can’t be that interested in hay when there’s a whole world out there.”

      “I figured that could wait until you woke up. I’d get lost without your help,” Saber answered, and so matter-of-fact was her response that Maaya found herself nodding before she realized what the ghost had said.

      “Wait, what? My help doing what?”

      “Getting around town! I figure you know it well enough. Give me a tour, yeah? We can have some fun together!” Saber said excitedly.

      Maaya frowned.

      “Why do you care if you get lost? Does a ghost have anywhere to be?”

      “Not necessarily, but if I’m lost, then by definition I’m not where I want to be, and that just isn’t fun. Someday I might indeed have somewhere to be, and then what would I do?”

      Maaya shook her head. This was more conversation with any ghost than she cared to have, and her stomach was already growling. She remembered she had a few rial from her raid the night before, so at least her day’s meals would be taken care of, but she also had to figure out where to sell the sword she’d picked up. Carrying something like that around wouldn’t be easy.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. It was nice to meet you, but I think I should go now,” Maaya said, dusting herself off and running her fingers through her hair to clear away the hay.

      “Okay, okay. A tour is a little much, I agree, so maybe I can just go where you go. Where do you go, anyway? Oh, I have so many questions for you! The only thing I know of your life so far is that you sleep, which frankly I’m glad I don’t have to do anymore—”

      “No,” Maaya interrupted flatly. She picked up the sword and tried to fit it under her coat as she had the night before, but she knew it would be much harder to hide in the daytime. She thought about leaving it in the building and hiding it under some of the hay, but there was the risk that any perceptive thief would know she had been there and investigate to see if she had left anything behind. The only truly safe option was to remain in the warehouse until nightfall again, and Maaya felt far too restless to do that.

      “Say, what are you going to do with that sword?” Saber asked, floating closer and peering at it carefully. “I say you keep it; it’s my namesake, after all, this rusty old thing. You could put it in your house right above the fireplace.”

      “I haven’t got a house,” Maaya grumbled.

      “Ah, of course. At your age I don’t suppose your parents would ever let you bring home a weapon.”

      “I haven’t got parents, either,” Maaya said shortly. She wasn’t ready to have this conversation again. Or ever.

      “Well, where do you live?” Saber persisted.

      “Right now? Here,” Maaya said, gesturing irritably at the corner of the warehouse. “Wherever I can sleep safely at night.”

      “You don’t... have a place to live?” Saber asked, and her tone was so innocent that it almost made Maaya furious. As if the concept could be that foreign to anyone.

      “I don’t, no. Which is why I need to take this sword and sell it so I can buy food, because I don’t have any of that, either.”

      Saber’s eyes widened in shocked, but she recovered quickly, and she smiled again.

      “That’s okay! I’ll help. I don’t know your situation yet, but we can figure it out together. That’s what friends do, right?”

      “We’re not friends,” Maaya snapped, more harshly than she intended. She watched the smile vanish from Saber’s face.

      “Are you upset with me?” Saber asked, tilting her head slightly.

      “It’s not that. I just can’t be friends with you. I could get in trouble.”

      “Why? Who’d have the nerve to get you in trouble for being friends with me? Just show me who’s giving you stress, I’ll tell them what’s what,” Saber continued, suddenly incensed.

      “Wait. Do you... do you really not know?” Maaya asked slowly.

      “Don’t know what? I’m not afraid of anyone, I’ll break their nose if I have to, I’ll fight a dozen people at once! What are they going to do, kill me?”

      For some reason, Saber’s anger annoyed her. Saber didn’t have a right to be angry. Not about this. This was something that had ruined her life, and Saber being angry only served to take away the emotion that was rightfully hers. Saber’s actions would meet no consequence, but they would certainly add to Maaya’s troubles.

      “Just... don’t worry about it, please,” Maaya said tiredly. “I need to figure out how to sell this so I can get some money for breakfast at least.”

      Maaya’s stomach growled helpfully at that moment, and Saber frowned.

      “Why are you trying to keep it hidden?”

      “Because walking around with a large sword is suspicious?” Maaya replied. She repositioned the weapon, trying once more to keep it out of sight without looking awkward, and then yelped as the pointed end of the sword grazed her ankle.

      “Considering that thing’s almost as tall as you are, I’d say trying to hide it would look more suspicious,” Saber snorted, then quickly cleared her throat as Maaya glared at her. “I mean, are you all right?”

      “Fine, thank you. Now please... leave me alone. I can’t do this if I have someone distracting me.”

      “What if I carry it for you? I can fly! I can follow you from above, and—”

      “Saber,” Maaya interrupted testily, and in her tone was a warning Saber could not miss.

      “Right. Okay. Leave you alone. Got it. Good luck then!”

      Saber flitted away so there was several yards between them, and was so obviously faking not being interested in what Maaya was doing that Maaya thought she might start whistling awkwardly at any moment. Sure enough, when Maaya began walking, the ghost followed. Maaya didn’t say anything. So long as the ghost didn’t talk to her or get too close, Maaya could simply ignore her.

      At the moment, Saber’s distance was welcome. Maaya had to use all her strength and focus to look casual as she walked down the street without revealing the sword she was carrying. Before she could sell it, she had to get it appraised, and there was only one person she trusted to do that. She couldn’t take it to someone like Hari; she knew from past experience that she was likely to make a pittance selling it to another thief, who would then sell it for a much higher price themselves.

      She headed slowly toward the artisan’s district, well aware that she looked like she was walking with a limp. Luckily, no one seemed to pay her any mind, which wasn’t altogether surprising; if they didn’t care about her under any other circumstances, what looked like a slight injury was unlikely to change anything.

      Her walk took her past several food cards, and her stomach grumbled at the smell of simmering sauces, meats, and vegetables. She remembered the little rial she had managed to steal the night before, and decided that breakfast was in order as soon as she’d gotten rid of her burden.

      Suddenly, Saber gasped audibly behind her, and so startling was this sound that Maaya instinctively whirled around. She lost her grip on the sword beneath her coat, and its point hit the ground with a painfully loud clang.

      A few of the vendors looked at her curiously as she fought to hide the blade again, but then turned away again. Maaya resumed breathing; she was sure someone would have noticed. As soon as she was sure there were no more eyes on her, she glared at the ghost.

      “What?”

      “This food looks incredible! I don’t recognize any of these dishes, but they look heavenly. But—oh! Damn, and I can’t eat it, either! Why did I have to be dead when food like this sits here uneaten?”

      “Be quiet,” Maaya muttered urgently, then turned away to resume her walk.

      “Why? It’s not like they can hear me. At least, I don’t suppose they can. HELLOOO!” Saber waved her arms furiously right in front of one of the vendor’s faces; the man continued to cook, his arm passing right through hers. “Nope, it’s like I’m not here at all. Haha!”

      Maaya gritted her teeth as the ghost followed, continuing her commentary with each passing person who couldn’t see her. Maaya tried to console herself, thinking that she would be okay as long as the ghost was harassing other people, but she knew Saber had no intention of leaving her behind. If anyone else in this town could see ghosts, now would be a good time for them to come along.

      A few minutes later she made it to the artisan’s district. Much of it was packed, but thankfully the area she was headed seemed mercifully empty.

      Maaya walked up to the blacksmith’s counter, and it wasn’t long before a large man with a bushy mustache and grimy face walked up to her. He smiled as he saw her.

      “Maaya! Long time no see. Looking for Roshan?”

      “Yes, please,” Maaya answered. Roshan’s father was a kindly man, one she wished she had more occasion to speak with, but he was a busy man, and so he still mostly knew her as his son’s friend. But even this simple positive recognition from anyone, which contrasted so mightily with the negative association everyone else seemed to have with the mere sight of her, was more than welcome.

      “I’ll see if he’s busy, but I’m sure he can spare a few minutes. It’s not often you come around here, anyway,” the man chuckled, then called back over his shoulder, his booming voice carrying across the street as well. “Roshan! You have a guest!”

      “Yes, father,” Roshan replied, already hurrying to the front. He grinned when he saw Maaya, and he gave her a cheerful wave.

      “We’ve got that large order this afternoon, so don’t take too long. I want us to get ahead of it,” Roshan’s father said.

      “Yes, father. I’ll be back in as soon as I can,” Roshan replied. As his father left, Roshan darted around the counter, then gave Maaya a hug. “Hey! Nice to see you again so soon. Also, ow. What is that?”

      “Sorry!” Maaya said, hastily taking a step back. She opened her coat just far enough to show Roshan the sword she was hiding under it. “I was hoping you might be able to tell me how much it’s worth.”

      Roshan’s eyes widened.

      “How did... all the way here? That’s dangerous! Here, let me take you around to the back and we can take a look.”

      Roshan led her behind the counter, past the workbenches, and into a narrow alley behind the shop. It was hidden just enough by the canvas that covered the rest of the shop that no prying eyes could see what was happening, and just far enough outside the shop so that Roshan’s father couldn’t see, either. Saber followed, peering excitedly over Maaya’s shoulder.

      “This is mine! I mean, it’s where my name... oh, what am I doing, he can’t hear me either,” she grumbled, though most of her enthusiasm remained.

      Maaya pulled out the sword from her coat, then placed it carefully on the wooden table before them. Roshan leaned over, inspecting it closely. He picked at it a few times and ran his finger delicately over the handle.

      “No sheath?” he asked thoughtfully.

      “No, only the sword,” Maaya replied, grateful as always that Roshan wasn’t asking where she’d gotten it. By now he knew what she had to do to survive, even if he didn’t like it.

      “Hmm. Well, that will cut down its price a bit. This is a clear collector’s item here, so missing a piece isn’t great for it. But it’s also not in bad condition. Only a little rust, so that can be taken care of, the blade can be polished, the handle can probably do with a little refinishing, I can get some leather and dye—”

      “Roshan, let’s talk about what I can do,” Maaya said with a small smile. “I don’t know anything about... anything you just said. How much would I get as is?”

      “As is... hmm. Probably... I’d say about sixty rial? People tend to go all or nothing with these kinds of things.”

      “Oh...”

      Maaya grimaced. Sixty rial for her was nothing short of a fortune, but once she got over her excitement at a number she rarely ever heard before, she broke it down to its logical components. Sixty rial would pay for a room at an inn for a night or two, or get her enough to eat for a week and a half, maybe two if she was frugal. In the grand scheme of things, it wasn’t worth what she thought it would be, nor all the effort she had gone through to get it.

      “But listen,” Roshan added quickly, “I didn’t say all those things because I thought you could fix it up yourself. I was thinking I could do that for you and then find a buyer who will take it for much more. We know plenty of collectors in this business, so I know I can get something good for you.”

      Maaya glanced up in shock.

      “What? But... no, no, I can’t let you do that. You’re already so busy, and you can’t just do something like that—”

      “So let me take a few rial off the top, no big deal,” Roshan said encouragingly. “The finished piece will be worth so much more I could take fifty and you wouldn’t even notice.”

      “Is... is that fair? I don’t know how much your work is!” Maaya said, wringing her hands.

      “To be honest it’d be a heck of a discount, but I could also use the practice. Not to mention this is actually a great piece. Dad will love this, I know he will. I’ve seen a few of these, and they’re usually missing gemstones or rusted beyond repair. But these are usually about a hundred and fifty years old! I’ve got to show him. But...” Roshan suddenly looked uncertain.

      “What is it?”

      “Well... working on this could take some time. And I don’t know how soon you need this.”

      Maaya frowned. More rial in the long term did her little good when she had only enough for one or two meals while she waited. It was the responsible choice, but it would cause her more trouble in the meantime.

      Still, she thought, she had options if she really needed them. She might even talk to Hari and see if he needed any more favors. At least when they were working together, going hungry wasn’t as much of a concern.

      “I... can wait. I’ll be okay,” Maaya said finally. “But are you sure you’re okay with—?”

      “Yeah, definitely! It’s practice for me, the chance the work on a beautiful sword, dad should be happy to see it, and I get to help a friend. It’s good all around!” Roshan said happily. “Give me... a week?  Actually, give me two, just to be safe; dad’s right about those big orders. It’ll be worth it though, promise. And if you need anything in the meantime—”

      “I know, I know. Thanks, Roshan,” Maaya smiled, giving him a tight hug. “I’ll try to see you more often, too. I miss you.”

      “Same here. What can I say? We’re both busy hardworking adults. It’s hard to find social time in our schedules!”

      “We’re going to have our midlife crisis by seventeen,” Maaya said, and they both giggled.

      “Roshan! I need you back!” came Roshan’s father’s voice from the shop.

      “Coming!” Roshan called back, then turned to Maaya with a smile. “Stay safe out there, okay? I’ll get this done for you as soon as I can.”

      Maaya waved her goodbye, then headed back around the shop toward the street. It was much easier to walk without the sword under her coat, but the lack of its weight there gave Maaya the uneasy feeling that she had forgotten something important.

      As she walked, she wondered if she had made the right choice. She’d done these thought exercises before. The thing about being poor was that there wasn’t a whole lot of room for fiscal responsibility. When every spare coin she got went immediately toward just keeping herself alive, there was no time to save or wait for something better. Poverty meant living life day to day, simply because there was no alternative.

      As if to echo her concerns, her stomach rumbled again as she caught a whiff of the food being cooked fresh at the food carts nearby. She had enough money for a day or two’s worth of food, but beyond that, she had no plans. She could never plan.

      Despite Roshan’s generous offer and the knowledge that good things were going to come her way eventually, she felt the familiar wave of bitterness wash over her. She didn’t know how anyone could live like this forever. There had to be more to life than just trying to stay alive every day. And for some, she supposed, there was—just not for her.

      She knew she should be grateful she was getting anything. She’d gone on many raids and came out with nothing. Sometimes she’d even come out with less after running into other thieves. A sword that could fetch her over a hundred rial was definitely outside the norm. Still, she couldn’t help but feel she could have made more with less effort if she’d only managed to keep the circlet from... whatever had happened to it. Whatever magic it was, it had a ghost involved, naturally.

      And then she noticed the tears in the fabric of her coat.

      Maaya swore under her breath as she stepped out of the street to look. Her already worn coat had several new rips in it, compliments of the blade she had hidden under it earlier. She hadn’t even noticed at the time, but now they were egregious. Maaya nearly whimpered as she ran her fingers over the tears. This was the last thing she needed right now.

      “That friend of yours is a total sweetheart,” Saber said cheerfully from nearby. “Going through all that work to shine up a sword for you and find a buyer. I suppose it’s fitting; that sword deserves a proper home, after all. I’d like to think it could have—”

      “Stop it!” Maaya hissed angrily. She was without money for at least a week and a half, the circlet she had worked hard to steal was now useless, and the only coat she owned was now damaged. She knew she shouldn’t be angry at Saber for this. She would have sold the sword anyway, and it wasn’t as though Saber had intended to be imprisoned for a hundred years or whatever had supposedly happened. But right now Maaya was feeling the weight of her situation harder than usual, so she wasn’t interested in the logistics of blame assignment. “I told you to leave me alone!”

      “Hey, what’s this now? Have I said something?” Saber asked curiously.

      “Yes! Every word you say, all of it,” Maaya returned. Here she was on the street being harassed by a ghost again. It always somehow came back to this. Someone was going to see her soon. “I don’t want to have to listen to you. Just go away.”

      “Wait, but... what did I do?” Saber asked, for the first time sounding uncertain. Maybe even hurt. “I understood you said we couldn’t be friends, but I assumed that was because we just met. But... you don’t want to see me at all? Why?”

      “Because I can’t. I’m not allowed to,” Maaya muttered, nervously looking from side to side to see if anyone was passing her glances yet.

      “I don’t understand—”

      “You don’t have to understand, just leave me alone,” Maaya whispered furiously, then turned on her heel and stormed away. She forgot all about getting something to eat even as she felt the few coins she had jingle in her pocket.

      She thought the ghost might get the hint, but like so many others, Saber followed.

      “Hey, hold on. I know you have every right to tell me to go away, but why won’t you explain anything? You were perfectly fine being friends with that guy back there! I don’t even get a chance even though you’re the one who rescued me?” Saber continued, sounding irritated now.

      Maaya ignored her. The street was too crowded to respond. Ghosts could never find her when she was alone. She wondered why they were so persistent. It’s not like they were another species. They were humans too, just dead ones. But there seemed to be something about being dead that prevented ghosts from reading body language or understanding when it was time to stop trying to talk to her.

      “Hey, I’m talking to you—”

      Saber grabbed Maaya’s arm, and Maaya nearly tripped. She used Saber’s grasp to right herself, realizing only a split second too late how strange she looked as several people turned to look at her in surprise. What a sight it must have been; to them it would look like she was halfway through falling, her arm bent up at a strange angle as though the only thing keeping her up was an invisible bar that only she could see.

      She heard a few comments. A few whispers. She saw a few people put their heads together and glance back at her, their hands covering their lips.

      Not good not good not good.

      Maaya’s face paled, and even Saber, seeing the girl’s stricken expression, seemed to understand she had taken it a step too far.

      “Whoah. I’m sorry. I didn’t—wait!”

      Maaya ran immediately. She wasn’t even sure where she wanted to go, but she needed to be away from people. After a stunt like that, everyone there would surely think she was as strange as could be, if not possessed. She didn’t want to know what they thought. All she knew is that she had been in the spotlight capturing everyone’s attention, the worst possible place for a poor and hungry girl like her to be.

      She ran until she arrived back at the warehouse she had slept in the night before. Luckily it was still empty, and the streets nearby were abandoned as well. She leaned her back against the wall, trying to calm her beating heart and burning lungs. Maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe they would think she had just slipped. It had all happened so fast they had probably all forgotten about it by now.

      Her hand fell from her chest as her breathing slowed, brushing the fresh tears in her coat, and she fought the urge to cry.

      And then Saber appeared, appearing through the wall nearby with a look of concern on her face.

      “Hey, I’m sorry about that back there, I didn’t want to make—”

      “Why? Why are you all like this? Why can’t you just leave me alone?” Maaya cried. Saber floated back slightly in surprise. “I had enough trouble getting that sword to Roshan, my coat is ruined, I don’t know how I’ll stay warm at night, the circlet I was going to sell is gone, and now I made myself look like a fool in front of everyone who already thinks I’m crazy!”

      “What do you mean, ‘you all’?” Saber asked, raising an eyebrow. “What group am I being lumped in with right now?”

      “You’re dead!” Maaya seethed, and she pointed an accusatory finger, as though being dead was akin to being caught stealing a cookie from a cookie jar.

      Saber blinked.

      “Yeah. And?”

      Maaya threw up her hands.

      “What do you mean and? Do you think that gives you the right to harass me all day even when I told you not to? All of you ghosts do this!”

      “I don’t know about that. I’m the first dead person I’ve seen. And I wasn’t harassing you, I was just trying to talk to—”

      “I told you not to! But you just keep going, you keep talking, because I can’t talk back and you know it—”

      “Whoah, hey, what’s with this accusation of malice? I haven’t been talking to you because I’m trying to bother you, I’ve been talking to you because, if you haven’t noticed, you’re the only one who can hear me.”

      “That doesn’t mean you—”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, but I’m frustrated, all right? I’m starting to figure out that not everyone can see me. Maybe you’re the only one who can, I don’t know! It was funny at first, but now it’s not. This feels lonely already, and it’s even worse when the one person who knows I exist is telling me to go away. Do you understand that you are the only connection I have to this world I’m trapped in now? How would you feel if you were in a world full of people who couldn’t see you?”

      “That’s what I want!” Maaya nearly screamed. “That’s all I want! I don’t want anyone to see me! I just want to live a normal life and have no one look at me and think I’m weird or dangerous because they think I’m talking to myself, but every time a ghost comes along and bothers me, that happens!”

      “Why is it so weird to talk to a ghost? If they can’t see me, so what? They must know some people hang around after they die, so someone might as well talk to me.”

      Maaya paused, her mouth hanging half open.

      “You... really don’t know, do you?” she asked finally.

      “Know what? If you’re going to keep being this vague—”

      “You lost your memory,” Maaya continued, almost to herself. It was true. As much as she hated to admit it, she was being a little unfair to Saber. But Saber had to know. Maaya lowered her voice, hoping against hope that the next explanation she gave would be accepted rather than denied like every other ghost she had tried to talk to. “The people here don’t like me. Or people they think are like me. They don’t believe in ghosts. They think me talking to a ghost is witchcraft. They think magic is scary and that people get possessed. So no, they don’t know you’re here. And they think if I’m talking to you anyway, that either makes me crazy or evil.”

      “Okay, so they’re stupid, but that doesn’t—”

      “And anyone they think is a witch gets beaten or burned alive or put in jail forever. Okay?” Maaya continued forcefully. “Every time a ghost tries to talk to me, it’s dangerous! When I said I wasn’t allowed to talk to you or be friends with you it wasn’t because you did anything wrong, it’s because people will hurt me if I try.”

      Saber nodded slowly.

      “I... see. That’s a little more complicated than I thought. I didn’t know it was like that here. Or anywhere, really.”

      “It is. And I already have no place to live and hardly anything to eat and barely any friends, and to get any of those things I have to be normal. If I’m not normal, I can’t stay alive,” Maaya continued softly.

      “Why do you stay here? There has to be somewhere better out there, maybe somewhere public education is a thing—”

      “I can’t leave! I have no food, nothing to travel with, and I don’t know what the world out there looks like. This is the only one I know. I... I’m stuck.”

      The only reason Maaya was bothering to continue was because Saber seemed more receptive than other ghosts. She wasn’t the first to acknowledge Sark’s problems, but she at least seemed opened to changing her behavior. Or... so Maaya hoped. She had nothing against the ghost at all, but friendship or whatever this ghost was after would never work.

      “Why can’t we be friends if I help you?” Saber offered. “I mean, I am invisible. That makes it pretty easy to just take stuff, I imagine. And we don’t have to talk when a lot of people are around. It could be when it was safe. And I can move through walls! I could always make sure it was safe—”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t,” Maaya said firmly, though she refused to meet the ghost’s eye. She had said this many times before. Why did it hurt so much now?

      “But... what am I supposed to do?” Saber asked almost desperately. “No one else here can see me or hear me. I don’t want to exist in a world like this! I don’t want to be lonely like that, please. Please, there must be some way—”

      “I can’t, because I don’t want to die!” Maaya interrupted, tears brimming in her eyes now. “I don’t like this any more than you do but I don’t make the rules. I just want to live.”

      Saber opened her mouth to speak and closed it again, and did it again several times, looking increasingly distressed. She ran her fingers through her long white hair, turning this way and that as though hoping some other person who could help her might appear out of thin air.

      But then she took a long, slow breath and nodded, her gaze upon the floor. When she spoke, her tone was that of deliberate, though barely held, calm.

      “Okay. If that’s what you want it would be rude of me to force my company upon you regardless of the circumstances. I know my plight isn’t your responsibility. I... I’ll figure something out. And for what it’s worth, I hope someday your world is as kind to you as you deserve. My heart to you, Maaya.”

      The ghost turned to leave, lingered for only a moment, and then floated through the wall.

      Maaya remained, silent and still as she fought her tears back. She should have been happy. Saber had eventually agreed to what she wanted, and been unusually understanding and apologetic. Now Saber was gone.

      So why did Maaya hurt so much?

      Maaya let out a slow breath, trying to clear her mind. She needed a friend, someone maybe old enough to give her advice during a situation like this. And while she considered Roshan her closest and perhaps one of her only friends, she did have one other person in mind.

      

      When Maaya had said she didn’t know what the world outside Sark looked like, she had been mostly correct. The vast majority of her life had been spent inside its walls. She hardly had any experience with anything outside the town, but she knew just enough to know where she wanted to go.

      In the past, the lands outside Sark had been used for agriculture; the rich soil and mostly flat lands, combined with the nearby river, made it a perfect place to grow crops. This might as well have been ancient history, however, and Maaya wasn’t even sure it was true. That was what she had heard from some of the townspeople. But then the worldwide recession had hit, causing a decrease in demand for fresh goods, and now the land was abandoned and dead. It wasn’t used for anything anymore, and as far as Maaya knew, no one traveled to or from Sark with any regularity, so there weren’t even people out here anymore. But that’s how Maaya preferred it anyway.

      Maaya made her way up the abandoned path toward the river. The spindly branches of trees that hadn’t been trimmed in decades reached down at her, and even with her small stature she had to duck a few times. It was eerily quiet, and beyond the occasional chirp of a cricket, not even the song of birds was there to break the silence. A cold wind blew, and Maaya hugged herself tightly, painfully aware of how the cold found its way almost gleefully through the holes in her coat.

      At the end of the path was a dock, an old rusted amalgamation of metal and rotted wood that was halfway submerged into the river, a body of water so slow that its surface was smooth like glass. At the end of the dock was a tremendous form, something that looked like a tarp thrown haphazardly over forgotten cargo.

      As Maaya approached, however, the form moved.

      “Maaya? That you again already?” came a deep gravelly voice.

      The form turned, revealing the scraggly face of a man who stood nearly ten feet tall, peering down at the girl from behind shadowed eyes. The faint whirring of what sounded like mechanical parts emanated from his torso, and as he stepped forward, one of his footsteps produced the sound of metal. He was as much machine as he was man, his body replaced with augments as his old body had failed him. Maaya could never remember what had happened, exactly; she was certain he had told her it was the result of some spreading disease that rendered organs and limbs slowly worthless, and that making use of steamsmith technology was the only way to keep him alive. He didn’t seem to like talking about it, and she couldn’t blame him.

      Incidentally, Styx was the only other person she knew who could see ghosts, thanks to the mechanical ocular implant he possessed. She found solace in this trial they shared, even if he too was an outsider.

      “Hey, Styx,” Maaya said warmly, waving up at him.

      “Didn’t think I’d be so lucky as to see you again so soon; I know yer busy these days. What’s the occasion?” Styx grunted.

      “I need a friend,” Maaya said simply, her eyes downcast. Styx nodded, then gestured to a rickety wooden boat that floated nearby.

      “You up for a ride then?”

      “Always,” Maaya agreed.

      Maaya stepped in first, and when Styx followed, the boat nearly tipped over with his weight, but it held fast. Styx took two tremendous oars in his hands, and with a powerful push, sent the boat skirting out toward the middle of the river.

      Maaya had always loved this. Styx had always loved his boat and always wanted an excuse to use it, and Maaya found that the sound of the oars was as peaceful and calming as anything could be. There was no other world out here, no one to be afraid of—it was only her, her friend, and the gentle sounds of water.

      Once they were far enough out, Styx slowed them down, and he stared down at Maaya.

      “So what’s got ye down?”

      “Ghosts,” Maaya sighed, and Styx chuckled.

      “Ah, and here I thought you’d be comin’ to me with somethin’ new.”

      “This is new. I think. I met a ghost last night, and she seemed different somehow. She was friendly. I helped give her a name. And she asked why we couldn’t be friends. I had to tell her. And I know it was the right thing to do, but... it really hurt. It still hurts.”

      “That’s new enough I suppose. Though in all honesty I figured you’d have this problem one day.”

      Maaya looked up at him.

      “Really? How?”

      “A bunch of reasons. You’re almost alone there in that town that treats you like dirt, an’ I thought eventually you’d want to find friends wherever you could. You get more chances at friendship seein’ as how you can see more people than most. That an’ once you’ve seen enough ghosts you get to know they aren’t all so bad.”

      “I know they aren’t all bad. But it’s the people who can’t see them who are bad,” Maaya sighed.

      “Bah. To hell with ‘em,” Styx said, waving a derisive hand. “You’re a smart girl. If you want to be friends with a ghost you could figure a way to make it work.”

      “I’m not smart enough to keep them away even when I don’t want to see them, how could I be smart enough to keep one as company all the time?” Maaya protested.

      “It’s not so hard. I think you’re used to living for yourself. You do what you gotta do to get by and survive, and you look out for yourself. But whether you get a friend who’s livin’ or dead, things are going to change. You’ll work as a team in whatever you do together. Maybe one’s invisible and one’s not, but my point is, if you open yourself up to it, it’s not as hard as you think.”

      “I guess. It’s just... if it weren’t for ghosts, I wouldn’t have been thrown out on the street. I wouldn’t get weird looks everywhere and always be afraid. Maybe I could have a family right now.”

      “Nah, that’s not fair. It’s not ‘cause of ghosts. It’s ‘cause of other people. Ghosts don’t run the orphanage.”

      “But they made me look crazy in front of the people who did!”

      “Right. But that’s because you’ve spent your whole life ignoring ‘em. And listen: it’s a lonely world for the dead. They don’t belong here anymore, but they’re here anyhow, and probably forever. It’s not often they find someone who can see ‘em, and they need companionship just as much as the livin’ do.”

      “So... should I be friends with every ghost who comes along then? Why am I responsible for every single—”

      “Not like that, no,” Styx interrupted gently. “You can still have your boundaries. But if somethin’ ever comes up and you’ve got someone you could be friends with, don’t let your past decide for you. We all need people to love in this world. I know you think what you’ve got is a curse, but that’s your whole problem right there. Think of it as somethin’ else and you’ll see everything differently.”

      “I guess. I just... I’m scared. I’m really scared. Things could go so wrong,” Maaya said quietly.

      “Things can always go wrong. An’ when they do, ye might as well have a friend there with you to help. You might be surprised. I’ve known a fair few decent ghosts in my time. A couple of ‘em are at the bottom of this river, though I haven’t seen ‘em in a while.”

      “You mean Milo and the others?” Maaya said with a grimace.

      “That’s the ones. Now bear in mind I said ‘decent,’ not ‘wonderful’ or anything else of the sort. They’ve all got screws loose down there, those ones,” Styx chuckled. “But they’re company in my life. No livin’ person around here I get to chat and have lunch with. And as far as I see it, you an’ the dead want the same thing: you want company and love in a world that either ignores you or fears you. Might as well make use of that.”

      Maaya said nothing, instead staring at the bottom of the boat as she listened to the slow and rhythmic sound of the oars cutting gently through the water. There was some merit to Styx’ words, she was willing to admit that much. Already she knew her problem was not with the dead, but with the living who couldn’t see them—with a few notable exceptions. But as far as she had been concerned, the rules she put in place for herself that mandated she avoid talking to ghosts at all costs were necessary for her survival. It wasn’t anything personal.

      At the same time... she was truly very lonely. And as much as she hated to admit it, Styx had a point in saying that she had more opportunities for friends than most. It really was unfair that she should only know two people when she could see everyone who lived in both worlds.

      “Rial for your thoughts?” Styx continued.

      “I don’t know. I... I think part of me knows you’re right. I’m just too scared to do anything about it.”

      “That’s all right. So long as you know what you want to do, eventually you’ll find the strength to do it. You’ll be fine,” Styx said, reaching over and patting Maaya on the shoulder. “Now then, do I ever have a story for you since we seen each other last. You know the courier that comes four times a year? He was comin’ down the road just a few days ago, and he looked...”

      Maaya paid attention as best she could. She tried to visit Styx at least once every few weeks when things weren’t going rough, and she loved their time together. This time, however, she had to admit she was more preoccupied than usual. She knew there had been cracks in her determination for a while now as she constantly questioned why she felt the way she did about ghosts, and her recent interactions with Saber had done nothing to patch up those cracks. Telling Saber to go away had hurt a lot more than she thought it ought to, and now with Styx’ advice she found herself seriously considering if her position to start with was tenable at all. She clung to it because it had kept her safe, but the thought that there might be a better way to go about all this—and the idea that it maybe hadn’t kept her as safe as she thought it had—was unnerving.

      Here she was, thinking about the idea of being friends with a dead girl. She wondered what she might have decided if she hadn’t gone to see Styx and had instead sat with the company of her own mind as she mulled it over. Part of her suspected she might have reached the same conclusion and that Styx was only helping her get there a little faster. Growing up was weird.

      As the sun began to set and the dead trees lining the path back to Sark cast long shadows over the broken road, Styx took them expertly back to the dock, then lifted Maaya effortlessly back out onto it.

      “It’s good seein’ you as always. I know you’re a teenager now so I hope you don’t forget about me out here what with your life bein’ extra special and all now,” Styx said with a smile.

      “Oh yes, I have just so much keeping me busy back in town. Partying and socializing and... well, I don’t actually know what most other teenagers do. Go to school, I guess? But if I were a cool teenager I’d skip school, so I guess I’m already there.”

      “I’ll be writin’ home to your family an’ you’ll have to explain your truancy, just you wait,” Styx said, wagging a finger at her. They both laughed, and Maaya gave him a hug—or, more accurately, wrapped her arms as far around Styx’ massive waist as she could. “Now get goin’ before sundown, and make sure you get a good place to sleep tonight, yeah?”

      “I’ll try my best,” Maaya agreed, then waved one last time before starting her way back down the path.

      As she went, she thought to see if the warehouse were still empty. It was comfortable enough, even if there wasn’t much of a roof left and she’d wake up with straw in her hair. It was better than sleeping against the side of a building on hard pavement.

      Before long, she found herself wondering if Saber would be there. She shook her head. The ghost had no reason to be there. Maaya had told her to go away, and she had. There was no telling where she’d be by now.

      Still, she thought, if another ghost were to come along and they seemed friendly enough... Maaya thought she might talk to them. Even if it was only for a little while. And maybe they didn’t have to be friends at first. Maybe they could just talk.

      But maybe being friends wasn’t out of the question.

      Maaya leapt silently over the wall and crept back into town. Most people were on their way home from work by now, and were usually too tired to pay her a second glance, but it also meant more people were out and about in the areas of town that were abandoned during the day. Sure enough, getting back to the warehouse took more effort than usual, and twice she had to double back and pretend she was headed another way. Finally, however, she managed to duck down the empty side street and make her way silently into the warehouse.

      To her utter surprise, Saber was there, floating nearby and staring at the ceiling as though watching for rain.

      When Maaya came in, an expression of happiness flitted across Saber’s face, followed immediately by worry.

      “Please don’t be upset. I’m not here to bother you, I promise,” Saber said quickly.

      “Wh... why are you here?” Maaya asked tentatively.

      “Well, if you’d hear me, I just... I want to apologize. More thoroughly this time,” Saber said, biting her lip. “I truly didn’t realize what kind of a world this was, and I didn’t understand the dangers you faced if you were to talk to me. This is all new to me, but I still disrespected you and excused my actions as though my lack of understanding made it any better. It was unfair.”

      “Well... that’s okay,” Maaya said, trying to hide her alarm. This was definitely new. Or maybe it wasn’t, which was part of the problem. “I was actually hoping I’d run into you again.”

      “Oh?” Saber said, perking up hopefully.

      “Yeah. I talked to a friend and he made me think about what I said. He said that just because some people are bad, that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t let myself have a friend even if they are dead. He... well, he said a lot of things. But I think I might have been wrong. Or maybe too afraid.”

      “If death is what you fear, there’s no shame in admitting that. I mean, I think being dead is pretty great, but I understand if you’d want to get there on your own terms. But more importantly, what are you trying to say?”

      “I’m saying I... I think I...” Maaya broke off, staring around the room as she struggled with her words. She wasn’t even sure what she was trying to say, but she knew what she felt. She wished her words were better at describing her feelings sometimes. “I guess I think I’m okay to try to be friends with you. If you want to, I mean. I was kind of mean earlier so I understand if you don’t want to. But my friend said it’s a lonely world for us all and I... I’m tired of being lonely.”

      Saber looked like she wanted to jump for joy, but she quickly contained herself, then cleared her throat, struggling to keep her voice calm.

      “I would love to. And I wouldn’t bother you in public or make you talk to me or do anything that might show off to other people that you know I’m around. I figure there’s plenty of time for chatting during the rest of the day. Oh, and I could help you out, too. I know your situation isn’t... well, it’s not great, but maybe I could help if you need food or something. Whatever you like.”

      “We can worry about all that later. For now I kind of want to sleep,” Maaya started, but then Maaya’s stomach rumbled again, this time painfully, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten all day. Before she could stop herself, Maaya bent over slightly, her arms at her stomach, waiting for the pain to fade.

      “I feel like that’s something we could worry about right now,” Saber said concernedly. “Please let me get you something.”

      “How would you do that?” Maaya grunted.

      “I’d just pick it up and carry it. I’m invisible; it’s easy!”

      “But the food isn’t invisible.”

      “Yeah, and what are people going to do? Tell their friends they saw a sandwich strolling down the street by itself? Would they arrest the sandwich?”

      “I feel like you’re joking, but don’t overestimate the police here,” Maaya said, smiling despite the pain.

      “Fair enough. Well, my point is no one’s going to do a damn thing. But... I suppose I can try to make it not obvious. Just for you.” The ghost winked, looking much more like her confident self Maaya had seen earlier. “Now then. What would you like? Consider anything and everything on the menu.”

      Maaya paused. This was all happening very fast, and she didn’t think she’d be essentially ordering delivery that night. She ran through the list of foods she knew in her head, wondering what might still be available in the evening, until she remembered one of the things she loved the most.

      “Actually... could you get me an apple?” Maaya asked.

      “An apple?” Saber said, looking slightly confused. “All the food in this entire town and you want a single fruit?”

      “They’re really good. I’ve only ever had a few, and they’re hard to get because we don’t get much fresh fruit here. I don’t know. I just... if there’s anything in the world I could have, it’s that.”

      “Anything in the world now? My dear, we need to expand your palette. We’ll work on that later, though. One delicious apple coming right up. Oh! Before I forget, I do have something else for you.”

      “Huh? What else?” Maaya asked curiously, and then her eyes widened as Saber pulled something up from the floor nearby, previously concealed by the straw.

      “So, it might be a little big on you. But I felt really bad about your coat getting messed up, and it looked pretty old anyway, and I know it’s getting cold here, so I... well, here. I was planning on giving this to you as part of my apology anyway.”

      Maaya gaped as Saber handed her the coat she had been holding. It looked slightly used, and was indeed at least a size too big for her, but it was much thicker than her current coat, undamaged, and looked to be of much higher quality.

      “You... got this for me? How? Where?” Maaya asked in astonishment, staring between the coat in her hands and the ghost floating in front of her.

      “I did, by stealing it, and from some shop I probably couldn’t find my way back to if you asked me,” Saber answered bluntly. “I made sure to get one that looked worn so no one would think you suddenly got a brand-new expensive coat, and it’s black because it was either that or some obnoxious yellow color. I figure with how much you want to blend in this was probably the better—oof.”

      Saber broke off as Maaya pulled her into a tight hug. Maaya had never hugged a ghost before, but there was a first time for everything, she supposed. She’d also never been brought to tears by anything a ghost had done for her—not good tears, anyway. She had to say she much preferred these.

      “Thank you so much. Thank you, thank you. You have no idea how much this helps,” Maaya sniffed, surprised by her own sudden emotion. “I was afraid I was going to freeze to death or have to go the winter without, or... I... thank you. I can’t believe you would do this much for me.”

      “This much? It’s a coat!” Saber said, but she had a wide grin on her face all the same. “My, if you get this worked up over a single coat, I’ve got my work cut out for me. I guess I’ll hold off on the horse I wanted to bring you next.”

      “Wait, the h—?!”

      “Joking, joking. But seriously, I’m happy to help. We’re friends now, so we look out for each other, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Maaya smiled, rubbing her eyes to clear away her tears. “But I can’t get food or clothes for you. What can I do to repay you?”

      “There’s no repaying to be done. This is just how friendships go. Though I can’t promise you a whole big wardrobe; not until you’ve got somewhere to put it all,” Saber winked. “I’m sure something will come up. Honestly? You’ve already made my night. I thought I was going to wander the world alone until the end of time, but now I have a nice girl to spend my time with. I can’t put words to my relief, and believe me, it’s rare I find myself unable to put words to anything.”

      “I believe it,” Maaya said teasingly. “Now you mention it... maybe you can tell me more about who you were. You’re different than most ghosts I’ve met.”

      “I’d be happy to share what little I remember, but it’s worth reiterating there’s a lot missing up here,” the ghost said, gesturing up at her head. “But we’ll talk when I get back. While I’m off getting your... we’ll generously call it a meal, try on your new coat and get cozy. I won’t be long.”

      The ghost bowed with a flourish, then disappeared through the nearby a wall, her smile still on her face.

      Maaya slowly took off her old coat and shrugged on the new one. It was heavier on her shoulders, and the sleeves extended almost to her fingertips, but it was measurably more comfortable than her old one. She could tell she would be much more comfortable with this, especially through the cold winter nights.

      It wasn’t until she found a safe corner to curl up in that she realized she was still smiling, too.
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      After several days spent in the train, during which the train had made many stops to pick up and drop off soldiers traveling throughout the country. At first, Adelaide had been nervous about getting caught, but no one asked for her passes; most of the soldiers looked too tired or uninterested to care.

      By the last day of her trip, Adelaide felt she understood completely. She hadn’t slept well during the ride, and while some of it had to do with physical discomfort, it had primarily been a result of her anxiety and apprehension. By now, her parents should have received her bird, which meant that she had to be quick. It was possible that the police or military in the area would know to look out for her. Luckily, keeping a low profile was something Adelaide was already very much used to. At least she’d brought a change of clothes, she thought, in case her parents had told anyone what she was wearing the last time they’d seen her.

      The train stopped at the northern tip of the town of Nalmar, a quaint place not terribly far from the machine’s radius. Adelaide had only been once before on a family trip, and she remembered liking it because it was small and quiet, much like Unshala.

      Today, however, the area was bustling with activity. Military personnel were practically swarming the station, calling out directions and guiding people through the crowds. Most of the people there were in plain clothes, and they were all carrying what looked like as many crates, boxes, bags, and suitcases as they could manage.

      “What’s going on?” Adelaide asked quietly.

      “It would seem the evacuation of Nalmar has begun,” Inga answered. “I didn’t think the government would begin so quickly. They must perceive the threat as more dangerous than we initially suspected. Let’s use the crowds to our advantage and move quickly.”

      Being completely unseen was something of a challenge, especially with someone of Inga’s height, but everyone else seemed too preoccupied with their own business to give them more than a second look. Before too long, they exited the station and walked a block south where there were fewer people, but so that they were still close enough to the station that they wouldn’t draw any suspicion.

      “I guess we can’t go straight through town, not when it’s like this,” Adelaide surmised, squinting slightly in the morning sun.

      “I respectfully disagree, Captain. This poses a challenge, but not one so insurmountable we’ll need to find a new route.”

      “How? The military is here evacuating people. If they see us walking in the opposite direction they’ll know we’re up to something.”

      “We’ll tell them we aren’t,” Inga said simply. Adelaide looked up at her, baffled.

      “What do you mean, ‘we’ll tell them we aren’t’? That’s the big plan? They won’t immediately know we’re lying?”

      “Have you ever heard the idea that you can go anywhere as long as you look like you belong?” Inga continued.

      “I... I’m not sure. Do we look like we belong?”

      “The point is that if we project enough confidence, we can make people believe what we like. Maybe we don’t actually live here, and maybe we aren’t simply going back to our home to grab some things that are essential for your poor health, and maybe we wouldn’t actually pursue legal action against the government if you were to fall deathly ill as a result... but with the right attitude, they’ll think we do, we are, and we would.”

      It took a few moments for Adelaide to register what Inga was suggesting, but then it clicked.

      “I don’t know how I feel about this. I mean, I’m not exactly the most confident person who’s ever lived.”

      Inga gave her the faintest hint of a smile.

      “In that case, just let me demonstrate its efficacy. If it becomes necessary, of course.”

      Adelaide looked up and down the street as she considered this. They still weren’t drawing any attention, and there were a few people in normal dress that were walking back towards different streets and neighborhoods rather toward the station. She also had to admit it would look far more suspicious if they were caught trying to take an alternate route around the town.

      But she still didn’t like it.

      “Fine,” Adelaide sighed. “But if we get in trouble, I’m blaming you.”

      “I already planned on accepting full responsibility, Captain.”

      “Stop being so perfect.”

      Without delay, Inga began walking down the street in the direction of the barrier. Adelaide couldn’t help but watch her as they went. The taller woman looked straight ahead, occasionally giving friendly nods at people heading the opposite direction. She looked calm, almost bored, and not frantic with anxiety about getting caught planning to breach a secure government site guarding what was likely the most dangerous weapon in the world. She looked... like she belonged, Adelaide realized.

      She found herself trying to emulate Inga’s body language, the way her arms swung casually at her side and the way she would tiredly brush her hair from her face when the breeze pushing it astray. Block after block they walked, and Adelaide was still so focused on Inga that she almost ran into her when the older woman finally stopped.

      Two men in military regalia stood in front of them on the sidewalk. They looked unassuming, almost friendly, but it was clear they had their attention focused on Adelaide and Inga, and that this was something they would need to deal with before being allowed to move on... or before they were caught.

      “Everyone’s ordered to the station by ten,” one of the soldiers said almost apologetically. “What do you need?”

      “We left our luggage at the station with my husband, but he forgot to pack my daughter’s medicine,” Inga explained, so comfortably that Adelaide nearly caught herself nodding in agreement. “If she doesn’t have it with her on the train, she could fall very ill, especially if we’re packed in tight.”

      “Is this her?” the other soldier asked, nodding at Adelaide.

      “Yes.”

      “Why isn’t she staying with your husband at the station?”

      “Claustrophobia. There were so many people moving about and shouting and getting in her space that she got very uncomfortable.”

      “I see. I’m afraid we’ll have to redirect you back to the station, ma’am. If the train leaves without everyone on board, it’d be a long time before another would make it in time.”

      Inga let out a frustrated breath.

      “With respect, my daughter’s life is more important than the train schedule. We’ll survive if we miss a train. She may not survive if she doesn’t get her medication.”

      “You can buy more at your next stop.”

      Adelaide was almost too surprised to be nervous. For the moment, the fact that they were giving Inga trouble wasn’t important. What was important was that they were debating her entirely fabricated story. Their disagreement was over something that was completely untrue, and this amazed her.

      “She needs it every morning or she’s prone to seizures,” Inga continued sharply. “If she has one on a crowded train between stops where we have no access to help, she could die. But if that’s a risk you are personally willing to shoulder responsibility for, all I’ll need are your names and identification numbers. Let me just find something to write with, excuse me...”

      She fumbled in her pockets while the two men shared a nervous look. By the time Inga had pulled out a pen, one of them was already raising his hands as if pleading for a time out.

      “How long would it take for you to get back to your home, grab your medicine, then come right back out?”

      “No longer than fifteen minutes,” Inga answered flatly.

      The men stared at each other, glanced down at their timepieces, then frowned in unison.

      “I suppose that’s enough time. And she’ll be okay walking both ways? She won’t get tired out or anything?”

      “She might, but I’m capable of carrying her. It wouldn’t be the first time,” Inga continued.

      She stared determinedly at the soldiers for several silent moments, during which they shifted uncomfortably. Adelaide couldn’t help but notice she was taller and broader than both of them, something she was sure was on their minds as well.

      At that moment, by sheer coincidence, Adelaide coughed. Her throat itched, and she coughed several times, instinctively reaching for a bottle of water she had brought with her from her bag. The soldiers looked at her in alarm, then grimaced.

      “All right, all right. Be on your way. Try to be quick. We don’t want anyone missing the train; it’s not safe here anymore.”

      “Thank you very much for your understanding and kindness. This will make our trip that much less stressful. Come along now.”

      Inga beckoned to Adelaide, and before she even knew what she was doing, she found herself trotting along obediently at Inga’s side.

      Once they were safely out of earshot, Adelaide exclaimed, “They bought it. They actually bought what you were saying!”

      “I admit I wasn’t entirely certain it would work, but now you see what can happen if you have the right attitude going in. It also helps to know some basics about telling good lies, as... impolite as that might sound.”

      “Like what?” Adelaide asked curiously.

      “First, never volunteer information that isn’t necessary. You risk talking yourself into contradictions if you say too much. Second, admit to small imperfections or mistakes so larger ones go unnoticed. Third, have some basic knowledge about what you’re talking about before you start lying. It wasn’t necessary in this case, but I was prepared to offer an address as our ‘home’ if they asked for proof we lived here.”

      “How did you know an address just like that?” Adelaide continued in awe.

      “I looked one up. It took less than a minute. But the tradeoff would have been well worth it. Know where you’re going and think about what you might be asked; that will help you prepare. Am I making you uncomfortable, by the way?”

      “Huh? No, why?”

      “I thought this talk of such conduct might unsettle you given your reaction to my suggestion about where we might find a crew for your ship.”

      “Oh. I… I don’t know, I found it interesting. It might come in handy sometime,” Adelaide said dismissively, suddenly looking with great interest at the other side of the road. Inga didn’t reply, but Adelaide knew she was smiling.

      As they walked on, the streets became more and more deserted. No doubt the people who lived farther from the station had been urged out of their homes more quickly. The good news was this meant there were also fewer soldiers around. The bad news was Adelaide and Inga had little chance at a good excuse if they were caught out this far.

      The walk from the north side of Nalmar to the south took a few hours, which would have taken its toll on Adelaide even if she hadn’t been exhausted and afraid. Before they’d even caught sight of any military presence near the radius, Adelaide could see the curved greenish line in the sky far above and ahead of them, barely visible in the daylight like a haunted rainbow. This was the ghostly afterimage of each pulse the machine sent out, the dome-line barrier the closest thing there was to a literal line between life and death.

      By the time the guards at the edge of the radius came into view, Adelaide was blinking quickly attempting to stave off her exhaustion with everything she had. She knew this feeling would dissipate the instant her cards touched her skin, but she refused to use her magic until the last possible second in order to conserve as much energy as she could. What little she had, anyway.

      Inga directed her slightly to the side, and cut through several yards and streets on a path that took them away from the guard post at Nalmar’s south entrance. Once they were safely out of view, Inga took a seat on an abandoned bench in the front yard of a home that looked like it had been hastily emptied.

      “The moment is almost upon is. How are you feeling about this?” Inga asked warmly.

      “Nervous. Afraid. Ready,” Adelaide answered, trying to look the part. “There’s no turning back now. I have to do this.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re still prepared. I suggest we go over a few important details one last time.”

      “Agreed.”

      “You have three main concerns. The first is security at the border. Guard posts are positioned equidistantly along the radius, so if you enter between two of these posts, you should be able to make it through. The second is the ghosts. You’ll likely see many inside the radius, and they will serve as deadly obstacles between you and the machine, so keep your blood cards at the ready and keep your eyes down. The third is the machine itself. Keep yourself properly oriented so you don’t get lost; use the sun to track your position. If necessary, you also have a map inside your bag.”

      “Sounds good,” Adelaide agreed. Tiredness was sucking away at her remaining energy more quickly now, and it was becoming difficult just to remain sitting up with her eyes open at the same time.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this, Captain? You don’t look well,” Inga said concernedly.

      “I’m fine, just a little tired,” Adelaide said dismissively. “It’ll go away as soon as I use my cards. Anyway, I’m thinking we do this like what I did with my parents. Once I’m inside, wait a little bit, then contact the guards and tell them what’s going on. I’ll need help getting out once the machine is down. Can you do that for me?”

      “Of course,” Inga answered, though there was doubt in her tone. “Captain, I would be remiss in my duty as one of your officers if I did not suggest extreme caution; if you aren’t feeling up to this task, we should retreat and attempt this another time. Your life is more important than—”

      “I can’t run away. Not now. If I don’t come home successful, I might as well not come home at all. You know my parents might murder me even if I do make it. Besides, you said yourself the radius is expanding now. If I don’t do this soon, who knows what could happen? How many more innocent people could be killed? More than the ones who already are all the time.”

      “If you’re physically unwell, your chances of success—”

      “Are no different. That’s how this magic works,” Adelaide interrupted tiredly. “It’ll all come back and hit me once I let it go, but in the meantime, I’ll be just fine. Now, what should I know about the pulses?”

      Inga opened her mouth to answer, then seemed to think better of whatever it was she was going to say. She composed herself, her usual impassive expression returning.

      “The pulses have been known to deviate in frequency to an extent, enough that we cannot be precisely sure of timing. This new activity from the machine also adds an unknown to our considerations. However, it should give you enough time to make it to the machine if you are able to keep a consistent sprint nearly the entire way.”

      “It sounds like I should wait for a pulse to come, then jump in right after,” Adelaide mused.

      “That would be the best option, as far as I can tell.  Otherwise, I think we’ve covered everything you need going in. Keeping it simple should help you remember everything.”

      “Right.” Adelaide hesitated. “Do you… think I can do this?”

      “I think that if anyone ever could, it would be you,” Inga answered evenly. “I will not lie and say I don’t worry that you won’t make it, but I will say that, given the nature of what you are up against, I would hope you would not take any lack of success personally. The solution to this problem has eluded Krethus’ best minds for a century. Don’t set a bar so high you find you cannot get over it.”

      “I… I’ll try,” Adelaide said. “But I won’t think about that yet. Not now.”

      “I know you won’t have any tools to keep track of your speed once you’re inside, but based on the average pulse frequency, you’ll need to keep a consistent speed of twenty miles per hour. This should give you enough extra time to figure out how to disable the machine once you find it. I don’t mean to repeat myself, but are you sure your body can handle such a task?”

      “Yes. I’ve run every day for weeks now getting ready for this. I’ll push myself as hard as I have to.”

      Inga gave her a look she couldn’t decipher. The older woman looked... worried?

      “For what it’s worth, I think Halvar had a good point when we met last,” she said after a pause. “Your intentions, and your efforts to back them up, are noble, whatever else might happen. You asked why I remain with you; this is why.”

      “W-well, I haven’t don’t anything yet,” Adelaide stammered, looking away toward the faintly glowing radius. “Do you know when the next pulse might hit?”

      “Unfortunately not. Are you ready to run if necessary?”

      Adelaide stood up, made sure her cards were safely in her pocket and her bag securely on her back, then nodded, hoping she looked confident.

      “Ready.”

      “Let’s get you closer to your entrance point.”

      Inga led the way, taking them across several properties, out of the line of sight of the nearby military camp. The camp itself was over half a mile away, but the land surrounding it just outside town was bare and open, making it almost certain that they would be seen once they left the neighborhoods of Nalmar. Adelaide could barely see the next camp several miles away. It would be hard to find enough cover to place her between the two, but she wasn’t as worried about that. They were likely understaffed due to the evacuation, and they wouldn’t be prepared for someone to come running straight at them, much less someone running at superhuman speeds.

      “I think I’ll leave from here,” Adelaide murmured, as if worried someone nearby might hear.

      “Run at an angle when you do so. My suggestion would be to start running before the pulse has hit the barrier. More eyes will be on the pulse than the land behind, and you’ll be able to enter just as the previous pulse hits. Ah, speaking of...”

      Adelaide snapped her attention back toward the barrier. Sure enough, far in the distance within the radius, she saw a burst of light expanding quickly outward. It was as tall as it was wide, an immense explosion of an unknown energy. It looked much bigger in person than all the artistic recreations she had seen, and for a moment, the sight rooted her to the spot in fright. It was so large and moving so fast, growing all the while. How could she stand against something like that?

      “Remember what you’re here for,” Inga continued gently, and it occurred to Adelaide that her fear was plainly visible on her face. “This is for the people of Krethus, if not the entire world. You are here to do your duty. This is what you have trained for. Think of who you fight for now the opportunity is upon you.”

      Adelaide gritted her teeth, unable to tear her eyes from the oncoming pulse. It was going to hit the radius soon, and she needed to be ready. She needed to be there.

      Without thinking, she pulled a green card from her pocket, applying it to her limbs. As the green designs glowed over her skin, she felt her fatigue disappear in an instant. She felt strong. Capable. Ready.

      “I wish you the best of luck, Captain,” Inga was saying. “Be strong, be quick, and be safe. I’ll be waiting for you upon your return.”

      The pulse was nearly upon them. Adelaide’s body tensed as she tried to calculate when it was time to move. She frowned. Her brain still felt muddled and slow, and she cursed inwardly. Libris countered the effects of physical exertion and fatigue, but it didn’t have nearly as much of an effect on the mind, if it did at all.

      By now the pulse was seconds from hitting the radius. It was time to go.

      “I’ve got this,” Adelaide breathed, more to herself than to Inga. She set her jaw, focused hard on her target, then bolted.

      She was up to a full sprint within seconds, the wind rushing in her ears as she ran. The rest of the world seemed to pass by in slow motion, even the pulse appearing to slow down as it rushed toward her. She caught glimpses of a few startled faces within the military camp as they saw her approach, pointing in surprise.

      For a moment she was worried that she had gone too soon, that she was too fast. She didn’t want to slow down; it would take that much more energy to get up to full speed again. Every muscle in her body strained itself, pushing her forward, getting ready to pass through or suddenly stop if it was necessary.

      But then she was through. The pulse dissipated only a moment before Adelaide passed the radius, jumping as she did so even though there were no physical obstacles. She let out a victorious cry as she kept running. She had made it through. She had been seen, but she was already far ahead of them. They were probably only just running to their vehicles, fumbling with their keys. It would all be in vain. So far, magic was still faster and more powerful than any technology Krethus had. They wouldn’t be able to catch her.

      It was a few moments before she remembered there was another threat inside the radius, one far more dangerous than the military. She reached into her pocket again and pulled out several blood cards, keeping a few in each hand. The ghosts weren’t going to slow her down. She would charge right through the middle of an army of them if she had to. She had to make it. There was no going back.

      The first mile passed uneventfully, but soon she began to see scores of ghosts in the distance. Tall, ominous, and slow, they wandered in droves, so many of them that Adelaide knew she would have to use at least some of her cards. She hoped to use them sparingly, for she only had so many against the seemingly unlimited number of ghosts. As she got closer, she lowered her gaze, years of practice giving her as much information as she needed from her peripheral vision without putting her in danger.

      Just then, a bright glow appeared right in front of her. She yelped and dodged out of the way as several ghosts appeared right where she had been standing only moments before. Instinctively, she flung out several of her cards, striking the ghosts down in an instant. She swore audibly; she needed to conserve what cards she could for real emergencies.

      She looked up as she caught her balance, trying to put herself back on track. At the rate she was traveling, it took her a moment to focus on the horizon and find her destination again. There were buildings in the distance, many of them; more obstacles she had not entirely anticipated.

      Handfuls of ghosts disappeared of their own accord nearby, just as more reappeared. Adelaide had never seen so many of them at once. She had expected this based on what she’d read about the area, even if no one knew why more of the ghosts congregated here, but like the pulses, it was an entirely different thing to see them in person. What she had dealt with were pockets of them here and there, small and sometimes medium-sized groups that were generally easy to do away with if she stayed quick and careful. This, however, was an army. She shuddered. If they ever thought to advance all at once—if they thought at all—there was no way they could be stopped before killing tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands.

      She felt a surge of anger at this thought, and before she could stop herself, flung out several more cards, causing at least a dozen nearby ghosts to burst into sparks and disappear. Seeing them here brought up memories unbidden: being rushed into a carriage at night, seeing the ghosts for the first time; the next morning, hearing that her brother had been killed; a desperate rush toward a town the ghosts were attacking, arriving too late to save everyone; Sanna telling stories of only her failures, because talking of her victories seemed hollow and unimportant when people had died. If she had an unlimited number of cards, she would have stayed here as long as she could have stayed conscious. She would have fought until her muscles burned and then gave out. She would gladly give her own blood if it meant destroying them all. But, she thought, such a sacrifice wouldn’t be necessary so long as she could just keep running.

      It was becoming harder to focus. Her mind drifted to the sound of her shoes hitting the hard and dusty ground so often she had to pull it back repeatedly, forcing it to pay attention to what was happening in front of her. Her reflexes felt dulled and slow, even with the help of libris. Was she moving slower? It was hard to tell. She looked down at her legs to see her green augments still burning strong, and this gave her momentary solace. More than once she realized she’d gone off course after dodging several groups of ghosts. This was proving more difficult than she’d expected. She wished she had slept better. The effects of poor sleep had been affecting her the past few days, and she was really feeling it now.

      When she came across a stretch of land devoid of ghosts, she allowed herself to look around. The land was utterly dead here. The pulses that took the lives of any living being attempting to make its way in had also killed off every tree, every wild animal, everything down to the tiny weeds and grasses that had once grown here. There were buildings here and there, remnants of homes and shops; while nature couldn’t grow over them, they had still been subjected to the wrath of storms and wind and the harsh sun. Left abandoned for a century, roofs had collapsed, walls caved in. She wondered what it must have been like for those caught here when the machine first malfunctioned. They were the first to go, all at once before anyone even knew what was going on. Had they seen it coming? Felt it? Or had they gone from making dinner or playing with their children or walking to the market to simply no longer existing?

      She shook her head violently, trying to clear her thoughts. There was no point going down that road.

      Another burst of light appeared right in front of her. She reached for her cards, then realized she was too slow, and threw herself to the right. Ducking to avoid the ghost nearest to her, for even touching one would mean instant death, she lost her balanced and crashed into the splintered remains of an old wall. Pain seared up her arm and side; she scrambled to her feet, her gaze low, and flung her blood cards out before her. The ghosts disappeared, but then more were upon her, appearing right on top of her no matter how quickly she dashed out of the way. She left clouds of sparks in her wake, but for every ghost she sealed, two more seemed to appear in their place, sending her fleeing far out of her way.

      She chanced a quick look around her and caught sight of a two-story building, its brick walls partially collapsed. In a split second, she burned one of her strength cards, then leapt up to the safety of the second floor, immediately letting a flurry of blood cards fly. With how they had been appearing practically on top of her, she almost expected them to change course and give chase, but they continued slowly on their way as they always did.

      Once she had taken care of the last of the ghosts and waited to see if more were going to appear, she jumped lightly down to the dusty ground, taking in as much as she could. The terrain wasn’t as favorable here; while some buildings could be used for high vantage points, they also served as obstacles, both physically and against her vision. With so many old buildings nearby, it would be possible for the ghosts to get very close before Adelaide had any idea they were there.

      But for now, things seemed safe, and so she let herself relax, even if only a little. This wasn’t the time to get complacent. Now the ghosts were gone, she had to resume course toward the—

      Adelaide froze, her eyes scanning the horizon. Her view, which had before been a wide deserted expanse, was now comprised of old and broken buildings and ruins, some of which were obstructing her view. She turned to the side, then turned around, staring every which way in hopes of finding a familiar landmark or something that might guide her in the right direction. A slow swell of dread grasped her chest as she realized she was entirely turned around.

      She stared up at the sky, remembering what Inga had said about using the sun to guide her. In her exhaustion and her haste to get started, however, she had failed to take into account where it was when she started, much less in which direction it would be moving. Normally, establishing her location and course was an easy task, but most of her practice had come from the safety of a ship or for fun at home, not when she was deprived of sleep and surrounded by deadly enemies.

      She fumbled for her bag, remembering also the map she had inside, when movement out of the corner of her eye made her snap to attention. Her hand was already reaching for her deck, expecting more ghosts, but then she faltered, letting out a quiet gasp.

      Another pulse was coming.

      Whether by shock to her mind or body or both, at that moment, her libris lines flickered, then faded away. A wave of crushing fatigue overtook her, and she let out a cry of pain and fear as she collapsed to the ground. She fumbled for her cards, hurriedly placing another speed augment to her limbs, then watched in growing horror as the lights sputtered, held steady for a moment, then disappeared again.

      Adelaide stumbled to her feet, glancing over her shoulder on the oncoming pulse. It was still miles away, but at the rate it was going, it would easily overtake her without her magic. She whimpered and tried yet again. This time the card did nothing at all.

      She didn’t have time to address the growing recognition by her mind that she had already failed, nor her confusion at why there was another pulse coming already. All she could pay attention to was the frantic and visceral panic that drove her onward, her will to survive and her terror at what chased her overpowering her aching muscles and searing lungs. She knew she must have been traveling at little more than a jog, but it was all she could muster in the moment. All the while, the pulse gained ground.

      Just then, in the distance, she saw a cloud of dust heading in her direction. At first she turned away, unsure of what new enemy pursued her, but then she noticed the definitive shape of a military vehicle. It was a dark green metal vehicle designed to carry a small handful of people packed uncomfortably close together, and she could barely make out the shapes of a few people through the wide glass window bolted to the front.

      She waved her arms desperately over her head, running straight for it as it drove toward her. It slowed as it pulled up, though it didn’t stop completely; one of the soldiers inside reached out a hand as it passed, taking Adelaide by the arm and pulling her quickly inside.

      “Got her, go!” the soldier shouted, though the driver was already turning the vehicle around. Adelaide heard the rumbling of the engine beneath her feet, unsure if it was the vehicle’s frame or her own body that was shaking.

      They sped toward the safety of the radius, and Adelaide couldn’t help but look back on the oncoming pulse. They were close, but the vehicle was slow compared to her magic, and the pulse was approaching fast. She couldn’t tear her eyes away. It was enormous and swift, yet completely silent, deadly but apathetic like the ghosts that came from within.

      As it continued, closer and closer, her mind suddenly seemed to clear, and a single thought went through her mind as she shut her eyes tight, unwilling to watch her own end.

      Mom, Dad, Marit... I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

      She wasn’t sure if seconds or hours passed, but suddenly, she heard a shout from the front seat.

      “We’re out! We’re free.”

      “Nicely done. Swing us back to camp. We’ll need our chief on the radio.”

      Adelaide opened her eyes. They were driving along a paved road, moving more slowly now. The soldiers, who had before seemed tense and frightened, were sitting back in their seats with relief.

      “We... made it?” Adelaide asked, her voice small and quiet.

      “Yep, we made it. Just barely,” the soldier who had pulled her in said, briefly taking off his cap to brush the sweat from his forehead. “We cut it awful close there.”

      “Am I in trouble?” she continued timidly after a brief pause.

      At this, the soldier simply shrugged.

      “You’ll have to find out when we get back to camp.”

      On any other day she knew this answer would have infuriated her, but this time it was just what she needed. Nobody scolded her, nobody asked what she had been thinking, and no one yelled at her for putting all their lives in danger. They would have been right to do so, she thought. She was alive, but only because of them. She had not simply failed; she had almost caused innocent people to lose their lives in the process. It was almost funny. That had been the very situation she was trying to put an end to.

      It wasn’t long before they arrived at the camp just outside Nalmar. The soldiers in the front of the vehicle exited first, and then, to Adelaide’s surprise, opened her door for her. It was so simple a gesture, yet something she felt she was nowhere near deserving after what she had just done. Surely the soldiers must be furious.

      “Follow me,” the driver said, and Adelaide obeyed silently. Her relief at being alive and safe was still too strong to let her feel anything else, but she was hardly aware of this. She was so stunned, so overwhelmed, that nothing quite felt real.

      They walked into a large dark green tent inside which a few chairs sat against the side canvas, and a short desk was placed near the back with a radio resting atop it. The driver gestured for Adelaide to sit, then walked over to the radio, picking it up and speaking quietly enough that Adelaide couldn’t hear.

      She wondered what was going to happen to her. She hadn’t read much about the people who had been caught trying to get past the barrier; few people made it very far, though enough had tried that the soldiers were used to conducting rescue missions. The offense itself was serious enough to warrant serious punishment, however. That much she knew. She expected to be thrown in prison immediately, possibly for years. If there was one thing her country took seriously, it was the machine and their operations surrounding it. She nearly laughed as the first thought that came to mind was that she wouldn’t have to do homework if she was in prison.

      The driver was silent now, waiting impatiently by the radio, holding his earpiece close to his head as he tapped his foot, put his free hand on his hip, and sighed. Was he calling for someone to take her to jail already? One of the soldiers had mentioned something about their chief. Maybe they were getting a high-ranking soldier to come in and scold her first, to scare her properly before starting her true punishment.

      Before she could dwell on this for long, two figures entered the tent, one of whom Adelaide immediately recognized.

      “Inga?”

      “Captain! Are you all right?” The tall woman rushed over to Adelaide, completely ignoring the officer beside her attempting to speak with her. She knelt down in front of Adelaide looking her over once, then twice, before focusing on her face. Inga looked somewhat paler than usual, and her face contained so much emotion that Adelaide was immediately very worried. “You’re hurt, but your physical injuries seem minor enough. Can you speak?”

      Adelaide opened her mouth to answer, to tell her that she was perfectly all right, but no words came out. After a brief moment of confusion, she realized that she was, in fact, not all right at all. Before she knew it, she was trembling, and though she continued to try to speak, all she could manage were helpless whimpers, as though her brain had forgotten how to convey ideas into words.

      “Ma’am, I asked you to wait at the entrance until we’ve verified your identity,” the second figure, another soldier, said crossly.

      “This girl is my charge. She’s in shock. Do you have any medics on the field?”

      “Not on site. We’d have to request one. But that’s hardly the p—”

      “Then request one. We can discuss my decorum after you’ve seen to her health,” Inga interrupted sharply before turning back to Adelaide, her voice instantly softer and warmer. “It’s all right. You’re safe, and I’m here.”

      Adelaide bit her lip and nodded. Hearing that she was in shock explained a lot, but with this new information came the emotions it contained, and she felt herself flooded with terror, relief, guilt, shame, and dismay. She was safe, but she had failed, and eventually she was going to need to deal with whatever future now lay before her as result.

      She was only vaguely aware of the passage of time for the next few hours. A medic, a kindly but somewhat brusque woman, came and went after briefly tending to her physical wounds, informing Inga there was little to do for the psychological ramifications but wait them out. A few soldiers entered and left the tent seemingly at random, and the driver of the vehicle that rescued Adelaide spoke into the radio every so often, growing increasingly impatient. All the while, Inga remained at her side. She said nothing, but Adelaide needed exactly this.

      Finally, the driver walked over to Adelaide, clasping his hands behind his back.

      “Miss Sol?” Even though he said her name, it took her a moment to comprehend that he was talking to her. She looked up at him, hoping her attention was all he needed. “I spoke to my chief, and she needed to talk to her own superiors. To be frank, we weren’t sure what to do with you.”

      “Explain,” Inga said simply when the soldier failed to continue. He looked irritated that she was responding in Adelaide’s stead, but when he spoke, his voice kept level and calm.

      “Normally there’s protocol for those who breach the barrier in an action that isn’t supported by the government. But this situation is... unorthodox. We’ve never had a libris elite make an attempt like this before.”

      “Was a decision reached?” Inga continued.

      “There was. Our delay was a result of my chief working with her superiors. Praetor Forsberg made the final call. We verified Miss Sol’s position as an elite in training, and this was further verified by speaking to the elite she works under: one Sanna Dahlgren. Elites fall under something of a different jurisdiction, so there will be no punishment other than a fine levied against Miss Sol’s family, but if this were to happen again, that might be a different story.”

      Adelaide felt a jolt of shock. The fine was one thing; her parents would surely be upset about this on top of everything else, but they would be able to pay it no matter what it was. But this whole time, she hadn’t considered the possibility of Sanna finding out. A spike of anxiety shot through her chest. Was Sanna angry with her? Would she still tutor her? Had Adelaide committed an act that could not be forgiven?

      “In that case, is there anything else we need to stay here for?” Inga was saying. Adelaide blinked, trying to bring her attention back to the here and now.

      “I’ll need your information, and I’ll need to ask you some questions about your relation to her. Beyond that, no, you’ll both be free to go.”

      Their walk back to the train station was slow. None of the soldiers had volunteered to drive them over, and the next train wasn’t expected for several hours anyway, so it wouldn’t have mattered. Still, Adelaide thought she might have liked the chance; after her earlier attempt, she felt she might collapse if she had to stay on her feet for too long. Not that she was going to admit such a thing to Inga. Appearing weak now might add insult to injury, but she was more worried that Inga might start second guessing her.

      Still, walking gave her something to do other than focus on her feelings of dread. She knew that if she had to sit still in the quiet station for hours, her thoughts would overwhelm her. There was a feeling of relief in there somewhere at having escaped any trouble with the military despite being caught, but it was lost amidst everything else. She was tempted to tell Inga to go back to the station alone, and that she would live out the rest of her days in the wilderness, but opted not to admit to this either. If there was any shred of dignity to be found in this situation, it would be found in silence.

      

      Two days later, Adelaide awoke slowly to the dim light of the morning sun coming through the train car’s windows. She let herself remain still, her eyes closed; there was no purpose to getting up early, after all. The car rocked gently back and forth, and the soft clacking of the wheels on the tracks nearly lulled her back to sleep. The only thing that kept her awake was the turmoil of her mind, which had only barely let up since the moment of her failure.

      Adelaide and Inga hadn’t spoken much since returning to the station. Inga took a moment to express her sympathy, as well as her relief that Adelaide was all right, and that she would continue to remain by Adelaide’s side, in case that was something she was worrying about. Adelaide had simply thanked her, choosing not to express her growing curiosity that Inga might actually be psychic. Beyond this, she had seemed to understand Adelaide’s need for quiet and solitude, and requested her attention only when bringing her food or suggesting she get some rest. This was all so very normal for her that Adelaide could almost forget what had happened.

      The rhythm of the trains wheels slowed for a moment, and Adelaide sat bolt upright, peering through one of the window curtains in fear they had already arrived, but all she saw outside was a seemingly endless expanse of desert. She took a deep breath, reminding herself they still had a while to go, and that she was safe for now.

      She let the curtain fall back, then sat on the edge of her bed, rubbing her eyes as she felt her heart rate slow. She wasn’t ready to be home yet. For the past two days she had done little but think of how she would be received when she got home. She couldn’t stop thinking about Sanna. Her tutor was probably the one person Adelaide looked up to, and she would be devastated if she didn’t want anything to do with her after this. What’s more, if or when news of her attempt spread, her family might well disown her. The damage that could do to the family name would be unavoidable, surely.

      There was some comfort to be found in this. If her family was going to disown her, that would give her much more freedom, she thought glumly. No more trying so hard to be the face of the family business, no more lessons. That all seemed pointless now anyway. She wouldn’t have a home to go back to anymore, but she could always find a place on her own.

      The more she thought about this, the more her mind drifted to the ship currently sitting in Unshala’s harbor. Her ticket to freedom was there. All she needed to do was use it.

      Soon, she realized that she had been grasping at the silver linings of her parents disowning her so much that she had almost begun to hope for it. She shook her head, ashamed that such a thought would even come to mind, but it persisted. It wasn’t because she didn’t want to be with her family anymore; she hated the very idea. Family was family. But the idea of getting away from all the things that made her life miserable was too tempting to ignore.

      Even if your family doesn’t disown you, there’s nothing stopping you from just quitting, a voice in her head seemed to say. After all, if you can take a train across the country... what’s to stop you taking a ship across the world? Their anger means little if you’re on your own.

      Adelaide stood up resolutely. She didn’t know what was coming, but she knew it was time to start planning something herself. There was no use waiting anxiously for what might be if she had any power to choose instead.

      Across the cabin, Inga was already awake, sitting in one of the narrow seats, reading another book. As Adelaide approached, she looked up expectantly.

      “Are you hungry, Captain? Would you like me to get you breakfast?”

      “Later,” Adelaide answered. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “It’s about what you said about putting a crew together. I... I want to do it. Whatever you have to do to get the process started, I want it to start.”

      Inga placed her bookmark between the pages she had been reading, then set it aside, looking at Adelaide with renewed interest.

      “I see. This is welcome news. When we get back, I can speak to Commander David immediately to put out the call. Have you thought of where you would like us to pull candidates from?”

      “Anywhere. If you want to tap your Blackfins networks like you said, then do it. Whatever gets us the best people.”

      “Clearly you’ve put some thought into this. May I ask what has done away with your concerns?”

      “I don’t know if they’ve been done away with... but look at me,” Adelaide said, gesturing at herself as though this answered everything. “I ran away from home by hopping a train to Nalmar, I directly broke one of our country’s most important rules to try to shut the machine down, I put lives at risk, my family got fined because of me... I guess I’m not feeling really uptight about breaking rules right now.”

      A faint smile crossed Inga’s lips.

      “That’s a good start. Rules and morals are not the same; sometimes, to do what you feel is right, you must break rules. I have seen many conflate the two, as you have. It’s common, but limiting. You’ll find that most people don’t join the Blackfins because they wish to steal or murder with abandon. It’s more often in search of freedom and community in a judgmental world.”

      Adelaide nodded absently. That was what she was after. She tried to imagine a ship full of people who didn’t judge her or ask her to do things she couldn’t. People who, if they didn’t personally understand her, would accept her anyway. Who wouldn’t make her weaknesses into faults. If such a thing were possible, she supposed it didn’t really matter what label others put on them.

      Besides, Inga had been right. She was the captain.

      “Is it wrong if I want to do this partly because I’m feeling kind of rebellious?” Adelaide asked guiltily.

      “Thinking of your parents?” Inga asked knowingly, and Adelaide nodded silently. “I don’t see anything wrong with that at all. You have to be at least somewhat rebellious to make it as a Blackfin. I find it also helps spark the creative and adventurous spirit. We wouldn’t want a captain that was too boring, after all.”

      “What would we do? That is... where would we go? We can’t just sail around randomly, can we?”

      “Whatever and wherever you like. Or what we as a collective would like, providing you agree. If you wanted to travel all the way to Selenthia, for example, you could.”

      “But that’s not allowed... we’re at war! Sort of,” Adelaide said, visibly shocked.

      “They are at war. We’re just travelers,” Inga corrected gently. “Or we could be innocent merchants. There are ways of escaping trouble.”

      “And if they find us out?”

      “Then we run.”

      “What if they come after us?”

      “Your ship will be faster.”

      Adelaide paused, her mouth half open in preparation for another question. She was beginning to think Inga was on to something.

      “I... I need to think about this,” she said finally.

      “Of course. You don’t have to decide everything at once. You’ve already taken a big step. I’m proud of you for stepping outside your comfort zone, Captain,” Inga said. “It will take some time to find and start vetting candidates, but I will begin immediately upon our return. Unless you would like me to go with you to see your parents in case of trouble?”

      “No, that’s okay. I need to accept whatever happens myself,” Adelaide returned, sighing. “But if anything comes up I’ll send you a bird.”

      “Of course. Now, my brave captain, I’m going to get you breakfast before you pass out.”

      Adelaide blinked. She hadn’t noticed, so distracted was she at this new development, but she was close to nodding off, and she was trembling slightly.

      “R-right. Thank you.”

      As Inga left for another car to find food, Adelaide felt a swell of relief. Progress was being made. She had another plan. It was going to take time, but now she had something to work toward. That was much of what had been bothering her, beyond her dread at returning home to discover how unhappy everyone was with her. Now that she had tried something like what she had, it made going back to the typical routines of her life something she almost couldn’t process. She had tried to destroy the machine that had caused her country immeasurable pain and death over a century; how could she go back to struggling with her subjects and learning the ways of business until her parents found her someone to marry?

      She smiled slightly. If only her parents knew what kind of influence Inga was on her. Not only had Inga come along unquestioningly, but she had been as supportive as it was possible for her to be. And she was teaching Adelaide things like how to tell a good lie and that it was possible to simply run away from trouble. Oh, they would love that indeed.

      The next day, the train pulled into the station near Unshala. Adelaide was packed and ready, and she stood resolutely at the door, waiting for it to open onto the platform. Now that she had accepted she was coming home to trouble, she was impatient to see her parents; she knew they would have some punishment in mind, and the sooner she found out what that was, the sooner she could put to rest her fear of the unknown. She had decided not to tell them about her decision to look for a crew for her ship; if that was to be her escape plan, she needed all the secrecy she could get.

      She and Inga stepped out onto the platform as soon as the doors opened. From other cars, a few dozen others walked out as well, mostly those in military uniforms, looking tired and grateful to be off the train. Adelaide led the way toward the road where she knew some carriages must be waiting. Sure enough, she saw several hopeful carriage drivers watching the people disembarking the train. It had to be decent money, Adelaide thought.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you, Captain?” Inga asked as they reached the road.

      “I’m sure. I need to deal with this alone. Besides, the sooner you can start putting out the call, the better,” Adelaide answered.

      “Understood. I’ll endeavor to be swift, but I should remind you this process could take at least a few weeks.”

      “That’s okay. As long as we’re moving. I trust you.”

      “I won’t fail you. In that case, I will see you soon. If it’s not too much to ask, would you send me a bird letting me know when you’re home safe, and tell me if everything goes well? I worry for you.”

      “Of course. I would even if you hadn’t asked.”

      “Somehow I knew that. But it reassures me to hear it. Good luck.”

      Inga headed off, leaving Adelaide to seek out one of the carriages on her own.

      It wasn’t long before the carriage pulled up in front of her home. She couldn’t see anyone outside, and for a moment she wondered if they had simply planned to lock the doors and hope she would figure it on her own. She wordlessly paid the driver, then took a breath and started up the path.

      She was just about to reach for the handle on the front door before it opened wide before her. In the doorway stood Felix, Cajsa, and Marit, all staring at her with a mix of relief and wonder.

      “Adelaide! My dear Adelaide,” Felix exclaimed, immediately stepping forward. She winced, expecting a blow, but he pulled her into a tight hug. She could feel his deep breaths, almost as though he were fighting tears. “I’m so, so very glad you’re home safe.”

      “We’ve been worried sick, even after we heard you were picked up safely and on your way home,” Cajsa added, sounding somewhat stricken.

      “You’re such a fool, Addy,” Marit finished. “Why did you do it?”

      “That will take a long time to explain,” Adelaide answered hesitantly as the other three took a step back, finally releasing her. “I, uhm... I wasn’t expecting this.”

      “Expecting what?” Felix asked.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to be happy to see me.” For some reason, their open displays of emotion made her uncomfortable and wary. This was so rare it might well never happen at all.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re our daughter. When you didn’t come home that night we were sick with worry. We thought you might have been mugged or kidnapped or some other horrible thing,” Felix said firmly. “Once we found out what you were doing, well...”

      “All we wanted was for you to come home safe,” Cajsa continued. “We can discuss what happened later; what’s important now is that you’re home.”

      “But... what about me breaking the rules? And the fine?” Adelaide asked, startled.

      “Later,” Cajsa repeated, and to Adelaide’s utter surprise, let out a short laugh. “Honestly. You go and do something like that and all we get is a fine? My dear, we made back what we paid within a few hours. The Sol family can handle a petty little fine.”

      “Now, that doesn’t mean this still wasn’t serious, very serious,” Felix added importantly. “But why did you run off like that? How long had you been planning to do that?”

      “A few weeks. I started training for it while my... while some of my friends helped me figure out how to get there,” Adelaide explained, catching herself before she revealed who else was behind the trip. “I guess I felt like nothing I did was ever good enough, and I wanted to do something you could be proud of me for.”

      “Oh, my dear,” Felix said again, sounding almost heartbroken. “You didn’t need to go and do a thing like that. We push you hard, but that doesn’t mean we’re never happy.”

      Adelaide bit her lip. She wanted to remind them what they had said before she left, the things they had always scolded her for and implied about her. But that could come later, too. For now, she would take what she could get.

      “Besides... we know you’re capable of great things. But we don’t want you running off attempting things like this because you think you’re invulnerable,” Cajsa added. “You aren’t so good or so much a hero you can save the world where others couldn’t. Best set your sights a little lower in the future.”

      There it was. It wasn’t spoken in anger, but that almost made it worse. They were good at casually dropping lines like that, reminding her every so often that she shouldn’t hope too much or set her goals too high. Too much aspiration or too many dreams might get her thinking she could do more than just what her parents had planned out for her, after all.

      “So... am I not in trouble?” Adelaide ventured.

      Her parents looked at each other.

      “Not... at the moment,” Felix answered slowly. “When we think of what to do when our children break rules, we think about things like staying out too late, or using profane language, things of that sort. I must say we weren’t exactly prepared for this.”

      “Like we said, we’ll talk later,” Cajsa interjected somewhat forcefully. “Don’t stress yourself. If you were in deep trouble, you’d know it before you got halfway down the walk. Now, get upstairs, get cleaned up, and get some rest. You look exhausted. I’ll have someone bring you food.”

      Adelaide nodded, her eyes downcast, then did as she was told. A hot bath sounded perfect right now, and she already knew she was going to be there for a while; so long as she was there, she didn’t have to think about what came next.

      Two hours later, as she lay in her bed staring at the ceiling, she felt the growing weight of aimless dread in her stomach. A plate of chicken and noodles with red sauce sat on a tray nearby; she hadn’t touched it. After what she had just been through, it felt wrong to be lying here in bed as the world passed quietly by outside. She’d had a brief glimpse of what could be, traveling on her own with nothing holding her back save her own limitations, a nearly impossible goal in mind. She’d traveled across the country by train and attempted to take down the machine, even. But it didn’t feel real anymore. What had happened mere days ago might well have happened a century ago, or perhaps in a childhood dream.

      What’s more, now she was left without distraction and this distracted mind had free rein over her thoughts, she was overwhelmed by a feeling of shame she couldn’t immediately figure out. It wasn’t just her failure, she thought. It was that, by failing, she had somehow proven her parents right. She had excused her struggles with her lessons by thinking she only needed to find something she was truly good at, and she’d thought libris had been it. Now, though... she wasn’t so sure.

      She was tired, but it was too early to sleep, especially if she would soon be returning to her lessons. She spent a few moments thinking of how she could occupy her time before remembering she needed to tell Inga she was all right.

      It took some effort, for as uneasy as she felt mentally, her bed was incredibly comfortable. Eventually she managed to push herself up, groaning as her sore muscles protested, and shuffled through one of her desk drawers that had been left half open. She pulled out the small metal bird, and then sat back down, trying to figure out how she could possibly put her thoughts to words.
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      December soon arrived, and while Maaya had heard many stories of places that made grand celebrations of this time of year, Sark was not one of those places. The town was still as drab and grey as ever, if only slightly colder. It also came with the slight chance of a little snow, which quickly turned to dirt-brown slush. Maaya wanted someday to build a snowman, but with the state of the streets’ cleanliness, she knew she’d only feel sorry for her creation.

      There were exceptions to the rule, however. The residents of the wealthiest corridors put up a few colorful decorations in their yards, and the insides of their mansions were filled with a warm yellow glow as families gathered around their tables to eat sizzling meals fresh from the oven.

      At least, that’s what Maaya imagined was going on. She hadn’t actually gotten close enough to see. From where she stood on the sidewalk that morning, it was hard to believing anything could be bright and cheerful. She kicked at a small pile of still-white snow, then immediately regretted it as she felt the damp seep into her shoes.

      “Don’t do that! It’s pretty,” Saber said as she floated upside down next to Maaya as she walked down the street.

      “It’s cold and miserable just like this town and everyone in it,” Maaya grumbled quietly.

      “Awh. Aren’t you just a beacon of warmth and happiness.”

      “I’m a product of my environment,” Maaya replied sarcastically, sweeping her arms broadly around her.

      She had been exploring her friendship with Saber over the past few weeks, and while she initially had some major roadblocks to overcome—mainly her reflexive urge to get away from the ghost—things were going better than she thought they would. Saber, true to her word, gave Maaya space and peace during the day, and would only speak when they were mostly alone, or would otherwise make comments that didn’t require a response.

      They had come to spend many nights up late talking about themselves, sharing information about themselves, asking questions, and learning more about each other. Maaya had been hesitant to open up, intent on seeing how things progressed, but she eventually realized this hesitance was another excuse from a part of her that hoped being standoffish would make the ghost go away. And when she did open up, she realized she felt like a great weight had been taken off her shoulders. Rather than falling asleep miserably alone and afraid every night, she had someone to talk to. Even when they didn’t speak, the simple companionship of another human being did wonders for her. She wasn’t alone anymore.

      This wasn’t to say that Maaya still didn’t have her reservations. The old feelings of bitterness still crept up occasionally. She thought about how nice it was for Saber to have gotten her a new coat, only for a quiet voice in the back of her mind to whisper that if it weren’t for ghosts like her, she wouldn’t be in a position necessary to receive that kind of gift in the first place. She shook those thoughts away, but they were still there. And she still tensed every time she noticed Saber out of the corner of her eye, the glow of her mere existence triggering years’ worth of instinctive irritation and frustration. However fleeting, these thoughts were a reminder that she hadn’t fully opened herself up to this new idea completely.

      “Well, this does mean we’ll have to find a new place for you to sleep tonight,” Saber continued. “The warehouse has been great, but its lack of a roof does present some problems.”

      “You think?” Maaya said. “I’ll worry about that after breakfast, and that means worrying about what to get. I’m down to my last few rial.”

      “I told you not to buy so much when you first got your money,” Saber said sternly.

      “I’m sorry! I got excited and I was hungry. Besides, I can treat myself every once in a while.”

      “I’m torn between agreeing and telling you to be more responsible. But now I suppose going hungry isn’t a worry for you.”

      “Maybe not, but if I’m well fed and no one sees me buying food, that’s a reputation problem,” Maaya said.

      “Oh, that’s easy. I’ll just steal money for you then.”

      “No! Look, I don’t like stealing, it’s just what I have to do to live. I’d somehow feel worse if it was money. Let’s just... do one thing at a time, okay?”

      “But maybe doing two things at a time is more efficient! What if I go scour the streets for a good sleeping place tonight?” Saber suggested eagerly.

      “It’s more complicated than that. There are only a few people who really know what places are safe, and I’d need to ask them.”

      “Why’s it so complicated?” Saber asked curiously.

      “The safe locations change all the time so no one gets suspicious. We can’t always tell what places are safe just by looking, either; places need to be monitored for a while so no one gets any nasty surprises like the owner of a house we thought was abandoned walking in on someone.”

      “Oh, I see! That’s a smart system. Who’s in charge of that? Some government agency, I suppose?”

      At this, Maaya laughed before she could stop herself.

      “Like the government cares about people like me,” Maaya said in response to Saber’s inquiring look. “It’s someone else. You’ll probably see her eventually. But for now, food.”

      Maaya turned down another street filled with food carts and vendors, taking in the sweet, savory, and spicy smells of all the foods competing for her senses to be won over as breakfast. She felt a little safer here than she had before; after getting her money from Roshan from the sale of the sword—much more money than she had been expecting—she had been a regular customer at the market. While at first vendors and buyers alike had eyed her suspiciously, seeing her spending money there day after day had helped them drop their guard somewhat.

      Still, the suspicion had not entirely dissipated, and Maaya saw this firsthand as she walked up to a vendor for a dish of misal pav. The woman behind the counter immediately seemed more alert, and looked Maaya up and down in a way Maaya was all too familiar with.

      “Can I help you?” the woman asked, watching Maaya closely as if she might steal something before her very eyes.

      Maaya sighed inwardly, pulling out a few coins and placing them on the counter. Better to show she had money early on to prevent any misunderstandings.

      “Just some breakfast, please. The misal pav.”

      The woman looked between Maaya and the coins as though she didn’t believe she had just seen the girl take them out of her coat pocket. But then, after a moment of visible indecision, the woman took them a little too quickly.

      “It will be just a moment.”

      “Could she make her suspicion a little more obvious? That’s a genuine question, because I’m not sure if she could,” Saber said thoughtfully from Maaya’s side.

      Maaya fought to keep a straight face. While she wouldn’t say that her own cynicism had rubbed off on the ghost, Saber was definitely an opinionated girl, and she had a biting wit to match. To an extent, most ghosts were like this; she knew most of them to be somewhat brusque and unsurprised by anything. To be fair, coming back as a ghost and facing eternity as a spirit no one could see or hear would probably do some strange things to her brain. Saber was particularly blunt, but in a sharp and precise way that hinted at some level of education and skill, and she mixed it with her sarcastic and often fatalistic sense of humor that greatly amused Maaya.

      She also had the unique quality of seeing the world as if for the first time, so rather than going through everything as though she had seen it a million times, she looked at everything with excitement and joy. This innocence which had at first infuriating Maaya now seemed endearing. Maaya wanted to show her and teach her everything she could.

      “Here you are, miss,” came the woman’s voice.

      Maaya blinked, then snapped back to attention. She took her food gratefully with a smile, and then a moment later, did a double take.

      “Hey, uhm... can I leave you a tip?” she asked.

      The woman looked back at her in surprise.

      “I suppose. Why don’t you see if you like it first? If you do and you want to show it, you can always leave a few extra rial on the counter. Whatever you feel it’s worth.”

      Maaya nodded, then searched for a spare space against the wall where she could sit and eat her food. Finding none, she walked out of the market and toward a quieter area. If she were to eat, it might as well be in peace.

      “A tip? You haven’t got money for regular meals, what’s this about tipping?” Saber asked, perplexed.

      “It’s hard to explain,” Maaya sighed after she made sure there was no one nearby. She sat down and leaned against a dry area of a nearby wall. It was warm from facing the sun all morning, and Maaya closed her eyes as the warmth soothed her.

      “Is it hard to explain or do you just not want to tell me?” Saber asked, placing her hands on her hips.

      “It is hard! Or... I suppose it’s not something I like to explain,” Maaya admitted.

      “Well, go on. I won’t tell anyone,” Saber continued with a slight smile.

      Maaya took a bite of her food, chewing slowly. It really was good, and very much deserving of a tip... at least, if she could afford to do so. She never did, but she found herself doing it often anyway. Explaining why wasn’t hard because it was complicated—it was hard because it was painful to admit.

      “So... you know how this town is by now. At least a lot of it. And you know how people look at me. If they aren’t ignoring me, they’re either suspicious of me or angry at me.” Saber nodded, and Maaya slowly continued, “I do things like tip sometimes because I just... I want people to like me. I know I don’t have the money, but if I can make her smile or somehow prove her wrong in what she thinks about me, that would make me feel so good. I want to prove to everyone that I’m not a bad person.”

      Maaya stopped there. She could feel it coming already, the great weight of the realization of her situation and how much it dragged her down, and she knew she would almost certainly lose her appetite once that pall fell over her. She was not about to lose her appetite when she’d only had a small bit of breakfast so far.

      “I see,” Saber said softly. “Oh, that’s a struggle all right. I hadn’t considered that somehow.”

      “I didn’t really think about it. It just happens automatically. And this is just my life, there’s nothing new about this, so I don’t talk about it much. I don’t like it but I guess I just don’t really show it anymore,” Maaya mumbled dully as she took another bite.

      “Oh, dear. I’m sorry, this was the wrong thing to push you on. I should have just let you eat, I—”

      “It’s okay,” Maaya interrupted gently, forcing a smile. “I try to think positive sometimes too. And I have a new friend, that’s positive.”

      “Even if she’s dead,” Saber pointed out.

      “Even if she’s dead. And I could use someone telling me what to do or not to do sometimes. Everything I do is what I know. I haven’t had any help or guidance or anything.”

      “Ah. Well, I figure going by appearance I’m only a few years your senior, but that’s still enough authority for me to give you advice,” Saber said, crossing her arms and nodding. “Here’s what you can do. Don’t leave a tip, but make sure to walk back past her and tell her that her food was delicious and that you’ll be sure to return when you can afford to. If you only leave her a tip, she doesn’t know where you got that money from or if you’ll ever be back. But if you give her a compliment and promise future patronage, she’s assured of the quality of her food and the potential for word-of-mouth marketing, and then there’s the implication of your money being honest because you say you’ll be a repeat customer. If you were actually a thief you wouldn’t go to the same place twice for fear of being recognized, so that helps your reputation, too.”

      Maaya stared at the ghost, her hand halfway to her mouth.

      “That’s... really smart. Where did all that come from?”

      Saber tapped her finger to her chin.

      “You know what? I honestly have no idea. Huh. It was pretty smart, wasn’t it? So yeah, let’s just go with that.”

      “Who were you?” Maaya asked, even though by now she knew the answer.

      “I still don’t know, but I’ll let you keep asking just in case hearing that question a hundred times is the secret to restoring my memory,” Saber said slyly. “Now hurry up and eat so we can figure out where you’re going to sleep tonight!”

      “You’re too impatient. Nothing goes fast here,” Maaya said, taking another bite and savoring its flavor.

      “This is important! But... I have a feeling the more I bug you, the slower you’ll eat, is that right?” Saber asked, looking somewhat deflated.

      Maaya only grinned.

      She soon finished eating, threw away her trash, and proceeded back past the vendor. The woman looked slightly disappointed at the lack of tip, but also seemed to appreciate the gesture, and she gave Maaya a departing wave, along with a “See you again!”

      “What did I tell you? Good stuff all around,” Saber said satisfactorily. “Say, speaking of good stuff, when are you going to introduce me to some of your friends? It’d be nice to have some more company.”

      Maaya waited until they were out of the market street again, then murmured, “How would that work, exactly?”

      “I don’t know. Find me letters or something, I’ll spell words out so they can read. It might be a bit slow for me, but it’s the thought that counts, eh?”

      “You... can read?” Maaya asked, perplexed.

      “Of course I can. Everyone my age reads and writes. Why do you look so...?” Saber trailed off as the realization dawned on her, and her eyes widened. “Oh no. I keep committing these faux pas somehow. I’m so sorry, I should have—”

      “It’s fine, really,” Maaya said. “I figure most people here do, too. At least a little. It’s just those of us without families and who get kicked out of orphanages who don’t get to learn anything.”

      “Can your friends read?” Saber asked in fascination.

      “I know one can, and I’m pretty sure the other can, too. But then again, the other one can see ghosts, so he’s not—”

      “WHAT?” Saber practically screamed. When Maaya jumped, she continued, “Sorry. But you have a friend who can see ghosts and you didn’t tell me?!”

      “It’s complicated! Just like everything else,” Maaya hissed, staring around as though someone might have heard the ghost shout. “He lives outside the city and it’s kind of hard to get to unseen. He’s also... different. Not like me. I’ll take you to meet him sometime but I don’t get to go out there often.”

      Saber laughed gleefully.

      “Another person who can see ghosts and they’re outside the city! We get to do exploring! What a wonderful day. I love you so much, Maaya.”

      “You’re so weird,” Maaya laughed. “But I want to know. Was it... was it hard? Learning to read?”

      “I don’t remember that either, unfortunately. I still don’t know what I’m capable of. But hey, how about I try to teach you?”

      “Teach me?” Maaya asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah! It’ll be great. I figure we can start with some really simple books and then work your way up. It’ll be a fun thing for us.”

      “And where do you suppose we’ll get books?” Maaya asked, then rolled her eyes as Saber grinned widely. “Of course. Why do I even ask?”

      “Because for all your cynicism you’re still a sweet girl who assumes the best of people. Well. Some people,” Saber said, patting Maaya on the head.

      Maaya glared at her, but couldn’t hide her smile. Sure, most people would consider what was going on a little unorthodox in that most people didn’t talk to ghosts, but from Maaya’s perspective, she was a girl walking around town with a friend, sharing in experiences and laughter and having conversations. This was what normal people did, she supposed. And if she looked past the fact that Saber was dead, she could even begin to feel a little normal.

      “Now, what say we find you a place to sleep tonight?” Saber said.

      “This again?” Maaya said quietly.

      “You bet. You said you knew people who knew of safe places, so why not find one of said people so they can tell us about said places?” Saber said, slowly enunciating every syllable.

      “Because it’s co—”

      “Complicated, yes, of course it is,” Saber continued exasperatedly. “What is it this time? Do we need to solve a riddle to get to them? Do they only appear by the light of the full moon? Is there perhaps a summoning ritual? Because I saw some sheep yesterday, and I’m not typically one for animal sacrifices, but I’ll do whatever it—”

      “No! Saber, goodness,” Maaya interrupted with mild horror in her voice. “Nothing like that.”

      “Ah. Shame. Those would have been easy problems to resolve. What, pray tell, is the problem this time, then?” Saber asked.

      “It’s... I just...”

      “Are you blushing?”

      “No!”

      “You’re absolutely blushing.”

      “It’s because of the cold.”

      “It’s been cold. Let’s see now,” Saber said, an infuriating playful smile on her lips. “One of these people, perhaps the person in charge—that is, the one person you’d need to speak to—is someone you have a bit of a crush on. And you’re a little too awkward and inexperienced with social situations to go see them, which results in you putting yourself in difficult spots because physical discomfort is preferable to the emotional discomfort of potentially embarrassing yourself in front of someone you like. Am I on the right track?”

      “I thought you could read books, not people,” Maaya glowered, and Saber beamed.

      “I guess I have a knack for that too. Oh how convenient! Now, my dear, don’t you worry about a thing. Big Sister Saber is here to help you—”

      “I will kick you, and I don’t care who sees.”

      Saber laughed, then gradually became more serious as Maaya’s cheeks burned.

      “Fine, fine. I won’t make light of the situation for now. Fact of the matter is you do need somewhere safe to stay until this weather clears up, and that means you need to do something that will make you a little uncomfortable. I promise I’ll help you. If you get stuck, I’ll help you speak. And I’ll be right there with you the whole time. But you need to do this, okay? You can’t be sleeping on the street in this cold.”

      “I did it before,” Maaya mumbled, though she had to admit there was nothing but truth to the ghost’s words.

      “I’m sure you did, but it was unnecessary if you had other options available to you. Not to mention extremely risky. You take enough risks as it is. If a single uncomfortable conversation will keep you safe at night, you need to do that. It’ll be okay though, I promise.”

      Maaya fidgeted, her brows furrowed in discomfort and apprehension. Crushes were impossibly difficult to navigate; she couldn’t understand how she could want to see someone and also want to not see them so much at the same time. There was also the fact that she had never been taught how to navigate a crush. There was no adult or older figure to give her advice on this sort of thing, and the few people she tended to talk to were usually as clueless as her.

      As if to drive home the urgency of Saber’s point, a light snow began to fall. Maaya had hoped they had seen the last of it, which would give her an excuse to not have to go, but she knew the ghost was right. She hadn’t been the first to say it, either; Hari had also helpfully reminded her that help was generally there if she needed it. Bindhiya couldn’t always promise a safe place, but she tried her very best.

      “All right. I’ll lead the way, I guess,” Maaya said resolutely, then headed onward.

      Bindhiya lived in a more crowded area of town where buildings had been constructed haphazardly, with as many floors as possible and countless rooms jammed together to fit as many people as possible into the smallest possible area. Maaya liked the idea of it—it felt safer to be around so many people, and the crowds also made it easier to disappear—but had decided against moving in if she ever got the money, if only because she had very little faith in some of Sark’s builders. A few years ago she had learned the word “regulations,” with the context being: “There are none.”

      The walk wasn’t long, but it felt like an eternity. Every step was taking her one step closer to somewhere she did not want to be, but also somewhere she couldn’t wait to go. Saber, not having been to this part of town before, was commenting on everything with her usual excitement, but even that couldn’t distract Maaya now.

      There weren’t many people about at this time of day as most were day laborers off to work. Most of those who remained were women tending to their living spaces and children who were too young yet for school or apprenticeships. None of them so much as passed a second glance at Maaya as she walked by. If they didn’t know her face, they knew her intentions. Bindhiya wasn’t exactly a covert operator.

      Maaya walked into the shade of one of the towering buildings, a slightly leaning amalgamation of walls and windows. Different levels were painted different colors on the outside, less a design choice and more the builders simply choosing whatever color was cheapest when they added a new level. This section of town was lucky enough to have running water, and the pipes were everywhere, mixing in with the cables the were strung between buildings that served as security tethers, and which had been co-opted as clotheslines. It, like many other buildings, was built in the shape of a horseshoe, creating a small cul de sac where those with rooms facing the inside hardly ever saw sun. Only those on the very top levels were so lucky anymore.

      Maaya entered through one of the many doors in the front of the building, and immediately turned left, then right, then left again. The inside of the building was a mess of hallways and doors and staircases. Luckily, Maaya didn’t need to do any climbing. Her heart was beating fast enough with nerves as it was.

      As they went, Saber poked her head through the walls, popping back out again to inform Maaya of what was going on inside each room. Maaya tried to ignore her, but then she nearly jumped as Saber cackled.

      “Oh, if you could see this. This poor woman was sitting down to eat, her cat jumped on the table, and she fell right over backwards in surprise.”

      “Saber, behave. Give people some privacy,” Maaya scolded her quietly. The ghost looked disappointed, but didn’t complain.

      Eventually they arrived at a door at the end of where two halls intersected. It was so ordinary and out of the way that someone might overlook it completely if they weren’t paying attention. This, however, was what Maaya was after.

      She took a breath, then steeled herself, raising her hand and knocking three times in quick succession.

      The door opened just a crack almost immediately, and Maaya caught a glimpse of an eye staring back out at her. Then the door opened wide, and a tall girl on the other side beckoned Maaya to come in.

      “Here for Bindhiya?” she asked simply, and Maaya nodded. “This way. You came at a good time.”

      “Is she feeling well?” Maaya asked.

      “Better than usual. She’s been cheerful lately. Here.”

      She directed Maaya to sit on a small sofa next to a small door that looked like it could lead to a bedroom or bathroom. She then knocked quietly, opened the door, and spoke briefly before closing it again.

      “She’ll be just a moment,” the tall girl informed Maaya, and then walked away.

      Maaya took a moment to stare around the room she knew all too well. It was sparsely furnished, save for a few cabinets and mismatched chairs scattered about the room. A few small mattresses were lined up neatly in a corner, one of them currently occupied by a figure who was clearly sleeping. The room’s main feature was an enormous map that took up the entirety of a single wall, one that looked like it had been painted onto the wall itself with extraordinary detail. Placed in the wall on specific points all over the map were dozens of what appeared to be red thumbtacks. At present, two other girls were examining the map, staring down thoughtfully at papers in their hands, and occasionally moving tacks here and there.

      “Whoah,” Saber breathed, staring up at the map in awe. “Is this...?”

      “Sark,” Maaya whispered so only Saber could hear.

      “This is beautiful,” Saber continued in awe, floating up close to the map and staring intently at it. “I don’t suppose you can give me all the details now, but I’m guessing these are the safe places your person knows about. These notes they’re holding... they’re very thorough. This is amazing. But who painted this, I wonder?”

      In response, Maaya nodded almost imperceptibly toward the door next to her.

      “Aha. Our mysterious benefactor,” Saber mused curiously, moving slowly toward the door. “I wonder if I can just take a look—”

      The door opened, and another person, this time a smaller girl who looked about Maaya’s age, peeked her head out. She smiled at Maaya and waved her in.

      Maaya stood up slowly, brushed off the front of her coat, then ran her fingers quickly through her hair. Then, with a pointed look at Saber, she walked inside.

      The bedroom was surprisingly large for a residence in this type of building. Most of it was taken up by a large bed that was covered with thick blankets, an abundance of pillows, and a few stuffed animals worn with years of attention. Beyond that there were a few small chairs, one of which sat right next to the bed in front of a small cupboard with a lamp on top. There was a window in this room, though the view was anything but pretty; it looked out into the drab and polluted alleyway behind the building that had only a few weeds here and there for color.

      The girl who had welcomed Maaya inside currently occupied the bedside chair, and in the bed itself was a young woman a few years Maaya’s senior. She was sitting up, her back against a multitude of pillows, her waist-length black hair falling around her over the comforters that covered her legs. She had smooth dark brown skin, captivating golden-brown eyes like small pools of honey in the sunlight, and a smile that made Maaya’s legs feel suddenly weak.

      “Maaya. Long time no see. I was hoping I’d see you soon. Or not, if you know what I mean,” Bindhiya said warmly, and she smiled, all but taking Maaya’s breath away before Maaya had even said a word. “How have you been?”

      “I’ve been doing okay for myself. It’s just that it’s gotten really cold, and I... I was thinking I might need a place to stay,” Maaya said. She’d gotten two full sentences out and hadn’t stuttered too much. Things were going well.

      “I know. It looks like we’re in for a very cold winter. I’ve had my hands full trying to make sure all of ours can find safety,” Bindhiya said, a hint of concern in her voice as she stared out the window at the still-falling snow. But then her face brightened. “I don’t think you’ve met my current attendant. This is Malika; she’s been with me for several months now. Malika, this is Maaya. She might not come here often, but she’s as much a part of our group as the others.”

      “Nice to meet you,” the girls said in unison with polite nods.

      “Attendant?” Saber asked curiously, then caught herself. “Ah. Later, of course.”

      “How’s everything? Have you managed to find something for everyone for the winter?” Maaya asked.

      “For now. You know it gets harder every year; more buildings fall into disrepair just as more people are forced onto the streets. I have to find ways to put more people into fewer places and switch them around more frequently. It’s certainly tiring, but it’s rewarding work. I sleep better when I know my own are sleeping well, too.”

      “I’m glad! I heard you were in a good mood lately, too,” Maaya continued with a small smile.

      “I am! Not because anything is going much better than usual, but... I just love the snow so much,” Bindhiya said, staring wistfully out the window. “I want to get out there and touch it again; it’s been so long. But Malika doesn’t think it would be a good idea.”

      “It’s too cold out there for you, chechi,” Malika said in a scolding tone. “You need to stay warm.”

      “I’m being bullied here, I really am,” Bindhiya laughed, and Malika appeared torn between her amusement and her concern. It was a look Maaya knew all too well. “Now then. You need a place to stay and time is running short. Well! It just so happens we have a spot saved for you.”

      “Saved? For me?” Maaya asked in confusion.

      “Of course. You haven’t been here for months, but I suspected that once the true cold came around you might need help. I had hoped you might ask sooner; word got back to me that you were sleeping in uncomfortable and dangerous places.”

      “So you’ve talked to Hari,” Maaya said quietly.

      “He was one of many. We’re not all so busy that we can’t take time to worry about you, Maaya. I couldn’t make you, but... well, I knew you’d come. You’ll have a safe place to rest tonight, and into the foreseeable future, from what I understand.”

      “Oh?” Maaya asked in surprise. Long-term living arrangements were exceptionally rare.

      “Yes. We’ve kept a close eye on this place for longer than usual. The property isn’t entirely abandoned, but the family on the first floor moved out. The second floor is taken up by a single occupant, and the—”

      Bindhiya broke off suddenly in a fit of coughs. Maaya stepped forward in alarm, but Malika calmly pulled up a glass of water and gave it to Bindhiya. The girl took the glass with a trembling hand, then took a cautious sip as the coughs faded away.

      “I’m sorry,” Bindhiya breathed, leaning her head back against her pillows. “I just need a moment.”

      “O-of course,” Maaya said. She realized her arm was still partway outstretched toward her, and she let it fall quickly, taking a step back.

      Bindhiya rested for a moment, letting her breathing slow, and then she sat up again, her smile back on her face.

      “Now then, what was I saying... ah, the residence.”

      “Are you all right?” Maaya interjected worriedly.

      “No worse than usual. I’m afraid my body just has a flair for dramatics,” Bindhiya said reassuringly. “So! The first floor is unoccupied, which gives you a buffer, and it’s not for sale. There don’t appear to be any interested buyers even if it was. Your place will be a small section of the basement. From the information I was able to gather, the person living upstairs does not own any of that space, so they have no business going there. Further, the door is locked from the inside, leaving the only remaining entrance accessible from a door in the alley outside that’s out of sight from the main entrance. In short, if you are careful and quiet, you’ll find a comfortable place to sleep in the basement of this building. It should be warm, too; the furnace isn’t controlled from the basement, but it has a vent leading to it.”

      Maaya stared. This wouldn’t be the first time she had lived in a building without the knowledge of its owners, but Bindhiya’s safe locations were far more than just these types of situations, including everything from closets to makeshift tents. No one could afford to be picky, and so an entire private living space, no matter how small, was seen as a great luxury.

      “This is the part where you say thank you, I think,” Saber suggested.

      Maaya snapped to attention, and Bindhiya giggled.

      “I... wow, that’s... that’s a really generous—I mean it’s, I wasn’t expecting—”

      “You deserve a little something nice after putting yourself out for so long,” Bindhiya said knowingly. “Do you know how many others were able to find spaces because you didn’t ask for help? You’ve unintentionally helped a lot of people, and while I realize that probably wasn’t your intent, I would like to see you have something nice for a change. Malika will make sure someone shows you where it is and gives you all the details.”

      “Thank you. Thank you so, so much,” Maaya said gratefully, taking a tentative step toward the bed. “I would have been happy with anything at all.”

      “I know. And that’s why you can have this,” Bindhiya continued in a comforting tone. Then she patted the bed next to her. “Now, come sit. It’s been a while, and I want to hear how you’ve been doing!”

      Maaya hesitated, then took a seat. The bed was warm and comfortable, and her heart leapt at the chance to see Bindhiya even closer than usual. The girl was stunning inside and out, Maaya thought, and she knew no kinder soul in the world than her.

      Maaya wasn’t sure how long they talked, but it felt like only a few minutes had passed before Malika stood up, looking insistently at Bindhiya.

      “I think you need rest now, chechi,” she said sternly.

      “That’s probably a good idea,” Bindhiya agreed tiredly. Maaya hadn’t noticed during their conversation, but the older girl looked exhausted, and was slumped lower on the bed than she had been before. “Maaya, it was wonderful to see you again. Please come back if ever you need anything or have anything to give, or even if you just want to chat. Just... don’t wait so long this time, okay? We’re all here for you.”

      “I-I’ll try. I mean, yes, I will,” Maaya stammered. Bindhiya winked, and Maaya could only think that it was a good thing she hadn’t done this until now or Maaya would have definitely lost her ability to speak.

      “Malika, please make sure she gets everything she needs. Then when you get back... I think I will rest.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be here,” Malika agreed, getting up slowly and taking the half-empty glass of water with her as she led the way back out to the main room.

      Ten minutes later, Maaya and Saber stood outside in the shadow of the massive building before them. Maaya held a slip of paper in her hands that contained directions to her new living space, as well as a brief list of carefully curated information about the building and the surrounding area. The more Maaya knew, the easier it would be to stay safe and plan ahead.

      “You weren’t kidding. This is complicated, but goodness does it seem effective. And you say that girl Bindhiya is behind all this? And she drew that map on the wall?”

      “She did. She created this whole network of people and information herself. She’s helped so many people and she doesn’t ask for anything in return. She’s just really wonderful, and brilliant, and kind and smart and... well, anyway, you must know why I have trouble going to see her,” Maaya smiled.

      “Do I ever. Though the more I think of it, the stranger it seems that there’s a whole network of people in this town dedicated to helping others figure out how to live in other people’s houses in secret.”

      “It sounds silly when you put it that way, I suppose, but it’s not like we have many other choices. If there’s a basement no one uses that has heat for the winter, I don’t see why that’s a bad thing.”

      “It’s just strange. I’m trying to think how I’d feel if I owned a house and I found out someone was living in it.”

      “That depends. Would you be the kind of person to open your home to someone in need in the first place?” Maaya asked.

      “Probably,” Saber said thoughtfully. “I need to think about this some; it’s all a lot deeper than I imagined.”

      “Welcome to my world,” Maaya said with a grimace.

      A few moments passed in silence, and then Saber spoke softly.

      “So... what’s wrong with her?”

      Maaya let out a slow breath.

      “I’m not sure. I don’t think anyone is. All I know is she’s been getting more and more sick as time goes on. She can hardly walk anymore, she gets tired easily, and you saw that coughing fit. That’s why she has Malika there and usually others to help her. She’s still most of the brains behind this whole thing, but that’s about all she can be now. When I first met her she was one of the most energetic people I’ve ever seen. She had to be to manage all that. Now... this.”

      “I see. That’s unfortunate,” Saber said glumly. “She seems such a sweet girl. I hope with enough rest she’ll be able to recover. How is it she manages to get by? To afford a place to live and to eat, I mean.”

      “We all give back. She helps everyone, so we help her when we can. In that way, even if most of the people she helps never see each other, we’re all kind of looking out for each other.”

      “I never would have guessed, not ever,” Saber said appreciatively. “What a beautiful sentiment and sight in a town like this. It’s heartening to see such unabashed and unconditional kindness. And hey, look at you! You’ve got a comfy place to stay for a while, and all thanks to a super cute girl who was giving you a certain kind of look—”

      “Oh no, don’t you dare,” Maaya interrupted, shaking her head determinedly. “We’re not going there. Not now. Let’s take things one step at a time. I guess we should scope this place out while it’s still light out.”

      “I suppose we should. Oh, and to make things even better, you have an advantage Bindhiya didn’t take into account.” When Maaya stared at her blankly, the ghost continued, “Me! It’s me, the invisible person who can pass through walls and who never needs sleep and can fly! Have I mentioned being dead is great?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever met a dead person as optimistic as you,” Maaya giggled.

      “Which makes no sense to me. I. Can. Fly,” Saber said slowly. “Isn’t that what everyone dreams about? Anyway. Let’s go examine our new abode. How do you think we should decorate it? I’m thinking floral wallpaper and a really obnoxious lime-green paint for literally everything else.”

      “You have a disturbed mind to come up with something like that even as a joke,” Maaya laughed.

      They continued toward their new safe home, and when they entered a more densely populated area and Maaya had to stop talking, Saber continued on, suggesting increasingly ridiculous things in what Maaya knew was a purposeful attempt to make her smile. Maaya couldn’t be upset. She felt an odd new sense of comfort as she walked the streets with Saber by her side. She felt less on guard than usual, and she wasn’t sure whether it was because Saber provided her with a sense of safety or simply distracted her, but she felt less afraid, which was a step in the right direction.

      This feeling of comfort lasted approximately two blocks until Maaya heard a loud whistle from her right.

      She looked over to investigate the source of the noise, and her heart sank as she noticed a ghost flying toward her. She’d seen the man in passing a few times, and had even exchanged brief words once or twice, but they were never pleasant and never lasted long. Maaya’s heart sank as she realized this was about to change.

      “Well well, ghost girl! Looks like you’ve found yourself a beautiful new friend,” the ghost commented loudly. He was in his late twenties if Maaya was being generous, and wore an artisan’s smock; she guessed he might have done woodwork, but his manner of speech and the way he carried himself told her his death had not been recent. “I haven’t seen you before. And what a getup you’ve got here, miss! What’s your name?”

      Saber raised an eyebrow.

      “Me?”

      “Of course, you! There’s none else in this town worthy of even standing in the shadow of your beauty. Those clothes and ribbons of yours, how unique! I can’t fathom what brings you to a place like this, but whatever it was, I’m glad it happened. What would you say to getting a tour of the town?”

      “I’ve already had one,” Saber said shortly.

      Maaya moved to a nearby wall and sat with her back against it, pretending to be taking a rest. Her heart pounded in her chest. The ghost was talking to Saber and not her, which was good for the time being, but she guessed he wouldn’t go away easily. To add to this, they were currently in a very populous area, which gave Maaya no room whatsoever to do anything—which meant no way to help Saber.

      “Ah, from ghost girl there, I suppose,” the man said dismissively. “You won’t be with her long. She hates us, you know? You’re much better off with someone like me. I know this town inside and out, and if you’ve already had your fill of Sark, maybe I could get to know you the same way.”

      Maaya’s eyes widened, and she couldn’t help but look up just in time to see Saber’s eyes narrow.

      “Ah, you’re one of these types,” Saber said darkly. “What’s your name?”

      “Len,” the man returned without breaking his smile. “And you?”

      “Saber. As in, what I’d like to use to cut out your tongue,” Saber said icily. “Consider yourself lucky you’re already in the state I’d otherwise put you in for speaking to me like that.”

      “Now now, I’m not all bad,” Len assured her, his infuriating grin still on his face. “You seem like a forgiving sort. Why not give me a chance, eh?”

      Saber turned to Maaya.

      “Have all the ghosts who bothered you been like this?” she asked. Maaya shook her head slowly. “Ah. Lucky me then. Listen, Len...” Saber slowly turned back to face Len, who suddenly seemed uncertain under Saber’s piercing stare. “I’ll be blunt, because even though I know this still won’t help you at all, at least I’ll be left satisfied. I don’t want to have anything to do with you. In the sixty seconds I’ve been aware of your existence you’ve somehow managed to get me to utterly revile you. If you really want to make me happy, make sure I never have to see you again. Does that make sense, or should I speak more slowly?”

      Len opened his mouth like he wanted to reply, but for once could come up with nothing witty or smooth. It was clear he wasn’t used to anyone—especially women—talking to him like this. Maaya felt a rush of appreciation toward her new friend. Not only was she a distraction against other ghosts, she was an effective deterrent, and one who was not afraid to mince words at that.

      And then Len looked at her, and Maaya realized too late that she was smiling. Her smile faded instantly as she noticed the look on his face.

      “I get you. No, don’t you worry, I understand completely. So many of us have been trying to talk to this girl for years now, and you know what she says? ‘Go away, leave me alone, don’t talk to me.’ But then you come along and suddenly everything’s fine and dandy, isn’t it? We just weren’t the right kind of ghosts, I guess,” Len said, anger rising in his tone.

      “Never mind how absolutely disconnected and nonsensical that is, even if it were true, so what? It’s up to her to decide who she wants to be friends with. Tough luck for you, my friend. But hey, keep trying those lines on total strangers and maybe you’ll eventually find someone as horrible as you to enjoy eternity with,” Saber said, the slightest hint of a taunt in her voice.

      “She’s a hypocrite! She’s a liar!” Len cried, sounding increasingly furious and desperate with every word. “She doesn’t know what it’s like to spend our years like this, and she plays with all of our emotions like this all these years—”

      “I feel like she was pretty straightforward, but again, I know how your type struggles with that,” Saber added.

      “—and I know all the reasons she gave. It’s too dangerous, she said. Guess it isn’t dangerous now, is it, ghost girl? Being a little judgmental, were you? Because you were afraid of what people might think? Let’s ask them! Let’s find out what these people think!”

      Maaya could hardly breath. She had to leave, she had to get somewhere less populated. The only trouble was there was no such place for several blocks, and if she tried to leave, the ghost would surely follow and continue his verbal onslaught. And while Saber seemed more than a match for him in that department, she wasn’t sure what use she would be against another ghost if he decided to cause trouble.

      Her brain quickly froze as she noticed Len pick up a nearby cooking pan from a food cart. The cook didn’t notice the floating pan at first, but when he did, his eyes widened in shock, and he cried out in horror.

      “What does he think, I wonder?!” Len shouted, throwing the pan at Maaya. Maaya dodged out of the way just in time, only to feel another hit her in the shoulder. “What does everyone here think? Are they worthy of your time like so few of us seem to be?”

      “You idiot!” Saber snapped venomously. “Don’t cause a scene!”

      “But that’s all we do, don’t you know? We make scenes! Cause trouble! We’re not humans worthy of respect and attention, we’re PROBLEMS that need to GO AWAY. Isn’t that right, ghost girl?!”

      Len threw another pan to the ground, then overturned an entire fruit cart near where Maaya sat. Fruits rolled everywhere, just in time for Len to start picking them up and hurling them at her. Maaya shrieked and backed away, covering her head; the ghost’s aim was poor, but it wasn’t the pain she feared. She knew everyone within earshot would be watching in horror as this terrifying scene happened, focused on the girl so many of them already thought to be suspicious.

      “LEN, THAT’S ENOUGH!” Saber shouted, her sharp voice like a thunderclap. A moment later, the fruit stopped falling, and Maaya slowly raised her head to see Saber restraining the man with difficulty, an expression of pure rage upon her face. “I know I can’t hurt you, but if you don’t leave right now I will use all the pettiness and cruelty I have to make you miserable until the end of time.”

      “Ha! I’m already miserable! And you know misery loves company. She could have stopped this. You could have stopped this! But you were too selfish, too—”

      He broke off as Saber slapped him across the face.

      “Go be miserable somewhere else. You’ll find no sympathy here. And if in a few hundred years you finally manage to figure out what went wrong here today, maybe you’ll find what you’re looking for. But it’s not here, it’s not now, and it’s not with either of us.”

      “Oh, I know. I know!” Len said, and now he laughed. “Maybe I won’t make new friends here, and that’s not fun. But an execution ought to cheer me up a little, at least for a time.”

      “What are you talking—oh. Oh, stars. Maaya, get up. Maaya!”

      Maaya blinked, then looked around to see what had caused the sudden alarm in Saber’s tone. She felt all her breath leave her as she realized that every single person around her, at least a hundred, were staring at her with fear... fear that was ever so slowly turning to anger. Maaya couldn’t help but notice that every single possible exit was blocked by several people.

      First came the whispers and murmurs. Then came the accusatory fingers and rising voices, loud questions and louder answers. Maaya heard cries of “Witch!” and “Dark magic!” And above it all was the sound of Len’s laughter, shrill and malicious.

      Maaya stood frozen to the spot. This was her worst nightmare manifest. This was the one and only situation she had tried to avoid all her life, it was why she never talked to ghosts and why she tried so hard to be invisible.  This was how easily a ghost could ruin her life, and right now it seemed like he had ended it as well.

      “Maaya, you need to move,” Saber said urgently from her side. “Just move. Everyone’s confused, take advantage of this and move, quickly!”

      Maaya tried to take a step forward, but immediately fell to her knees. It was too much to think about, too much to process, and all the while she heard footsteps coming closer.

      “Maaya!” Saber cried, but before Maaya could respond, she felt a pair of arms lift her roughly to her feet.

      “Pin her arms! And don’t let her speak! She might cast some spell!” came a terrified voice from the crowd, followed by shouts of agreement.

      “Maaya! Please move!” Saber called desperately, turning this way and that as though searching for a way out.

      But there was no way out. Maaya knew what came next. It was the same for everyone who was accused of what she was. It didn’t matter that everyone was wrong. There would be no trial, and it wasn’t like Maaya could defend herself even if there was one. Perception was everything, and it was hard to explain what had just happened.

      It might have been the overwhelming situation, but even as she felt rough hands hold her fast, Maaya realized she was reflecting on her day. It had been pretty good, all things considered. She had seen Bindhiya and managed to have a whole conversation without embarrassing herself, and she had gotten a safe place to stay. It didn’t seem like the kind of day that would end in her own death. She wondered if, had circumstances been different, she might have tried to fight or escape. If she were already miserable, her current situation wouldn’t have been such a jarring difference. But she had gone from cheerfully joking about how to decorate her new basement dwelling to hearing jeers and angry shouts along with Saber’s panicked screams and Len’s laughter. All this to preempt her death. She supposed it could have been worse somehow, but she couldn’t think of an example off hand.

      “Everyone, stop! Ladies and gentlemen, please, calm yourselves and stand back. Let the girl go. Let her go immediately.”

      Maaya didn’t recognize the voice, but it sounded confident and commanding. To her utter surprise, however, the people holding her actually listened. She fell to the ground, and though her wrists were still bound, no one was touching her anymore.

      The street had gone silent. Maaya couldn’t immediately tell what was going on, but then she noticed a man walking quickly up to her. He knelt down before her and looked her in the eyes, searching them carefully. Maaya saw enough through her haze of terror to realize he was a tall and well-dressed man with a clean haircut. He was at least somewhat rich, if she had to guess. He had straight black carefully styled hair and a pair of thin spectacles on his nose. He looked concerned as he examined her, which confused her. The only people who would come to her defense would be as poor as she was, and they certainly wouldn’t risk their lives for her.

      “What’s going on?” a man nearby called out nervously.

      “Did you see what happened?” a woman cried.

      “I did, I did. I rushed over as soon as I heard. My dear people, I’m afraid you’ve gotten this all wrong. This girl is no perpetrator. She’s a victim!”

      “A victim? Surely you can’t mean—”

      “Think briefly, I implore you,” the tall man continued. “If this girl were employing witchcraft on a crowded street, she would be awfully foolish to only attack herself. You see how she was the target of whatever strange assault this was? The poor thing was struck repeatedly. She’s injured. How could she be responsible?”

      “But it all happened around her. We saw it. She came into the street and then suddenly things started moving all on their own! I’ve never seen the like!” the man objected.

      “All right. Think... a little less briefly,” the man continued patiently. “This girl is barely a teenager by my guess. Where would she learn such awful things? What’s more, what purpose would this all serve except to get her killed? If she’s smart enough to learn such powerful magic she cannot also be so unpracticed as to accidentally attack herself with her own spells in one of the most crowded places in town. No, this was clearly an attack on this innocent girl by something that very much wanted us to believe it was her.”

      “Why do you... how do you know this?”

      “I’ve seen this evil work before. I work against it every day, some of you know this. I know it hurts us not just physically, but also psychologically. It turns us against each other. We gain nothing by hurting a young girl, one of our own people, after she was attacked by spiritual forces,” the tall man continued gravely. “If we harm her, these forces win. Let me take care of her and see if I can protect her from whatever ill magic pursues her.”

      The onlookers seemed uncertain, but they also didn’t seem ready to challenge the man. Whoever he was, it was clear he was a man of some influence—Maaya just wasn’t sure how. She had never seen him before.

      Saber, for her part, had fallen silent, staring wide-eyed at the man as he undid the ropes binding Maaya’s wrists and then helped her stand. Then, he slowly walked her away through the crowd that parted before them.

      Maaya tried to focus on walking and breathing at the same time. There wasn’t much else she could do. She was alive for now when only seconds before she thought she wouldn’t be. This was an improvement. But how much? Who was this man? And why had he defended her?

      Once she’d been taken far enough away from the crowd that people could no longer watch without obviously following, the tall man helped Maaya sit down on a nearby set of stairs, and he knelt down before her, still looking concerned.

      “Are you all right? Are you hurt badly?” he asked. His voice, which had before seemed so commanding and direct, was now softer, warmer.

      “I... don’t think so,” Maaya said with as much effort as she could muster. “How did... why did you...?”

      “It’s all very confusing, I understand. Allow me to explain. I know that you were attacked by a ghost. Why, I don’t know, but I understand that’s what happened.”

      Maaya started, then looked up at him in shock.

      “You—?!”

      “Yes, I know. I can’t personally see them, but I know they exist. But... I think you can see them, can’t you?” When Maaya stammered in response, he continued, “Please don’t be afraid. I have no ill intent. I wouldn’t have saved you if I had any problem with your ability. I think I’m one of the few who actually understands it, and I happen to think it shouldn’t be so demonized. Ghosts exist whether people want to believe it or not; it’s just a difficult concept to explain and accept, and I’m afraid the lovely people of this town are not much open to ideas like that. But then, I imagine you know that already, too.”

      Maaya’s head was spinning. Whoever this man was, he was either telling the truth or giving her a hell of a bluff—one that was so oddly specific that it would make no sense to say if he didn’t truly believe it. But could there be such people? She knew there were those who believed in ghosts to the extent that they thought some form of their loved ones might be looking down at them from above, but she had never heard of people who believed something so close to reality.

      And so Maaya did what in any other situation she would have never considered. She told the truth.

      “I... I can see them, yes” she said slowly.

      “I know. But it does help to hear you say it,” the man said with a smile. “Now then. Might I know your name?”

      “Maaya. Maaya Sahni,” she replied blankly.

      “A lovely name. Now that you’re safe, you should get home and get yourself cleaned up and rest. You’ve had a hard day. I only ask a favor.”

      “Wh-what is it?” Maaya asked nervously.

      The man chuckled in response.

      “It’s nothing so dreadful, I assure you. You might like it, actually. The fact is, I never thought I’d find anyone who could see ghosts. Now that I’ve found you, I’d like to get to know you more and perhaps ask for your help.”

      “My... help?”

      “Yes. But all that can come later. For now, focus on recovering. I’m going to head back and clear up any misunderstandings so I can nip any negative reputation in the bud for you. They’ll listen to me. Meet me here in this spot two days after the new year, all right? Eight in the morning?” When Maaya nodded, he smiled. “Good! I’ll see you again soon, Maaya Sahni.”

      The man had made it several yards away before Maaya found her voice again.

      “Wait! What’s your name?”

      The man paused, then gave her a slight bow.

      “Ah, that is an important detail, isn’t it? Please forgive my rudeness. You can call me Rahu.”
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      The next two weeks were the slowest and most uneventful Adelaide could remember. The morning after she’d arrived home, she woke up early as she did any other weekday and got dressed and ready to see her tutors, only to be told by Felix that her lessons had been temporarily postponed. When pressed, he had explained that Adelaide needed some time to recover from her ordeal, and that they all needed to take a step back and evaluate the situation. Adelaide wasn’t sure what that meant, but it apparently involved getting her out of lessons for a while, and so she was completely fine with that.

      In addition to this, her parents had both decided that there was no real consequence that was appropriate for her actions, and so, apart from a stern warning that she was not to attempt something like this ever again, they let her be. Free of trouble and free of responsibility for the moment, she took a few days to sleep in as late as she wanted, spend hours and hours reading whatever books she liked, and made a specific effort to lie awake in bed before she even felt sleepy each evening, letting herself enjoy the feeling of slowly winding down without feeling stressed and overwhelmed for the first time in her life.

      She also allowed herself to get wholly engaged in some of her favorite hobbies, such as putting together puzzles and model ships. These held her attention like little else did, and she would often discover, after putting an entire puzzle together, that ten hours had passed and she was feeling very hungry. Normally, she would be scolded for doing things like this, or be constantly interrupted, but now she had all the time in the world, and she was going to take advantage of it. Spending hours and hours working on these tasks somehow refreshed her, so even when she felt tired after a long day, her mind felt better than ever.

      But there were things coming up she couldn’t ignore. Two of her officers were vetting candidates for her crew every day, and she still needed to figure out what her goals were so she could do her part. She would have to talk to them soon, and she needed something concrete in mind.

      When she tried to brainstorm, however, she found her mind drifting off to other things as it often did when she faced down her schoolwork. She wasn’t sure what she wanted. She wanted the freedom that came from having a ship of her own, of course, but that wasn’t likely to be enough for the crew even if they were being paid. They would need some kind of direction.

      One thing she knew for sure was that she wanted their engagement in less-than-legal activities to be minimal, which in itself was more adventurous than before. Prior to her mission to destroy the machine, her view of the law was very black and white. Now she felt herself feeling that it might be acceptable to break certain rules, depending on the outcome. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Inga had told her on the train, and she soon realized she agreed. Still, however, any rulebreaking would have to be the means to which an end was met, and not the end itself.

      Eventually, she was able to narrow down a list of traits in the candidates she’d be speaking with. They had to be friendly, that was for certain. They had to be able to get along with others, and to be mature enough to work together even through animosity. They had to be willing to respect the chain of command on the ship. They also had to be good communicators; if something was wrong, they needed to be able to voice it. Being able to separate business from pleasure was another positive. She wanted a crew that could have fun, but that could turn on a dime and get back to business if necessary. Efficiency, experience, communication, and friendliness would make for a good crew.

      But they still needed a goal.

      Late one morning, Adelaide sat hunched over her desk, glancing down at the paper in front of her she had decided to write her list of goals on. The paper was blank, and it seemed to taunt her.

      So much free space to write upon, but you have nothing to write. Your mind is as blank as I am.

      Suddenly, there came a knock at her door, causing Adelaide to jump and drop her feather quill. She looked up to see Marit standing in the doorway, looking openly amused.

      “Someone’s here to see you. They’re waiting in the foyer.” Marit turned to leave, then did a double take. “Oh, and brush your hair. You look like you haven’t taken care of it since you got back.”

      Adelaide glared as her little sister left, then picked up her brush. Marit hadn’t been entirely incorrect. Adelaide didn’t have anywhere to go, so as long as her hair was clean and stayed out of her face, there wasn’t much cause to do anything else with it.

      Now, however, she felt a swell of concern. Marit had helpfully neglected to mention just who was at the door. She wondered if it was Inga or David. They must be ready for her ahead of schedule. The thought made her nervous; she wasn’t ready. She’d figured some things out, but wasn’t close to being ready to talk to strangers about joining her crew.

      She jogged down the long hall leading to the stairs at the center of her home, then took the stairs down three at a time. When she made it to the foyer, however, she froze.

      It was Sanna.

      Sanna got to her feet as Adelaide entered the room, looking more reserved and less energetic than she usually did. She didn’t look angry, however, and this was a positive sign; Sanna wore her heart on her sleeve, and if she was angry, Adelaide could usually tell before she’d said a word.

      “Hey. How are you feeling? Have I caught you at a bad time?” Sanna asked evenly.

      “Ah... no, not at all,” Adelaide answered, stumbling over her words in her confusion. What was Sanna doing here? She hadn’t heard from her since she’d returned. “My sister said you were here to see me?”

      “I’m rarely here to see anyone else,” Sanna said with a wink. “Walk with me?”

      Adelaide could do little more than nod, and so she stepped out the front door after Sanna, wondering what could possibly be coming next.

      It looked like Sanna wanted to remain nearby today, and instead of leading Adelaide to a carriage, simply took to walking the gardens and sweeping lawns of the Sol estate. She waited until they were a safe enough distance from the house that they wouldn’t risk being overheard to speak.

      “So... are you well? How do you feel?”

      “That’s a hard question to answer,” Adelaide replied uncertainly. “I think I’m well. I... have a lot on my mind.”

      “I’m sure,” Sanna chuckled. “Can I start by asking why you didn’t contact me after you got back?”

      Adelaide’s breath caught in her throat. Sanna really knew how to get straight to business. This was another thing Adelaide was not prepared for; in fact, she had purposefully distracted herself to avoid thinking about things just like this.

      “I... I don’t know, I guess I was just tired, and—”

      “For days? I knew you’d made it home safe, but when I didn’t hear anything from you, I worried. Considering I’m your libris tutor and the person the military contacted to verify your identify, I thought I’d be the first person you’d talk to.”

      Adelaide bit her lip. Telling the truth here was difficult.

      “I was afraid,” she said, trying as hard as she could to be direct, but she was unable to meet Sanna’s gaze. “I thought you might hate me and want nothing to do with me after what I did.”

      Sanna’s eyes widened.

      “Hate you? Want nothing to do with you? What’s all this now?”

      “Please. I don’t want you to pretend,” Adelaide continued. “I know what I did was bad. And you got dragged into it. I did something dangerous and irresponsible with the magic you’ve been teaching me. This all comes back to you somehow.”

      “I can see your logic, and while I did want to talk about what happened, I’m afraid you’ll find what I actually have to say rather boring by comparison. Here, let’s sit.”

      They both sat down on a white marble bench set amidst a variety of roses and tulips. The warm sun was pleasant on her skin, and the smell of the gardens and quiet hum of insects was enough to keep her calm for the moment.

      “Frankly, you said most of the things I came here to say,” Sanna continued. “It was irresponsible, and it was dangerous. But you seem to know that, so I see little point to repeating that. I also came because I was genuinely worried about you. You risked your life for this, and you almost didn’t make it. Are you all right? Be honest with me.”

      Adelaide didn’t respond right away, taking a moment to close her eyes and pay attention to what she was feeling, and hoping that this moment might grant her the clarity she’d been lacking ever since her failed attempt.

      But she only felt the same tumultuous mix of emotions she had before.

      “I guess I’m still trying to figure that out,” she shrugged. “But I could feel worse, I guess. I was worried about what my parents might do, but they’re almost being nice to me. I don’t know why, but I’m not going to ask.”

      Sanna remained silent, as if waiting for Adelaide to continue. Adelaide frowned. She had more on her mind, and unfortunately, Sanna seemed to know it.

      “I guess I’m feeling lost. I feel like a failure. I wasn’t good enough to do the thing I set out to do, and now that I’m back home, I don’t know what to do with myself. I have to go back to living the life I did before this, but I feel... different somehow.”

      To her surprise, Sanna laughed.

      “Oh, honey, I thought you were going to tell me you were having a total breakdown, not that you were feeling a little aimless,” the older woman explained, still smiling. “You finally choose to break some of your parents’ rules and what do you do? You travel across the country in secret, sneak past the military, try to take down the machine, get hurt and almost die in the process. And you’re just feeling a little lost? Good grief, you Sols are made of sterner stuff.”

      “I don’t feel like I am,” Adelaide countered defensively. “This doesn’t feel good.”

      “I’m sure it doesn’t, but you’re sitting here in your beautiful garden calmly explaining that to me. I expected tears and panic and all sorts of stuff. Maybe you haven’t processed everything yet, but I’ve seen people break down over far less. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      “Okay. Maybe I’m not completely losing my mind. But I don’t know what to do about what I feel now either way,” Adelaide said, frustrated.

      Sanna sighed, then averted her gaze, staring ahead at the neatly trimmed rosebushes on the other side of the path.

      “I wish I had an answer. I do think it’ll get better; you only just got home, after all. But tell you what: if you’re feeling down on yourself or feeling like you aren’t good enough, let’s go out on patrol. I’ll make time for you. We’ll travel around the province and get rid of some ghosts, and that should get you back on track. Nothing gets you feeling like you know your purpose like saving lives.”

      “But... am I even good enough to do that anymore? What if—?”

      “Don’t you start. I’m the one training you, so I am the most qualified person in the world to say that you are incredibly skilled. Objectively. I know sometimes you don’t feel like you’re good at a lot, but you are very, very good with this, and we’re going to go out and prove it. You sound like you could use it quick, so let’s go tonight.”

      “Tonight? But my parents—”

      “Are leaving you pretty much alone from what I’ve heard. Besides, what are they going to say? No you aren’t allowed to go out protecting your country?”

      “Again, you underestimate my parents.”

      Sanna snorted.

      “You know what? That’s fair. But I think we’ll be all right. I’ll pick you up at seven. We’ll make it a long patrol, too.” She lightly punched Adelaide’s shoulder, then got to her feet. “Anyway, I’m glad to see you’re doing all right, and hopefully you’re glad to hear I don’t hate you or whatever it was you were worried about. I’ll see you tonight. Be ready for me.”

      Adelaide remained in the garden after Sanna left, thinking about their conversation. She was glad Sanna wasn’t angry with her, but something hadn’t felt right. Sanna had seemed almost dismissive of her, though there was no malice in it. So what if she wasn’t crying? And so what if she didn’t express herself like other people did? She didn’t often cry, but that didn’t mean she felt any less strongly. Or at least, that’s what she had thought.

      She stood up and began to walk, soon realizing she wasn’t sure where she was going. She definitely wasn’t in the mood to go back in the house already even if everyone was leaving her alone, but she didn’t have anywhere else to be. Inga and David estimated it would be at least another few days before she could start interviewing people for her crew, and while she had to finish figuring out her own plans to do so, she didn’t feel like expending the brainpower to do that just yet. Especially not if she was going to be going out on a long patrol with Sanna later that evening. She had to admit she appreciated Sanna’s spontaneity; having a task to look forward to was already helping her feel less aimless.

      With nothing else to do in the meantime, Adelaide decided to head into town. The beach-side square usually calmed her, and she could spend hours sitting on a bench near a line of storefronts, watching boats come in and out of the harbor, and buying the occasional snack.

      She went inside only long enough to send a bird, and half an hour later, a carriage rolled up in front of the Sol estate. Adelaide was ready and waiting, and hopped up next to Asmund before the carriage had even stopped.

      “Hey, kid. Good to see you back home safe. How are you doing?” Asmund asked as he got the carriage rolling again.

      “I’m okay. Apparently better than I thought I was,” she answered. “I’m going on patrol tonight. I’m not sure I feel ready, but Sanna said it should help.”

      “How do you mean, better than you thought?”

      “Sanna said I was doing pretty good because I wasn’t crying and said I was made of stern stuff. Something like that,” Adelaide said.

      “I’d have to agree with her there. On both counts.”

      “Does everybody cry over things like this?” Adelaide grumbled.

      “Can’t say for sure. I’ve never tried saving the world on my own before. Or, you know, ever. But work like yours gets to people, mustn’t it? It’s hard stuff. I drive people around in a comfortable carriage for a living. You use super powers to fight evil killer ghosts. Not to mention you’re just a teenager. One of the toughest I know, but still.”

      “I just don’t get it,” Adelaide sighed. “I don’t feel good and all anyone can say is that it could be worse.”

      “Hey now. I think we’re all just glad you’re all right. I was glad to hear you were safe, but I was worried about how you’d be feeling. Maybe you’re not bawling your eyes out, but almost dying is serious, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. At least I can say one thing for certain, and that’s that I’m glad I didn’t die,” Adelaide shrugged. “Anyway, I don’t know if you heard, but I’m putting a crew together.”

      “Oh yeah? That’s good news! What got you started?”

      “Inga. She’s got a lot of good ideas... I think she convinced me. She and David are interviewing people now, which means I’ll get to talk to the ones they choose soon. Which... means talking to a lot of strangers.”

      “Yeah. I figured that was the biggest hurdle.”

      “Well, I’m just going to have to do it,” Adelaide said resolutely. “Maybe I’m not good at it now, but... maybe I could get better at it.”

      “I think you could. You’re a strong and talented young lady. You’ve got a lot going for you, you know? Walk in there with your head held high and show them who they’re working with.”

      “I’ll try. It should start in a few days. I still need to do some planning, and then I need to come up with a name for my ship...”

      “How about... Wave Rider?”

      Adelaide shook her head.

      “That doesn’t fit her. Besides, I feel like I’ve seen that name somewhere before already.”

      “Wind Surfer?”

      “That sounds like a surfboard.”

      “Sol Express?”

      “Okay, now you’re just being mean.”

      Asmund laughed heartily, and Adelaide couldn’t help but join him.

      They were in town before long, and Adelaide hopped down to the sidewalk after shoving a few rial into Asmund’s reluctant hand. As the carriage pulled away, she started in the direction of the harbor, which was already in view. She could see her ship in the distance, and she suddenly felt an indescribable longing she had never experienced with anything else. Suddenly, things were going too slow; she didn’t want to waste time on interviews and vetting, she wanted to be out on the ocean now.

      She managed to suppress this feeling with difficulty. Things were moving forward, and she was farther along than she’d ever been before. That would have to do.

      The first place she went was a small cozy flower shop that sat on the main line of shops in front of the harbor. She rarely bought anything, but it was a comfortable place, and she loved seeing what was new, especially at the change of the seasons. The weather was cooling somewhat now, and sure enough, she spotted what was probably her favorite flower on a large stand in the middle of the shop. Their long intertwined petals alternated a deep blue and vivid orange, the colors so strong the flowers almost appeared to glow.

      Next was lunch, because now that her meeting with Sanna was out of the way, her stomach was reminding her she hadn’t yet eaten, which was a problem she was all too happy to remedy quickly. Before long, she was sitting happily on a bench near the square near a fountain, munching on a fresh shrimp sandwich.

      She watched as people came and went, as she often did. She liked looking at their clothes and trying to guess where they had traveled from based on their outfits, or watching as two people had an animated conversation nearby, and she would often catch herself subtly imitating their mannerisms. Eventually, she thought, she was bound to pick up a thing or two, even if very little of it made actual sense. Sometimes she would hear someone speak in an angry tone but get laughter in response, something which, to those involved, seemed completely appropriate. Sometimes people smiled in situations where smiling seemed like the last thing anyone ought to be doing, or someone would get scolded for having a response that did seem appropriate, and had been in every other similar encounter Adelaide had witnessed.

      Adelaide sat back on the bench after finishing her sandwich, wiping her fingers clean on a napkin. Things like this made her think about what Inga and Sanna and Asmund had said. To an extent, it had all been the same: she was better at this than she thought. She only had to believe it. But there was something here they all seemed to be missing, something she could never figure out how to articulate. It was more than just a lack of confidence. She just truly did not understand.

      Inga had been the one who had given her something new to work with: the idea that anyone could go anywhere so long as they looked like they belonged. And she had proved it, too; neither of them had belonged in Nalmar, much less going the opposite direction as everyone else, but Inga had made everyone think they did. Adelaide wondered if perhaps a similar concept could be applied here. Maybe she wasn’t the most effective or confident communicator, but maybe no one else actually had to know that.

      This train of thought came to a stop almost immediately. Inga had also said that to tell an effective lie, one had to be knowledgeable about what they were lying about, and “knowledgeable” was not the word Adelaide would use to describe herself when it came to interacting with others. Then again, maybe that was something that came down to practice, something she had fervently avoided, even as she was fully aware that she was perpetuating the cycle.

      She toyed absently with her napkin, deep in thought. Maybe there was a way to combine the two things. Rather than faking being good at speaking, she could simply fake being confident. If she faked confidence, then she could talk to people, even if only a little. And if she were to do that, then she might learn enough to make people believe she was actually good at it after all.

      And maybe, after enough time, it wouldn’t be a lie anymore.

      More people came and went, some of whom she had seen around town before. Unshala wasn’t a big city, and the seaside square was a popular destination for day trips. She wondered if any of them had been interviewed by David and Inga, and how many of them she might see again when it was her turn. At this thought, she sat up a little straighter.

      By the time she snapped back to the present, she realized her napkin had become nothing more than frayed shreds of paper. Feeling slightly embarrassed, she dropped the napkin into the bag with the rest of her trash, then moved on her way.

      As she tried to decide whether she wanted to visit some more stores or walk down on the docks, she did a double take as she caught sight of two people nearby.

      A young man and woman stood near the fountain, talking quietly as they wanted the water glitter in the sunlight. The man was dressed in attire somewhat too formal for a day out on the town, but he pulled it off well; his black blazer covered a white collared shirt, the first two buttons left casually undone.

      But it was the young woman Adelaide had eyes for. She wore a light purple sundress that fluttered in the breeze, and on top of her curly black hair was a black fascinator hat set stylishly to the side, partially covering part of her face. What caught Adelaide’s attention was the flowers lining the brim—the same purple and orange flowers she had been admiring just a short time earlier.

      Adelaide felt the sudden desire to move closer, maybe even to say something. She wanted to tell this woman that she had just been looking at those flowers just earlier, and that they were in fact her favorite. She wanted to tell her that quite frankly her entire outfit was beautiful and that she hoped she had a wonderful day.

      She blinked, then looked away, hoping no one had caught her staring. After a resolute but somewhat disappointed sigh, she turned to walk toward the docks.

      But then she stopped. She had just been thinking about this very thing. The thought of walking up to this total stranger and saying something was absolutely terrifying, but that was why it had to be done. This was her chance to completely fake her confidence. To pretend she belonged.

      She gritted her teeth. It was almost as though a physical force was preventing her from walking toward the couple, like her fear had manifested in a pile of invisible bricks she could not pass. But if what the others had said was true, if she really was made of sterner stuff and better than she gave herself credit for, then she wasn’t going to simply run away again.

      Before she could second guess herself, she started walking straight toward the couple by the fountain. She held her head high and kept her shoulders back, just like she had been instructed so many times by her mother.

      I belong here. I’ll make them think I belong here. I... stars, what do I even say?!

      But before she could falter or turn back, she realized she was already there. The couple hadn’t noticed her yet, but she knew it would only be a moment.

      And so she spoke.

      “Excuse me, ma’am? I’m sorry to interrupt. I... I just wanted to tell you that I really love your hat.”

      The young woman, who had initially looked surprise at this intervention, suddenly beamed.

      “Oh, thank you! I got this just recently as a gift and thought I might try it out today. You think it looks good?”

      “It really does. It’s got my favorite flowers on it,” Adelaide said.

      “They’re so beautiful, aren’t they? Now these ones, they’re fake, of course; otherwise my hat would start wilting within a day if I didn’t dunk it in some water,” the woman chuckled. “Anyhow, thank you, dear. We were actually just getting on. Have a good day now!”

      Adelaide smiled in return, then turned and headed off. Her heart was pounding furiously in her chest, and she suddenly felt so overcome with emotion she thought she might actually explode there on the street. It wasn’t until she had made it halfway down the line of shops that she realized she was still smiling.

      

      Four days later, Adelaide was eating breakfast when one of her mechanical birds fluttered down to the table in front of her, peering up at her expectantly.

      “What is it?” Adelaide asked curiously.

      The bird’s eyes glowed, and Inga’s voice came from within the tiny speaker behind the bird’s beak.

      “Captain, it’s Inga. David and I have finished vetting the first round of candidates, and they’re ready to meet with you today. If you could make it to the ship by noon, we could get started then.”

      Adelaide froze, her spoon halfway to her mouth. And then she placed it back in the bowl, taking what was left of her breakfast to the sink. It was only nine in the morning, but now that Adelaide knew what was coming, she could focus on nothing else.

      She rushed back upstairs and flung her closet door open, frowning as she looked over her dozens of outfits inside. She had told herself she would have something ready for the day when it came, but somehow it had continuously slipped her mind. Eventually she decided on a pair of dark high-waisted slacks, a burnt orange blouse with a black cardigan over top, and black boots with the slightest heel. Normally she didn’t like any footwear that gave her any additional height, as it was already hard enough to disappear into a crowd, but today was an exception. She had to be visible, and not just that—she had to look like a captain.

      Whatever that meant.

      She got halfway through a few different hairstyles before settling on a tight bun, making sure that not a single strand of hair was astray. It looked professional, or so she hoped, before wondering if Blackfins would care about something like professionalism.

      She stopped herself before she could go too far down this road. She wasn’t out to please them. They were trying to please her. If there was anything she was going to make herself try to remember today, it was this.

      Next, she opened a few drawers, quickly glancing into each of them to see if any of her jewelry caught her eye. Accessorizing was already difficult, and she had absolutely no idea what a captain ought to wear when interviewing potential crew members; already she felt like she was dressing too professional, as though she were stepping out for an expensive dinner. Finally, she decided to wear a simple gold watch, something that completed her look without making her look as though she might be lost.

      She made to sit down in her nearby desk chair, tossing several clean shirts and pants from it onto the bed to make room. An irritable clicking sound came suddenly from behind her, and she whirled around to see a single metal leg waving helplessly from underneath the clothes she had just thrown.

      “Oh! Sorry, Chronis. I didn’t even know you were there. I’m distracted,” she explained, hastily pushing her clothes aside.

      Before her on the bed stood a large metal spider, large enough that it could wrap its legs around her head and make contact behind. While it had most certainly frightened plenty of people, it was also a beautiful creation of the best steamsmithing work imaginable. Its body consisted of three segments that made up three separate clock-like dials. The first was a compass, the second and slightly larger segment was a clock with a smaller clock face within, displaying two different times at once. The third and largest segment looked to be a portrait of the night sky, covered in constellations and patterns. Few knew that it was an accurate picture of the sky at any given time, and as the planet turned and stars moved, so too did this image on Chronis’ body.

      The spider seemed to glare up at her, making a sad-sounding beep, and Adelaide sighed.

      “I’ve already had more free time than usual lately, so don’t complain. Besides, once we start going sailing, you get to come with me. Do I look okay?” The spider’s body tilted sideways ever so slightly, as if it was examining her, and then it gave her an affirmative click. “Thanks. I hope so. Wish me luck!”

      After making sure she had her belongings, she jogged back down the hallway, took the steps down three at a time, and headed out toward the street. She hadn’t thought to contact Asmund while she got ready, and she didn’t want to stay there to wait for him, and so she opted to simply start walking and flag down the first carriage she could find.

      Even her apprehension couldn’t keep her from her thoughts for too long, and she found herself thinking of what she had planned over the past few days. She’d had a hard time trying to figure out how she could combine her primary goal of simple getting away from home with something an entire crew might find appealing, much less how to make any money from doing so. While the money her parents had given her was nothing short of substantial, and would be the target of envy for the vast majority of Krethans if they were to know just how much it was, she also wanted to be self-reliant. If this was to work, she had to be able to make it on her own.

      It had taken her days, but eventually she had gotten it. Inga had given her the idea on their way back home. They could act as innocent merchants, which would give them an excuse to travel wherever they pleased, and could earn them some mostly honest income. That, at least, was a good place to start.

      Her thoughts drifted from her plans to her meetings later that morning. There were going to be a lot of strangers to talk to, and this made her nervous, even if they had been vetted by two of her officers. In theory, it wouldn’t be too difficult; they all knew what they were there for.

      She hadn’t been doing a terrible job, if she had to be honest with herself. When she’d gotten home four days prior, her elation at having talked to the woman about her beautiful hat lasted well into the evening. As she lay in bed that night, replaying the scenario over and over again, she thought she might well make a habit of doing something like this. It had been straightforward, short, and positive. She’d loved making the woman smile.

      And so she had made it her personal goal to give one stranger a compliment every single day. So far, everything had gone better than she’d even imagined. The people she’d talked to had been nothing but friendly in response, and she had even ended up having a conversation with one man before she’d realized what was happening. After every encounter, she left with her heart pounding as if it might burst out of her chest, and she wondered when this might start to get easier. She hadn’t expected everything to change overnight, but she had hoped something would click after the first few successes. Still, in terms of finding a good way to practice, she could do far worse.

      With hours still to go until noon, Adelaide impatiently wandered the square, looked into multiple shops, and did the things she usually did on her typical day in town, but she couldn’t relax. Not this time. She thought briefly of going to her ship, then remembered that’s where she would be meeting people, and immediately decided against it.

      When the time finally did hit noon, Adelaide walked briskly toward the docks, aiming to be precisely on time. As she walked up the short plank toward the main deck, David greeted her.

      “Nice timing, Captain. We’ve got them all ready for you. You’ll be meeting seven people today. That might not sound like a lot, but we weeded out at least forty to get these.”

      “Forty!” Adelaide answered in astonishment. “Where are the seven?”

      In response, David nodded over toward the stern. Up the set of stairs leading to her cabin, she saw a group of men and women standing together, talking excitedly. A few of them noticed her and nudged their companions. Adelaide quickly averted her gaze, already feeling anxious to the point of trembling.

      “Inga will be in your quarters with you to read out names and give brief introductions. Also, apparently, to offer moral support.”

      Adelaide let out a slow sigh of relief. That already improved things significantly.

      “Okay, thank you. I... guess I should get started?”

      “Probably a good idea,” David affirmed.

      Adelaide took a moment to steel her nerves, then walked toward the ship’s stern, headed up the stairs, and toward her cabin doors. She used every ounce of bravery she could muster to make eye contact with a few of the men and women standing nearby and gave them an acknowledging nod.

      We’re off to a swell start.

      She closed the doors behind her when she entered, then headed straight for her desk and sat down. It wasn’t long before she heard Inga’s voice from her side.

      “Are you all right, Captain?”

      “Fine,” Adelaide answered, her voice cracking slightly. “Just... mentally preparing myself. I think.”

      “I’ll be here with you the whole time. You’ve nothing to fear; these applicants are all excellent candidates, and I think you’ll get on well with them. But take a moment to breathe first if you need it.”

      She took a moment to do just that, then composed herself.

      “Sorry. I’m still working on it. I’m ready to start.”

      “Of course, Captain.”

      Inga strode to the door and opened it, then called out a name. Adelaide, focusing so hard on her posture and looking like she knew what she was doing, missed it, and cursed herself silently as an older man walked in.

      He looked to be near sixty, with tousled greying hair, deep-set brown eyes, and several scars noticeable on his left cheek. Contrary to what Adelaide expected from a man with his appearance, he sat down eagerly in the chair across from Adelaide’s desk and gave her a wide smile.

      “Mornin’, Captain Sol,” the man said, nodding politely. “My name’s Elias, and I’d like to be part of your crew.”

      “Oh, uh...” Adelaide froze. What was she supposed to do? Thank him? He hadn’t done anything. Welcome him? He wasn’t part of the crew yet. If she were to simply launch into her questions and ignore his greeting, that might appear rude, but she genuinely had no idea what to say. “Well... thanks for coming,” she uttered finally, and she returned his smile, though from his slightly confused and concerned expression, she was sure she looked like she was in pain. “What are your qualifications?”

      “Twenty-six years at sea; I’ve served on seven different vessels, mostly doing local trips for deliveries and such, but I’ve seen my share of the deep ocean proper. I’ve a background in woodwork and smithing, and even a bit of tailoring, too, if you count patching up sails and trousers. I’ll work with just about anybody and take on just about any task.”

      Adelaide raised her eyebrows slightly and sat forward. He sounded good. Anyone who could work with both wood and metal would be welcome on her ship, as she assumed it might someday need repairs of some sort. His willingness to do just about anything and work with anyone was also a plus, but she wasn’t ready to agree just yet.

      “If you could say you specialize in any one thing, what would it be?” Adelaide continued, picking up a quill to begin taking notes.

      “Probably smithing and metalwork. Came in handy when ships needed emergency work out at sea, and it helped me work with guns on occasion. Never worked with any so large as the ones on this ship, but they shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “What positions did you typically take?”

      “Bosun’s mate. I feel most comfortable there, though I had a brief stint as second engineer on one vessel, which I didn’t half mind.”

      “I see. That’s good. We’ll need people to fill both roles,” Adelaide said as her quill scratched against her paper. “So... you’ve worked with the Blackfins before?”

      “Aye, most of my career has been spent with them,” Elias answered, for the first time sounding somewhat reluctant.

      “What did you typically do with them?”

      “It was mostly related to my work at sea; worked under a Blackfin captain, and he took us all about the country’s shores. Like I said, it was mostly boring delivery work—”

      “Any... er... not so boring work?” Adelaide pressed.

      Elias hesitated.

      “Well, most of our deliveries were... how do you say...”

      “You were a smuggler,” Inga offered bluntly.

      Elias grimaced.

      “Aye, that I was. Never harmed nobody unless they attacked us; we stayed away from that.”

      “I don’t want you to worry,” Adelaide broke in, seeing the look on Elias’ face. “I already work with several Blackfins. They’re most of my officers. I’m not going to judge. Unless... well, unless it’s really bad. But otherwise I’m not here to judge.”

      Elias looked noticeably relieved.

      “That’s welcome,” he said, adjusting himself in his seat. “But yes, we did our share of smuggling. There’s a mighty amount of coin to be made delivering the goods the country’s government doesn’t want delivered.”

      Adelaide nodded, jotting down a few more notes. Elias was a good candidate. He seemed earnest, able, and willing, and didn’t seem the type who enjoyed taking part in things Adelaide might feel uncomfortable.

      “Okay. This all sounds good so far. Do you have any questions for me?” she said after setting her quill aside.

      “If you don’t mind... how much experience do you have sailing? You look... er... young,” Elias asked. Adelaide was fully aware of the once-over he gave her.

      “I have a few years’ experience with a daysailer, and the rest is... theory. I’ve read a lot about sailing,” Adelaide explained, trying to look as casual as she could. “This will be new for me, but I know I can do it.”

      “All right, that’s... okay,” Elias said uncertainly. “And what’s the mission?”

      “Merchant work, mostly. At least, that will be what gets us enough rial to keep operating. Otherwise, I want to travel the world. We’ll go as far as Selenthia if we feel like it,” Adelaide said, and she smiled at the thought. Crossing the ocean and exploring everything she could was very much a dream. “I don’t have a specific plan outlined beyond that. This is a deep-sea ship, and I’m going to take advantage of that.”

      At this, Elias seemed more intrigued.

      “That sounds like proper fun,” he chuckled. “I figured as much looking at her. Most of my work was off the coast, like I said, and I’ve been wanting to be a little more... adventurous, you see?”

      “Do I ever,” Adelaide said agreeably. “Now... any other questions? Concerns?”

      “Ah, I hope this isn’t too rude of me to ask, but... how is it you’ll be able to pay us?”

      Adelaide had been expecting this question. It was only natural to question how a sixteen-year-old captain would be able to pay the shares of a whole crew.

      “To be blunt, I have a lot of money because of my parents. I’ve a bank account of my own separate from theirs with a sum inside I won’t disclose, but one that will be more than enough to cover our voyages. Eventually, however, we’ll start making our own money fair and square. Anything else?”

      “Not that I think can think of. Far as I see it, I like what you want to do, and I’m sure you’ll pick things up well enough. I’m willing to offer what I have.”

      “All right. In that case, I’ll make some notes, and then one of my officers will reach out to you with my final decision. Thank you for coming by,” Adelaide said, and she stood to shake the man’s hand.

      “Aye, the pleasure was mine,” Elias answered, shaking her hand firmly, and then he exited the room as Inga walked him to the door.

      She sat back down and sighed, her eyes closed. That hadn’t gone terribly bad. She had gotten through an entire interview without embarrassing herself. For the most part, anyway.

      “What did you think, Captain?” Inga asked as she returned to her spot next to Adelaide.

      “I liked him. He seems capable and honest. And we could definitely make use of his skills. I do want some variety, but we need to get the basics down first.”

      “I see. I liked him as well. Somewhat lacking in confidence, but he would indeed make for a good addition to your ship. Incidentally... how are you feeling? Better now this has concluded, I hope?”

      “I think so. I don’t know. Am I doing okay? Did I talk enough? Too much?” Adelaide asked, unable to keep the concern from her voice.

      “Better than you give yourself credit for, which I have said often,” Inga answered simply. “Did you not hear yourself?”

      “I try not to listen to voice when I talk. It makes things weird.”

      Inga laughed.

      “Not just your voice. Your words. Did you hear how you became more assertive once you started speaking of things you knew well and had prepared for?”

      “Not really... I suppose? But that doesn’t mean I’m good at talking to people, just... good at talking at them.”

      “You’re in luck. As captain, you’ll be doing plenty of that,” Inga said, a small smile on her face. “I’ll go call our next recruit.”

      She walked to the door again, and called another name.

      A younger man walked in, taking off his cap and holding it to his chest as he entered. Adelaide was immediately drawn to his face, where she noticed an ocular implant in place of one of his eyes. She didn’t know of many people who used steamsmith technology this way, and she was very curious. Otherwise, he was smartly dressed in a well-tailored coat and slacks, and his short brown hair was combed neatly back.

      “Pleasure, ma’am,” he said, giving a slight bow. “My name is Gunnar.”

      “Nice to meet you. Please, sit down,” Adelaide said, gesturing to the chair before her. As he did so, Adelaide tried repeating her words in her mind, listening to her own tone and watching her body language. Immediately, she was certain she did not like this at all, but also relatively confident that she had done an acceptable job delivering this menial greeting.

      “A fine ship you have here, ma’am,” Gunnar said as he sat down. “I’ve seen her in the harbor before. Marvelous craftsmanship.”

      “Thank you. I’m looking forward to actually getting to use her,” Adelaide returned with a smile.

      “I’m sure. I’m told you have a man named Halvar on this ship? He’s the one who suggested I apply.”

      “Oh? You’ve worked with him before?”

      “Several times. We go way back, he and I. We grew up together like brothers. He’s a bit of a troublemaker from how I know him, but he did say to mention him when I came in.”

      “He meant that to help you, I’m sure,” Inga said knowingly, and Adelaide fought hard to keep her face straight.

      “Yes, I would hope so,” Gunnar said, looking between Adelaide and Inga in slight confusion.

      “What are your qualifications?” Adelaide asked, hoping to get things back on track.

      “Eight years of naval service, four of which I spent as second mate. Beyond that, seven additional years in the shipyards as a steamsmith’s apprentice doing repair and upgrade work on ships of the line, and finally, three years as lieutenant on a patrol frigate contracted out by a trading company.”

      Adelaide blinked, then couldn’t help but look at Inga. Gunnar was a seasoned sailor from the sounds of it, but one with years of experience as an officer, plus additional work with steamsmithing and on some of the most powerful ships in the Krethan armada—or what was left of it by now. She wanted to ask how Inga had managed to find someone this qualified, but thought it best not to say such a thing in front of the applicant himself.

      “That’s... impressive,” she said instead. “Actually, so impressive I’m curious why you want to join our crew.”

      “For many reasons, ma’am. Halvar assured me it was a good post, and I’ve tired of working in the shipyards. It’s been a while since I’ve done something more free and engaging. It would also be nice to sail with a crew that’s more understanding. The navy men and women, for all their kindness, aren’t the most open-minded people I’ve ever met. I feel like this work would be just as much for the sense of companionship as it would be for the mission itself. I’ve missed that sorely.”

      “That’s a good reason. That’s a lot of why I want to do this myself, actually. Anyway, I had more questions, but your qualifications answered most of them... but I’d still like to know: what have you done as a Blackfin in the past?”

      “I never much interacted with specific chapters. I held membership in my local organization because it seemed nice enough, but my work kept me too busy. Part of the reason I did the work I did with the navy is because of my ability to see ghosts—though as you can see, it’s not an ability I have naturally,” Gunnar answered, pointing to his ocular implant. “The Blackfins did help me get this; there was a very skilled Blackfin steamsmith in our area who wanted to experiment with something like this, so I volunteered. The military ended up arresting him for some very heinous but unrelated charges, and in the process, they hired me.”

      “I see... well, that’s a good answer. I don’t have any trouble with Blackfins, even if I’m not one myself, I just don’t want any serious criminals on board,” Adelaide said.

      “Just the minor ones, then,” Gunnar chuckled. “I understand.”

      “Do you have any questions for me?”

      “Only one off the top of my head, ma’am. I see your ship has an impressive array of guns... are we expecting to see combat?”

      “I don’t think so...” Adelaide continued thoughtfully. It was a good question. She absolutely didn’t want to fight, but she couldn’t guarantee they might have to. If they were traveling the world, anything could happen. “We won’t seek out fights, but we also might need to defend ourselves. I don’t plan on robbing anyone or attacking other ships, if that’s what you mean.”

      “I had nothing so specific in mind; I was only curious. Having experienced both war and peace, I must say I prefer the latter myself.”

      “Agreed. So what position do you think you’d feel most comfortable in on this ship?”

      “What’s her complement? Or the complement you desire, that is.”

      “Between sixty and seventy, fully manned.”

      “In that case, I’d feel most comfortable as an officer, more specifically lieutenant. That’s what I have plenty and pleasurable experience with, and I feel I could be a valuable asset to the ship and crew in that regard.”

      “Noted. In case that doesn’t work, what would be your second pick?”

      “Chief engineer, ma’am. I’m no great steamsmith, but I know my way around a ship from all sides, and can help keep her running efficiently and safely. In the shipyards I was responsible for coming up with schedules and work order strategies, and worked best when I had a little power of delegation.”

      “All right, thank you. Gunnar, thank you for coming; it’s been a pleasure talking to you,” Adelaide said, getting to her feet again.

      “Likewise, ma’am,” Gunnar responded, shaking her hand and then bowing slightly again. “Might I ask when I’ll hear back about this position?”

      “Within the week,” Inga answered simply, and Gunnar nodded.

      “That’ll do very well. Have a pleasant day, both of you.”

      Adelaide spent the next two and a half hours interviewing the rest of the applicants, and she found herself feeling less and less anxious each time. There was a routine to each, which she appreciated, but the longer she spoke with people, the more she felt like she belonged in her captain’s chair and that she was asking the right questions. Each person she spoke with was an excellent candidate in one way or another, with a variety of strengths between them, and they were all friendly and personable, something Adelaide very much appreciated.

      When the last person left the cabin, Inga showed them to the door. David had made his way to the cabin by then, and when he entered, Inga shut the door behind him. Adelaide sat back in her chair, letting out a long sigh and rubbing her eyes.

      “What did you think of them?” David asked.

      “I liked them all. I think they’d all be a good fit, and I’m not sure I should be worried about that,” Adelaide answered tiredly. “I’ll have to think about it more, but I should expect to weed out at least a few, right?”

      “Eventually. You only met seven today, and we have a lot of positions to fill, so don’t feel bad if you want to keep them all. Once we start filling things up, it’ll be more of a challenge.”

      “That makes sense... they were all really good, though. Where did you manage to find people with so much experience and skill?”

      “The commander and I have some experience recruiting, and we have many avenues available to us,” Inga said plainly. “Normally the process wouldn’t have even taken this long, but we were determined to find the best of the best for you.”

      “You definitely succeeded, I think... do you have any more coming?”

      “There should be another batch within the week. Honestly, the bottleneck is Inga and me. We ended up getting hundreds of applicants, so the biggest hurdle is the time it takes to work through them all,” David chuckled.

      “I understand you mean to get your ship out to sea, but I can assure you that once our vital positions are properly filled, this ship will boast efficiency rivaling that of the strictest navy ships,” Inga finished, and then her eyebrows furrowed. “Are you all right? You seem tired.”

      “I’m exhausted. I never talk to strangers this much, not ever. It took a lot out of me,” Adelaide admitted.

      “Well, considering your business is done here, you can get back home and rest if you’d like,” David suggested, and Adelaide nodded.

      “I think I’ll do that. Thank you both so much for your help. It’s nice to feel like we’re finally moving.”

      “Aye, that it is,” David agreed wholeheartedly. “Incidentally, have you thought of a name for your ship yet?”

      Adelaide frowned. In all the excitement of getting a crew together, she had forgotten about the ever-so-minor fact that her ship was still currently nameless.

      “Er... no, not yet. I need to think about it,” Adelaide answered uncertainly. “So far there hasn’t been anything that’s really felt right. I don’t need suggestions, I just need some time, I guess.”

      “You have it,” David grunted. “As soon as you think of one we can have it painted and carved. The sooner the better, of course.”

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I’ve got something, believe me. In the meantime, if I make any final decisions about our applicants, I’ll send you a bird,” Adelaide said with a tone of finality.

      With nothing further to discuss, Adelaide and her officers disembarked, then headed their separate ways, with Adelaide heading back toward the streets to look for a carriage back home.

      It was still only the middle of the afternoon when she arrived home, and while on any other day she might have lamented that it was too late for a nap lest she ruin her sleep schedule, she reminded herself of the beauty of the temporary freedoms her parents had given her. Apart from going on patrol later that evening, it didn’t matter when she was asleep or awake, and she quite liked that.

      When she stepped into the foyer, she saw her parents walking together toward the hall. When they saw her, they both looked surprised, as though she had caught them doing something they didn’t want to be seen doing.

      “Ah, erm, good afternoon,” Felix said, clearly trying very hard to appear casual. “Did you have a good day in town?”

      “I did. The weather was very nice,” Adelaide said. Now she was back at home, it was as though all her difficulties communicating had returned tenfold. There was something about this place and the people in it that seemed to freeze her basic brain function. It wasn’t so much that she didn’t recognize the strange way her parents were looking at her, however, though she opted not to mention it.

      “That’s good, dear. I’m glad you had a good time,” Cajsa said. She was better at feigning calm than her husband, but only by so much. “Your father and I were just on our way to... well...”

      “We’re going into the sun room to relax and chat, that’s all,” Felix picked up, sounding slightly too excited. “We don’t get enough time to do such a simple thing! In that regard, I, er... I would appreciate it if we weren’t disturbed until dinner. We just want some old-fashioned alone time, if that’s all well.”

      Adelaide couldn’t help but raise a suspicious eyebrow. When her parents didn’t want to be bothered, they were rarely so diplomatic or nervous.

      “That’s fine,” Adelaide said slowly. “I’m just going to go lie down before dinner. Oh, and Sanna wants to take me out on patrol tonight.”

      “Ah, excellent. Nothing wrong with a solid afternoon nap, if I do say so myself,” Felix said encouragingly. “Now, rest well, and we’ll send someone to fetch you when it’s time to eat. We’ll eat early enough that you can still make it out on time.”

      Adelaide retired to her room without comment. As much as she was curious what was going on—her parents being secretive very rarely meant anything good for her—she was legitimately too tired to think much on the subject at the moment. And if she was going to keep herself awake and alert at dinner that evening, she needed to rest.

      After she undressed, she climbed under the covers, though she didn’t fall asleep immediately. She couldn’t immediately put her finger on what emotion she was feeling; it seemed a mix between apprehension and elation and anxiety all at once. Eventually, she managed to pin it down: excitement. She had been thinking about her day without even realizing it. She had talked to multiple strangers, and she was potentially seven people closer to having a full crew ready to sail.

      She smiled to herself, feeling a short burst of energy that momentarily made her want to get out of bed and start working on something. Perhaps she could brainstorm for a name for her ship, or she could go over the notes she had written to think about who she definitely wanted to keep and what positions they would fill.

      It only took a few moments for this to pass, however, and she suddenly felt very, very sleepy. She closed her eyes, willing her mind to calm down for just enough time that she could fall asleep.

      The next thing she knew, she heard a knock at her door. Blearily, she sat up and rubbed her eyes, trying to figure out who could be interrupting her just as she was lying down.

      “Miss Sol? It’s time for dinner.”

      Adelaide gave herself a full five seconds of sitting completely still in disbelief before she groaned. She had fallen asleep after all; it had just been one of those sleeps.

      Feeling somewhat worse than she had when she had gone to lie down, she flipped on the lights to her room and began getting dressed. As much as she wanted to go downstairs wearing only her oversized t-shirt, her parents preferred everyone attend dinner dressed how they might if they were going out that evening. It had always seemed awfully silly to her, and she had attempted discussing this dinnertime dress code multiple times, with worse results each time.

      After her hair was done up neatly and after she’d dressed, she walked downstairs, squinting slightly against the bright lights of the hallway. She entered a long and narrow room that faced the back yard; tall windows made up the entire side of the room facing the sprawling lawns and gardens of the Sol estate, and was lit by two chandeliers and several lamps on decorative desks and wall sconces. A long and glossy redwood table took up most of the room, surrounded by high-backed wood and leather chairs. It was here that the Sol family usually took their evening meals, and Adelaide found it incredibly obnoxious.

      Her parents were already seated, and two of the house’s staff were busy setting the last of their food about the table. Tonight, a baked turkey sat in the center of the table on a large metal platter, sitting in still-simmering sauces and decorated tastefully with sliced bright red and blue fruits. A large bowl lined with an elegant white cloth contained several light and steaming bread rolls, another contained yet more colorful fruits, and the rest—numbering almost a dozen—contained everything from berries, corns, shrimps, spicy sauces, cakes, and pies.

      Marit came in just as Adelaide was taking a seat, and the sisters sat across from their parents, waiting for them to take their first bites. The table was silent, as it usually was, save for the clinking of silverware and the occasional requests to pass a dish or seasoning. Still, Adelaide sensed an unease that was atypical even for the Sol family. This was aided by the fact that Felix and Cajsa shared a meaningful glance every few minutes, but said nothing.

      “So, how’s business?” Marit asked, her quiet voice breaking the silence like shattering glass. But it was a safe question, which was why it came up almost every night.

      “Well enough. We had several calls today from investors, and then our weekly call with our primary financial advisor. Despite all the uncertainty in the world right now, things are looking pretty stable,” Felix answered, not breaking his gaze from his dinner plate.

      “Don’t forget, dear, we also spoke to the representative from that textile industry late last night... no sense of respect for a good sleep schedule, that man,” Cajsa added disapprovingly.

      “The eccentric ones are always up late, aren’t they?” Felix chuckled. “He had the most interesting way of speaking. It almost sounded like he was hiccupping every other word.”

      “Too right. Of all the people they could have chosen. It makes me glad we have our Adelaide working to be the face of our business. Can you imagine if we had someone like him representing us?”

      “Well, he must be doing something right, given his position.”

      Adelaide was suddenly focused very intently on her own plate. She didn’t like when talk of business came to her. She wondered if they mentioned her like that every so often as a helpful reminder of what her place was and how inescapable it was. Face of the family indeed.

      “What about you, Addy? What did you do today?” Marit continued in a tone that suggested to anyone but Adelaide that she was just innocently curious, and not, like Adelaide knew, terribly bored already.

      “Oh, I just went down to the square today to spend some time near the docks and enjoy the fresh air. It wasn’t anything special,” Adelaide answered, purposefully ambiguous.

      “Have you been enjoying your time off? Getting enough rest and everything, would you say?” Felix asked, and his tone suddenly sounded almost nervous again.

      “All recovered from your trip to Nalmar?” Cajsa added, passing a quick glance at her husband.

      “It’s... been nice. It’s been very helpful toward making me feel better,” Adelaide said cautiously. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes! Absolutely, of course,” Felix exclaimed. “We’ve been worried about you, you know. That’s why we wanted you to take this time in the first place.”

      “It was a dreadful thing you experienced, to be sure. And you were already so stressed,” Cajsa said.

      Adelaide set down her fork. Now she knew something was amiss. For two people who so determinedly avoided acknowledging her struggles, they were bringing them up completely of their own accord, and even sounding sympathetic.

      “Well, it’s definitely been helpful... why do you ask? Are you thinking... I should get back to my classes soon?”

      Felix and Cajsa shared another look.

      “We’re not completely sure on that yet. We thought we might give it a little more time, just to make sure,” Felix said slowly. “We were actually thinking about... something else.”

      “Nothing negative, of course. And nothing you’d need to get started on right this instant. Your immediate health is still of the utmost importance.”

      “What is it? You’re making me nervous,” Adelaide pleaded.

      Another look. By now, Adelaide was almost certain that if they shared another infuriating glance instead of telling her what was going on, she might scream.

      It was Felix who finally spoke.

      “It’s just that... your mother and I have been talking about the place we’ve wanted you to take in the family business for some time now, and we understand that things have not quite gone according to plan for any of us. So we were discussing our options, and we thought... well, we thought it might be about time to discuss your marriage.”
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      “Captain....? Captain Sol?”

      “Er... huh?”

      “I just asked if you heard my response. Is everything okay?”

      Adelaide forced herself to snap back to reality. She had been so caught up thinking about her parents and their plans for her that she had completely zoned out, and as a result, had completely missed the answer to the question she’d just asked the sailor in front of her.

      “I’m sorry, I was just a little distracted. Could you repeat it?”

      “I only said that I’d feel most comfortable working in a top-deck position. You know, working with sails and rigging and typical daily work. That’s what I’ve got the most experience with, and I’m damn good at it I think, but I just can’t quite get the hang of other roles.”

      “He’s right. I saw him try to go through officer training once. There’s a reason it only happened once. But you won’t get anyone better working the sails,” David affirmed from Adelaide’s right.

      “Okay. Great. That’s good to hear; we still need more people willing to do just that,” Adelaide said, forcing a smile. This was simultaneously the last and only place she wanted to be right now. Such was her mind. “Do you have any last questions for me?”

      “How often will we make port back in Unshala?” the sailor asked.

      “I’m honestly not sure yet. I don’t ever mean to stay away from home too long, but our schedule could get a little unpredictable. At least a few times a year. Do you think that would be a dealbreaker for you?”

      “Oh, no! I was just curious, that’s all. Some ships I’ve seen go off on these grand journeys that have them away from home for years at a time, and that might be a little too much, but so long as we always come back home I won’t have a doubt in my mind.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Thank you for meeting with me. You’ll hear from one of us within the week.”

      Adelaide waited until the sailor had departed and her cabin doors were securely shut before leaning forward onto her desk, hiding her face in her arms. From somewhere to her left, Inga began to speak.

      “Our next applicant is a man named Anders, and his specialty—”

      “Wait. Not yet. I need... just a minute,” Adelaide interrupted, her voice muffled.

      “Would you like us to call off the rest of the interviews? We could reschedule if you aren’t feeling well,” David said.

      “No, I can do it. I’m okay. I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “With respect, Captain, that was not the first time you appeared distracted. I understand you are feeling unsettled due to what’s going on with your family, but the more focus you can dedicate to these interviews, the sooner your ship will be ready to sail,” Inga added.

      “More focus, huh?” Adelaide sat back in her chair, glowering. “Is that all? Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “I meant no disrespe—”

      “I know, I know. I’ll be able to get through the rest of these, I just need a moment... it’s so... loud in my head.”

      Inga and David shared a glance, but said nothing, and for the moment appeared content to wait.

      Adelaide closed her eyes and tried to calm the chaos she felt. This had been her state of mind for the past few weeks. Ever since her parents had brought up marriage at dinner she had been in a state of incomparable anxiety. Even after Felix and Cajsa both had hastily attempted to clarify that they had no intention of marrying her off to someone at age sixteen, and that they simply wished to discuss what such a marriage might look like in the future and how it would benefit the family, but the damage had been done. This had explained why her parents had been so willing to back off and give her peace, even if only momentarily: they had been letting things calm why they attempted to figure out how to broach the subject. Whatever they had done, it had caused her no end of anxiety over the winter holidays, to the point where she hardly remembered their celebrations.

      For Adelaide, anxiety didn’t typically manifest the way she had seen it do in others. Rather than breathing heavily, clutching her chest, or starting to cry, she felt suddenly energetic, possessing the stamina to work on several things at once while simultaneously keeping so little focus she could work on nothing at all. She jumped from project to project, brainstorming to doing paperwork to organizing her bookshelves to cleaning her closet to running laps before returning to brainstorming, driven by the insatiable desire to accomplish everything she could, but obstructed by the fact that her anxieties prevented her from seeing any actual ends. And so, even as she sat in her cabin interviewing people so she could finish the one thing that might help her escape, she found herself barely able to do so, even as she recognized how self-defeating this was.

      She had let herself get too comfortable, she thought. She should have guessed it was suspicious that her parents had let her go on so long without attending lessons or adhering to a specific sleep schedule. They wouldn’t let her off the hook for any reason, no matter what she had been through or how she felt. She was part of the business, the collective that represented dealings and money and finance—she was a Sol, when all she wanted to be was part of the family.

      Her right leg bounced under her desk, the only physical sign of her anxiety apart from her clenched fists. Eventually, she managed to hide even these.

      “All right. Send the next person in.”

      Two hours later, the latest batch of applicants was sent away, and Adelaide remained standing where she had sent the last person away, feeling as wide awake as she felt utterly exhausted.

      “How did you feel about them? Any favorites?” she asked as soon as the door closed.

      “I liked Grant a lot. We’re running out of core positions, and he’s got experience to fill just about every one,” David reasoned. “I think he’d fit well in the kitchens. The cook still needs an assistant, and Grant went to culinary school, at least for a bit.”

      “Agreed. My personal recommendation would be for Berglund. Their experience is acceptable, but their connections in Selenthia would prove invaluable if and when we decide to travel that far,” Inga added.

      “Ah, I was going to pick Berglund myself. If I had to pick a second, I’d go for Åkesson. They could fill in for one of the command crew temporarily if necessary, and would otherwise be a good supervisor on the gun deck,” Gunnar said. He had been one of the easiest of the first applicants to accept, and had officially been taken on as one of the ship’s lieutenants.

      “Those all sound good... I think I’d like to accept them all, except for Nyman and Blom. Their experience seemed okay, but something about their personalities rubbed me the wrong way. Nyman especially, considering his first question was to ask if we’d get to do any looting on the high seas...” Adelaide said thoughtfully.

      “What was the issue with Blom? She seemed a little rough around the edges, sure, but she was all right otherwise. Pretty talented,” David inquired.

      “I’m not sure how to explain it. Just a feeling, I suppose.”

      “Could you try?” David pressed. “If we’re going to tell her she’s been denied, I want something more substantial than—”

      “When I figure it out, I’ll let you know,” Adelaide interrupted sharply. “Until then, my decision has been made.”

      The room fell silent for a few moments until Inga spoke.

      “Would you like to return home, Captain?”

      “Not... yet,” Adelaide said after some hesitation. “Sorry. I’m not feeling my best. Actually, I was wondering if I could get your advice on something. All of you.”

      “Of course,” David replied.

      Adelaide bit her lip, trying to think about how to put words to the thoughts that had been ricocheting around in her mind ever since she had started the train ride home from Nalmar.

      “Once we’ve filled our core crew, we’ll be ready to set sail. I’ve been thinking about what that will mean for me specifically, given my current... situation,” Adelaide explained slowly. “There’s a lot I want to do, but I feel kind of trapped here, but I suppose that’s because I’ve never considered any other option. With this ship, I’ll have the option of just leaving. If I don’t want to be forced into working my family’s business or into a marriage I don’t want, I have an out. And I don’t want that. I can’t live like that. But... is that an out I should take? Is this a problem I can run from? What if they become furious with me if I just run away from them?”

      Her officers shared a look of surprise and, Adelaide thought, understanding.

      “Technically, it’s definitely something you can run from, in that there isn’t a literal blockade out in port preventing you from leaving,” David said. “As for whether you should or not, well, that’s more complicated...”

      “My brother did the same. He eventually got so fed up he decided to run away from home. He said if his family wasn’t going to listen to him, he wasn’t going to listen to them,” Gunnar added.

      Adelaide looked at each of them in turn, then glanced expectantly up at Inga.

      “No one is truly capable of making that decision but you,” Inga said finally. “I can promise that if you decide to do something like that, you will have the full support of your crew in your every endeavor. But your situation is your own. What it comes down to is how much you expect to gain from what you could potentially lose if you go against your parents’ wishes, and if that tradeoff would be worth it for you.”

      “I don’t know if I can answer that... I do know I can’t go on living the way they want me to, and that I can’t do the things they’re asking of me, but I also don’t feel like I can just... give up on family like that.”

      “That’s a hard thing to think about, ma’am. Certainly nothing we can decide for you,” Gunnar said solemnly. “I’ll just echo what Inga said. If you end up needing to make a tough decision, we’re here for you.”

      “Thanks. I guess I’m just worried about them as well. We already lost Oskar... what would happen if I were to run off and leave them?”

      “I hate to say it, but it might be the push they need,” David reasoned. “If they think they’ve got you under their thumbs, they won’t feel like they need to really listen to you. If you show them you’re this independent, they’ll realize that they have to work at keeping you around and not just take that for granted.”

      Adelaide shook her head, then sat back down, massaging her temples.

      “I think they really do believe they’ve been listening to me and that they’re doing what’s best for me. That’s the hard part. I do think going to the machine scared them a little, though. When I got home, they really backed off. But now I guess they’re trying to think about how they can bring me back in.”

      “Ah, yes, marriage plans,” David snorted. “What a thing to discuss at your age.”

      “I know! And what about me getting to choose for myself? If they want me involved in the business I can understand, but getting involved in who I marry? It’s ridiculous.” The room fell silent again for a minute, and then Adelaide took a short breath and sat up straight in her chair. “Anyway. I’m ready to see more people. Let’s get this done.”

      

      Two nights later, as the sun set over Krethus, Adelaide found herself in a brightly lit downstairs room full of fabrics and mirrors. Two women bustled around her as she sat still in a chair in front of one of the mirrors. The women fussed over her hair, her dress, her shoes, her posture, and her makeup, making sure everything looked absolutely perfect.

      Her hair had been done up in elegant twin braids with faux flower vines with golden-white petals intertwined in them. She was wearing a black and gold velvet dress with sheer sleeves and slightly ruffled shoulders, and shiny black shoes with low heels. On any other day she might have liked the way she looked, but tonight she couldn’t even bring herself to smile when they women asked her to. She wished she was dressed only in an oversized t-shirt and sitting in her room working on a model ship or a puzzle. Anything but what was happening now.

      “Well, apart from the look on your face, you’re the most beautiful girl in Krethus,” one of the women commented satisfactorily, putting her hands on her hips and peering down at Adelaide.

      Adelaide got to her feet, already feeling very uncomfortable.

      “Uhm... I’m going to go tell my parents I’m ready.”

      “You do that. And try not to look like you’re attending a funeral, won’t you?”

      She simply shrugged, then left the room. She was going to have to expend her precious energy to pretend to be happy in front of her parents, and she didn’t want to waste any of it before she had to.

      In the foyer, Felix and Cajsa stood waiting. The entrance had been tidied until it was spotless, and Cajsa had ordered several elegant bouquets to be placed inside, adding beauty and color to the room. Everything was brightly lit, so much so that Adelaide almost felt like she was a guest in someone else’s house.

      “There she is!” Felix exclaimed when Adelaide approached, and he walked over to give her a tight hug. “You look stunning tonight, my dear.”

      “Beautiful indeed,” Cajsa added. “Annayet should be very pleased.”

      “When will they get here?” Adelaide asked, hoping she sounded more polite than impatient.

      “Very soon. Within ten minutes, I’d expect, so long as their carriage isn’t delayed.”

      She had barely finished her sentence when there came a swift knock at the door.

      “That will be them. Stand tall and smile for them, yes?” Felix said as he walked to the door.

      Standing on the front porch was a tall man dressed in a tuxedo standing next to a girl about Adelaide’s age. They waited politely for Felix to invite them in, which he did so immediately, extending a strong hand to the man in the tuxedo.

      While the two men greeted each other, Adelaide couldn’t help but stare at the girl. She was beautiful, with light blonde hair done up in a bun and adorned with a silver tiara, blue eyes, and a sleeveless blue dress to match. Her white-gloved hands were clasped in front of her as she looked around the foyer with cautious interest. Adelaide caught her hesitation right away, if only because she had seen herself wear that very expression so many times before.

      “Ah, this is my daughter, Adelaide,” Felix said, and upon hearing her name, Adelaide snapped to attention just in time to shake the stranger’s hand.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, an absolute pleasure. I’ve heard so much about you,” the man in the tuxedo said, shaking her hand enthusiastically. “My name is Heikki Mäkinen. And this is my daughter, Annayet.”

      The girl gave a polite curtsy, but said nothing.

      “Er, it’s a pleasure to meet you, too,” Adelaide replied, part of her mind still elsewhere. “My parents told me a lot about you both. You’re... a financial data analyst...?”

      “That I am! And a damned good one, if I’ll permit myself a boast. But what is a simple data analyst and investor compared to one of our country’s own libris elites! And the future face of the Sol family. You’ve a fair amount of accomplishments for anyone’s age; a record to be proud of!”

      Not when most of that was decided for me, Adelaide thought, but she smiled politely in silence.

      “Now, I’m sure you both are tired from your travels. Would you like to come sit and have some drinks? Or have something to eat?” Cajsa suggested as she took Heikki’s coat for him.

      “That’s a fine idea. Carriages always unsettle me; that and our driver seemed to find every ruddy rock in the roads on the way here,” Heikki laughed. He was a boisterous man, one whose very presence filled the room even more than Felix’s. Adelaide could see why they got along. “Come with us, my dear?”

      “Actually, I was wondering if I might take a walk with Adelaide,” Annayet answered demurely.

      “Oh, of course! Yes, that would be wonderful,” Heikki agreed immediately, passing a hopeful glance at Felix.

      “The sooner everyone is acquainted, the better,” Felix agreed. “There should still be enough light to enjoy a walk in the gardens, if you’d like.”

      “Thank you. You’re very kind,” Annayet said with another curtsy, and then she turned to face Adelaide. “Might you show me the way? A walk in your gardens sounds wonderful.”

      Adelaide, somewhat taken aback, simply nodded and then started down the hall behind the foyer toward one of the doors that would lead them to the gardens. Annayet followed quietly, and when they were both outside, moved to walk at Adelaide’s side.

      Annayet was small, slender, almost delicate, Adelaide thought. She was almost a full head shorter than Adelaide, and the way she moved and her very figure suggested her life was not filled with physical labor. Such was common among people with the type of money their families had, with Adelaide only being an exception because of her affinity for libris.

      When they passed behind a tall hedge, Annayet glanced around her as if looking to see if anyone was spying on them, then let out a sigh.

      “I don’t think anyone can see us here. Can they?” she asked suddenly.

      “Er... I-I don’t think so. My parents will be inside. Is everything all right?”

      “Yes! I’m fine. I was just looking forward to getting away from him. My father, I mean.” Her entire demeanor had changed. She seemed much more relaxed now, and she swung her arms by her side as she stared around at the hedges and rosebushes. At Adelaide’s questioning look, she giggled. “Well, this is all kind of silly, don’t you think? Our parents trying to set us up like this?”

      Adelaide stared at her in astonishment long enough for doubt to appear on the girl’s expression, and then she laughed.

      “Oh, you have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that.”

      Annayet grinned.

      “Hopefully it’s not too much of a surprise. Don’t take this the wrong way, because I do think you’re beautiful, I’m just... you know. Sixteen. I know our parents don’t mean for us to get married tomorrow, but the fact they’re thinking about it right now...”

      “They call it ‘planning ahead,’ or at least mine do,” Adelaide snorted. She felt as though an immense weight had been lifted off her shoulders, and the shift was so strong she thought she might need to sit down. “Whoever I marry has to be someone I can make connections with, be from a respectable family—”

      “Be intelligent, ambitious, career motivated...” Annayet continued.

      “Are your parents really uptight about everything, too?”

      “Well... it’s just my father now. That’s part of the reason we’re doing this,” Annayet explained, gesturing vaguely around her. “But he was always pretty strict. My mother was, too. If I’m not out meeting the children of other powerful families I’m being tested out at different positions at my father’s firm.”

      “Do you know what you want to do there?”

      “Honestly? Nothing. If it were up to me I’d like to sit on the porch of a small house on the beach and paint. I understand what they’re asking me to do, but I don’t want to do it.”

      “You like the ocean too, huh?” Adelaide said, and she took a seat on a nearby marble bench, inviting Annayet to do the same. The smaller girl happily obliged.

      “I love it. The sounds, the smells, the way the light dances off the water at sunfall, the way the waves light up like a fire before the wind... so of course, I’m also absolutely terrified of it.”

      Adelaide burst out laughing before she could stop herself.

      “You’re terrified of it? Why?”

      “I almost drowned when I was eleven or so. I was at the beach with mother and father, and I guess I’d gone out too far, because I was suddenly swept off my feet and pulled under. I tried to swim up, but I’m not very strong. By the time I finally made it, I was far, far down the beach. I was so exhausted I almost didn’t make it. I was too weak to keep my head above water. If someone hadn’t been there to rescue me, I would have drowned.” Annayet paused, drawing her legs up under the bench and hugging herself. “I know I could probably get back in the water if I was cautious, but I’ve been too afraid to get close. For now I just watch from a distance. But that’s okay, because it’s beautiful.”

      Adelaide gazed down at her sympathetically.

      “That’s a good reason... the ocean can be really dangerous. For what it’s worth, once it has you like that, it’s not about being weak or strong; there’s no human who can overpower an ocean current. But, er... I’m glad you made it.”

      Annayet smiled.

      “Me too. Am I to guess you like the ocean as well, then?”

      “I can’t think of anything I love more,” Adelaide answered wistfully. “I have a ship sitting in the harbor nearby. I love studying it, being in it, sailing on it... honestly, sometimes I feel more at home out there than I do here, even if I didn’t have any family trouble.”

      “At home in the ocean, hmm? Adelaide the mermaid,” Annayet said in a sing-song voice. “I like the sound of that. Maybe you can take me sometime and show me how not to be afraid.”

      Adelaide was momentarily grateful for the setting sun, whose orange light disguised the sudden pink across her cheeks.

      “Ah, well, if you—if you’re ever in town when I take her out, you’re welcome to come along.”

      Annayet snickered.

      “I’ll take you up on that sometime. Anyway, what’s something interesting about the ocean? You must have lots of interesting facts in your head.”

      Adelaide paused, her leg bouncing as she tried to think of something interesting. The trouble with the ocean was that there were simply so many interesting things about it that it was hard to know where to start.

      “Do you know about tidal waves?” she asked.

      “Tidal waves? You mean the giant waves that rush in and destroy everything? I... I might have seen a thing or two about them. I’ve heard about them in stories and books. They apparently can get over a hundred feet tall, or at least that’s what I’ve heard,” Annayet answered, clearly nervous. “Why? You aren’t going to scare me, are you?”

      “No, no, don’t worry,” Adelaide said hastily. “Actually, I wanted to reassure you. See... when something like an earthquake happens that creates a tidal wave, the wave moves hundreds of miles an hour, and it can travel across the whole world because there’s barely any resistance out in the deep sea. But since it’s all below the surface, you could be on a ship out there and it could go right under you and you’d never know it.”

      “I’m not feeling very reassured...”

      “I’m not done! The thing is, when waves start to hit shallow waters, the resistance starts to slow them down and push them upward so you can actually see them. The neat thing about Krethus is that most of our eastern coast, which is where we are now, is surrounded by a huge continental shelf! It’s like... part of the continent, just underwater, but still shallow. So if a tidal wave were to come toward us, there’s so much shallow water out there that it would be much less powerful by the time it finally hit the coast. In places where the earth’s slope into the ocean is steep and the water gets deep very fast just off shore, tidal waves do more damage, because not much energy dissipates before it hits the coast. But here, the wave will slow way down and get weaker before it gets to shore. So what I’m trying to say is... we’re pretty safe here. You’re not going to be seeing any hundred-foot waves.”

      Annayet sat in silence for a few moments, processing what she had just heard, and to Adelaide’s relief, her expression turned from concern to thoughtful to relieved.

      “That’s... good to hear,” she finally said with a gentle laugh. “I only learned basic geology, but we didn’t talk much about the ocean. It helps to hear this from someone who really knows what she’s talking about. You must have liked your geology tutor to remember so much of the subject.”

      “Oh, I didn’t—I mean, I studied this by myself. For fun,” Adelaide said.

      Annayet looked up at her in surprise.

      “You’re... not joking? You studied for fun?”

      “Yeah. I like the subject, so it comes easy. Ask me about the ocean, the stars, the weather, how to run a ship... I can answer all that. But my parents don’t care about any of those things so none of it counts.”

      “Of course!” Annayet giggled. “I’m honestly not sure my father knows what the word ‘hobby’ means, and if he does, I’m sure he thinks it’s something vile. For the lazy youth with dismal futures, he might say. But you can’t mean your parents actually push you so hard?”

      “They do. They have plans for me, and I have to follow the plans!” Adelaide said sourly.

      “But... you’re a libris elite. You’re one of the protectors of our country. How could they be harsh with you after that?”

      “They want it all, I guess. I need to be perfect for them in all the ways they want. In the beginning I tried really hard in everything I did because I thought it would make them proud of me. That’s all I wanted from them. But it’s not about pride for them, it’s about how good they can make me so they’ll have stuff to brag to other people about. I’m sure your dad heard a lot, just like we heard a lot about you.”

      “That’s an understatement.” Annayet stretched her arms above her head, then leaned back and looked up to the sky, where the first stars were becoming visible as the sunlight began to fade. “I mean no disrespect, but I envy you. It seems like we’re stuck in similar situations, but you’ve got your magic. And you’ve got a ship. That’s freedom. You and me, I know we take any semblance of freedom anywhere we can find it. But... I don’t have those things. It’s harder for me to find it.”

      Adelaide’s shoulders drooped.

      “I’m sorry. I understand I should be more grateful for those things I do have. I get frustrated sometimes. It feels like when I get a taste of freedom here and there, coming back to all this and how stifling it is feels even worse. Like I felt just enough to know what I was missing, and what I’ll never have. Still, you’re right.” She hesitated, and then continued, “Have you ever thought about... I don’t know... running away from it all?”

      “All the time,” Annayet answered immediately. “I daydream about it. Sneaking into a carriage late at night with my things and then just going as far as I can... I’m not sure how, but I end up in that little house on the beach, and I read and I paint, and I adopt a dog or three.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      “You can’t be serious. We’ll never get more than daydreams. We don’t just come from families, we come from houses of power,” she said sardonically. “We can’t just abandon that. And... besides that, I suppose I... I’m afraid. I’m afraid to think that it is actually possible and that I might act on it. I don’t know how to get by in the world. I might not like what my father has in mind for me, but at least it’s safe.”

      Adelaide couldn’t argue. These fears were some of her very own spoken aloud. The thought that escaping it all was a possibility was more terrifying than any possible repercussion she could think her parents might devise if they were to foil her attempt. Because while the great unknown held freedom, it was still, at its core, an unknown.

      That’s what it was, she realized. She stood upon a cliff of safety and security, one that caused her discomfort but that contained no mystery, and she stood above a great sea that churned and roiled and tempted her. It was an escape, but it was frightening. In the end, all her fears and worries about everything else came second to the fact that all she had to do was decide whether or not to take the plunge.

      At the moment, she still wasn’t sure. As she had been interviewing more candidates for her crew, a fear grew inside her that it would all be for nothing, that her ship would finally be ready to sail only to be left forever by the docks when she gave up in fear. In a way, narrowing the problem down to this one ultimate decision was as comforting as it was terrifying. She pushed the thought from her mind; she would have to deal with that particular crisis later.

      A soft breeze blew, carrying with it the scents of flowers and grasses. Beside her, Annayet shivered. Without thinking, Adelaide put her arm around her shoulder and pulled her slightly closer.

      When she realized what she had done, she froze. It had been purely instinct, some protective urge acting for her. She forced herself to look down at Annayet, to see if she looked furious, shocked, uncomfortable—but instead, the girl leaned into her, returning Adelaide’s gesture in kind.

      When the breeze abated, Annayet sat up straight, and Adelaide clasped her hands in her lap so tightly her knuckles turned white.

      “I, uh, I’m sorry, that was—I shouldn’t have—”

      “It’s all right. I appreciate it; it’s suddenly quite cool out,” Annayet said, throwing Adelaide a calm smile. “I wouldn’t mind it happening again. Would you walk with me? I’ll stay warmer if I can move about, and I’d like to see more of your lovely gardens; at least, as much as I can in this light.”

      Adelaide immediately agreed.

      They walked for an hour or so with hardly a moment of silence between them. Adelaide found the girl strikingly easy to talk to; it didn’t hurt that they had many shared experiences and similar outlooks on their parents’ similar ideas on success—and the impacts of those ideas on their children. More than once Adelaide caught herself regretting the circumstances they were meeting under, because in any other situation, she might have found herself genuinely drawn to her.

      Eventually, Annayet said she was starting to tire and would like to sit down. Adelaide began leading them in the direction of the house, but just before the lighted windows came into view, Annayet stopped her with a light touch at her arm.

      “I don’t mean to delay us, but a thought struck me... have you done this before? Been asked to meet someone because your parents wanted you to?”

      “A few times. It was easier when I was younger. If I didn’t get along with someone or want to see them again, they’d write that off as me just being a kid. Now, though... I’m starting to feel like there’s pressure.” Adelaide suddenly found herself nervous. Her parents were going to want to hear about how things had gone with Annayet, and she would only be able to tell them what she had every other time they’d set her up like this.

      “I feel the same. That’s why I’ve had something of an idea.” The girl smiled. “I was thinking, if this isn’t too presumptuous of me... that we might play a little game.”

      “Huh? What kind of game?” Her mind immediately jumped to sports and board games, and though those were all wonderful things, she wasn’t sure how they were relevant to their discussion.

      “The kind where we make our parents think we’re interested in each other in the way they want us to be so they’ll leave us alone, at least for a little while,” Annayet said airily. “You know. Send each other a letter now and again, travel to meet each other and then tell them everything just went marvelously... enough to stop them from contacting everyone they know to see if their children might be interested in meeting their future life partner.” She shuddered.

      A smile slowly crossed Adelaide’s face.

      “I like the sound of that. If we were both in on it, and both our parents thought it was real...”

      “Then they’d have no reason to think it was a lie,” Annayet finished. “You’re okay with that, right? You aren’t afraid to lie to them?”

      “If you’d asked me that a few months ago, I might have said yes. But... things feel a little different now, I suppose.”

      “Wonderful. I’ve no fear of lying to my father; it’s the only way I’ve been able to make life manageable for myself.” She hesitated, opened her mouth to continue, then closed it again and looked away.

      “What? Are you worried about what will happen if he finds out?”

      “Not really. It’s... well...” The girl looked embarrassed for a moment, and she absently shifted her weight from one leg to the other. Then she composed herself. “I only want some of it to be a game. I might not be interested in what my parents are after, but... I would like to become friends, if that’s all right with you. I really have had a wonderful time tonight.”

      It took a few moments for Adelaide to realize what she was saying, and a few more to establish that she wasn’t joking. Almost immediately after, she felt the familiar urge to run as her brain began reciting its list of all the things that could possibly go wrong, all the ways she could make a fool of herself, and how she could ruin a friendship with someone she liked very much already.

      With great effort, she pushed away everything but the end. She did like this girl, and she would like to be friends with her, and while she knew she would worry about that later whether she wanted to or not, she decided that now was not the time.

      “I’d really like that,” she said finally. “I don’t know about you, but... I don’t know too many people my age I can really talk to or be friends with. Not for long, anyway.”

      “I understand. That’s just because we aren’t human beings who need to form those kinds of relationships; we’re being raised with a purpose, and we can’t wait our time on menial things like healthy relationships,” Annayet laughed bitterly. “I’m really glad you want to be friends. That should help keep them off our backs, too.”

      “How long do you want to keep it up?”

      “The game? I’m not sure. I haven’t really thought that far ahead. I just want some extra time to think.”

      “About... what?” Adelaide asked, confused.

      “The future. You got me thinking tonight,” she answered, grinning almost mischievously. “I can’t stop thinking about my little cabin on the beach. If there is any chance of a different future working out for me, any chance at all... I want time to explore it. You’re going to do the same, right?”

      “Yes,” Adelaide said, and it was the most confident answer she had given all evening.

      Annayet smiled.

      “Good. It’s scary to think about, but... if we’re going to get out there and live the lives we actually want, we should start facing our fears sooner than later.”

      “Definitely.”

      They walked back inside, and when they reached the light, Adelaide noticed the girl looked very tired. She took her to sit on a plush sofa nearby, then went to fetch her a glass of water. When she crossed into the downstairs kitchen, all three adults looked up at her expectantly.

      “Is everything all right? Where’s Annayet?” Felix asked, sitting forward in his chair and peering down the hall behind Adelaide.

      “She’s just tired. We had a long walk, so I’m getting her some water.”

      “I should check on her; she tires easily, my Annayet,” Heikki said, getting to his feet. “I’m afraid if she is getting tired, it might draw our time together to a close.”

      “That’s quite all right! You still have a ride home, after all. Though if you’d prefer, I can see that a guest room is prepared for you, and you could leave in the morning,” Felix suggested.

      “I appreciate the offer greatly, but I’m afraid we’re needed at home. Nothing ever quite stops for us.”

      “We know the feeling,” Cajsa replied.

      Soon, all five of them stood in the foyer, making idle talk as Annayet buttoned her coat.

      “Of course, I’ll make sure Annayet knows how to reach Adelaide if she wishes,” Heikki was saying.

      “Likewise. Is she best reached by bird or letter?” Cajsa said.

      “It might be a bit far for correspondence by bird, but it’s not impossible. I’d recommend one of the larger models. I’ve always found letters to be more worthwhile, myself; I fear the art of writing may be lost with coming generations.”

      Adelaide nearly rolled her eyes before she could stop herself, and when she caught Annayet’s eye, the girl gave her a knowing look.

      “Wonderful, isn’t it? Being spoken of like you aren’t here. Still, I really did have a nice time tonight,” she said so only Adelaide could hear. “I hope we’ll be able to see each other again soon.”

      “We’ll find a way! I know we won’t exactly have trouble asking them permission,” Adelaide returned, and they both giggled.

      “Shall we be off then, my dear?” Heikki asked, turning at the sound of laughter. “You can sleep on the ride home, don’t you worry.”

      “I’m ready,” Annayet answered smoothly, once again every bit the proper lady. She gave Felix and Cajsa a curtsy, then smiled at Adelaide. “Until we meet again.”

      “Er—yes, until then,” Adelaide answered, momentarily forgetting how to properly respond to a goodbye. “Have a safe trip!”

      She watched as Annayet took her father’s arm, and they began to walk down the front path toward the street together where a carriage sat waiting for them.

      No sooner had the front door closed than Felix and Cajsa both turned quickly, staring intently at their daughter.

      “Well? How was it? Did you like her? What did you think?” they asked, alternating questions with such ease it was as though they had planned ahead of time.

      Adelaide fought to suppress how suddenly overwhelmed she felt; now Annayet was gone, she felt as though her nerves were failing her, and she wondered if she could actually pull something like this over on her own parents.

      But then, she thought, she had definitely had a good time. There was no lie in that.

      “I... I really like her. She’s really nice. We had a lot to talk about,” Adelaide said, trying to sound casual.

      “Oh? Well that’s wonderful. You were gone for so long we started to get worried,” Felix chuckled.

      “We got distracted. We had a good time talking to each other. She really liked our gardens.”

      Cajsa smiled as though she had been given a personal compliment. She liked the tell people the gardens were her own pet project, but what she didn’t tell people was that it was the groundskeepers who did all the actual work under her direction.

      Adelaide felt glad they were taking her at her word, but even though she was telling the truth, something felt strange. Now that she knew Annayet wanted to be friends, it felt almost wrong to be sharing the details of their meeting to her parents, giving them information she knew full well would be taken the wrong way. This seemed like a betrayal of their friendship somehow, and it made her uncomfortable.

      “How would you like to spend the rest of the evening? Can I get you anything? One of your favorite desserts, perhaps?” Felix continued. She knew what he was doing. Now that she had played their game, he wanted to reward her, to show her that what she had just done was considered acceptable and laudable. They were going to be very nice to her for several days at least; the more accepting she seemed to be of the people they asked her to meet, the higher their hopes became, and the more pleasant they were.

      “Actually, uhm, I’m feeling pretty tired myself. I was thinking I might just go to my room and work on some puzzles before bed,” she said.

      “That’s understandable. You did have a busy evening, after all. I know how social engagements tire you,” Cajsa said, still looking quite pleased with herself. “If there’s anything we can get for you, anything at all, please don’t hesitate to let us know.”

      “Of course. Thank you.”

      “Good night, my dear,” Felix said, giving Adelaide a tight hug and a warm smile.

      As Adelaide trudged upstairs and down the hall toward her room, she suddenly felt miserable. The moment had been perfect. They had smiled at her, hugged her, offered her things, and said she could come to them if she needed anything. That single isolated moment was everything she had ever dreamed of. That was the norm she wanted. And she hated that she only ever got it by doing things like this.

      When she made it to her room, she undressed immediately and let her hair down, hoping this physical comfort might bring emotional comfort with it, but it offered only very little.

      Still, her statement about being tired hadn’t been entirely untrue, and so she decided to go straight to bed. Sleep being the great equalizer it was, she knew she would feel better by morning.

      As she lay in bed, she replayed the evening in her head, remembering the little details in the way Annayet had spoken, her body language, her bright laugh. When she spoke of things she liked, she had become almost radiant and her words almost poetic. Adelaide remembered how she had spoken of the sea and how happy it made her, even as she was afraid of it.

      The way the light dances off the water at sunfall, the way the waves light up like a fire before the wind...

      She smiled and buried her face in one of her many pillows, already feeling a bit better. Annayet had been an interesting person in her own right, but the fact that she seemed so fond of the ocean was something particularly special. In those moments where they had both shared their true passions, not the ones which had been forced upon them, they had both shared a love for the same thing, even if they had done so in different ways, and it had been a wonderful feeling.

      This line repeated itself in her mind several times as she dozed off.

      The way the waves light up like a fire before the wind...

      Adelaide’s eyes snapped open, and then she climbed out of bed to fetch one of her birds. She had an idea.

      

      The next evening, Sanna came by to pick Adelaide up for another night on patrol. Ever since Adelaide’s arrival back home, Sanna had made an extra effort to pull her out of her house more often, taking her on more and longer patrols all around their designated section of Krethus. They hadn’t discussed Adelaide’s attempt at taking the machine down again, but she knew what was going on. Her failed attempt had shaken her confidence, and while at first she didn’t feel like going back out on patrol again, she soon found that so much time spent doing what she was good at did wonders for her. Before long, she found herself looking forward to their outings again, and marveled at how Sanna had been able to help her without saying a word about what had been bothering her.

      They headed several miles south of Unshala to the border of a neighboring coastal town. It wasn’t the farthest they had ever traveled, but it was far away enough that she was still growing accustomed to the area. It was much like Unshala in that it consisted mostly of wide and cozy well-lit streets, tiny shops, and rows of small houses with tidy lawns and gardens. It was a peaceful place, the sort of town where everyone knew each other and kept up with gossip, and it held enough of home that Adelaide immediately found herself feeling intensely protective of it.

      Their patrols had mostly been uneventful. Adelaide had wondered if most of the ghost activity was closer to the machine now that the radius was expanding, but Sanna had quickly reminded her not to ascribe any method or logic to their actions or movements. If anything, she had said, this made them more dangerous. As more of the country’s libris elites moved closer to the machine in anticipation of higher ghost activity, that left many other areas—like Unshala and its surrounding cities and towns—more vulnerable. Despite their power and speed, they could only be in one place at once.

      Crickets chirped and gentle waves rushed against the rocky shore as the women walked down a sidewalk parallel to the beach, lined with a white picket fence and lamps that emanated a soft white light. There were still a few dozen people out and about, and while most offered little more than a polite nod or a quiet “Good evening,” a few who recognized Sanna and even Adelaide had come up to them to chat excitedly for a few moments before returning to their walks, looking noticeably calmer.

      “It really helps them to see you out here, doesn’t it?” Adelaide asked quietly after a young couple skipped off down the road toward a nearby bakery.

      “It helps them to see us out here,” Sanna corrected, “and yes. That’s not why we do it, but it helps. Though it’s even more important now, all things considered.”

      “Because of the barrier?”

      “Yup. Not because the barrier expanding poses any unique threat that I’m aware of, unless you live right next to it, but because... well, people got accustomed to the way things used to work. It was scary, but it was always the same. This is new, though, so I’m worried people’s fears will be renewed.”

      “I haven’t noticed too much of a difference... though I know I don’t talk to all that many people,” Adelaide said.

      “Yeah. That and your family has access to its own personal ghost-removal force, so I’m sure they’re doing all right. Well enough to still be trying to find you your future life partner, apparently,” Sanna snorted.

      “Ugh. You know nothing will ever stop them from doing things like that. Though... she is nice. The girl I met. I don’t think I’ll mind being friends with her.”

      “Uh oh. That’s how it starts,” Sanna teased, but Adelaide quickly shook her head.

      “No. Nope. It’s not happening. Even if I did like her that way, the fact that we only met because our parents tried to push us together means it’s never happening. And she agrees.”

      “It does help she’s on the same page. It’s a neat little game you two have going. I think you two would make good friends, too. You’re both dreamers trying to escape your destinies.”

      “Do you believe in that stuff? Fate and destiny?”

      “Those are your parents’ names, aren’t they?” Sanna asked, then cackled at her own joke. “It’s easy for me to say, because I didn’t grow up with my parents living vicariously through me, but I always believed you choose your own fate. Your life is your own. You are the one who decides in the end; anything from anyone else is just a suggestion.”

      “Yeah, you definitely didn’t grow up like me,” Adelaide muttered, and Sanna grinned and patted her shoulder.

      They walked in silence for a while, remaining near the shore so they had the best view of the surrounding area. With total darkness on one side, their view was less busy, and it was easier to judge the distance of different lights and shapes in the night. As they traveled and the night wore on, they saw fewer and fewer people walking the streets with them, and fewer lights on in shops and houses along the coast.

      Before too many shops closed down, they stopped into a bakery to get something to eat; by that point, they had both been walking for hours, and were definitely feeling it. Adelaide’s stomach growled as she stared at multiple levels of cakes, scones, croissants, muffins, strudels, and other pastries before finally settling on a chocolate chip muffin, two croissants, and a blueberry scone.

      “Your parents do feed you, right?” Sanna asked as Adelaide carried her things over to a small window-side table.

      “I’m a growing girl,” Adelaide answered, her mouth already stuffed with croissant.

      Sanna looked her up and down.

      “You’re sixteen years old and taller than I am. You could stand to do a little less growing if you know what I—”

      She broke off with a yelp as Adelaide lightly kicked at her under the table, and they both laughed.

      Adelaide had almost finished her food when she heard a terrified scream break the silence and calm of the night.

      She froze and looked at Sanna, and that was all it took. The women were out the door in an instant, reaching for their cards in unison. It didn’t take long to see what the source of the disturbance was. Roughly two dozen of the tall faceless ghosts were making their way through a nearby plaza. Adelaide immediately saw that four or five people had frozen before them after meeting their gaze; they had fallen to their knees before the ghosts, staring at their oncoming death with a gaze that could not be broken.

      “Greens on; I’m right, you’re left,” Adelaide announced quickly; her limbs glowed green before she had even finished speaking, and then, with bloods in hand, she dashed off to meet the ghosts.

      Her eyes flicked left and right as the world seemed to pass in slow motion. To her left was a raised brick planter, and to the right were several benches. Ahead and to the left, where the people had fallen, was an open grassy area. It was evening, though not yet late enough for the grass to become slippery from the ocean’s mist. That would be her main point of attack, running herself parallel to the ghosts on her way toward those in danger. The area to her left was lined with shops in a building several stories tall, which prevented her escape. She would need to go farther left, or turn back to put herself behind the ghosts. That would have to do.

      All of this passed through her mind in an instant, and she dove in to start her assault.

      Several blood cards flew from her hands, striking down the nearest ghosts with a series of loud bangs. Sanna attacked from the other side, and with the ghosts caught between them and the power of their blood cards combined, all of the ghosts were sealed away within seconds.

      Adelaide came to a stop just in front of the ghosts’ targets. Now that the ghosts were gone, they had snapped out of their trances and looked around in a panic before catching sight of Adelaide and Sanna.

      “Oh... oh, thank goodness. I thought I was going to die. I’ve never felt that before... it was like my soul was leaving my body...”

      “It’s all right. They’re all gone,” Adelaide said, loudly enough for everyone nearby to hear. “If any come back, we’re here to—”

      “There’s more. Just to the north. Let’s move,” Sanna interrupted.

      Adelaide looked up just in time to see several dozen more glowing lights appear in the distance.

      “Got it.”

      They rushed off in the direction of the ghosts that were just appearing, and despite their speed, the near minute it took them to arrive felt like an eternity. Adelaide used her momentum to her advantage as she threw her blood cards, sending them swiftly toward the ghosts like paper arrows. Again, the ghosts were dispatched. From what Adelaide could see, there hadn’t been anyone nearby, but the ghosts couldn’t afford to be left alone.

      “What the...?” Sanna mumbled, looking back in the direction they’d came from. To Adelaide’s surprise, yet more ghosts were appearing in the plaza. “Damnit. Let’s head back.”

      “I’ll follow y—wait, look. More to the east!”

      Still more ghosts were appearing out of thin air, this time in a tightly clustered group of houses half a mile away.

      “Okay,” Sanna decided instantly. “You head east, I’ll go south. You’ve got this.”

      With no time left for words, they split up, Adelaide rushing toward the homes as quickly as she could. Going in alone meant valuable time would have to be taken pulling out new blood cards when she used the ones she was holding, so she carried several in both hands to be safe.

      At a glance, it looked like only two people were walking nearby, a man and a woman walking their dog, both of them heading away from the ghosts. Even this factored into her strategy; if she approached at the wrong angle, the bystanders might look over at her and inadvertently catch the ghosts’ gaze, rendering them helpless and putting them in immediate danger. She altered course, setting herself to come straight through one of the home’s front yards perpendicular to the ghosts’ path.

      As soon as she cleared the houses and had room to move, she flung out her cards from both hands, striking all but three of the ghosts down in a single volley. By the time the couple up the street turned to investigate the source of the noise, the remaining ghosts had been turned into red sparks.

      Adelaide quickly turned and looked around. She heard distant bangs from the plaza, which meant Sanna was still fighting, but safe. There didn’t appear to be any more ghosts in their immediate area, and so she started to head back toward Sanna’s position when a sudden glare appeared in her peripheral vision.

      More ghosts were appearing, and this time, they were right on top of her.

      She leapt back with all the strength she could muster, keeping her gaze low and making sure she was out of their path before they had completely materialized. As they were so close, it was difficult to immediately ascertain which direction they were headed, and she left off a defensive volley of cards as she put more distance between herself and the ghosts.

      Once she had verified she was safe, she pulled out more cards from her pocket and prepared to fire—and then she saw the unthinkable.

      The couple had fallen to the street, trapped in the stare of the ghosts. Judging by where they had fallen, they had evidently started walking back toward where Adelaide was, no doubt curious about the noise and the elite in their presence. To her horror, she realized the ghosts were only feet from them, and that there were too many ghosts to take down all at once.

      In a panic, she threw as many cards as she could, some of them flying astray in her haste. Several of the ghosts went down, one after the other. In only a few moments, they would all be gone.

      But they were moments she didn’t have.

      As the last of the sparks bounced off the pavement and faded into nothing, she turned quickly, fervently searching the nearby street for the couple. But it was empty. The man and woman and their dog were gone like they had never been there at all.

      Adelaide’s mind slowly turned to static as her magic faded away. The part of her that remembered her training ran through what she needed to do next, these repeated steps drilled into her by Sanna slowly losing their order and sense, becoming garbled and turning to noise. She let out a desperate, low moan as her mind attempted to process what had just happened, but her mind was a mess of scattered flashes of thoughts and emotions and memories, the order she so carefully worked hard to maintain falling to pieces like a stack of toy blocks carelessly knocked over.

      She wasn’t sure where she was, or what time it was, or what she was doing. She was only vaguely aware that she existed, but she didn’t know how. Or if it mattered. Something was wrong, which was why she felt the way she did, but she didn’t know what it was anymore.

      The next thing she knew, someone was at her side. There was a face, one she recognized. She had positive associations with this person, that much she knew. She had a name, too. If only she could remember what it was...

      “Adelaide, come on. Look at me, that’s it.”

      It was Sanna. Sanna the libris elite, her tutor. That’s right. They had been on patrol. They had stopped in a bakery to get something to eat, and then they had heard a scream, and they had run out to help, and then...

      Suddenly, there was pain in her wrist. Adelaide gasped and pulled her arm back, looking down at it to see that Sanna was giving it a powerful squeeze.

      “Hey, I need you to snap out of it, okay? Are you all right? You hurt?”

      Sanna’s questions were calm hiding fear, Adelaide could hear it. Adelaide understood that she wanted some kind of response, but the part of her brain responsible for communication seemed to be, for the moment, malfunctioning.

      Sanna soon seemed to understand, and she nodded and sat down next to her in the street.

      “Okay. We’ll take some time. The ghosts are gone, so we’re safe. Just do what you need to do.”

      Adelaide wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. She didn’t want time. More time alone with her scattered thoughts meant more terror and confusion.

      With all the effort she could muster, she composed herself just enough to speak.

      “I was here. I was right here, but...”

      “What happened?” came the immediate reply. “Did the ghosts almost take you?”

      “No... I stayed safe. But they... they took others. They’re dead. I was right here, but I... couldn’t...”

      With that, it seemed to click, and Sanna’s expression turned to remorse and concern.

      “I see. Okay, honey, come here. It’s all right. It doesn’t feel like it, but it’s all right.” She scooted closer to her and put an arm around her shoulder, pulling her close. Her firm grip helped slowly pull Adelaide back to reality, the anchor to the world she felt she might float away from. “Just stay here with me. You’re all right.”

      Adelaide wasn’t sure how long they remained there, but slowly, ever so slowly, her mind seemed to sync up again, at least enough for her to start processing thoughts again.

      “I tried. I really did,” she mumbled. “I’m sorry. There were so many of them. I got rid of them all, I just... wasn’t fast enough. I’m so sorry.”

      “You’ve nothing to be sorry for, hush,” Sanna said comfortingly, pulling her close again. “You did your best, and I know you did because I’ve seen what you can do.”

      “It wasn’t good enough. They died. Two people died because of me.”

      “No, they didn’t. Stop that. The ghosts killed them, not you. And they would have killed a lot more if you hadn’t been here.”

      “But I... they... they’re dead,” she repeated, as though this emphasis would help Sanna understand.

      “I know. I know, and it wasn’t your fault. I’ve told you this before, but now seems like an appropriate time to repeat it: this is a part of our job. We do our best, but sometimes our best isn’t enough to save everyone. We will never save everyone. But we will save so many more. This job is going to be great sometimes, and other times it’s going to hurt like hell. We need to accept that. There will always be losses. But we don’t focus on who we fail; we focus on who we save. That number will always be higher. There will always be people who are alive and happy because of you. Make yourself think of them. If you don’t, this will consume you. It’s a hard lesson to take to heart, but it’s necessary.”

      Adelaide listened as best she could. Everything Sanna was saying made sense. She had heard this before. It had always seemed a cold but necessary logic, and from the safety of lessons where no one was in danger and she could focus on what she was good at, she had thought she could accept it easily enough.

      But as she sat in the street, looking at the pavement where just before three living beings had sat, their final moments filled with terror, she suddenly wondered if she really could after all. They’d had lives, jobs, memories, families, plans, goals, hobbies, histories... all the complexity and richness of these lives were now gone forever. And it was too much for her to bear.

      “I know you won’t get this now. It’s gonna take time. For now, patrol is over. Let’s get you back home. You need some rest and time to recover. But first... here, join me.” Sanna knelt on one knee, then held up two fingers together. “One for this life, one for the next. May they be remembered here as their souls pass peacefully on.” She closed her eyes and placed her fingers to her forehead.

      Adelaide stared, then slowly joined her. She wasn’t sure if she felt anything, or if she was supposed to, but even in the midst of her turmoil she understood the importance of the gesture.

      After a few moments of silence, Sanna stood up to leave. Adelaide didn’t protest as she pulled her to her feet and then started walking toward the plaza. From traveling with libris, she felt like she was moving at a snail’s face. She heard every footstep, every rustle of the wind in the bushes, every sound of silence.

      She was vaguely aware of getting into a carriage, then riding back toward home. As they went, her mind slowly continued to piece itself back together, giving her at least some relief and peace. With this came a flood of emotions, but this was better. This was safer. She didn’t know what to do when it felt like her very world was coming apart around her, but she knew how to mourn. That she could do, and had done.

      When they arrived, Sanna got out of the carriage first and held out a hand to help Adelaide step down.

      “You doing okay, hon?” Sanna asked gently.

      “I think so... better than I thought. I don’t really feel like... anything, I guess?”

      “You’re in shock. That’s how it goes. You’ll feel it later, trust me. For now, let’s get you inside.”

      “Are you going back out?”

      “Yup. I’ve still got a few hours left.” When Adelaide began to protest, Sanna hushed her. “You’re still new to this. I’m not going to ask you to witness death and then keep right on going. I’m more used to this than you are, so I’ll be okay. But we cannot ignore how this affects us emotionally. You’re taking a break. Come on.”

      Sanna led her to the front door, then waited as Adelaide fumbled for her key. Before she could pull it out, however, the door opened, and Adelaide looked up to see Marit standing in the doorway, rubbing her eyes sleepily.

      “Addy? You’re home late.”

      “Early, believe it or not,” Sanna said, gently nudging Adelaide’s shoulder to guide her inside. “Can I ask a favor of you, Marit?”

      “Hm? Sure.” Marit looked up at the woman, visibly surprised that Sanna was paying her any attention.

      “Take care of your sister for me. Make sure she gets enough to eat and drink, gets some rest, things like that.”

      Marit threw Adelaide a concerned glance.

      “Is she okay?”

      “It’s been a rough night. She’ll tell you if she feels up to it. Oh, and best not tell your parents about this. They don’t need to know or worry.”

      “Okay... well, I’ve taken care of her before, so I know what to do. And I’m good at not telling our parents stuff.” She turned her attention to Adelaide, who couldn’t quite meet her gaze. “Come on. I’ll take you to bed. You look like you need it.”

      Adelaide had made it halfway up the stairs before she thought to say goodbye to Sanna, but when she turned, the door was already closed, and Sanna already gone.

      It didn’t take long to reach her bedroom. While she got dressed for bed, Marit left momentarily, then returned with a glass of water and a few wrapped snacks. She set them on a dresser next to Adelaide’s bed, but instead of leaving again, stood nearby, looking hesitant.

      “Do you... want to tell me what happened?” she asked finally.

      Adelaide thought about it for a moment. She felt like she had to release something, and she didn’t know if that something was words or emotions or both. Marit was also one of the few people Adelaide really got along with; for all their sisterly conflict, they got along well enough, and Marit had always been willing to help when she needed it.

      But then she decided against it. Marit, for all her care and concern, was still only thirteen going on fourteen, and she had been spared the vast majority of the trauma of Adelaide’s position. Marit had been struck hard by Oskar’s death, and still had trouble with it at times. There was no need to pull her into something like this.

      She shook her head.

      “I don’t think so. But thank you. I appreciate this. I’ll be all right, I only need to get some rest—”

      “Sanna told me to look after you, so I’m going to,” Marit refuted stubbornly. “Besides, I know how you get. I’d have to remind you to eat anyway. Now go to sleep so I can go back to sleep, too.”

      “Why were you awake anyway?”

      “I was having trouble sleeping, then I heard the carriage roll up. I thought it was you so I went to open the door for you. Go to sleep!”

      “Okay!” Adelaide said, smiling. “I love you, you know?”

      “Yeah, yeah. G’night, dunce.”

      “Good night you egg.”

      Marit turned quickly to leave, but not before Adelaide saw a trace of a grin on her face.

      As soon as her sister left, Adelaide wished she had remained. The room felt empty and quiet now, which ordinarily would comfort her, but in moments like these, the silence left her in the company of her thoughts. Mercifully, however, the evening’s patrol had exhausted her, and sleep came quickly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Maaya (January)

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the old year passed as uneventfully as Maaya could have hoped for. Things were so uneventful, in fact, that she occasionally wondered if what had happened to her on the street after Len attacked her had been a dream or not. She still got a few suspicious stares here and there, but there was absolutely nothing to indicate that anyone thought she was a witch or practicing dark magic or whatever it was they were afraid of. Whoever this Rahu was, his influence had certainly been effective, and he had been true to his word about keeping a negative reputation from developing.

      When she and Saber had arrived at their new temporary home the evening of Len’s attack, Saber had nearly broken down in tears of fear and relief, and then proceeded to embrace her and apologize profusely over and over again until Maaya had to pull the ghost off her.

      “I thought you were going to die! I thought they were going to kill you!” Saber had sobbed. Maaya had been alarmed at the ghost’s reaction, not having seen any display of emotion this strong from her before. “I knew you said it was bad, but somehow I just didn’t understand, I didn’t realize...”

      Maaya, shaken and still afraid, hadn’t stopped her. Part of it was the feeling that Saber needed to see and understand—a feeling which came with some guilt—but the rest was due to simply not having the energy. She might have been killed if not for the intervention of a total stranger, and there wouldn’t have been anything she or Saber could have done to stop it.

      Maaya couldn’t help but think of the man in the days after the incident, and she found herself almost desperate to see him again. Here was a man who knew ghosts existed, another person like her in the world, even if he couldn’t see them himself. To her, that only strengthened his credibility. He didn’t have to see in order to believe. He wasn’t like the others. She felt like she needed him in her life somehow, even if he was just a person she ended up helping with... whatever it was he wanted. Being on friendly terms with a ghost was one thing, but to know of another living person who understood what she saw was another thing entirely.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about Saber, either. The few days after the incident had been tense. Saber had seemed terrified and even guilty, and had fallen quiet on many occasions as though afraid she might disturb Maaya, or that Maaya might tell her to go away again. For Maaya’s part, though she would never tell Saber this... she almost had. Saber had tried to defend her from Len, but no matter how she looked back on it, the result was the same: a ghost had almost gotten her killed, and maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to be friends with one after all.

      This feeling faded slowly, but as it did, the tension seemed to dissipate. Saber and Maaya returned to joking about how they wanted to decorate their new home, and Maaya took some time to reflect on the positive things she was experiencing. She had a constant companion at her side, and Saber’s death did come with certain advantages. For one, Maaya hadn’t felt hungry since they decided to stick together, and Saber seemed more than happy to oblige. The ghost was also another set of watchful eyes on the street looking out for danger, something Maaya greatly appreciated.

      She also found herself relaxing more now that she knew she had a safe place to sleep every night, at least for the moment. The basement was small but easily accessible, and plenty warm from the open grates of the furnace that provided head to the rest of the house. Maaya had found a mattress complete with a pillow and several blankets. Bindhiya’s assistants usually helped subtly prepare spaces for those they were helping—this was nothing new—but Maaya had to smile at the gesture all the same. The bed was comfortable, and while there was nothing else in the basement of any use, it was more than enough.

      Still, on the evening before Maaya was due to meet Rahu, she found herself restless and unable to sleep. It was nearing midnight, and despite her exhaustion, she couldn’t keep her mind off the mysterious man who had saved her life. Along with these thoughts came the usual doubts. Maybe he wasn’t going to meet her after all. Maybe it was some kind of trap, or maybe he had actually made things worse somehow. But her exuberance at the idea of another living person who knew ghosts existed overruled all that, replacing all the negativity with anticipation. Whatever else he was, he couldn’t have been that bad. Someone who shared her experiences couldn’t be. What he’d said had been true. If he’d had anything against her, he could have just let the crowd have its way with her.

      “Maaya, darling, don’t you think Rahu will be a little concerned if you meet him with bags under your eyes tomorrow?” Saber commented, floating lazily above Maaya’s small bed in the corner of the basement.

      “I can’t sleep. I keep thinking about him,” Maaya replied, rubbing her eyes tiredly.

      “You’re going to go and make a girl jealous with talk like that,” Saber replied with a grin, then came down to sit on the side of the bed, tossing her hair dramatically behind her. “Think about me instead.”

      “You’re so weird. And I do, all the time,” Maaya replied, then hastily added, “Er, not like you’re implying.”

      “What am I implying? I didn’t say anything. You seem to be reaching conclusions all on your own,” Saber said innocently, then laughed as Maaya smacked at her with a pillow that passed right through her.

      “I’m just thinking about how new this all is to me. I never thought this would happen in my life,” Maaya continued. “And I think about where you might have come from sometimes and who you used to be. You don’t look like anyone I’ve ever seen, you’re wearing funny clothes, you’ve got all those ribbons in your hair... but you look too young to be a queen. You’re also really good at talking and you seem really smart. It makes me wonder what kind of things are out there in the world, you know? How big is this world, what kind of people are in it... not that I’ll ever find out, I guess.”

      “Hey, what’s that talk now? I know you told me why it’s hard, but we’re a team now! We can go see the world together someday. You’re young, but we can make it work,” Saber said with a smile.

      Maaya didn’t look convinced.

      “I don’t know how. I only know a little bit of what’s outside the town, but I don’t know where anything else is. If there are any other towns, I don’t know where they are. I haven’t heard of many travelers coming here from other places. Maybe we’re forgotten here. Maybe the rest of the world doesn’t exist. It’s all the same anyway.”

      “It absolutely is not!” Saber returned with a frown. “Granted, I can’t back that up with anything yet, but it’s easy. I can go grab us a map and figure things out... but you don’t really think this is the only place in the world, do you?”

      “Not always. I know logically it’s not. It just feels that way sometimes. I’ve never known anything else, and nothing ever changes. I don’t hear news about anything. All I know is that I live in a country that’s at war with another country and that’s it. If you look outside the town walls, everything is dead. We’re just kind of... here. If there was anyone else nearby, wouldn’t they come visit or something?”

      “Who knows? Maybe they do. I doubt you can keep track of everyone who comes in and out.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m pretty familiar with faces by now,” Maaya grumbled.

      “I think we need to get you some travel books or something so you can see what the rest of the world looks like. It might help! I’m starting to see how this town can suck the life out of you and I don’t want it to do that to you.”

      “Like it already hasn’t.”

      “Hey, come on now.” Saber shifted closer to Maaya and lay her head down on the pillow next to her, staring at the dark ceiling. “Don’t give up. Things are already better than they were! We’ve been friends for two months now, can you believe it? We’re going to do wonderful things together.”

      “I just think you haven’t been dragged down by the town yet. I almost want to say just wait until it happens. But in case it doesn’t... I like it,” Maaya said. “Do you think you were this... I don’t know, intense, when you were alive?”

      “Intense? I haven’t heard that one yet, but you aren’t wrong,” Saber laughed, and then her smile faded. “I wish I knew. You know, I’ve spent so much time racking my brain for anything, any memories or anything at all, but there’s just... nothing. What’s intense right now is my frustration. I don’t know that finding out who I was will actually bring me any satisfaction, but it seems unfair somehow that the only life I can remember is the one where I’m not alive.”

      Now it was Maaya’s turn to move closer to the ghost, and she put a hand on the older girl’s shoulder.

      “We’ll figure it out, okay? I don’t know how yet, but we will. Maybe when we travel the world. We’ll go everywhere and ask everyone until we find out!”

      “This suits you better. The optimist and the dreamer; it’s a good look on you,” Saber said with a wink. “Thank you, though. That means a lot. At least... to hear you say that, it doesn’t feel impossible.”

      “It won’t be! I’ll help. If you’re there for me, I’ll be there for you. That’s what friends do, right?”

      “It is indeed. I don’t know what turned you around on your whole thing about ghosts, but I’m glad it happened when I was around to benefit from it. You’re really sweet.”

      Maaya bit her lip.

      “Well... I don’t know if I’m totally turned around. I have to work on it, I know, but I also feel like... just having you is enough, you know? Maybe I shouldn’t just go be friends with everyone now. Sorry, that probably sounds mean.”

      “Not at all. I mean, just because you can see the living doesn’t mean you have to be friends with all of them. It stands to reason it would be the same with the dead. You’re never obligated to be friends with anyone. It’s nice you aren’t turning anyone away for being dead now, but turning around isn’t going from having no friends to having too many, it’s just given you more possibilities, that’s all,” Saber reasoned.

      “I really like it when you talk. You make a lot of sense,” Maaya said approvingly, leaning back onto her pillow.

      “I’ll consider that an invitation to continue. But I’ll do that later; you need to actually get some sleep tonight. Here, bundle up and close your eyes, and if you’re not asleep in fifteen minutes I’ll sing you a lullaby.”

      “Why does that sound like a threat?”

      “We don’t know if I’m a bad singer!” Saber protested as Maaya fell into a fit of giggles. Saber soon joined her, and it was only when they heard a thump from two floors up that reminded them they weren’t entirely alone that they hastily quieted down.

      

      Maaya wasn’t sure when she drifted off to sleep, but she was awoken the next morning as Saber gently nudged her awake.

      “Rise and shine, sleepyhead. I brought you breakfast.”

      Maaya yawned and rubbed her eyes, sitting up slowly. She had been in the middle of a dream, and waking up during a dream always had her feeling disoriented and grumpy. When she saw a bright red apple floating in front of her eyes, however, she smiled and took it gratefully.

      “My favorite food for breakfast? Why so special?” she murmured through a mouthful of apple.

      “I wanted you to be in a good mood today considering you have such an important meeting coming up and all.”

      Maaya froze. She had momentarily forgotten about meeting with Rahu later that morning. The thought of seeing him nearly took away her appetite. Even though she had been nervous the night before, she still had the protective barrier of sleep between her and her eventual meeting, but now it was almost upon her.

      She half thought about simply not going. It was too dangerous and too stressful. She couldn’t afford to get involved with anyone, especially not one of the rich people of Sark. The rich were bad news; they looked down on people like her if they saw her at all, and being at the center of any of their attention made alarm bells ring all through her mind.

      Still, she thought, he had seemed pleasant. He hadn’t cared who she was when he saved her life. And he knew ghosts existed, too. Maybe he was the only other person in the whole town who did, or at least wasn’t frightened into madness by the thought. Someone with that kind of knowledge of something that had made Maaya’s life miserable, and someone in a position of power to boot, could only be beneficial to her. Besides, it was he who wanted her help, not the other way around.

      What kind of help that was remained to be seen.

      “Hurry up and finish your breakfast, we should get an early start,” Saber said impatiently. Maaya resumed eating, the freshness of the apple reminding her that there was little that could take away her appetite when she had something like this to eat. “If we get there about twenty minutes early I can scout the place out and figure out where I’ll keep watch from, and we can establish a good escape route if necessary, plus backups.”

      “Are you worried something is going to happen?” Maaya asked concernedly.

      “I’m not sure, but after what happened last time... well, I don’t want to go in unprepared.”

      “It can’t be that bad. He wants to meet in plain daylight, so I don’t think I’ll be in any danger. Besides, he knows about ghosts! And people listen to him.”

      “I’m not sure how any of these thoughts are connected,” Saber said wryly.

      “I just mean... I don’t know. He knew I could see them and that’s why he wanted to talk to me. Maybe he’s been trying to find someone else in this town who knows what he does. Maybe he’s lonely like I am,” Maaya said eagerly. “Can you imagine? It’s not like you can just ask around about things like this here!”

      “I’m sure there’s quite a different set of rules for acceptable discourse amongst those with money,” Saber said skeptically. “Also, you seem unusually chipper for someone who’s ordinarily so cautious about everything.”

      “We’re being cautious. We’re going early and scoping the place out just like you said,” Maaya said simply as she finished up the rest of her apple.

      “Don’t you think all this warrants a little more caution about the individual and not just the situation?” Saber posed.

      Maaya stared at her.

      “If I’m usually cautious, then you’re usually happy and positive. You’re the one always calling me a downer. What happened to you?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Watching a frightened and angry mob almost burn my only friend in the world alive might have had a little to do with it.”

      “Saber... it’s not going to be like that this time. We’re going to be ready. If something doesn’t seem right we won’t even go meet him, okay?”

      “He knows your name,” Saber said slowly.

      “That doesn’t mean much. What’s he going to tell the police anyway? That he wanted to meet somewhere and I didn’t show up? That doesn’t seem very illegal.”

      “Maaya, you...” Saber started, then seemed to think better of it. She sighed, then smiled, patting Maaya’s hand. “You’re probably right. Worst-case scenario, we leave him hanging. I doubt someone with that much money cares to search the whole town for you anyway.”

      “Exactly. I just think it will go well! This is something we share that no one else does. And with the way people listen to him, maybe we can change this town. Maybe we can make ghosts seem less scary to people and it wouldn’t be such a big deal anymore, you know?”

      Saber stared down at her with an expression Maaya couldn’t quite interpret, but then she nodded.

      “Yeah. That would be nice, wouldn’t it? Now, the only way we’ll start affecting some grand change in this world is if we go see our guy. You ready?”

      Maaya nodded, trying not to let her nerves show too much.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be I guess.”

      “Great! Let me pop through the door to see who’s around, and when it’s safe, I’ll knock.”

      The walk back to where Rahu had left Maaya only a month ago wasn’t too far from their home, and Maaya was reasonably familiar with the area, but she kept an extra careful eye out this time. She had gone out walking with little trouble before, but she realized she unintentionally associated Rahu with the mob from before. They were going to be talking about the things that had resulted in her life being put in danger, and she dreaded the thought that anyone might overhear.

      As they walked, Saber spoke, mostly to herself, but it helped Maaya to hear her thought process and to distract her. The ghost rambled on about escape routes and discussion strategies, and Maaya had to admire the way it all came off the top of her head so naturally. Whoever she had been while alive, she had definitely been a strategic thinker.

      “We can’t lie, because someone with his power would not like being lied to. But we don’t have to tell him everything. We shouldn’t mention where we live, we shouldn’t mention any connections to any of the others like Hari or Bindhiya. He only needs to be concerned with you and we can’t risk that he’ll use you to find anyone else. Not that I’m questioning his motives, of course. This has to be on our terms as well. Not to mention we need to think about being reimbursed for whatever help you’re giving him, but we also can’t risk becoming reliant on him. We need to retain our own agency or we’ll be stuck, so...”

      “Saber, it’s going to be okay,” Maaya said in what she hoped was a reassuring voice. “You’re overthinking so much I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve got an idea what he’s going to say when he sees me.”

      “Okay, sure. He’ll say, ‘Hello Maaya, long time no see. Did you have a good winter holiday?’”

      “What’s your expert reasoning behind that?” Maaya teased.

      “He’ll start with your name to prove he remembers you, which he’ll do to seem more trustworthy so you warm up to him faster. Next he’ll probably use some kind of colloquialism or casual phrase that’s unlike him to come off like he’s speaking to you on your level in order to calm your nerves, and he’ll ask about the holiday because he’s blinded by his wealth and doesn’t understand that people like you don’t get to celebrate the way people like him do. It’ll be his attempt at a good first impression.”

      Maaya blinked.

      “I regret asking somehow.”

      Saber beamed.

      As they approached, they noticed that Rahu was nowhere in sight. With as early as they were, this didn’t surprise Maaya, but she had secretly hoped he would be there first. Her getting there first meant she would be dealt the anxiety of waiting, and she was not the best at handling that.

      What did surprise her, though, was spotting him only two minutes later walking down the sidewalk towards her. Several people nearby waved at him and told him good morning, to which he responded with a friendly tip of his hat. No one had ever wished Maaya a good morning before, not until Saber had come along. She felt a surge of jealousy already. Oh how she wanted this acceptance and warmth.

      “I’ll be right here if you need help or if I think you’re doing something stupid,” Saber said as Rahu approached.

      Maaya only nodded slightly; Rahu was already too close for her to risk him overhearing her talking to a ghost.

      Then again, maybe it wasn’t a risk after all. That was, after all, what they were there to talk about.

      “Morning, Maaya!” Rahu said cheerfully as he reached her. “It feels like it’s been forever already, doesn’t it? Did you enjoy your holiday?”

      “I-I did, yes, thank you,” Maaya replied, refusing to meet Saber’s eye as the ghost cackled beside her. “What about you?”

      “It was lovely. I don’t have a family myself, but I like to spend my time in the community. People are so friendly and it’s nice to stop by to see friends and have a fresh dinner. And the decorations! Not to mention the beautiful white snow. It really is the most wonderful time of year.”

      “I would do a lot for some snow that stayed white,” Maaya said with a small smile, glancing around at the brown slush nearby.

      “Yes, well, it is a different environment here, isn’t it?” Rahu said. “But speaking of, there is one thing I like to do when it comes to the cold, and that is getting out of it. Come with me; we can chat over breakfast.”

      “Breakfast? Oh, I... I can’t afford to—”

      “Don’t worry! It’s on me. I was the one who invited you here, so it would be rude of me not to treat you. Besides, I am not entirely unacquainted with your situation.”

      Maaya followed and Saber trailed along, watching Rahu almost without blinking.

      “I know you can’t respond now, but I just have to say that he’s off to a decent start. Be careful where he asks to take you for breakfast, though; stay in populated areas where you can be seen at all times, and make sure you’re closer to the door than he is.”

      Maaya nodded again, wondering what sort of place a man like Rahu would go to for breakfast. In terms of the food itself, it hardly mattered; food was food and she would take anything she could get, especially on someone else’s rial. It was more her fascination with someone of Rahu’s status—once she was able to get past her knee-jerk distaste, that was.

      It was also surreal to think about the fact that he was actually talking to her. He wanted her company, at least for the moment. She couldn’t think of the last time she’d ever spoken to a wealthy person. They had spoken to her, certainly, but it was never anything pleasant.

      They walked for a few blocks until Rahu stepped into a diner Maaya recognized; it wasn’t high-class, but it was where those who were comfortable with their expendable income often stopped in for a warm breakfast. She had always envied them; the inside was brightly lit and cozy, and as she stepped in, she smelled the slightly burnt odor of artificial heat and cleaning chemicals mixed with the ovens and stoves baking biscuits and cooking meats.

      Maaya unconsciously ran her fingers through her hair and straightened her coat. She knew she would always look disheveled next to someone like Rahu, but it didn’t stop her from trying.

      “Your usual table, sir?” a cheerful-looking young waitress asked as they entered.

      “Ah, no thank you. Just one table for two. Somewhere private if at all possible,” Rahu said with a smile.

      The waitress noticed Maaya then, and her pleasant demeanor faltered, but only for a moment. Maaya could tell she was wondering what someone like her was even doing in the restaurant at all, much less with someone like Rahu, but she didn’t say anything.

      “Right this way, please.”

      They arrived at a small table away from the windows and away from most of the other patrons. The waitress set down a menu for Rahu, and then, after a moment of hesitation and what Maaya swore was a suspicious glance, set down one for Maaya as well. Then, after another smile in Rahu’s direction, she walked away.

      “She seems nice. Would that she were a patron and I were capable of spitting in her food,” Saber muttered, making a face at the departing girl’s back.

      Maaya ducked her head and pretended to cough into her napkin to hide her laughter.

      Rahu didn’t even look at his menu; Maaya assumed he was here so often that he already had a favorite. What a concept that was. She tried not to take her time, and in the end she chose something that was as inexpensive as she could find. Her guilt would not allow her to get anything expensive when someone else was paying, even if that person was filthy rich.

      “So! Let’s get to business, shall we?” Rahu said once Maaya set down her menu, his tone casual and pleasant as though he were commenting on a story in the morning paper.

      “Oh, yes,” Maaya said, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. She hadn’t quite expected this to happen so quickly, and she wasn’t sure she was ready after all.

      “There’s no need to be nervous, I promise you,” Rahu continued reassuringly. He glanced over both shoulders, then leaned in slightly. “I wanted to talk to you because, when I saw you, I was struck by the impression that we could work together well. I’d like to see how good my instincts were.”

      “Wh-what do you want me to do?” Maaya asked quietly.

      Rahu leaned back again, lacing his fingers behind his head.

      “I’m sure you know the people of this town to be easily frightened even more than I do. I’m an active part of my community because I believe I am in a good position to offer assistance to those who need it. I have an understanding of things they refuse to believe, and it helps me provide comfort. It’s an interesting thing I’ve learned about people. When they don’t know the answer to something, they don’t seek out the answer themselves; they just turn to the person they think has it already.”

      “I wish more people would try to learn some things themselves. Maybe everyone wouldn’t be so afraid then,” Maaya mumbled.

      “That would be an ideal world for sure. But when people are afraid, there’s no thirst for knowledge, only answers; the two are very different things. One is effort and the other is comfort. It’s not hard to see why people do what they do,” Rahu explained, sounding almost exasperated. “Even when they group together in angry mobs, it’s not because they’re aimless—it’s because that, to them, is their solution.”

      “What solution do you give them?” Maaya asked curiously.

      “It depends on the situation, which is already a level of nuance most people are unfamiliar with,” Rahu said with a wink. “But even with what I know, I am limited in what I can do. I know the dead exist here in this world with us. It’s the only thing that makes sense. But since I cannot see them, I cannot communicate with them. It is a frustrating limitation. This is where you come in.”

      “You... want me to talk to ghosts for you?” Maaya guessed, and Rahu smiled widely.

      “Very astute. Yes, I’d like you to speak to ghosts for me. I’m often asked for assistance from those who are clearly struggling from a supernatural issue, and while I’ve had a small amount of success speaking to empty rooms, it does hurt my success that I can’t hear if any spirits are speaking back to me. And for all I know I could be talking to someone who isn’t there at all. It’s very... hit or miss, my work.”

      “Why do they come to you? Do they know that... you know?”

      “Yes and no. It’s all in the framing, you see. Claim to see ghosts everywhere and you’ll be labeled crazy, but claim to have a connection to the afterlife due to your own spirituality and piety and that’s completely different.”

      “But that sounds like almost the same thing,” Maaya frowned.

      “Exactly. Like I said, it’s all in how you market yourself. Me, I’m simply a holy man whose devotion to my craft gives me insight into that which most people can’t see. It’s quite different from seeing things that aren’t there—to them, anyway. Now, would you say that you can be a persuasive person?”

      “I... uhm...”

      “Say yes, of course. Getting by on the streets requires that you be,” Saber suggested.

      Maaya repeated these worse, and Rahu nodded.

      “Good, good. That will help.”

      “Help how? What am I talking to them about?” Maaya asked.

      They were interrupted as their food arrived, and Maaya was surprised to see that Rahu was only eating a few slices of crisp buttered toast along with a cup of coffee. She suddenly felt self-conscious about her own meal, but if Rahu was at all concerned, he didn’t show it. The waitress didn’t so much as look Maaya’s way, but Maaya preferred this to her rude staring.

      “Again, it depends on the situation, but primarily I’m concerned with getting ghosts out of the homes of the people they’re bothering,” Rahu explained as the waitress left again. “These people are desperate and want to sleep and stop having their personal belongings flung all over the place. They’re at wit’s end. Sometimes it gets strange, too, but in the end it’s all the same: your job is to enter these homes and reason with these ghosts to get them to stop what they’re doing. Do you think you can do that?”

      “Yes! I know I can do that,” Maaya replied eagerly. “That sounds a lot easier than I expected.”

      “What did you expect?” Rahu asked evenly.

      “I... I don’t actually know. I’ve never done something like this before. Talked to anyone else about this, I mean.”

      “Considering the reception you get, I can’t say I blame you,” Rahu said. “Now, I wouldn’t ask you to do something like this for me for free. I am many things, but not unfair. Before we get to that, however, I thought we might do a trial run.”

      “A trial run?” Maaya repeated.

      “Yes. See, if we end up working well together, I can more openly advertise my services to those in need, but I can’t do that until I’m absolutely certain it will work out. Not that I don’t have absolute faith in your abilities; that’s why I’m calling this a trial run, not an application. If that goes well we can see about making this something more permanent, what do you think?”

      Saber started to say something, but Maaya replied, “I think that’s a great idea!”

      “Good, good!” Rahu said approvingly, even as Maaya caught Saber passing her an uncertain glance. “I’m glad you’re so intent on starting. With that being the case, we can go over some details now. The sooner we get started, the better.”

      Saber didn’t say a word as Rahu pulled out a small notebook and began giving Maaya instructions. There was a house that belonged to an old couple who had moved in with the wife’s son and his husband, but the younger couple passed from illness within weeks of each other, and the older couple swore that there had been a presence in their house ever since. It hadn’t been troublesome at first, but the old couple frightened easily, which didn’t do well for their hearts, as Rahu explained. Maaya’s job was to enter the house two nights from then and convince the spirits to leave.

      “You’ll only have one night, so whatever you say, make sure it’s convincing,” Rahu finished, closing his notebook with a gentle snap and placing it back inside his coat pocket. “That said, you have the entire night to yourself, and I’ll ensure you aren’t bothered, so you should have more freedom.”

      “It’s not hard to keep people away from their homes that long?” Maaya asked in fascination.

      “Not at all. It’s easier when they’re frightened. Think of ghosts like common pests—”

      “Oh look, he’s trying to get on my good side,” Saber chimed in.

      “—a family has no trouble leaving their home temporarily while an exterminator comes to do their work. It’s the same with us,” Rahu explained. “They want the problem fixed, and they don’t question what the expert says is necessary for that fix to happen. It’s wonderful, really.”

      “Got it. One night... make the ghosts go away. That shouldn’t be too bad,” Maaya said, though even as she tried to convince herself of that fact, she began to feel nervous. Though she was happy to meet someone in this world who acknowledged the presence of ghosts, and while she had changed over the past few months after meeting Saber, she still couldn’t deny that this work had her doing the exact thing she had always tried to avoid.

      “Are you skeptical?” Rahu asked, raising an eyebrow behind his spectacles.

      “I... not exactly. I know I can do this. It’s just... being able to talk to ghosts has always gotten me in trouble before,” Maaya muttered, her eyes downcast.

      “I see, I see. I can’t say I don’t understand. But don’t you worry. Your secret is safe with me, and it’s about time you started getting rewarded for your gift rather than being screamed at for it, don’t you think?”

      Maaya stared up at him in surprise.

      “My gift?”

      “Well, yes! What else would it be? You have a rare talent. To my knowledge, no one else in all of Sark can see what you do. What other word would you use to call something so unique?”

      “A curse,” Maaya said darkly. “I don’t want to be unique.”

      “But that’s only because you’ve been treated ill because of your uniqueness. I’m going to change that. You’re safe with me, and I’ll make sure you’re taken care of when you help me. It’s the least I could do.”

      Maaya bit her lip.

      “You don’t think... maybe one day... we could change things? Maybe we could get people to stop being so afraid?”

      Rahu sighed.

      “If that were to happen, it would happen slowly. And while my voice does have an impact on many people here, it would still be a challenge. That isn’t to say this isn’t possible, but more that I don’t want to get your hopes up. We’re up against an idea, you and I. Ideas are harder than ghosts to see and harder than roaches to be rid of. But persistence is key. I see optimism in you despite what this town has said and done to you, and I want to show you that good things can come to people who try like you do.”

      Maaya set down her fork gently, if only because she was fighting away the tears that threatened to roll down her cheeks. She wasn’t going to cry, not in front of Rahu. She wouldn’t show weakness to this man who was talking about rewarding her for her strength.

      Her gift.

      “I understand if you aren’t used to being treated well. That changes today,” Rahu said gently. He took several coins from his wallet, enough for Maaya to know that Rahu was leaving a very generous tip, and set them on the table. “Are you finished eating?”

      “Oh, yes. Thank you so much for this, I really appreciate it,” Maaya said gratefully as she stood up with him.

      “Incidentally... how old are you?” Rahu asked suddenly.

      “I’m thirteen.”

      “Ah! You look younger but sound older. A strange mix of genetics and experience. The world has weathered you already. Together, you and I, we’ll set about making a better life for you. You can count on it.”

      Rahu held out his hand, and when Maaya took it, his grip was firm and confident. Trustworthy.

      “Oh! Where will I meet you when the gh... when the job is done?” Maaya asked as they walked toward the exit.

      “Did you like your breakfast today?” Rahu asked.

      “Er... yes, I did, very much,” Maaya answered, confused.

      “Good! Then let’s meet here in three days. Then we’ll celebrate with another hot meal. This is a simple place, but I find them to be the most comforting on a cold day. Now then, I must be off. I look forward to hearing good news. Good luck to you, Ms. Sahni.”

      With a nod, Rahu turned and departed swiftly down the street in the direction he had come from.

      Maaya would have danced home if she weren’t afraid of the looks she might get for it. As it was, several nearby people were staring at her, but she didn’t see the usual suspicion in their eyes. Seeing her with Rahu, a respectable and wealthy man, must have done something for her reputation—at least temporarily.

      As it was, she allowed herself to skip a few times when she thought no one was looking, and after they made it back home, she leapt onto the bed, closed her eyes, and sighed with relief.

      “Cool the joy down there sunshine, I’m going to get sunburnt,” Saber said, squinting down at Maaya.

      “This is... this is probably the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” Maaya said excitedly, and she nearly giggled. “Did you hear him? Did you hear what he said? Oh, he’s wonderful. He’s everything I hoped he would be!”

      “He’s a bit old for you, don’t you think?” Saber frowned, then ducked as Maaya sent a pillow flying in her direction.

      “You know what I mean! Or... maybe you don’t, I don’t know. You’ve only been here a few months, after all.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “It’s just... I’ve never met someone who will say ghosts exist before. Never ever. And I finally find someone, and not only did he save my life, but he’s a rich man people listen to. Don’t you understand? We could change everything! He doesn’t hate me, he’s not afraid of me, he wants me to help him. Just think about what might happen if I make him happy. Maybe I’ll be his assistant. Maybe he’ll have me get all dressed up like some of those women do and work in a big building with lots of people, except we’ll both have a secret we keep for each other. I’ll have enough to eat always, a place to live...”

      “Don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself a bit? You haven’t even done his trial,” Saber said, speaking the word as though it hurt her to do so.

      Maaya waved her off.

      “It can’t be that bad. It’s just a ghost, and I’ve dealt with those before. And you’ll be there to help me... right?”

      “Don’t look at me with big eyes like that, it’s not fair. Of course I’ll be there to help you,” Saber scoffed. “I just have reservations, that’s all.”

      “Since when are you the pessimist?” Maaya asked playfully.

      “Having reservations is not the same as being a pessimist. There’s just something about that man I’m uncomfortable with, and I can’t quite put my finger on it exactly. He’s good with his words. A little too good, if you ask me.”

      “So what? You are too. Why’s it okay when you do it?”

      “Being good with your words isn’t inherently good or bad. Some people may use them to inspire while others might use them to manipulate. I just feel wary about him because I don’t know what he does with them yet.”

      “He wants to help people, that’s what he said,” Maaya said cheerfully. “He seems so nice. Everything about him seemed nice. And he knows the problems I’ve had. You don’t know how much that means to me. I need to know there are people like him in this world that won’t hate me. Maybe we can change the world together, you never know.”

      “Well... I admit I have little to my concern other than suspicion so far, so I won’t rain on your parade. Just please continue to be careful, all right?”

      “I’m always careful,” Maaya replied. “I’m also... very tired,” she continued, yawning widely.

      “You hardly slept last night with all your excitement. You should probably take a nap now. It’ll probably be much more satisfying on a full stomach anyway.”

      “What about you? What will you do?” Maaya asked, already taking off her shoes as she yawned again.

      “I’ll probably be off exploring, but I won’t be far. I like to keep an eye on the house during the day just in case,” Saber said. “Tonight, though... I figured we could go scope out the site of our very first job for Rahu.”
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      On the last Monday of the month, Adelaide awoke at sunrise. She had gone to bed only four hours before, but with as excited as she was, there was no staying asleep for any longer. She considered herself lucky she had gotten as much as she had.

      Today, she and her crew were taking her ship out for the very first time.

      And her ship had a name.

      She dressed quickly, having already spent a considerable amount of time the previous evening deciding what to wear. Now that she was no longer interviewing potential candidates for her crew—at least not for the moment—she could stand to be a little more practical and comfortable. As she threw on her clothes in a hurry, she heard a dull clicking sound from her bed, and looking over to see Chronis watching her, its legs huddled up beside it as though it didn’t want to get out of bed just yet.

      “You’re a literal clock, don’t you complain about what time it is,” Adelaide teased. “You can stay here if you want, but after I eat, I’m leaving with or without you.”

      Without waiting for a response, she dashed downstairs to fetch herself something to eat. She hadn’t felt so awake in a long time, and she hoped it would last. They weren’t set to leave port for another few hours, but when it came to things that truly excited her, she was no procrastinator.

      By the time the metal spider had trudged its way downstairs, Adelaide had already finished eating, rushed back upstairs to grab her back and check herself in the mirror one more time, and then make it nearly to the front door. The spider let loose a tirade of surprised beeps as she picked it up without stopping, putting it into her bag and stepping out the door in one fluid motion.

      Waiting for her in the street was Asmund, looking comfortably awake despite the early hour of the morning. He got the horses moving before Adelaide had even sat down, then shot her a smile.

      “It’s worth being up at this ungodly hour if it means I get to see that kind of smile on your face.”

      “You’re always up at this hour, though.”

      “And it’s never worth it any other day, I tell you what,” Asmund laughed. “But I gave myself an hour off to watch your maiden voyage! Tell me you know how to get a ship that size out of the docks without breaking anything.”

      Adelaide glared, but couldn’t hide her grin.

      “We got an amazing crew. Today’s the day we see how well everyone works together, but I’m sure they know the basics.”

      “How do you feel about giving commands and the like? Seems like not too long ago you couldn’t so much as make eye contact with a stranger.”

      “Well... this is different. And we won’t be strangers after so long. But I know what I’m doing here. You know how much I’ve read about ships and sailing...”

      “True, but theory and practice are two very different animals. But I’m not here to nitpick! You got this far, and you couldn’t have done that if you weren’t at least somewhat ready. I did want to ask what you decided to name your ship.”

      Adelaide beamed.

      “You get to find out at the same time as everyone else.”

      “Pfah! I deserve some special treatment, you know. Acting as your shuttle for the past however many years—”

      “My paid shuttle. Also, hush, you’re my friend.”

      Asmund threw up his hands in mock exasperation, then clapped her on the shoulder.

      “I’m proud of you. I was worried I wouldn’t get to see this day. But look at you now! Captain Sol of the... whatever her name is, setting sail at sixteen. What time are your parents coming down to watch?”

      Adelaide looked away, whistling innocently. Asmund gaped at her.

      “You didn’t tell them!”

      “No, I didn’t, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell them either, please.”

      “Why ever not? They had her built for you! Don’t you think they’d like to—?”

      “It’s complicated,” Adelaide interjected. “Things with them are tough right now, and I already ran away from them once. I don’t want them thinking I might do the same again with this.”

      “That’s a fair point. But... you aren’t going to, are you?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she answered airily, not quite meeting Asmund’s gaze. He groaned.

      “Stars, you’re going to be in some trouble... I’m going to be in some trouble once they find out I knew.”

      “They wouldn’t suspect you!”

      “You’re really committed to this, aren’t you?”

      “Actually... no.” Her tone was more serious this time. “As much as I joke about wanting to, I don’t know what I even want to do, much less what I’m capable of doing. It’s one thing to say it. If I were to do something like that, I can’t just take it back if I don’t like how it turns out. I can’t think about that yet, though. I have bigger things to think about today.”

      “That you do! Like telling me what you named your—”

      “No, Asmund.”

      When they reached the square, Adelaide leapt off the carriage before it had stopped moving. Asmund waved to her as he headed off to do a few more hours of work before his scheduled break.

      Adelaide headed straight to the docks, intent on seeing her ship alone before everyone else arrived. As she approached, she saw that a large canvas had been draped over the back of the ship, covering the name that had been carved and painted on its hull. Part of its purpose was to protect the drying paint from direct sunlight, but it was also to build a little suspense; the vessel’s name would be revealed just before she was to depart on her maiden voyage, and not a moment before. Besides, Adelaide reasoned, it had taken her this long to come up with a name in the first place; a few more hours wasn’t going to kill anyone.

      She spent the next hour walking around her ship, investigating every nook and cranny, venturing into every room, and inspecting everything from top to bottom to make sure everything was perfect. This ship, all of it, was hers, down to the last nail in the hull, and while she had always known this to be a fact, it was hitting her extra hard today. As she looked around each deck, she tried to imagine what it would look like once she had a full crew and they were out in deep waters, and she tried to imagine what sort of adventures they would have together. She had only a vague goal and not much more in the way of details, and she found she was perfectly content with that.

      Finally, she headed back topside, running her hand along the polished wood railing as she headed slowly back toward the ramp leading down to the docks. It was almost time.

      “Captain! Over here,” came a familiar voice. Adelaide looked up to see David waving to her from nearby, and she jogged over to meet him. “Thought you might be here. Most of the crew is here from what I can tell; what would you have me do with them?”

      “Have them start lining up on the docks and prepare for roll call. When everyone’s here we’ll get things started,” Adelaide said happily.

      “Aye. And the ceremony?”

      “Tell Gunnar he can get started. We’ll start at ten sharp, but I want officers and crew here and ready ten minutes before. Please also double check with Inga that we’re clear to set out.”

      “Got it.”

      Adelaide could hardly contain her excitement and apprehension. Only a few months earlier she had still been too hesitant to put out the call, but now she had done it. She had a crew, at least enough of one to start sailing. They would eventually need to fill at least twenty more positions, but it was a good start. Part of her knew the hardest part was yet to come. Interviews with pre-written questions that all followed a formula were just the beginning; whatever happened out on the ocean would come fast, and would require spontaneous thinking and the ability to translate decisions into orders, which in turn would need to be delegated properly, and then finally carried out. This was the start of what they would be testing today, but she wasn’t too worried. David and Inga had managed to find some truly remarkable individuals for her ship, and she felt like it was in good hands.

      Apparently sensing something was happening, bystanders had started to trickle over toward the docks, standing a respectful distance away as the ship’s crew began to line up in two neat rows under Gunnar’s direction. She was pleased with Gunnar so far, too; he seemed to fit well with the rest of her officers. Beyond getting along easily with the other command crew, he also served as a unique sort of foil for Halvar; where Halvar had a tendency to be somewhat erratic and adventurous, Gunnar was calm and measured in his approach to whatever they had done so far, however little that might have been. She had quickly realized why he had been so valued as an officer on multiple ships before.

      Fifteen minutes to ten in the morning, a few other sailors had trickled in, moving to take a place in the two rows of sailors standing in front of the ship. By now, her entire command crew had also arrived, and while the rank and file sailors looked about as mismatched and unorganized in appearance as she might have expected, her officers were all wearing similar coats and boots. When Adelaide came over to investigate, Inga held out a cloth bag toward her.

      “I apologize for acting out of turn, but I felt it would be a good idea for the ship’s officers to have a unified dress code,” the older woman explained as Adelaide peeked into the bag. “It’s simple, but effective. It makes us more distinguishable to the crew as we get to know each other, and should also help uphold the command structure that will be necessary to keep the ship running efficiently.”

      Adelaide looked up at her with an expression of nothing short of admiration.

      “Thank you. This should make things even more official. How much were all these? I’ll reimburse you as soon as we get back.”

      “No need, Captain. Consider this my gift to you in celebration of our first voyage together.” She wasn’t quite smiling, but Adelaide could see it in her eyes. She looked hopeful, eager... excited.

      Adelaide held the bag to her chest and smiled brightly.

      “Thank you very much. I can’t think of a better gift.”

      “Not so fast, cap’n! I brought our most important sendoff tool,” Halvar said as he jogged over to join them.

      “What have you got?”

      “This is a bottle of champagne!” he announced, pulling an expensive-looking bottle from his inside coat pocket. “My family was nice enough to give it to me for the occasion. That said, since I brought it, I humbly ask permission to do the honors of christening our beautiful ship.”

      “Such an honor is the captain’s privilege,” Inga said, but Adelaide held up her hands.

      “It’s all right. It was thoughtful of you to bring that, so you can make it official.”

      “Ha! Take that, tradition.”

      “Captain, it’s ten to,” David broke in. “We’ll need to start roll. And you might want to change.”

      “Oh, yes. Uhm...” Adelaide peered over at the two rows of sailors, most of whom were looking expectantly over at the officers. “Ah, could you take care of that? While I get my coat on?”

      “Of course.”

      “Inga, is everything else ready?” Adelaide continued as she pulled her coat out of the bag and turned it several which ways before realizing it was upside down.

      “Ready and waiting on your command, Captain. I had some extra time, so I recruited a few sailors to help me spread the word in town. I thought more of an audience might make this a more... momentous occasion.”

      Adelaide glanced up at her in surprise.

      “Really? I was actually hoping for something like that... how are you always so good at these things?”

      “It’s my job to anticipate your needs, Captain.”

      Choosing not to point out how this didn’t actually answer her question, Adelaide shrugged on her coat and buttoned it up, replaced her shoes with the boots Inga had bought, and then placed her old shoes back in the bag.

      “Okay... I’m ready. What do we do now?”

      “We’ll join the rest of the crew. Your ship’s name is ready to be revealed, a blessing will be given by the harbormaster, Halvar will perform the christening, and then we board.”

      “I don’t have to say anything, do I?”

      “Not unless you want to. It would, however, be polite to shake the harbormaster’s hand once the blessing is given.”

      “Okay. I can do that. What do you think? About the ship’s name, I mean.”

      Inga seemed to think for a moment.

      “It’s a fitting name for her. She’s a swift vessel, and one that will be able to hold her own in a fight if necessary.”

      Adelaide grinned.

      “I hope it never comes to the latter, but... I’m glad you like it.”

      They headed toward the dock, where her crew and officers alike had lined up neatly on the docks right behind her ship, and a crowd of sixty or seventy people had gathered nearby to watch the proceedings. Adelaide wasn’t surprise. As a town that saw plenty of ships for both business and pleasure, most people were, if not sailors themselves in some respect, interested as a hobby or field of study—or knew someone who was. Since Adelaide’s ship was much larger than the typical vessel likely to end up in Unshala, and had remained there for several months without traveling, her first voyage was only bound to be subjected to some fanfare.

      Inga joined the rest of the officers when they arrived, and Adelaide stood ahead of them, her feet together, hands clasped behind her back as they waited for the harbormaster to arrive. Before she even had time to start feeling nervous, a large man with short black hair, a thick beard to match, and a long sea-green coat with white cuffs. He looked every part the harbormaster, one who had clearly been through years and years of work at sea, but his expression was that of a man who never completely stopped joking.

      “Captain Sol,” he said warmly as he walked over to her, shaking her hand with a strong and enthusiastic grip. “I’m Liam Järvinen, the harbormaster. I hoped I might soon get this honor after your parents had your ship built here. A beautiful vessel, she is.”

      “Thank you. I’m excited to finally be taking her out... I wish I had done this sooner.”

      “Yes, well, better late than never!” Liam said with a hearty laugh. “You chose a good, solid name for her as well. I imagine you’re well and ready to leave, so we can get things started, what say you?”

      “Oh, yes. Er, that sounds good, I mean.” Adelaide bit her tongue and smiled, hoping Liam didn’t notice how awkward she felt. But the man was already turning away. Unsure of whether she was supposed to follow him or not, Adelaide hesitated for a few moments, then started quickly after him.

      As they got closer, Adelaide noticed two men who looked be to dockhands aboard her ship, standing ready near the canvas that covered the ship’s name. Liam stopped just below the canvas, then turned to face the onlookers.

      “Good morning everyone! For those who don’t know, my name is Liam Järvinen, the harbormaster here in Unshala,” he announced, and Adelaide watched him, her attention already captured. His voice carried far, and he seemed to have no qualms whatsoever about speaking to so many people. “While it’s not normally the duty of someone in my position, we’ve something of a tradition here in little Unshala. Today I’m pleased to have the honor of announcing the name of this beautiful craft, as well as offering a blessing for her first voyage.”

      Polite applause came at his words, and after a brief glance at her crew to see if they were clapping as well, Adelaide joined in.

      “Luckily for all of us here, a blessing is very short,” Liam continued, and this drew scattered laughter. “Before I get to that, however, we must know the name of the ship we are passing it on to. With that said, and without further ado, I give you...!”

      The canvas was let loose by the two dockhands, and it floated as if in slow motion down toward the water below. In its place, carved into the ship’s wooden hull and painted in black, was her name.
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      Adelaide let out a laugh of sheer joy as much louder applause erupted from the onlookers and crew. She hadn’t actually seen it finished yet. She had approved the design, and had seen the contractors begin their work, but it was something special to see it complete. She felt a swell of pride; now, truly, the ship was hers. This was a sign, however small it might have been, of something she had seen through to completion, and this name carved in wood meant she was ready to take the next step.

      It was only after her cheeks began to hurt that she realized how much she was smiling.

      When the applause died down, Liam stepped forward.

      “Now that’s done, I will offer a short blessing.” He walked over to the ship, close enough that he could touch the hull, and pulled a small vial of water from his coat pocket. He removed the cap, then flung the water from the vial so that it splashed against the hull. “With these waters from an ever-calm lake, I ask the land, the sky, and the sea to watch over this ship and her crew. May the stars always guide her, may the waters always carry her, and may the winds always bring her home.”

      He moved back, putting the now-empty vial back into his pocket, then knelt on the ground, his right arm across his chest—a universal sign of respect.

      When Liam returned, looking refreshed and pleased, Adelaide took his hand when he offered it to her.

      “Thank you so much,” she said, her voice quivering just slightly.

      “It’s one of the better parts of my job. Tradition is as tradition does, but I always feel a renewed sense of hope whenever I get to bless another vessel. Like I get to see more friends off into the unknown. Maybe this is all just nonsense, but... it feels damn good. Congratulations, Captain. Now then!” he continued, suddenly speaker louder again. “The captain will perform her own christening to finalize our little ceremony, and then we’ll see them off!”

      “Oh, erm, actually... one of my lieutenants will be doing that for us. He brought a special bottle, so I thought I’d let him do it,” Adelaide said hurriedly as all eyes turned to her.

      “Ah! Unusual, but not illegal,” Liam chuckled. “Where is this lieutenant?”

      “Here, Mr. Liam sir,” Halvar said as he jogged over, extending his own hand to the harbormaster. “And may I just say what an honor this is, truly, to be performing such a timeless—”

      “On with it, Halvar,” David grunted. He and the other officers had made their way over to line up next to Adelaide, and now they stood watching Halvar with some impatience.

      “Right. Gotta please the people.” Halvar pulled out the bottle, holding it gently with both hands. “My extended family made this themselves, you know. It’s a special thing! Now, let’s get us rolling. So to speak. Hup!”

      Hefting the bottle, he took a few steps toward the ship, paused for a moment to breathe, then threw the bottle at the ship’s metal hull—only for the bottle to hit it with a dull thunk and fall into the ocean, unbroken.

      There was silence for a few moments, and Halvar remained in place, his arm still outstretched, as though he was frozen in time. And then the laughter began.

      “Idiot, Halvar!” David seethed as some of the crew doubled over with mirth. “You forgot to cut the glass, didn’t you? Or is your throwing arm that weak?”

      “I dunno! I thought I was in decent shape. Maybe my family just uses really good glass.”

      “Steel-proof glass?” Adelaide asked incredulously.

      “Technology’s getting better every day, you never know.”

      “Captain, am I allowed to order him to dive in and fetch it back out?” David grunted.

      Liam was trying his hardest to keep a straight face, but his cheeks were tinged pink with the effort, and he turned away to cover his mouth and cough in an attempt to conceal his own laughter. After a minute or so, he cleared his throat, getting everyone’s attention.

      “Actually, I came prepared for this as well. It’s not quite as personal as a family made gift, but well...”

      He pulled a slim bottle of an inexpensive red wine from his coat and handed it to Adelaide. She felt strange holding it in her hands, as if she had suddenly been handed a tremendous responsibility.

      “Cap’n, if I could possibly get a round two—”

      “Halvar, that’s enough,” Inga said calmly, but the warning in her tone was enough to get the lieutenant to fall silent.

      Now Adelaide stepped forward, her heart pounding as she desperately hoped not to make a fool of herself. She gripped the bottle tighter, afraid it might slip out of her hands before she could even attempt to break it. At the dock, she hesitated, trying to remember to breathe. It was such a simple thing to do, she thought. All she had to do was throw it. And she was strong; there was no reason it wouldn’t work.

      Hesitation was a close friend of anxiety, that much she knew. And so before she could wallow in doubt much longer, she pulled back her arm and threw the bottle with everything she had.

      She was met by the sound of shattering glass and another round of polite applause. Liam was saying something, but Adelaide was too overwhelmed with relief to hear any of it.

      By the time she turned around, the crowd was starting to disperse; now that the short ceremony was over, there was little left to see. Only Liam remained, looking up at the Windfire with a broad grin.

      “Thank you for all that... I... appreciate it,” Adelaide said, moving over to stand next him.

      “The pleasure is always mine. Now, I’d say you only have a little paperwork to do before you can launch, but your lieutenant commander took care of that bright and early this morning. She’s an efficient one!”

      “Yeah... she is.” Adelaide’s eyes flicked over to where her officers were waiting, then cleared her throat. “Well, we’ll be off then!”

      “Safe travels, however short they might be,” Liam said enthusiastically. “Tides watch you, Captain.”

      With that, Liam turned and headed back toward the small house-like structure near the docks that served as his office, leaving Adelaide with her crew.

      She didn’t hesitate. Her excitement had returned, and she wasn’t going to waste a moment more.

      “Is everyone ready?” When her officers nodded in unison, she grinned. “All right. David, get everyone aboard. Gunnar, organize a final all-deck inspection to make sure everything’s in good shape and that we have everything; Halvar, talk to the dockhands and make sure we’re ready for a smooth departure. Inga, with me.”

      They immediately moved off toward the ship, with the exception of Inga, who remained obediently nearby. As the crew began to board and the dockhands began preparing the ship to depart, Adelaide started moving slowly. There was no point rushing this part; everyone else needed to board first and carry out their orders. She couldn’t remember how many stories she’d heard of ships that had skipped their pre-departure inspections only to suffer damage or even sink out in deeper waters because something crucial was missed.

      “Do you have something you need me to do, Captain?” Inga asked curiously.

      “I was just thinking... of all the people I talked to about joining the crew, there’s one person I didn’t really get to sit down and interview.”

      “Oh? Has someone been overlooked? If I have made an error, I—”

      “I meant you,” Adelaide continued with a smile. “I mean, I know we already work together, but... I have to admit I’m curious. What did you do before you met me and joined the crew?”

      Inga remained impassive, but her gaze darted away evasively.

      “Nothing so glorious as to warrant conversation or explanation, I’m afraid. I do have prior sailing experience, if you’re curious where I picked up some of my skills.”

      “It’s not just that. It’s... everything. You’re so good at things, and you’re so professional! You always get things done, you anticipate what I need... where did that all come from?”

      “These are all simply skills I picked up through the course of my otherwise very boring work. I did not think they were anything special, but if you find them worthy of note, I’m all the more pleased.”

      Adelaide made a pouting face.

      “One of the things you’re good at is dodging my questions, it seems. Is there anything you can tell me? What about your family? Give me something. Anything.”

      “I grew up the daughter of a tailor and a blacksmith; it was a loving family, but unfortunately they both passed away within a few years of each other before I was ten. Before then, I had been apprenticing as a tailor myself, to follow my father’s trade. I had no extended family left alive, so I fell in with the Blackfins at a young age. They found me work and trained me in the arts of seamanship. The alternative would have been one of Krethus’ systems for children without homes, and I must say between the two I preferred the Blackfins.”

      “I see... I’m sorry to hear about your parents.”

      “No matter. It’s old history by this point. They were kind and loving and I have no regrets of my time with them. I was lucky enough to move from one loving family to another. At first I worried what kind of family they could possibly be, but I discovered blood means very little.”

      “Don’t get caught saying that around my parents,” Adelaide snorted.

      “If you’re concerned they may not like me, I’m afraid that is already the case.”

      Adelaide laughed, then raised an eyebrow at her officer.

      “Okay, humor me. What about after you joined the Blackfins? And I don’t mean your sailing, I mean more personal things. Such as... a love life?”

      Inga passed her an almost mischievous smile.

      “That, Captain, will have to wait for another time.”

      “You’re no fun at all.”

      By the time they’d finished talking, they had crossed the plank onto the ship and ascended the stairs to the helm. There was a strong breeze heading out toward sea, and the way ahead of them was clear, the beautiful blue of the ocean dotted by the occasional tiny crest and distant sail of a pleasure vessel.

      Adelaide ran her hand over the wheel. She’d felt it many times before, the smooth wood and metal between her fingertips, but this time it felt different. There was power here; it was here where it was decided where the ship would go, whether she would turn left or right, whether she would head back home or move on for a longer adventure. She was slightly intimidated by the thought; the Windfire was a far larger craft than her parents’ daysailer, and that had been the largest one she’d ever controlled. Then again, that’s what they were here for.

      Gunnar quickly walked up to join them while Halvar stayed near the ship’s port railing to oversee her departure.

      “She’s in good shape top to bottom, Captain. The crew stands ready,” Gunnar reported. “Will we need to assign oarsmen?”

      “No need. There’s a strong wind out to sea; we’ll loose tether and drift until we can safely get her moving under her own power. Have the crew at the ready,” Adelaide answered.

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “We’re ready here, cap’n! On your orders!” Halvar called, waving up at her.

      Adelaide gulped. This was it. She wondered if perhaps she wasn’t ready after all, and suddenly felt slightly dizzy with nerves.

      But then she stopped herself. She had gotten this far, and there was a crew of people on the deck before her awaiting her orders. And if she was to someday explore the world, she had to start somewhere.

      “Take us out.”

      “Mooring lines away!” Inga called, and after only a moment, Adelaide felt the ship move beneath her. It was more subtle than the daysailer, its weight preventing it from being lifted and dropped by the small waves, but they were very clearly moving forward.

      She remembered to breathe and focus, watching the Windfire’s bow and the dock on both sides, keeping her straight until they were clear. A slight breeze blew toward starboard, and Adelaide adjusted the wheel slightly to compensate. Every small movement was magnified by the sheer size of the ship; what would have been a small adjustment on the daysailer sent the bow turning several degrees to port. She relaxed the wheel, letting the wind guide the Windfire out.

      “We’re clear of the docks, Captain,” Inga informed her after a few moments.

      “All right. We’ll hold her steady a little more, just to be safe...”

      “Are you nervous?” Inga asked, amused.

      Adelaide hesitated.

      “Yes. Very.”

      “I’d be worried if you weren’t. Steady on, then.”

      Suddenly, Adelaide felt a steady tapping at her side. Glancing down, she remembered that Chronis was still in her bag, and the spider was looking quite displeased.

      “Oh, right! Sorry, Chronis. Come climb on my shoulder and take a look!”

      The spider didn’t hesitate, and quickly scaled her torso, coming to rest on her shoulder, four of its legs wrapped around her upper arm for stability. The spider uttered a slow series of clicks as it peered at the ocean around it.

      They didn’t have to wait long. The Windfire soon put the docks far enough behind her that it was safe to start moving under her own wind, and Adelaide felt a thrill of excitement.

      “Order the crew to make all sail and spare the reefing. I’m changing course, forty degrees to port and putting the wind abaft the beam. Let’s see what she can do.”

      Inga passed along her orders, and the crew sprang into action, eager to finally have something to do. Adelaide held her breath with anticipation as she turned the wheel slowly, waiting for the right moment.

      Then it happened. The sails on all three masts unfurled and instantly caught wind, and the Windfire surged forth at a much greater speed than she had anticipated. The ship cut through the water effortlessly, holding steady in her hands as she made slight course alterations. Moving this quickly under strong winds caused some ships to move more erratically, but the Windfire needed only a gentle hand to keep her moving straight.

      There came a cheer from the crew as the Windfire continued to pick up speed. Adelaide’s eyes were wide as she watched the waves pass swiftly beside them.

      “How fast do you think we’re going?” she voiced incredulously.

      “Gunnar would give the best estimation. I’ll ask him,” Inga answered, then headed down the stairs. Adelaide watched as Gunnar walked to the starboard rail, then peer over the side, staring straight ahead. It didn’t look like he was doing anything in particular, but before long he walked up to the helm, clearly excited.

      “We’re traveling between twenty-two and twenty-five knots, ma’am. This is... absolutely incredible. Most navy clippers fully rigged will only get you sixteen or seventeen at the most.”

      Adelaide looked at him in genuine surprise. If his estimations were anywhere near correct, that would make the Windfire one of the fastest ships of its kind on the seas. With a few notable exceptions, mostly much smaller crafts designed with speed primarily in mind, most ships like hers traveled at a slower pace even with strong winds behind them. She almost couldn’t believe it. Gunnar had only taken a cursory glance, after all.

      “In case you doubt me, you should know my implant has more uses than just seeing ghosts, ma’am,” Gunnar continued knowingly, as if noticing her doubt.

      Adelaide couldn’t help but stare.

      “It... tells speed?”

      “Roughly. It’s not its primary function, but I make do. I can also take a closer look at things from afar, like having a telescope built into my face,” Gunnar chuckled. “It’s come in very handy in the shipyards, especially during test runs like these.”

      “How does the Windfire compare?”

      “Well, she’s my favorite so far.” Gunnar clapped the wooden banister before him, looking wistfully down at the deck. “She has potential. She’s a quick little ship for certain. I wonder what other strengths she has?”

      “One way to find out,” Adelaide said with a grin. With the wheel in her hands, the wind on her face, and the spray of the ocean at the bow of the ship that was now entirely hers now its name had been carved into its hull, she felt like she was on top of the world. “Get the crew ready; we’re changing course again!”

      

      Two hours later, the Windfire eased back into Unshala’s port, slowing down as the crew raised the sails. She coasted in smoothly, and as Adelaide guided her in, she saw the dockhands getting ready to secure her mooring lines.

      With only a little difficulty, she managed to pull the ship parallel to the dock, and then, finally, their first voyage was complete. Another cheer erupted from the crew, and Adelaide joined them, letting herself shout with excitement where in any other situation she would do her best to remain quiet. But here, after what she had just experienced, there was no containing her joy. This had truly been one of the best times of her life.

      As Adelaide made to leave, she noticed the crew lining up on deck, standing in a neat straight line, their hands behind their backs, and they fell silent.

      “What’s happening?” Adelaide asked quietly.

      “The crew requires permission to leave. As do we,” Inga explained. “Normally I’d recommend an inspection before departing, but our trip was so short and uneventful I don’t think it necessary.”

      “If I may, ma’am, I suggest the officers meet in your quarters once the crew is dismissed so we can discuss our excursion,” Gunnar offered, and Adelaide nodded.

      “That’s a good idea,” she said, though she felt a sudden sting of bitterness she couldn’t place. “David, dismiss the crew, then come to my cabin. Everyone else, come with me.”

      Adelaide unlocked her cabin doors, then entered, followed closely by her officers. David joined them only moments later, closing the door behind them. Adelaide was about to take a seat behind her desk when she realized there weren’t enough chairs for everyone to sit with her, and so she remained standing.

      “So... what do you think? How did it go?” she asked awkwardly. She had no idea how to conduct a meeting like this even if it did sound like a good idea.

      “I’m impressed. Very impressed,” David said. “Her shipwright must be a genius. She’s fast and agile and performed well in all points of sail. The crew performed well, too, though I can tell it will take time for everyone to get used to things.”

      “Right. I noticed not everyone seemed to know what to do at all times. Things were either too busy or too idle; we need to figure out a good middle ground,” Halvar added, and Inga nodded in agreement.

      “To that end, I would suggest coming up with drills for the crew to run every time we venture out. This first time was a good test of the Windfire’s basic performance, but now that we see what she’s capable of, the crew will need to adapt. If you’d like, I can assist you in devising drills for different scenarios.”

      “Likewise,” Gunnar finished. “That was only part of my work in the yards, but I directed plenty as lieutenant on the other vessels I served on. We’ll have the crew prepared for everything from rough storms to defending the ship from attack.”

      “We don’t need to do that. We’ll learn fine as we go.” Adelaide spoke before she could stop herself, responding almost instinctively in deference to the mild spark of sudden irritation that had flared inside her again.

      “I wouldn’t recommend that,” David said. “There are a lot of dangerous situations we might run into out there. We don’t want to wait until we encounter them to start teaching the crew how to handle them.”

      “Respectfully, I must agree, Captain,” Inga continued, looking at Adelaide with a barely concealed expression of puzzlement. “The crew is experienced and no doubt skilled, but it behooves all of us, command staff included, to make sure we can safely and efficiently handle any situation before it becomes a problem.”

      Adelaide frowned. They had been good suggestions, and she agreed with them completely. Why, then, had she so quickly refused? Her bitterness remained, and try as she might, she couldn’t understand where it was coming from or why it was making her feel so hesitant. She still nearly wanted to refuse again out of spite, and this feeling alarmed her.

      Her officers watched her expectantly, and she knew she needed to say something soon.

      “That... sounds good. I agree,” she said slowly. “The three of us can work together on drills. We can also make some slight rearrangements to crew positions if we start to see that individuals would be better fits elsewhere.”

      “Aye. And let’s not forget this is a skeleton crew; we’ve over a dozen more positions to fill before we’re comfortable, so let’s keep that manifest updated, eh cap’n? I know you love your paperwork,” Halvar chuckled.

      “If I may, Captain, I have another suggestion,” Inga said. Adelaide glanced up at her curiously. “While delegation is a captain’s privilege, I suggest announcing broad orders to the crew at large rather than directing everything through your officers. It’s not only more efficient for everyone involved, but it could be a morale boost. The crew benefits from hearing their captain direct orders at them personally.”

      “I... I can try, I suppose.” Adelaide fidgeted, toying with the buttons on her coat. “That might take some getting used to. I’m comfortable talking to all of you because I’m more familiar with you. And there are only four of you. But a whole crew...?”

      “Your hesitation is understandable. I imagine this will be something that comes with practice. So long as you are aware and making an effort, that’s all that need be said.” Inga gave her an encouraging smile, and Adelaide relaxed. She was still too happy to be worried. They would be able to work on all of this as she went, and she would improve herself beside all of them.

      They spoke for ten more minutes before there was nothing left to say, and with that, Adelaide dismissed her officers. She paused as they departed, running her hand along the banister as she walked down the stairs, already wishing she was back out on the open sea again. Their next trip couldn’t come soon enough.

      As much as she wanted to stay by the docks, she knew she had little else to do but to head home. It would appear suspicious if she were out for too long too often; even if her family knew she liked spending time down by the beach, it was rarely so enthralling as to keep her away from home for hours on end. And so she took a carriage home, trying to act as if it had just been another ordinary day.

      Immediately upon stepping inside, however, her parents approached her, looking almost excited.

      “How was your day, darling?” Felix asked, trying and completely failing to appear nonchalant.

      “It was fine, I just went to spend some time down in the square as usual... what’s going on?” Adelaide asked, looking between them suspiciously.

      “Oh, you know, nothing in particular.” Felix laughed a little too loudly. “Incidentally, we just wanted to let you know a letter arrived for you while you were away. I set it on your desk... where I was able to find room, that is.”

      “Have you thought of tidying up sometime?” Cajsa added, but she didn’t look angry. This made Adelaide even more suspicious. Usually, if they were nagging her about her bedroom, they were much more imperious. “In any case, I’m glad you’ve had a good day. Your father and I won’t be able to attend dinner tonight as we’ll be busy, but if you need anything from us, please let us know. We set aside some of your favorite dessert in the kitchen if you’d like it.”

      “Oh, uhm... thank you, that sounds nice.”

      Her parents watched her as she climbed the stairs toward the second-floor hall, and this unnerved her so much that as soon as they were out of sight, she began jogging, and didn’t stop until she reached her room and her door was closed tightly behind her.

      Immediately, she set down her bag on her bed. Chronis crawled slowly out of it, walking immediately to the foot of the bed and curling its legs beneath it. Adelaide moved toward her desk, though she already had something of an idea what she might have received. Sure enough, when she looked down at the crisp white envelope, she saw Annayet’s name scrawled neatly at the top, along with the address it had been sent from.

      “Figures,” Adelaide whispered. This was why her parents were being nice to her. And they would no doubt be expecting to hear good news.

      Nevertheless, she was genuinely delighted to see what Annayet had written her. She changed into more comfortable house clothes, then jumped onto her bed, leaning back against her mountain of pillows as she delicately opened the envelope. A single sheet of paper was folded inside, embossed with gold designs at the top of the page, and an elegant and even script written in thin black ink covered the page. Even the girl’s handwriting was beautiful, she mused.

      

      Dearest Adelaide,

      

      I do hope you are well. I must say again I had the most lovely time at your estate, and I will be very pleased when we can meet again. Perhaps one day soon I may be able to invite you to my family home and welcome you with all we have to offer.

      On my way home I told father what you shared with me about the ocean and tidal waves. He has always thought my fear of such things was quite silly, but all the same he seemed impressed with your knowledge. In fact, if I remember correctly—and I may be mistaken, for I was very tired that night, and indeed fell asleep in the carriage where I sat before long—he asked if there was anything you could not do. My response may or may not have been that, if there was, I didn’t yet know of it.

      As we are to the east of you on the other side of the hills, the weather is warmer here. I do enjoy that our cold weather rarely gets too out of hand, but I’m afraid the heat of the months to come does not do well by my constitution. Would that I were in Unshala instead once summer arrives, and I could play in the waters of the ocean I now know to be safer than I first thought. Still, because some anxiety persists, it would please me greatly if you were to join me that I might enjoy your good company and the safety of your presence. I’d like to think perhaps I could even see the ship you told me about, though I recall you never did tell me its name.

      I’m afraid my life is not elsewise full of glamour, and when I attend my lessons I often become distracted as I think of you and your magic. I hope someday to see this, too, though only on the condition that it is under pleasurable circumstances. I have been so enamored with the idea that I began to paint what I recall of it, having seeing it from the elites who patrol my area. I remember no more than a flash of beautiful colors, gone as quickly as they came, and I would like to think a similar swirl of light might someday carry you to my doorstep.

      As you can see, I have a tendency to ramble when my conversation is one-sided like this. Please, when you write me back, tell me of your adventures and successes. I could listen to you speak until you had not a word left to say, but in the absence of your lovely voice I will accept printed words as a—and I mean no offense—poor substitute.

      Please also give my best wishes to your family, and inform them with as much excitement as you deem appropriate that I would very much enjoy returning to see them and their lovely home again.

      As for you, I hope you are well, and that you are still enjoying your peace.

      

      Always,

      Annayet Mäkinen

      

      Adelaide read it three times, her smile growing each time. This was definitely Annayet’s style. It was refined, and “proper,” as her parents might say. The type of letter she was sure they wished she could write, her penmanship the uniform script taught to all well-educated boys and girls their age. And yet, it was every bit the facade Adelaide had seen the night they’d met, traces of her wit and feeling left purposefully and imperfectly hidden beneath the polish of what she had been instructed to use and be. There was just enough directionless flirtation to please either of their parents, were they ever to look, and just enough dry tedious nothing to make anyone but Adelaide think she was engaging in proper discussion, and not, as Adelaide already knew better, nearly screaming with boredom.

      She knew for the life of her that she could never construct something so elegant and multi-layered, and so she decided not to try. Not only would Annayet see right through it anyway, but Adelaide had always communicated best when she was incredibly straightforward—if only because she didn’t know how to be anything else.

      She carefully took the letter over to her desk as though afraid she might accidentally tear it, and cleared away enough clothes, boxes, wrappings, and other items so she’d have enough room to write something of her own. As she tossed these objects carelessly onto her bed, she was grateful Annayet hadn’t been up to see her room. She would have to tell Heikki that the one thing she could not do was keep a tidy house.

      An hour passed by, and then another, during which Adelaide managed to write a single paragraph. Despite how much she genuinely wanted to write a response, it had always been harder to write something out than to speak off the cuff, which was already a challenge in itself. A few times she realized that she was unconsciously trying to mimic Annayet’s writing style, convinced that if she were to answer the girl’s well-written letter with an unedited and meandering mess, the girl might judge her for it.

      As she crumpled up a fourth piece of parchment and tossed it backward over her shoulder, there came a knock at her bedroom door. Expecting her parents, she took a moment to compose herself before walking to the door, but found Marit instead.

      “Sanna’s at the door for you,” she said simply.

      “She—what? Oh no. I didn’t forget about going out on patrol, did I?” Adelaide asked, mostly to herself, suddenly very aware of how she was dressed and how utterly unprepared she was for a night out.

      “Dunno. You don’t tell me your schedule. When you talk to her, can you make sure to tell her I took care of you like she asked me to?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Adelaide answered distractedly, peering back over her shoulder at the clothes scattered around her room. If she could get dressed quickly enough, she could be ready to go within minutes, even if she wasn’t at all prepared mentally.

      “I know what you’re thinking. Just go down and talk to her. You’re so weird,” Marit continued, glancing at Adelaide as though she thought she were speaking in tongues. “She’s not going to bite you.”

      “You don’t know that!” Adelaide called after her as she disappeared down the hall.

      After a few more moments of hesitation, Adelaide decided to take her advice. There was no point in preparing for anything yet. Not when she didn’t even know why Sanna was visiting.

      She found her tutor waiting politely in the empty foyer again, but instead of getting to her feet, she patted the small sofa she was sitting on. Adelaide sat next to her, already confused.

      “Is everything all right? Are we going out tonight? I can be ready,” Adelaide started, but Sanna shook her head.

      “No, not tonight. Maybe soon, but I haven’t figured out my schedule for the upcoming week yet. I just wanted to check on you. Are you recovering all right?”

      Sanna gave her a kind smile, and Adelaide instantly felt her stress disappear. She wasn’t in any trouble, that much was certain. Beyond that, she always felt some sense of relief in Sanna’s presence, like there was an invisible bubble around her that kept out the anxieties of the rest of the world.

      “I think I’m doing okay. I’ve dreamed about it a few times... but it doesn’t make me want to stop. Actually I want to go out again,” she answered slowly.

      “Oh, you will, don’t you worry,” Sanna chuckled. “We’re always understaffed in this work, I can tell you that. It pays well, but going out every single night gets a little exhausting. Not that you’d know what that’s like. You must have a solar core in your body with all the energy you’ve got.”

      “Maybe it’s just because I’m young?”

      “What, and I’m old now? Excuse you. I’m in my prime, thank you very much. And I plan to stay here for a while.”

      “I’ll tell Marit not to bring out the walker then if you—ow!”

      Sanna smacked her hard in the shoulder, and they both laughed.

      “Well hey, I’m glad you’re feeling all right,” Sanna said once they’d calmed down. “That’s a good sign. I know this technically wasn’t your first experience with death, but it’s different when you’re right in the middle of it. I’ve seen really skilled people go down a bad road because they get consumed by guilt. They think too much about the people they didn’t save. You can never, ever do that. But it looks like I might not have to tell you twice. Anything on your mind? Anything bugging you?”

      “I was wondering something... when do I start going out on my own? Or making my own schedule?”

      Sanna nodded absently.

      “Technically? Whenever you want. It’s not like anyone’s going to stop you. But you’re still considered to be in training, which means anything you do when you’re not with me won’t be considered official. I would also caution against it just based on what I saw last time. Not that you aren’t a spectacular fighter and one of the most skilled students I’ve ever seen, but...”

      “You’re worried what happened last time might happen again?”

      “Basically. Losing control like that is dangerous. As in, you could die. Last time there weren’t any ghosts around, and I was able to snap you out of it, but if I’m not there, that’s a risk.”

      “How do I get better at that? Will I just get used to it?”

      “I don’t know, honey. I don’t know how anyone else’s minds work,” Sanna answered sympathetically. “Mostly, yeah, there’s an element of getting used to it. You never hope to see enough death to become less affected by it, but unfortunately, that’s how it ends up in our line of work. We’ll have to play it by ear. I’ll keep an eye on things as we go on more patrols and that will help me see how you’re doing.”

      “Okay. Well... I feel ready. I want to go back out again.”

      “Glad to hear it. Are your parents still being easy on you?”

      “For now. I got a letter from the girl I met before, so my parents are over the moon all over again,” Adelaide snorted.

      “Good. If that’s the case, I might just take you out with me every night next week. No sense letting you waste away here.”

      “You kind of sound like them, saying things like that,” Adelaide teased.

      “Don’t be stupid. They would never ask you to do something you like every night of the week.”

      They laughed again, loud enough that one of the house’s staff briefly peeked in to make sure everything was all right. After the brief moment of silence that followed, Sanna stood up.

      “I need to get back to it. I really am glad you’re feeling all right. I’ve been worried about you.”

      “You don’t have to! I guess it’s like you said: we’re made of sterner stuff.”

      “Maybe. I just don’t want to assume. You’re a sweet kid, and this is heavy stuff. We do a lot of things other people can’t, but at the end of the day, we’re still just human and we need to take care of ourselves. And as your tutor, I need to take care of you.” She gave Adelaide a tight hug, then stepped back. “I’ll send you a bird as soon as I’ve got my schedule figured out. If you want to stay active, keep up with your stretches and exercises. Might as well make some use of the enormous yard you’ve got here.”

      “I will,” Adelaide promised.

      When the door closed, Adelaide started back up the stairs toward her room, thinking of the letter she still needed to finish. Only a few steps up, however, she changed her mind. She was feeling inspired.

      Once back in her bedroom, she changed into her tight-fitting training clothes, picked up her deck of libris cards, then started back downstairs. She wasn’t going to be caught out of practice the next time Sanna came to get her.
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      When Maaya woke, she knew instinctively that it was nighttime, both due to the sense that she had developed over the years and due to the fact that Saber was shaking her shoulders to wake her.

      “It’s just after sundown. You want to get moving?”

      “Only if I have—”

      “Something to eat, yes. I brought you that, too. Fresh sourdough bread and butter, how does that sound?”

      “Delicious. And a little suspicious. Where did you find fresh anything at this time of night?” Maaya asked, taking the still-warm loaf Saber held out to her.

      “One of the rich bakeries that’s open all night!” Saber said gleefully. “I hadn’t been to the area before and I almost got lost, but the house Rahu wants us to take care of is in a really nice part of town. I didn’t even know there were places like that here.”

      Maaya froze with the bread halfway to her mouth.

      “How nice?” she asked slowly.

      “Hard to say. It’s one of those areas where everyone’s got a lawn and flowers out front, and each house has multiple floors, but only for one family. Can you imagine? What can one family do with all that spa... hey, aren’t you going to eat?”

      Maaya set the bread down on the bed beside her, fighting back the wave of fear that washed over her. This wasn’t good. Things were bad enough for people like her here where she blended in with most other people. If she were to go traipsing around an area full of rich people she would stick out like a sore thumb. The police also had more of a presence there and tended to be a little more unforgiving to people they thought didn’t belong, and Maaya definitely fell into that category.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t do this,” Maaya said finally. “You’re sure you got the right place?”

      “Completely sure. Smack in the center of Corridor C. But what’s this about quitting suddenly? Was it something I said?”

      “It’s just dangerous. Maybe too dangerous,” Maaya said, and the fear only mounted as she spoke. Things were now dangerous either way. If she went, she risked being caught. If she didn’t, she risked disappointing Rahu and ruining her chances at future assistance from him. “People like me don’t fit in there. Even more than usual, I mean. I didn’t know he was going to send us there!”

      “I’m not surprised. Frankly, I imagined something a little nicer,” Saber commented, and when Maaya looked at her in surprise, she continued, “Well, yeah. He’s offering services to get rid of ghosts and troublesome spirits and things. Who in the world has the extra income to spend on something frivolous like that?”

      “I... suppose I should have thought of that,” Maaya said. “But still, that doesn’t change—”

      “It’s okay! I already took a look at the place and the surrounding area. Honestly, with how spread out everything is, it should be even easier than usual for you to get around unseen. You might think they’ve got nothing better to do than peer out their windows and look for troublemakers, but if I’ve learned anything about rich people so far, it’s that they’re really boring. Reading books, doing paperwork, talking about neighborhood drama, ugh. They won’t notice you.”

      Maaya gritted her teeth. This information was of some comfort to her, and she had to admit she had a distinct advantage in Saber. Besides, while she might be safer and more comfortable now with Bindhiya’s help, she knew she couldn’t rely on her forever—and she hadn’t exactly done well on her own before that. If there was anything Rahu could offer, she would have to try her best.

      “Can we make it quick?” Maaya asked finally.

      “Sure. I already know everything there to know about the place, but I thought it’d help if you got a look too, just for your own peace of mind. After that we can do whatever we like! The night is young, my dear, and so are we.”

      “Have I mentioned you’re weird?” Maaya snickered, finally biting into the warm bread. It was delicious—some of the best bread she’d ever had—and suddenly she felt like the evening was going to be all right.

      “You have, but you haven’t told me to go away, so I can only assume you find it endearing,” Saber winked. “It makes me wonder what all those other ghosts were doing wrong. I mean, if I’m the first dead person you find acceptable to keep around...”

      Maaya quickly finished her food, and then, after Saber went out to make sure the coast was clear, she stepped out into the street, following Saber’s lead.

      Maaya had never thought of Sark as a particularly large town. At least, not when she was looking at it on a map or when she was walking any of the streets she knew. She had become so familiar with them that it started to feel like the town was closing in on her, like the walls and streets themselves were shrinking, and that one day she’d wake up to find all the world that remained was a single street with a few buildings and only a void beyond. This particular detail may have been influenced by her dreams.

      It was a different story when she went somewhere new, however, and as much as new things frightened her, she longed for them. They were proof that the world outside her bubble still existed, and every time she found something new, she found some odd sense of hope. If she could continue to find new things and people and places in just this town, there was no telling how vast the world outside Sark’s walls could be. It was a world she someday hoped to see, even if that particular hope was buried far beneath layers of cynicism and caution.

      Still, there was a reason Maaya avoided the wealthier districts of town. While she might not be intimately familiar with what they looked like, they didn’t represent something new. What they represented were old things, familiar things. Frightening things.

      And so it was with great relief that Maaya spotted a familiar face on their way to Corridor C, relief that persisted even at the indecipherable smile on Hari’s face.

      “Well, lookee here! Out for a night walk and looking better than I’ve seen you in a while. I told you Bindhiya would have something for you,” Hari said as he began walking at Maaya’s side. Saber glanced at him hopefully, but when he didn’t look her way, she frowned.

      “I know, I know. I shouldn’t have been so stubborn. But she must have told you what’s going on and how hard it is for people to find safe places to stay. I didn’t want to get in the way,” Maaya replied.

      “You really ought to start thinking you deserve better for yourself. If nothing else, think of me; it pained me to see you sleeping alone on old concrete at night. But then again I guess your luck has turned in more ways than one,” Hari continued.

      “What do you mean?” Maaya asked, trying to keep her voice calm. There was no way Hari could know about Saber or Maaya’s ability to see ghosts... or so she thought.

      “I saw you at breakfast with some wealthy man,” Hari continued, and Maaya had to hide her sigh of relief, but her anxiety did not totally fade as Hari continued, “Interesting thing for you to do. What’s going on with you and him?”

      “Have you told anyone?” Maaya asked quickly.

      “I asked you first, you—”

      “Have you?” Maaya continued urgently.

      “No, no, I haven’t. Sheesh. I’m not stupid; I know how it might sound, not to mention what that might do to your chances of getting a safe spot in the future. Maaya Sahni, already an outcast, now making friends with Sark’s elites! Some of us might see that as a betrayal.”

      “Do you?”

      “I... don’t think so. At least that’s not what I thought at first. Honestly I just hoped you were okay. But I have to ask: what’s your business with him? Or his with you?”

      “Ah...” Maaya started. She had no idea how to begin explaining this.

      “Rahu is looking at expanding the services he offers to his clients and needs help with some very basic tasks, things he doesn’t want to pay a full-fledged employee for. He’s considering contracting out services on an as-needed basis for you in return for minimal payment,” Saber advised.

      Maaya repeated this to Hari, giving Saber a grateful look when he wasn’t looking.

      “Oh,” Hari said finally, sounding almost disappointed. “So you’ve gone and found yourself a temporary job.”

      “If you could even call it that,” Maaya added, hoping she sounded convincing. But then, it was technically the truth.

      “Well hey, that’s not so bad. You know Bindhiya and the rest of us, we’d all love to find work and become productive members of society at some point,” Hari said, flourishing his arm at these last words. “Congrats on the gig. I don’t suppose he needs any more help?”

      “He hardly has enough work for me. We’re only just doing a trial run as it is,” Maaya said, and the concern in her tone was legitimate now. “Sorry. Maybe I can ask him, though.”

      “I’d appreciate it, but I don’t expect much. I know his type. They want to associate with people like us only when we can benefit them. Then it’s back to the street with us.”

      You don’t know anything about him, Maaya thought, but said nothing.

      “Anyway, now that’s cleared up, I suppose I can tell people what’s up if they ask.”

      “They won’t get mad?”

      “Nah. Probably not. I mean, it’s honest work, whatever you’re doing. We all get that when we can. I was just afraid I’d have to tell everyone you were getting into something illegal or that you’d found someone to adopt you or something,” Hari chuckled.

      “Oh yes, having parents would be such an awful thing,” Maaya glowered, and Hari laughed again.

      “Not at all. But you’d be the target of jealousy for sure. You think we haven’t all dreamed of having some rich person pick us off the street and decide to shower us with love and give us a warm place to sleep at night? You’d be living our dream and we’d hate you for it. Wishing you all possible success, of course.”

      “Yes, well, that’s still a dream for me,” Maaya said. “I would take the hate; I would take a chance at a better life. But right now what I’ve got is the possibility of a little work. Otherwise, my life, as amazing as it is, is still the same.”

      “Well hey, take this as a sign that things can get better, even if only by small amounts at a time,” Hari said, clapping Maaya on the shoulder. “Maybe this is your ticket out of here. If it is, I claim the biggest bedroom in your new mansion.”

      “Right now I’m lucky to be living in part of an abandoned basement, so don’t get your hopes up,” Maaya said, though she was smiling now too. Hari wasn’t as openly cynical as some of their peers, and even though she wouldn’t call what they had a friendship, his presence was usually a positive one. “I’ll do my best. I’ve still got a life I want to live eventually.”

      “Oh yeah, I remember. Some girl comes and sweeps you off your feet and whisks you off to better lands,” Hari teased. “Good luck with that in a place like this.”

      “What? I’m sure there are plenty of nice girls in this town.”

      “Sure, but right now Bindhiya’s not in a state to sweep you anywhe—ow.”

      Hari laughed as Maaya smacked him in the shoulder and glared at him, though Maaya was well aware of the fact that her cheeks were turning pink, and she was even more grateful for the night that hid them.

      “Are you off to work now?” Hari asked once they’d calmed.

      “Not at this time of night. You’re just scoping the place out,” Saber suggested.

      “Ah, smart as usual,” Hari replied once Maaya relayed the ghost’s message. “It’s got to be safe though if this is a proper job, right?”

      “Yeah. I guess I just like knowing what I’m up against before the first day. It always comes in handy,” Maaya said. She suddenly hoped that Hari would leave her be soon; she didn’t want him to see where she was going, in case he got suspicious. She hadn’t told him anything specific, but Hari was smart in the same ways she was, and she didn’t need her reputation going south before she’d even begun.

      “Well hey, I hope it all works out,” Hari said with a friendly smile, and then he stopped and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I think I should get going. I’m doing some scouting for Bindhiya; she must be a little short-handed right now.”

      “Must be?” Maaya asked quizzically.

      “Yeah. If she chose me, she must be,” Hari snorted. “Things like this require patience and coordination and grace, and I’m the best example of whatever the opposite of all those things is.”

      “You’re not that bad. You were doing better than me for a long time, and the only reason I started doing any better is because you helped me. Bindhiya’s right to trust you,” Maaya said pointedly.

      “I guess. You ever just keep succeeding at something and think it must all be a fluke and that you’re going to fail the next time for sure? That’s how I feel.” Hari shrugged, then smiled again. “But maybe Bindhiya sees something in me I don’t.”

      “She sees a lot. Stay safe, okay? And don’t forget to run if you have to. You can skip scouting one night if it means you’ll be safe to try again,” Maaya said warmly.

      “You got it. And hey, I really am glad you went to see her. You deserve some time with a roof over your head and something other than cobblestones for pillows.”

      They waved and then departed, walking off in opposite directions. Maaya was secretly glad; they were fast approaching Corridor C, and she wanted to be alone.

      “He seems nice. You’ve mentioned his name before. What’s his deal?” Saber asked as they went along.

      Maaya looked over her shoulder to make sure no one was around to hear her.

      “He’s just someone like me. We worked together a few times, if you could call it that. And we help each other when we can. I... I robbed a house and gave him what I found and he made sure I had food to eat for a while,” Maaya explained, the word ‘robbed’ like something sour on her tongue.

      “Oh, that’s neat. I thought for a moment he might have been one of your friends who can see ghosts,” Saber said, her lost hope evident in her tone.

      “I’ve only got one of those, and I told you he doesn’t live in town. Actually... what if we go see him after we look at this house? It’s been a little while since I’ve seen him,” Maaya suggested.

      Saber’s expression brightened immediately and she clapped her hands excitedly.

      “If that’s the case, do we really need to scope out this house at all? We could just go straight to this friend of yours if it’s all the same to you, I did already go by myself after all, so if you think about it it’s not a very—oh! Okay, we’re going,” Saber yelped as Maaya took the ghost by the wrist and pushed on.

      “It still helps me to see it,” Maaya said with a smile as she pulled the ghost along.

      With Saber’s help, the walk to Corridor C didn’t take long, even as the ghost herself got momentarily lost. Maaya slowed her pace as they approached, keeping a wary eye out, but no one seemed to be looking her way. With this small comfort in mind she soon found herself staring at the houses that lined the corridor, several streets of pleasant homes with front and back yards, many of them well lit from within.

      Maaya almost couldn’t process what she was looking at. She felt extremely lucky to have a small part of a basement to sleep in as a temporary home, and in the meantime there were people in her own town who lived in these lavish houses with multiple rooms at their disposal. Some of the rooms were just for fun and display, and Maaya couldn’t conceive of having enough money for frivolities like that. She had been in a few of the smaller homes of the wealthy, and she felt the same thing every time. Her own opinions as to the fairness of this difference was second to her attempts to try to imagine how such a difference was possible in the first place. And to think the houses before her might be considered small and unseemly compared to those of Corridors B and A.

      “Which is it?” Maaya whispered as they stood on a long sidewalk perpendicular to the rows and rows of houses.

      “Third street down, seven houses in,” Saber answered. “The woman who lives there has got a bunch of strange decorations on her lawn and tapestries hanging everywhere inside. I think she might be a little off her rocker. But we already knew that considering she thinks she has spirits in her house.”

      “Yeah, well, if she—hey,” Maaya said with a glare, and Saber giggled mischievously. “I am firmly on my rocker and not going anywhere. At least... I don’t think so.”

      “Do you want to look closer?” Saber asked, but Maaya shook her head.

      “This is close enough. I just... I need a minute.”

      “For what?” Saber continued concernedly.

      “I... I’m not sure,” Maaya admitted. “I guess I feel scared. And hopeful. And somehow even more sad than usual.”

      “I’m not sure I follow... talk to me?” Saber said quietly.

      Maaya sighed.

      “This is where it could all start. You know? If I do a good job and Rahu and I work together... this could be the start of turning around the whole town so people aren’t afraid of ghosts anymore. Of people like me anymore. He believes me! No one has ever believed me before. And he doesn’t even have to see ghosts to believe in them. I think we could do a really good thing together.”

      “Then why are you sad?”

      “Because...” Maaya bit her lip and stared down at the sidewalk. She wasn’t sure she wanted to admit it, especially not in the face of these greater possibilities. She felt selfish to even have these unspoken thoughts. “Because I feel like I’m the only person in the world who can see you. Even if he believes me, he doesn’t really understand. No one does. And even if I live in a world where everyone is like Rahu, I’ll always be different. I won’t be in danger anymore, but I’ll be different still.”

      “You don’t know that! There are so many people in this world. There has to be someone else out there. We can find them together,” Saber said encouragingly, then faltered.

      “What?” Maaya pressed.

      “Okay... I know you want to do this big thing with Rahu and want to change the town together. And don’t get me wrong, I hope it’ll work. You’ve been so happy since you met him; it’s been a nice change from the cynical Maaya of a few months ago.”

      “But?”

      “Like I said before, I’m wary of him. I haven’t figured him out yet and I don’t want to see him use you. Not that I’ve become a sudden cynic or anything myself, but something about him makes me a little nervous. I just don’t want you to get your hopes up about all these grand plans only for them to fall through.”

      “Are you worried about the plan or worried about him?” Maaya asked somewhat defensively.

      “Both, I think. Changing the mentality of a whole town is a big thing to do, but if anyone can do it, it’s you. It’s just Rahu himself I’m a little concerned about. You hardly know him, and—”

      “I don’t have to know him. I’m only working with him professionally,” Maaya interrupted. “There’s nothing to worry about! We’re on the same side.”

      “I’m not doubting you, but he’s just—”

      “He’s the closest thing I have to someone else in this world who knows what it’s like to see what I can see,” Maaya continued. “I’m not stupid; I’m not going to just do whatever he says because he thinks ghosts exist. But... people like him and me, we need to stick together. It’ll be okay, you’ll see.”

      “All right,” Saber conceded, and then after a moment, turned to look over her shoulder. “Well, if this is as far as we’re going and you’ve done all the sightseeing you need to, what say you introduce me to this mysterious out-of-town friend of yours who can see me?”

      Maaya smiled. She had almost forgotten about that.

      “Sounds perfect. Let’s go.”

      The walk to the edge of town went faster than usual, because this time, rather than traveling at her usual cautious speed, she had an impatient ghost literally pulling her by the wrist. She was grateful there was no one else around during this hour, as this would surely be a sight that would get her into some trouble.

      Saber soon let her go as she realized she didn’t know the way, and Maaya led her down the few remaining streets toward the edge of the city. She quietly clambered over the wall where she usually did, and Saber followed, staring around at everything in awe.

      “This is incredible. All of this outside your little town! I mean, most of it’s dead, but that’s all right. Maybe that’s why I like it so much. If your friend hangs around a place like this he can’t be too bad either, and...”

      Saber talked on and on as they walked down the dark path toward the river, and Maaya didn’t stop her. She knew the odds of finding another person out here would be slim to none, as it would be even during daylight. Besides, Maaya reasoned, if she made the ghost bottle up her excitement now, there would be a torrent of thoughts and emotions later that night that would prevent her from sleeping at best and drive her mad at worst.

      When they got to the old dock, the great shadowy form of Styx began to move before they arrived. By the time they reached him, he had stood to his full height, staring down at Maaya with delight, and also some confusion on his face.

      “You’re back so soon! What a lucky man am I. But I thought I heard a new voice. Who’s this, then?” he asked.

      “This is Saber. She’s... my friend. The ghost I told you about before,” Maaya explained.

      “Interesting name. Interesting look about you, too, if ye don’t mind me saying,” Styx continued, looking down at Saber. “But if you’re a friend of Maaya’s, you’re a friend of mine. An’ you’re her first ever dead friend if I understand. Anyhow, my name’s Styx.”

      “You’re enormous,” Saber said bluntly, her eyes wide with equal parts astonishment and admiration.

      Styx chuckled.

      “If I got a coin each time I heard that... well, I’d be richer if it were terrified screams instead, but that’s not the point. I haven’t seen you around before! Where are you from? Not from Sark, surely, with getup like that.”

      “I have no idea. It’s just one of the many things I don’t remember about myself. But goodness, there’s no forgetting you. Your name is Styx, you said? We’re in good company on the strange names issue. How... how can you see me? Are you like Maaya? How long have you been able to see us? Do you know other ghosts? How many—?”

      Maaya shushed the ghost with a look, though she was already giggling. Saber’s pure joy was contagious.

      “Ah, see, I’ve got this ocular implant ‘ere,” Styx said, pointing to one of his eyes. One was normal, but the other was a small lens made of glass and black metal, much the same in appearance as a microscope’s eyepiece. “I’m not sure what’s so special about it, but the steamsmith who made it was a little strange himself. I’ve been able to see ghosts ever since I got this. Can’t see you naturally, but I can’t complain. I know a fair few ghosts, both here and up and down the river, though it’s been ages since I’ve traveled. Uh... was that it?” Styx finished.

      “That’s barely the beginning, but we’ve got all the time in the world for my endless questions,” Saber said cheerfully. Styx looked slightly intimidated, but said nothing. “You’re only the second person I know who can see me, and you’re not screaming and running away from me, so that’s many points in your favor, my friend.”

      “Trust me, I’ve gotten plenty of that myself,” Styx chuckled. “I’m too much an odd one myself to get spooked every time I meet someone who’s a little see through. But what about you, then? You said you don’t remember things?”

      “That’s right. If you want a strange story, I’m your girl. Did you know I used to be Maaya’s jewelry?”

      Styx threw a baffled look at Maaya.

      “She... you... eh?”

      “Long story short, I took a piece of jewelry from the basement of one of the rich homes after a family moved out, and when I touched it, she suddenly appeared and the jewelry was gone. That circlet on her head, see?” Maaya explained, pointing helpfully. “It was really confusing at first.”

      “You’re telling me. I feel like I know even less now you’ve explained it,” Styx grunted.

      “And that’s just the start. I don’t remember my name, where I come from, how old I was, how I died... nothing. It’s like I’ve started fresh, and it’s very, very frustrating.”

      “You’ve got an accent on ye too, I just noticed; you’re definitely not from around here. But for all the traveling I’ve done, I haven’t ever seen cloth like yours. Actually, I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone like you at all,” Styx said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin.

      “I’m comforted by the knowledge that I’m one of a kind,” Saber replied with a wink. “It’s something I intend to figure out someday, but right now I’m happy right where I am. And who I’m with!” She put her arm around Maaya’s shoulder and pulled her in for a hug, ignoring Maaya’s indignant cry of surprise.

      “I’m glad, I truly am. I’ve got a good friend in Maaya myself, but she’s needed someone more her age to spend some time with. She’s been a solitary sort for a while now.”

      “The way you worry after me sometimes I feel like you could be my dad,” Maaya teased.

      “Probably best I’m not; you give me enough stress as it is, and that’s just with seein’ you a few times a month. Raisin’ you full time would probably be the death of me,” Styx laughed. “Now then, Saber, it’s wonderful to meet ye. I’d love to talk more, but the dock is an old rusty piece of work and not much for comfort. What say we take my boat out on the river?”

      “It’s a lot of fun,” Maaya told Saber encouragingly.

      “Styx, my giant friend, you could ask me to go literally anywhere and I would do it so long as I could keep talking to you,” Saber agreed.

      

      The next night, Maaya stood quietly on the sidewalk near the entrance to one of the many streets in Corridor C, close enough to keep an eye on it and make a quick break for it if necessary, but far enough away that no one might think she were up to something. It was almost an art, one she’d manage to perfect over the past few years; there was almost always a way to look invisible if you knew what people didn’t pay attention to or didn’t want to see.

      For her part, she stood quietly. The same could not be said for Saber, who had kept talking for almost twenty solid hours. Saber had greeted Maaya that morning with the news that she hadn’t stopped all night, and Maaya had instantly believed her. By this point it was getting exhausting, and Maaya had switched from hoping to be at her best and full of energy for her job that night to simply hoping to get out of it without having gone mad.

      “...could even see him again tonight after we’re done with our job if we have the time. I mean, of course we have the time, it’s not like we have anywhere to be after this. We can get you some food first to celebrate a job well done, though food might be a little harder to get at this time of night. Oh! We could get some for Styx, too! Might be a nice little surprise if we brought some with us. Does he have a favorite food? Actually, does he need to eat? I hadn’t thought to ask when I was talking to him last night even though I had so many questions, I suppose it was just low on the list. I mean, you meet a man like that, asking if he needs to eat isn’t something that immediately comes to mind. It was more all that metal, you know, he’s got that giant claw and everything, food just doesn’t come to mind when you’re looking at a half-man half-mechanical-crab who’s taller than—”

      “Saber,” Maaya hissed as loudly as she dared. There weren’t many people out at this hour, but the few stragglers were making their way home, and the town’s gossip had a habit of materializing out of thin air.

      “Sorry. Again. I don’t know if you’ve noticed this but I tend to talk a lot when I’m excited. I’m not sure if I just don’t have a filter or if my old one is broken after a hundred years of not talking. I have a lot to catch up on. Do you think people have filters? Actually, scratch that metaphor. I think it—”

      “I noticed, yes. The question is, do you ever run out of things to say?” Maaya continued, staring around her as she talked.

      “Well that’s a funny thing to ask considering you’re telling me off for talking too much. Obviously I haven’t.”

      “Could you try?”

      “Another funny thing to ask. See, in order to try running out of things to say, I’d have to say them all, and given the way you’re looking at me right now—ooh, yes, that look right there—I’d say that’s probably not a good idea.”

      “You’re a genius,” Maaya whispered dryly. “Can we focus? We might have a chance coming up after this last person walks by.”

      Saber fell at least temporarily silent as the man passed by, clearly on his way home from having a drink or three by the way his path wavered back and forth. He didn’t pay Maaya any attention, and soon passed around the corner of the nearest block and out of sight.

      The coast was clear.

      “Let’s go,” Maaya said softly, and they silently crossed the street and onto the opposite sidewalk, glancing back and forth the entire way.

      Once Maaya was at least mostly sure they were safe, she started down the sidewalk that led down the street Saber had showed her before. The ghost took the lead as Maaya fought not to run. If someone were to see her walking casually, they might think she belonged there, and since there was no place to hide, that was her only hope of getting through this unscathed.

      Her mind drifted to the job ahead. The house would be empty thanks to Rahu, and inside would be the ghosts she had to get rid of. It seemed simple enough. She was hoping the ghosts would be receptive, and that Saber’s influence might work in her favor. The dead might be more willing to listen to her if they saw she was already friends with a ghost. Then it was just a matter of being convincing.

      Maaya felt suddenly nervous as she realized she hadn’t yet thought beyond that point. Where was she supposed to tell them to go? That home might be the only one they knew; they probably wouldn’t take kindly to her telling them to just get out. And what was to stop them from coming back if they did decide to leave?

      “Almost there,” Saber said, and Maaya looked up.

      Most of the houses on the street were brightly lit from the inside, but one house not far away was still dark. Sure enough, just as Saber had told her, the front lawn was decorated with small statues, wire and canvas art, and paper animals on sticks. They seemed such oddly frivolous things to spend money on, but Maaya had to admit there was something nice about them. She thought that if she ever had a place to call her own she would want to decorate it too, as unrealistic as that sounded. Maybe there was something she could do to make her portion of the basement more comfortable.

      Maaya’s thoughts quickly returned to the task at hand as they headed up the walk toward the front door. Saber took one last glance around and then made to go inside, but Maaya stopped her.

      “What?” the ghost inquired.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Maaya replied helplessly.

      “What do you mean? We’re here to make the ghosts go away, right?”

      “Yes, but how? What do I tell them? How do I convince them? I told Rahu I could be persuasive but I don’t know what to do. How do I tell someone who lived here to go away?”

      “They don’t live here anymore, do they? Well, technically speaking, they don’t live anywhere—”

      “Do you think that will be good enough? If I told you not to come into the basement anymore because you were dead, would that convince you?” Maaya pressed.

      “No, because that’s a stupid reason. We’ll find something that isn’t stupid.”

      “How can you be so confident?”

      “I don’t remember enough to have a reason not to be. Anyway, worst case scenario I scare them into leaving, so remember we always have a plan to fall back on.” When Maaya still looked uncertain, Saber smiled and continued, “Hey, it’ll be fine. You’re going to do a good job and Rahu will be happy. If it helps, just remember to talk to these guys like normal people. They’re dead, not wild animals.”

      With that, Saber flew inside and unlocked the front door from within. When it creaked slowly open, Maaya stepped in, taking a look around as the ghost closed the door again behind her.

      The house was clean and tidy, the inside decorated with similar themes to the front yard. There were paintings of beaches and underwater plant life all over the walls, a model sailboat on the mental over the fireplace, and a curious decoration where multiple fish made of a dull orange metal were attached to thin rods that held them up over their metal base. When Maaya touched one, it moved slightly back and forth with a barely audible metallic twang before falling still a few seconds later.

      The rest of the home was comfortable furnished with overstuffed sofas and chairs that had comfortable-looking blankets draped carefully over each one. The still air smelled faintly of soap mixed with an almost warm musky scent that came with all homes that had been lived in for a while. It was comforting, and for a moment Maaya almost forgot why she was here.

      And then she heard a voice.

      “Hey Arush, come take a look. We’ve got someone breaking and—oh. Oh, hold on, it’s another ghost.”

      “What is it Ishaan?”

      Two ghosts came cautiously down the stairs from the second floor. They were young, probably in their late twenties, and dressed in clean robes of red, purple, and gold. The first speaker, Ishaan, was short, with black hair combed neatly back, while Arush was several inches taller with longer curly brown hair. Both had faces used to sporting warm smiles, and both had similar kind brown eyes—though these were currently fixated on Saber with some concern.

      “The ghost has a name; I’m Saber. Nice to meet you,” Saber said bluntly.

      “I... have many questions already,” Ishaan said.

      “Did you let that living girl in?” Arush continued, gesturing to Maaya. When he looked at her, however, he noticed that she was looking at him. He took a quick step back. “You can...?”

      “Yes, I can,” Maaya said. At least they were taking care of the important things quickly. “I’m not here to cause trouble. I’m here to talk to you.”

      “Remarkable. I never thought... I didn’t think anyone could... well. Let’s not lose focus. I am intrigued that you can see us, but not enough to ignore the fact that you’ve broken into our house. Why are you here? Are you here to steal something?” Arush said suspiciously.

      “No! We really are here to talk to you,” Maaya protested, but Arush didn’t look convinced.

      “We’re here on behalf of someone else,” Saber jumped in helpfully, and Maaya was already grateful for her assistance. “As I understand, one of your mothers and her husband moved in with you before you died. We’re here because they noticed your presence in their house.”

      Ishaan looked stricken.

      “They... they know? My mother? Can she see us too?”

      “No. Actually, they don’t know what’s going on,” Maaya said. “They’ve been frightened and went to someone for help. They asked me to come here to see what was going on.”

      “Ah, they’re here to exorcise us, my dear,” Arush snorted.

      “I just want to talk,” Maaya continued warily. “You know what people here are like, right? People don’t think ghosts are real. At least not like you actually do. They think of mad spirits and demons and things like that.”

      “More to the point, whatever you’ve been doing has been enough to make them aware you’re here even though they can’t see or hear you. What have you been doing to this poor couple? Is there a grudge going on? Is one of you upset they moved in and now you’re taking it out on them?”

      The men looked at each other again.

      “What do you mean what have we been doing? We haven’t done anything to them,” Ishaan said, visibly confused.

      “Why are they so scared then?” Maaya asked. “Your mother, she went looking for help because she was afraid her house was haunted or that someone else was here. You must have done something for them to notice.”

      “We haven’t done anything wrong!” Ishaan protested, looking genuinely upset. “I love my parents, and they and my husband always got along so well. We’ve done nothing to frighten them at all.”

      “Okay,” Saber said patiently, “so what might you have done to spook them regardless of your intent? I heard you only died recently, so you might not have been aware of your actions at first, so please think.”

      After a moment, Arush’s eyes widened slightly.

      “I believe I may know. Please, come sit down.”

      Maaya blinked. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but having a calm discussing with the ghosts of two men in the house they used to own while sitting on their plush furniture was not it. Still, she sat down with Saber next to her, and Ishaan and Arush sat opposite them, looking as comfortable as they might have been while alive.

      “We’ve had a bit of a talk about this ourselves, Ishaan and I,” Arush began slowly. “It was his idea, and I didn’t think it was a very good one, but he was so intent that I couldn’t change his mind. We got into a bit of an argument about it.”

      “What was his idea?” Maaya asked concernedly.

      “Oh, you can’t mean... please, not in front of guests,” Ishaan complained. “We’ve already talked about this privately.”

      “Yes, well, it evidently isn’t going as well as you thought it would, eh? You’ve gone and frightened your poor mother into calling for an intervention.”

      “We don’t know how bad it is! I’m sure they’ll both get used to it and perhaps come to enjoy it, even,” Ishaan said crossly.

      “You know she’s a frugal one. How much do you think she had to pay to hire someone in this town who would actually take her seriously enough to send them to talk to us in the middle of the night in our own living room?” Arush continued hotly.

      “Wait, please, can we get back on topic?” Maaya interjected. “What’s this idea? What happened?”

      “Arush is just upset about my decision to do some housekeeping,” Ishaan said before his husband could jump in.

      Maaya paused.

      “Your... housecleaning?”

      “Yes. His housekeeping,” Arush said, rolling his eyes. “He got it into his head that as long as we were still around, regardless of whether his parents could see him or not, he was going to help around the house when no one was looking. Doing the dishes, straightening towels, even bringing in and folding the laundry once it dried.”

      “Well what else am I supposed to do? Eternity is a long time to do nothing, and it helps relieve the boredom,” Ishaan sniffed.

      “I’m sorry... this is all happening because you decided to do chores?” Maaya continued, dumbstruck.

      “Evidently. Ishaan here, bless his heart, did not think it would cause any trouble considering he was helping rather than flinging things about and screaming like a banshee,” Arush snorted.

      “I don’t see the problem! My parents are scared, but they’ll come around. I always tried to be good to them. They might not like that I’m dead, and gods know I don’t either, but I want to help. I think it will be okay. They were always open-minded people, too.”

      Maaya felt a flicker of irritation. Arush and Ishaan seemed pleasant enough people, but she was hearing the same type of argument she always had from ghosts she never liked. Here he was in a house that was no longer his, trying to stay when he was no longer welcome despite the effects he had on the living. He was terrifying his own parents, but his first concern was that he still be able to do what he wanted to do. It was selfish, she thought. They were hospitable, but she wasn’t sure that was such a good thing anymore. One could only be hospitable to guests in one’s own home, and though it had once been, this was no longer theirs.

      Maaya glanced up to see Saber eyeing her warily, and her expression must have hinted at what she was thinking, because the ghost looked away almost immediately.

      “So what do you want to do? Stay here forever?” Maaya asked.

      “Well, forever is too long to plan for, but I don’t think I’d mind staying a few more decades—if Arush plans on staying with me, of course. We didn’t live here nearly as long as I would have liked. This was our dream home!”

      “But it’s not your home anymore,” Maaya said shortly. This was definitely familiar territory.

      “It is absolutely our home,” Ishaan replied indignantly. “We pay for it!”

      “How do you do that now? And with what money? I suppose you just go to work as you always did and still get paid,” Maaya replied, incensed.

      “If I may say something,” Saber said quickly, passing Maaya another look, “I think the lovely couple here may underestimate the impact they have on the world they no longer inhabit. Ishaan, would I be right in assuming you love your parents dearly and want only the best for them?”

      “As all sons and daughters should,” Ishaan agreed.

      “I thought so. I could only guess based on the altruistic reasons behind your desire to stay. You may joke that you do this to stave off the boredom of eternity, but being dead is too much fun to do chores because you’re bored. You do it to help them. That’s why you had them move in here with you as they got old in the first place.”

      “Exactly,” Ishaan said, his smile returning to his face. “It was the least I could do. Arush and I had built a good life for ourselves, but it was only because my parents did so much for me that I was able to live the life I did. I wanted to repay the favor now that I could. And now... now I’m dead. But I’m still here, aren’t I? Why shouldn’t I do more?”

      “By itself, that’s a harmless notion. But the whole reason Maaya and I are here is because your parents are understandably unnerved that their chores are completing themselves,” Saber continued.

      “They’ll be fine in the end!” Ishaan said hopefully. “Like I said, they were always very accepting. Besides, once they realize it’s me, that will make them happier again. I’ve seen the way they grieve. No parent should ever have to feel this way about their child.”

      “Ishaan... I’ve already established your motives. There’s no doubt you hold your parents in the highest esteem and care deeply about them. But I’m afraid you’re also avoiding letting yourself see what’s actually going on.”

      “And what is actually going on?” Ishaan contested.

      “If you truly want to do well by your parents... you need to leave this place,” Saber said softly.

      “Absolutely not! How is that doing right by them? Leaving them all alone in this place? Making them say goodbye to a son who isn’t yet gone? How will that not hurt them? They hurt enough already!” Ishaan argued.

      “What will hurt them more is all this. They haven’t had a chance to truly grieve yet. If they do eventually suspect it’s you, that will only hurt them more. They must be devastated, but they also must hope that your passing was swift and painless and that you’re now at rest. Think of how they would feel to learn their dead son’s ghost still inhabits his old house, that he hasn’t moved on like he should have!” Saber replied emphatically. “First their son and his husband die and now they think their house haunted. That is much for an old couple to bear.”

      “But... but once they figure out they aren’t in danger, surely...” Ishaan attempted weakly.

      “They need peace. They need stability and security from the world they’re still in. All we’re looking at right now, that’s no longer our world. We shouldn’t be here. We are, and through no fault of our own, but we need to know our place in it. Let your parents grieve. Let them think their son is at rest and let them have this home you so graciously invited them to live in. You’ve already done so well by them. If you truly want to help them, you can leave them be,” Saber finished with a sympathetic grimace.

      “She’s right. This isn’t ours anymore,” Arush said slowly, putting his hand on Ishaan’s knee. “Staying here was nice because it’s what we knew, but now we know it’s causing your parents trouble.”

      “This isn’t right,” Ishaan moaned. “How can I be asked to leave my own home? To leave my parents behind...?”

      “They’ll be fine,” Arush said soothingly. “The fact that these two are here to help them says everything. If they need help, someone will help them. It didn’t always have to be you.”

      “I’m their son,” Ishaan cried. “I watched them bury me, and now I’m to leave them? My time hasn’t come yet! If it had, why am I still here?”

      “Rarely do we get to choose our time or circumstances. The cruelty of life is the manner in which it’s taken away,” Saber mused. “But take comfort from the fact that by our very existence as the dead who remain, we know there is a life after the first one we’re given. We know there is safety and peace to come, that we may be reunited with our loved ones, and that all is not lost after death. The same must be true of them. They’ll find a way to be happy again, and they’ll remain that way for the rest of their lives. And then after that, for as long as time goes on.”

      At this, Ishaan began to sob, placed his face in his palms. Arush put his arm around him and held him close.

      For a while, no one spoke, leaving Maaya to dwell on her thoughts. She felt bad for the couple, especially Ishaan. Despite her best attempts at staying clear of ghosts, she had seen her share of death. It was almost always heartbreaking. Sometimes there was rage. Bitterness. Disbelief. She had heard the gut-wrenching cries of despair as the dead came to terms with what they had become and the world they left behind before they were ready. And she was watching it happen again right before her eyes.

      She knew it was her anger at ghosts that dulled her empathy. She’d learned not to share in grief that wasn’t hers, but it hadn’t been out of any particular method of self-control. It had been because ghosts went out of their way to make her as miserable as they were. They fought so hard to stay in a world that wasn’t theirs, and they believed they were Maaya’s responsibility for no other reason than her ability to see them. This hadn’t been something she asked for. But it happened all the same. And so she had been kicked out of her only home and left to fend for herself.

      Now it was happening again. Here she was, talking to ghosts, because she was the only one who could. And she hated it. She hated it more than she could express. She didn’t know why ghosts couldn’t just go away. For a brief moment, so quick that she almost didn’t notice, she felt a spark of anger against Rahu. He had made her do this. She was only here because of him.

      But she stopped before that thought could get far. He knew her for who she really was. He didn’t hate her because of her curse. No, her gift. That had been what he called it. He had admired it. Admired her. He was an example of what the world could be. And she wanted that more than anything.

      “I’m sorry,” Maaya said finally, breaking the silence. The others looked up at her, Ishaan wiping away his tears. “I’ve seen a lot of ghosts go through this. It’s never easy. You need to grieve too, just like your parents do. But you’ll feel better eventually and learn to adjust. It’ll be okay. I know that much.”

      “I don’t know how anything can ever get better. I know what you say is true, because I like many others know how grief works. But my heart... it doesn’t feel like it will ever heal,” Ishaan said hoarsely.

      “It can. And the best way to start is to leave. I know that’s the last thing you want to do, but as long as you’re around things that always remind you of the past, you’ll never feel better,” Maaya continued.

      “She’s right about that. Whoever your mother contacted for help sent a few good therapists to help us,” Arush said, attempting a chuckle.

      “If nothing else, take my word for it. I’m dead and as happy as anyone can ever be,” Saber commented.

      “How did you manage it?” Ishaan asked.

      “A fatal bout of amnesia and a strange encounter with magic jewelry. Let’s just say you two have got it easy,” Saber replied with a small grin.

      Ishaan and Arush stared at each other.

      “You know, somehow that does help,” Ishaan said. “You are... very strange, no offense, but you speak truth. Both of you. Well then. I suppose we should think about leaving.”

      “We should, my dear,” Arush agreed warmly. “You know how we’ve always wanted to travel, yes? Well, considering we’re no longer employed or have any bills to pay—”

      “And that you can fly,” Saber added importantly.

      “—we can go anywhere we want,” Arush finished.

      “Where do we even begin?” Ishaan asked.

      “Anywhere we like. We’ve got eternity to explore the world. We’ll see every inch of it eventually. And we’ll do it together. I can’t imagine a better way to spend my death than with the one I loved in life.”

      “You and your words. You’re so good with them it warms my heart. Now, to you, Saber and Maaya... thank you. I needed the hard truth. This hurts me like I cannot describe, but we will go. I... just need some time.”

      “Of course,” Saber said, getting up from the sofa and offering Maaya a hand to help her up. “I don’t think there’s any need to rush. Take what time you need.”

      “Oh we won’t be long. It’s not like we have to pack,” Ishaan laughed sadly. “I think I’ll take one last walk around the house to make sure my memory of it is fresh, and then...”

      “We say goodbye,” Arush said, kissing Ishaan lightly on the cheek. “Be well, both of you. We won’t meet again, but I will never forget you.”

      Maaya didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know if there was anything she could say. And so, after a moment’s pause, she lowered her gaze and left the house.

      “Well, that was easier than I thought,” Saber said as they walked up the sidewalk. “When Rahu was talking about a haunted house I thought we’d have a fight on our hands. Not that I’m scared, mind you, I think I could take anyone in a fight. But it would make the job considerably more difficult. I hope they’re all little therapy sessions like this. That I can handle.”

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” Maaya murmured. “Seeing their hurt, and the way I feel, I just... I don’t think I’m the right person for this.”

      “It’ll get easier, okay? You’ve got this. This is your chance to do good and impress Rahu, and impressing him will do a lot more for you than sulking alone on the street will.”

      “I guess. I’m just so tired. Of everything,” Maaya said, her voice nearly a whimper.

      “I know. Let’s get back home so you can rest and I’ll get you something nice to eat, okay?” When Maaya only nodded, Saber patted her gently on the shoulder. “You did good. I’m glad you did this. If nothing else, you helped out four people. The world is a little brighter because of you tonight.”

      Maaya didn’t speak the rest of the way home, but Saber’s words had helped at least a little. She was used to only being a nuisance and a bother. To hear that she had helped others was some of the best praise she could ever get.

      

      When Maaya went to the restaurant where she had met Rahu two days later, he was already there, glancing at his pocket watch but otherwise staring about with a look of happiness on his face that Maaya thought was woefully inappropriate for such an hour. When he saw her, his smile grew, and he walked over to greet her.

      “Ah, good, you’re here. You look tired; are you all right?”

      “I’m not usually up this early,” Maaya replied, attempting a smile of her own. Saber’s snickering from nearby told her she was not entirely successful.

      “Perhaps a warm breakfast will wake you up. But first, I must know: how did it go? Are the ghosts gone?”

      “They’re gone,” Maaya nodded. “They agreed to go by themselves, so the couple who lives there won’t have any trouble anymore.”

      “Wonderful!” Rahu replied ecstatically. “You have no idea how happy this makes me. Was it difficult for you? Were you in any danger?”

      “No, everything went fine. They didn’t want to leave because it was their home, but all it took was some talking.”

      “You really are good at this, aren’t you? You know, I think we’re going to work very well together. I’ll tell the couple their troubles are over, but for now, my star deserves a hearty meal. Come, come!”

      Maaya couldn’t help it. She was smiling widely now. She had agonized over what her meeting with Rahu would be like, but it was more than she could have ever hoped for. He had said she was good at this. And he called her a star.

      For the first time in a long, long while, Maaya felt like she might have purpose. As she walked inside, she thought that she hadn’t only done well by the two couples she had inadvertently helped. She had done well by herself. And it had been a long time since she could say she had done that, too.
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      Adelaide’s eyes flew open as someone knocked sharply on her door. She got up immediately and stumbled sleepily, nearly running into the door as she sleepily rubbed her eyes. When she opened it, she saw Gunnar standing in front of her.

      “Ships in the distance, ma’am, four Selenthian navy frigates. They’re headed directly for us!”

      All of her tiredness evaporated in an instant, and she snapped to attention.

      “From where? How long until they reach us?”

      “Coming from the northeast, sixty degrees off our port bow. We have less than ten minutes until they’re within range of their guns by my estimate.”

      “How did we not spot them earlier?”

      “They’re coming from under the moon, sails up and oars out so I didn’t see them right away. It was a clever trick.”

      Adelaide cursed.

      “Wake the crew immediately. Order them to haul anchors and get us moving. Which way is the wind?”

      “Coming direct east, ma’am.”

      “That’ll do. Go!”

      Gunnar ran off, headed down the stairs in the direction of the crew’s quarters. Adelaide remained in her cabin only long enough to throw on her coat and boots, then sprinted toward the officer’s quarters.

      “Enemy ships incoming! All hands on deck!” she shouted into the rooms of the deck below. In less than a minute, the ship was a flurry of activity as the entire crew awoke, dressing themselves and rushing topside to carry out Gunnar’s orders. The officers weren’t far behind, and as Adelaide rushed back to the helm, they took their places around the ship. David stood near her, ready to relay orders and take any action at a moment’s notice.

      “They’re spreading out! We’ll be cut off if we aren’t on our way soon!” Halvar shouted from below where he was positioned with Inga.

      “Get those anchors up, now! Ready the guns as soon as we’re under way in case we need to defend ourselves!” Adelaide called back.

      She pulled the wheel hard to the right, sending it lurching; the ship tilted slightly as she began to move, sails falling into place and catching wind immediately. The anchors weren’t yet above water, but they didn’t have time to wait. They were running on borrowed time.

      Several sailors shouted from the front of the ship, and Adelaide looked up in time to see a few of the sails hanging limply from the foremast.

      “What’s going on?!”

      “Topsail and t’gallant lines are stuck! We’re on it, Captain!” came a sailor’s voice from the bow; already, several men and women were climbing the ratlines toward the sails. Adelaide knew this alone wouldn’t stop them from fleeing, but every little issue quickly added up.

      Fortunately, however, she was running with a skilled crew. It only took a minute for the lines to be fixed, and the sails were soon filled with air just like the rest. The Windfire was pushing forward quickly, still turning as Adelaide adjusted their course.

      “Guns are ready, cap’n! Waiting on your orders!” came Halvar’s voice as he jogged back up the stairs from the forecastle.

      “And... time!” Inga announced.

      Immediately, everyone on the ship relaxed, and a few people gave shouts of excitement. Adelaide let out a relived sigh. That one had felt better.

      “Bring the sails back up, then get everyone lined up on deck,” Adelaide instructed David, who nodded and headed down the stairs.

      She stood still for a few more moments, letting the excitement of the moment pass. Even though it had only been a drill, she had felt a rush of adrenaline all the same, and coming down from it was always a somewhat disconcerting feeling. She wiped the sweat from her brow, almost wishing that it was actually nighttime as Gunnar had implied, and not, as it actually was, early in the afternoon.

      Once the sails were back up and the Windfire was able to comfortably drift, she set the wheel, fetched some paper and a pen from her cabin, then walked down to the deck to join the rest of the crew, who were all gathering together.

      “What was our time?” she asked Inga once everyone quieted.

      “Three minutes, fifty-one seconds in total, Captain,” Inga reported, looking down at her arm. Chronis had wrapped itself around her arm to act as the ship’s official timepiece, at the very least for the duration of their drills. “This was a thirty-two second improvement over our last attempt.”

      “Not bad, considering we had a few technical issues this time. Gunnar must be running faster,” Halvar chuckled.

      “Let’s make sure we give the lines a more thorough inspection once we’re done going over this,” Adelaide said, and several people nodded. “So... what do we think? What did we do well, and what went wrong?”

      “I like the reorganization of the sleeping quarters. It was easier to get everyone out in good time when we weren’t tripping over each other.” The voice belonged to Brahe, one of the sailors who had been with her before she had put out the call for more sailors.

      “I think I agree. I noticed everyone out and at their positions faster than before for sure,” Halvar said. “Only trouble is, that meant everyone was in their positions before I was, so I was playing catch up. If we’re going to be consistently this fast, maybe we can try to get officers out first so we can direct everyone more effectively.”

      “That works. I’ll make a note of it and we can work that into our next drill,” Adelaide said, pulling up her pen. “Anything else?”

      David cleared his throat.

      “If I can make a suggestion, it’d be more efficient for you to direct communication through your officers when we’re in an active situation. Not so much calling out orders, but if you’ve got specific questions or need reports, individuals can communicate better than calling out to the crew at large.”

      “Good thinking. On that note, Halvar, were you all right below decks on your own, or will we need to prioritize finding more officers?”

      “The latter. We did all right here, but mostly because we all know what we’re doing, and even then I felt like I was spread thin. We’ll need dedicated heads of teams for different decks for sure, especially if we actually ever need to use those guns.”

      The crew discussed their drill for half an hour, talking about all the ways they could improve, but not forgetting to enjoy what they had done well. Adelaide, as much as she felt slightly overwhelmed by all the criticisms and changes that would need to be made, felt a swell of appreciation. They had been running various drills for weeks, and it had turned out to be one of the best things the crew could have done to improve. They had all gotten better at responding to everything from battle drills to surviving inclement weather, and though these were no doubt different than the real thing, she could see how trying to perform these variety of tasks was helping the crew get to know the ship and their fellow sailors all the better. Adelaide, for her part, had done her best to take feedback to heart, and had practiced being more outspoken, made changes to various positions, and done her best to keep detailed records, though the latter required some help. Halvar, perhaps surprisingly, had proven an adequate volunteer to take care of paperwork in her stead, and she accepted with little resistance.

      If there was anything she was having a truly hard time trying to change, apart from speaking directly, it was trying to pull herself away from her insatiable desire to do as much as she could by the book. On more the one occasion, she had spotted someone doing something in a way she didn’t completely agree with, and had happily taken over for them. When this came up in discussion, Adelaide protested that outcomes were not the only things that mattered; the process was important as well. Still, even she could see how constantly trying to do her crew’s work for them could be tiresome, and so she promised to make an effort, though she still didn’t quite understand why. The important thing was that if the rest of her crew was going to try so hard to improve, then she was, too.

      Once they were finished with their discussions, their large group broke up to return to their posts, leaving Adelaide alone with David and Halvar.

      “Got plenty to work with there, eh, cap’n?” Halvar said, peering down at the paper Adelaide had been writing on.

      “Yeah... I’m kind of overwhelmed. I guess it’s a good thing I won’t be able to start working on this right away.”

      “Oh, that’s right! You’re seeing your future wife tonight, yeah?”

      Adelaide rolled her eyes.

      “I’m seeing my friend, yes.”

      “How long do you think you can keep this from your parents, anyway?” David inquired skeptically.

      “A while! Annayet and I are both in on it, so who else is there to tell them the truth?”

      “Apart from the entire crew?” Halvar suggested. “And your libris tutor. And that nice fellow who gives you carriage rides everywhere. Maybe your sister by this point. And—”

      “It’s not like that, hush. I trust everyone who knows. Well... I kind of regret it with you. Everyone else is fine, though.”

      “Me? What, like I’m going to waltz up to your grand estate and tattle on you about your alleged girlfriend? They’d take that very well from a strange man they’ve never seen before for sure.”

      “Hey, just because it wouldn’t work doesn’t mean you might not try.”

      “You offend my honor, cap’n.”

      “You’re insufferably without any to offend,” David grunted, and Halvar grinned. “What time do we need to get you home?”

      “Not so soon we can’t still have a little more fun,” Adelaide answered cheerfully.

      

      Four hours later, Adelaide and Annayet stood on the docks in Unshala, comfortably watching the late afternoon sun start its descent across the sky. It was pleasantly warm, though Adelaide knew it would soon grow cool enough that Annayet would likely want to head inside. It hadn’t taken much convincing on their part to be left alone, and Adelaide almost felt guilty for using what their parents wanted to their advantage, but she quickly stifled that emotion, thinking that since they so rarely thought about what she wanted, it was only fair.

      The girls had fallen easily into conversation as soon as Annayet had arrived, something that both pleased and surprised Adelaide. She was still unused to this level of comfort around someone else, much less someone she had met only once before, but it delighted and excited her. She wondered if her “practice” at talking to other people might have something to do with it. By now she had been keeping up with her goal of complimenting one person each day, and while she still felt anxious at the very thought of striking up conversation with a stranger, she noticed that it was coming a little more easily to her. She didn’t yet understand any more of the things that had always given her trouble, but she felt comforted by the idea that those would come with time.

      As this thought crossed her mind, she suddenly realized she hadn’t yet given that day’s compliment yet, so busy had she been trying to get the ship ready for drills earlier that day. She felt a flash of inspiration, and turned to Annayet.

      “I love the way you’ve done your hair tonight.”

      Annayet glanced up at her in surprise, then smiled brightly, a sight that nearly made Adelaide pump her fist victoriously.

      “Thank you. Father said I’m too old for pigtails, but I think they look beautiful on adults, too. It’s very casual and relaxed, don’t you think?”

      “Sometimes. Not the way you’ve done them, though,” Adelaide answered, eyeing the small jewels and ribbons woven delicately through her hair.

      “This was a compromise. He wouldn’t let me out of the house until I’d done more to them. But when we’re at home I let my hair completely down, even for dinner, and there’s nothing he can do about it.”

      Adelaide laughed.

      “Does he think I’d be offended if you didn’t show up with your hair done pretty enough?”

      “Ceremony is an exhausting chore, but he grew up in it, so it’s all he knows. He is, however, an expert in women’s fashion and style,” she said dryly. “Don’t your parents ever give you grief for not dressing proper around the house? You don’t seem the type to either.”

      “I think at this point they’ll take whatever they can get. With all the problems they have with me, my dress code isn’t what they choose to focus their energy on... at least, not until it’s time to meet potential life partners.”

      “Of course! Beggars can’t be choosers, I suppose. What I wouldn’t give to be able to wander off into a nearby town and ask a total stranger for a proper date.”

      “What’s your idea of a perfect date?” Adelaide asked curiously.

      “Thinking of taking notes?” Annayet answered coyly.

      “Oh, no way. I’m not nearly smooth or confident enough to manage a proper date even if I did take notes. I’m honestly not sure I can meet anyone my parents don’t actively force me to.”

      Annayet looked her up and down, then raised an eyebrow.

      “Please. Give yourself a little more credit than that. At any rate... I’ve imagined all sorts of things, and in the end, I suppose it’s the mystery that appeals to me. Maybe we would go have a fine dinner and walk around town, or perhaps we’d run into the woods and lie in a clearing to watch the stars. It would all depend on the moment, and being open to any possibility makes for a perfect date. Maybe it’s the hatred of ceremony in me, but a little spontaneity goes a long way.”

      “‘Spontaneity’ is a curse word in my family.”

      It was Annayet’s turn to laugh, and the sound brought a contagious joy along with it.

      “What about you? Have you given the same much thought?”

      Adelaide hesitated.

      “Not really. I haven’t thought about the future much at all. Part of it is because the future is scary, but I also just... have a hard time talking to people as it is. I don’t get how people work, and if I can’t even figure that out when I’m talking to a stranger about something unimportant, how could I handle something as important as a relationship?”

      “You seem to be doing fine so far.”

      “That’s... that’s different. I’m comfortable with you. And even then I’m worried I might make a mistake or something. I figure I can think about that eventually, but I need to get better at basic social interaction first.”

      “So you can be smooth and confident, no doubt,” Annayet said, smiling faintly. “I happen to think you’re too hard on yourself, and I think I’m quite good at understanding how people work.”

      “Well, in that case, you can deal with the live ones, and I’ll keep dealing with the dead ones, how’s that?” Adelaide teased, then faltered as Annayet suddenly shivered. “Are you cold?”

      “Hm? Oh, no, I... it’s nothing, don’t worry,” Annayet answered, smiling unconvincingly.

      “I don’t think I believe you.”

      “Ah, well, you’re better at understanding people than you think you are.”

      “What is it?” Adelaide pressed.

      Annayet turned back to look at the ocean. Adelaide wasn’t sure if it was the change of sunlight, but the girl looked paler.

      “I haven’t been sleeping well. I’m... I’ve been... afraid. Ever since the news of the machine’s radius expanding came out, I’ve been terrified. Father says we’ll be safe, that he has people under his employ who can see ghosts and take care of us, but... it has done little to calm my nerves. There are only so many people like you. I don’t mean to undermine your work or skill, but you can only be in so many places at once. I know what those ghosts do. I’ve been afraid that if I fall asleep, they might... that I...”

      Adelaide watched her, surprised. They had talked little of the ghosts before, and when they had spoken of them, it had been in the context of Adelaide’s magic. She had started to assume the girl had no fear of them, that she thought of them with the same begrudging acceptance she seemed to have for nearly everything else.

      But now she seemed timid, tired, and anxious. She refused to meet Adelaide’s gaze, watching the waves with such determination one might think she was being forced. Adelaide couldn’t describe the feeling that welled within her suddenly, outside of wanting nothing more than to wrap her arms around her and destroy any nearby ghosts with a vengeance who might so much as look in her direction.

      With no ghosts to seal, however, she was left with words. Unsure of how exactly she could help or what words might offer comfort to someone afraid of the most terrifying thing her country had faced in a hundred years, she placed a hand on Annayet’s shoulder. The girl jumped slightly, then glanced up at her, visibly flustered.

      “Hey. How about I show you around my ship? I know you’ve been curious.”

      Annayet looked unsure for a moment, but then she nodded gratefully.

      “I think I’d like that very much.”

      Adelaide didn’t need to be told twice. She guided Annayet across the docks toward the Windfire and then carefully up the boarding plank. Annayet’s eyes widened in awe as they went, and when they stood on the main deck together, she turned slowly in a full circle as she tried to take in everything she possibly could.

      “So this one is yours,” she said finally. “I’d been admiring it, but I didn’t think...”

      “Yep. She’s all mine,” Adelaide answered proudly. “I took her out sailing just earlier today. The rest of the crew and I are still getting used to working together and seeing what she can do.”

      “I... I don’t suppose that crew is around right now?” Annayet asked hopefully, and Adelaide chuckled.

      “Unfortunately not. I mean, some might be, but with how scattered everyone is, it’d take too long to pull everyone together. I can plan ahead for you next time, though!”

      “I think I’d very much enjoy that. But oh, if my father only knew...”

      Adelaide shot her a knowing look.

      “Actually, that reminds me... can you not tell my parents that I’ve been sailing? They, er... they don’t know yet.”

      “Oho, is that right? My, but you seem good at these types of games,” Annayet said mischievously. “I won’t say a word. Though I do hope you’re intending to show me more of your ship than just this.”

      “I definitely am. Come on; we’ll start in my cabin and work our way down.”

      They spent the next hour walking the Windfire together, Annayet asking a slew of questions that Adelaide was only too happy to answer. Annayet’s fear seemed to have all but dissipated, replaced by an almost insatiable curiosity and fascination. For her part, Adelaide very much enjoyed giving a tour of her own ship, all the more now that the Windfire was considered an active sailing vessel. No longer was this a ship without a crew or destination, another sign of Adelaide’s struggles to move forward. It was something to be proud of, and she couldn’t have felt happier than when she noticed Annayet, the Windfire’s very namesake, take in everything she could with unequivocal wonder.

      Eventually, they ended up back on the top deck, watching the ocean water gleam red and gold as it swept up against the shore.

      “How old is she? This ship of yours,” Annayet asked suddenly. “She looks very new; everything was so clean. It’s quite unlike what I was led to expect of sailing ships.”

      “Less than a year old, though I did ask the crew to be extra thorough in cleaning her up this afternoon.”

      “Why’s that? To impress me?”

      “Is it working?” Adelaide said before she could stop herself. Annayet giggled.

      “It is. She’s beautiful. She takes after her captain that way.” She grinned as Adelaide spluttered. “I do appreciate this, however. You seem to have taken my fear away.”

      “I-I just thought this might be a good distraction,” Adelaide mumbled, though through the thin veil of her embarrassment was a flash of joy so strong she thought it might show itself in her eyes.

      “That it was,” Annayet smiled. “And very smooth and confident of you.”

      As the sky started to darken, Unshala seemed to come alive with light, the cobblestone streets glowing yellow as the streetlamps clicked on. It was a sight Adelaide could never tire of, but tonight, it filled her with a sense of longing. Before too long, it would be time for Annayet to leave once again; she could see the girl was starting to look tired again. Though she knew it would be only too easy to request to see her at any time, it was still something that required planning and time. She wished Annayet could simply stay with her, and for a brief moment considered asking her parents if she could stay overnight, then disregarded it almost immediately; if Annayet had enough trouble with just her father, Adelaide didn’t want to subject her to two more people who were a little too much like him.

      “You know... I’ve found that both times I’ve seen you, I’ve come away feeling slightly... inspired,” Annayet said, cutting softly through the silence.

      “Huh? How?”

      “I admire the life you live, and I find myself thinking of ways I can emulate it. I’ve met so many dreary and dull people, you have no idea. But you? A hero of Krethus, captain of a big ship, able to do magic! It’s almost too much to believe, and yet... I do. I’m standing here on this ship you’ll use to travel the world, and I’ve been wondering if perhaps my dreams haven’t been ambitious enough.”

      “I don’t think so. You want that cottage on a beach, right?” Adelaide said, and Annayet nodded. “If that’s what you want, that’s what you want. It doesn’t have to be big and grand. Having a ship might seem ambitious, I suppose, but it’s really me just planning on getting out there because it’s so much simpler and relaxing than what I’m being forced to do now. When we live like we do, I figure it’s totally normal to want something simple and calm. I mean, we don’t really get to relax, do we?”

      Annayet paused thoughtfully.

      “That’s true. I like that. Maybe it’s more accurate to say that when I spend time with you, my dreams feel like things I can pursue rather than things I must simply long for in vain.”

      Adelaide smiled, and then chanced putting her arm around the girl’s shoulder. Annayet said nothing, but moved slightly closer.

      “I wish I could say anything for sure, but to be honest, I’m just playing this all by ear, and I’m pretty scared. I don’t know if I can actually do what I’ve talked about. I guess I feel like I want it so badly, but I need someone to push me to take that final step. It’s terrifying. But I think of what I can get, and I just want it so bad. But hey, I’ve been working on mine. Now you need to start working on yours.”

      “I will, of course. But... can I ask you something unrelated?” Annayet asked suddenly.

      “Oh, er... sure.”

      “When you said you have trouble talking to people... what did you mean? How does that trouble manifest?”

      “Oh, that’s complicated...” Adelaide drummed her fingers on the railing and bit her lip. “It’s mostly just that I feel like I don’t understand how any of it works. When someone looks at me, I don’t know what their expressions mean. I don’t understand all the little niceties and the way that people say things they don’t really mean. All I know how to do is say what I’m thinking or feeling, and it confuses me when people don’t do the same to me. I take what people say at face value, and then people get upset with me when it turns out they weren’t being honest.”

      “I see... I admit our social performances are tiring, especially those that people like us are forced into. But I’m afraid I can’t relate to not being able to understand it. The reason I asked is because this entire time we’ve been talking, you’ve seemed just fine.”

      “Right, you said that before. And like I said, I feel comfortable around you. I feel like I can just... say what’s in my head, and I feel like you’re doing the same thing back.”

      “I am, that’s true. But what I’m trying to get at is... why does it matter what other people think?”

      Adelaide’s fingers stopped moving.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, if you communicate best a certain way, just do it that way. If you can’t pick up all the niceties and tricks and subtleties, then don’t bother. Say what you have to say. The right people will appreciate and accept it, and the people who don’t aren’t important.”

      “But that’s... I can’t do that! Not everyone takes it well. And even if I talk a certain way, it won’t help me understand the people who don’t do the same.”

      “Forget them. Surround yourself with people who will accept you and won’t play silly games. You are too good and too strong to concern yourself with the opinions of total strangers who take issue with such a minor thing as being straightforward.”

      “That all sounds nice, I suppose... but there’s no way I could do that in the family business. All the important and proper people I need to talk to... I need to learn all these things somehow. I’m supposed to be the face of the family! I need to drill it into my head so I—”

      “Adelaide, darling, relax.” Annayet turned and grasped Adelaide’s hands in her own, staring up at her intently. “We’re talking about adventure! About traveling the world and running away from home and pursuing the freedoms we truly want. Forget your family business. Forget all the stuffy boneheads you’d have to talk to. You’re the one who got me thinking that maybe there’s a chance I can make my own rules. Now you need to do the same for yourself. You are a strong woman who captains a ship and battles the dead! What place have your anxieties over the opinions of these fools after all that?”

      Adelaide couldn’t tear her eyes away from her. When Annayet said it, it all sounded so... simple. So obtainable. So reasonable. For a moment, she felt a fire in her heart, one that filled her with determination and a sense of near invincibility. It faltered quickly as she thought of confidently walking into the world and being as open with everyone as she was with Annayet... but it had been there all the same. She didn’t know if it was a flash of a daydream or a brief glimpse of what she was capable of, but it had felt wonderful.

      “This is a lot to think about... I guess it’s hard to think of myself acting like that when I feel so scared inside. You really think I of all people could do that?”

      “Of course. You already seem more comfortable than you did the first time we met. You tell me this fear exists, and I believe you, but I wouldn’t otherwise have had any idea.”

      “Well... I have been practicing a little, too. That’s helped a little.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “It’s silly.” Adelaide leaned forward and rested her forearms on the railing as she watched the glittering water below. “I figured talking to people might get easier with practice, or at least feel less scary. So I... I’ve been trying to give a compliment to one person each day. I still don’t feel any closer to understanding anything I didn’t before, but I’m starting to feel like it’s less scary to go up and talk to someone in the first place.”

      Adelaide heard a quiet gasp, and turned just in time to watch a smile growing on Annayet’s lips.

      “Oh, if that isn’t the cutest thing I’ve ever heard. And yet, from what I’ve seen of your heart, not a surprise at all. Why compliments? Why not just saying hello?”

      “It’s just what came to mind when I was thinking about what to do. I figure some people might want to stop and chat a little, or they’ll just accept what I say and move on, but either way I get the practice I want and hopefully leave someone else feeling a little happier.”

      “You really do brighten up the world in all sorts of ways, don’t you? What sort of things do you tell people?”

      “Usually the first thing I notice about them. That I like their clothes, their eyes, their smile...”

      “I see. And who was on the receiving end of this small act of kindness today?”

      “Oh, just some pretty girl my parents are trying to get me romantically involved with.”

      Annayet blinked in confusion, then let out a bark of laughter, and Adelaide grinned.

      “You see! It’s all there, just covered by this fear of yours. The rest of the world is missing out.”

      “You don’t want this all to yourself?” Adelaide teased.

      “I might, but never let it be said I’m not charitable.” Annayet winked at her. “Really, I am happy to see you come out of your shell, even if my perspective was that I didn’t know you had one to come out of. I can’t relate to your fears, but I do think it’s impressive you would try to do better all on your own.”

      “I haven’t been completely on my own. I have one friend in particular who showed me some interesting things... she said that you can go anywhere if you just look like you belong. I wouldn’t have believed it had I not seen her do it.” She recounted the story of how she and Inga had traveled to Nalmar, and how Inga had bluffed her way through an encounter with the military. When she was finished, Annayet raised her eyebrows, clearly impressed.

      “You have such interesting friends. Casually fooling soldiers of the military and then educating you on how to tell good lies... but what of this advice got you thinking of doing something so much more friendly and innocent?”

      “Well, I always thought that to be more confident, I actually had to... you know, be confident,” Adelaide said, laughing softly. “But she got me thinking that I could just pretend. That maybe if I wasn’t actually the most confident person in the world, it would be okay so long as I could fool other people into thinking I was. So I decided to give it a try, and that’s why I’ve been doing what I have.”

      “It’s a wonderful idea. May I perhaps be so bold as to offer some advice?”

      “Yes, of course!”

      “I’ve found the most effective compliments to be about things the person has some level of control over. When someone says they like the color of my eyes, it only means so much, as I did nothing to make them this way, and couldn’t if I wanted to. I might well be lauded simply for existing. But if I put effort into putting up my hair a certain way or dressing a certain way, and someone notices the results of those efforts, it feels so much better to hear it. Just an idea.”

      Adelaide nodded thoughtfully. She hadn’t thought about it before, but it made plenty of sense. In fact, she recalled, this feeling mirrored her own experience, and seemed to perfectly explain why she had only ever felt superficially pleased when anyone would try to compliment her about things like the family she had come from or even her ability to do magic. These, like the subjects she had been forced to pursue and the work she had been forced to take, had seemed entirely out of her control, and she had always wondered how they meant to be complimented at all.

      “I like that. I like it a lot, actually... that explains so much. Thank you. I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

      Annayet smiled satisfactorily.

      “I’m happy to help. Especially if it’s you.”

      “So, it’s my turn to ask you something now. You seem pretty confident yourself. Is that... I don’t know, real?”

      “I’m honored you’d think my pretending would be good enough to fool you,” Annayet said, grinning. “I would say it’s real. I’ve never had any reason for it not to be. But then, it’s easier for people like us to be, extenuating circumstances aside. What we might call struggles pale in comparison to those of most people of the world. I’ve never wanted for anything but freedom, and while there’s no invalidating that by any means, it does mean that most other things in life were freely given to me where others might have had to sacrifice to obtain them. I was given all the tools I needed to succeed and have never feared failure, so I’ve felt no reason to feel anything but confident. But,” she added, seeing the skeptical look on Adelaide’s face, “that’s just me. You have an entirely different experience than I do. It sounds like many of the things you struggle with have nothing to do with how you were raised.”

      “Well, that depends. If I start going grey by age twenty, that absolutely has to do with how I was raised,” Adelaide laughed. “You make it sound so easy, though. I hope I can get there someday.”

      “I’m sure you will. For all you’ve told me, I believe that you also have no reason to feel anything but confident. Frankly, I’d like to believe we live in a world where no one does.”

      “That’s definitely easier said.”

      “Oh, absolutely. But in your specific case, I think your inner voice does you harm and needs to be ignored. When your filter is off and you speak without fear of how you might be received, you are... how can I put this. You are entirely and absolutely... well, normal.”

      “Normal? You have no idea how much of a compliment that is.”

      “I think I do. Which is why I said it, of course. Not that that makes it any less true.” Annayet smiled. “Before we leave your ship, I must know more about it! Have you taken it on many voyages? Will I get to join you sometime?”

      They talked until all trace of sunlight had vanished and been replaced by a sea of glittering stars overhead. It was only when Adelaide caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of her eye that she pulled herself out of their conversation. A flash of gold in the light of a nearby streetlamp caused her to look up, wondering if perhaps it was a large bug, but a moment later she recognized one of her parents’ mechanical birds soaring down toward her. She lifted her left hand, and the bird rested upon it, folding its wings neatly behind it.

      “What’s the message?” Adelaide asked. The bird’s eyes lit up, and Felix’ voice came from within its beak.

      “Adelaide, dearest, I hope you two are having a lovely time. Heikki says he’d like to leave soon, so please start making your way back. We wouldn’t want to make the man wait, ha! I’m sorry to cut things short, but I’m sure you’ll be able to see your Annayet again soon.”

      The bird’s eyes dimmed, then tilted its head slightly as it waited for a response.

      “Your Annayet? Oh my. I wasn’t aware we were that close already,” Annayet said slyly.

      “If it means having to hear my father utter those words again, I hope we never are,” Adelaide grumbled, then looked back down at the bird as Annayet giggled. “Record. We’ll be right there; we’re on our way now. Message complete.”

      “Recipient?” the bird asked.

      “Felix Sol.”

      Without hesitation, the bird opened its wings and darted quickly away, off in the direction of the Sol estate.

      “Well... I guess we shouldn’t be far behind,” Adelaide continued dejectedly. She knew they couldn’t have stayed out much longer, but the absence of a call home let hope linger.

      “I suppose not. But they’ll no doubt be pleased we stayed out so long together that they had to seek us out to ask us home.”

      “Are you pleased, too?” Adelaide teased.

      “Indescribably. I’ll make an effort to come back this way soon. Maybe you can help me with something.”

      “With what?”

      “I’d like to go searching for a house.”

      Adelaide’s eyes widened.

      “You can’t mean...”

      “It’s just an idea! But it’s like we said: we need to get started somehow. I’m not prepared to run away just like that, but perhaps if I start chipping away at the sources of my apprehension, it will become that much easier.”

      “Yeah. That’s exactly it. That’s why I started putting my crew together. I’m not ready to take the plunge, but now I feel like whenever I do, I’ll be able to handle it. But... where will you look?”

      “That’s where I thought you could help me. You travel the province on patrols, right? I thought you might know the best place to find a cozy little home by the sea.”

      “I know a few places we could start,” Adelaide said with a smile, then gestured toward the wide plank that led to the docks. “For now, shall we get going?”

      “Oh, if we must.”

      Annayet took Adelaide’s hand gently in her own, then led the way back down to the docks.

      

      One week later, near midnight, Adelaide and Sanna walked the streets in the hills of the town neighboring Unshala. There was a quaint little town secluded in the trees with steep-roofed cottages, cobblestone paths, and tiny shops. In the center of town was a tall clocktower made of white stucco and black wood, and a lamp behind its four faces kept the time visible for all in town all through the night.

      Adelaide enjoyed traveling there on her patrols, even if she usually only did so at night. The few people out and about at this late hour waved and greeted them heartily as if it were midday. The smell of pines mixed with the scent of damp earth from an earlier rain, and the quiet of the night enveloped them like a soft blanket.

      She had been out on patrol almost every night, something her parents seemed, for the moment, completely fine with. They had expressed their determination to eventually resume her tutoring sessions, and to start preparing her for public speaking and engage her in speech training, which would include everything from enunciation and projection to structure and redirecting and controlling the flow of conversation. It sounded dull at best and dishonest and terrifying at worst, and so she took solace in the fact that she didn’t have to start quite yet. There was also no doubt in her mind that her supposed relationship with Annayet was constantly on their minds and granting her leeway still. It left a sour taste in her mouth, but still, she resolved to stay with it. Lying, as Annayet had said, was one of the only ways she could manage to stay sane.

      “Got something on your mind? You’re quiet tonight,” Sanna said as they walked down a quiet block of dark houses.

      “Just family stuff. The usual.”

      “They’re being awfully nice to you lately, huh?”

      “Yeah, which is why I’m nervous. It never lasts.”

      “Boy they have you trained all right,” Sanna huffed. “You feel worse when things are going better. What a damned concept.”

      Adelaide shrugged.

      “At least for now they’re off my back. They’re still so excited about Annayet. Oh, they’re going to hate me.”

      “I did think it was strange for you to take part in a big lie like that. Knowing how your parents will react and all.”

      “It’s not just that. Annayet have talked a lot, and... well, I may have inspired her to run away from home and buy a house somewhere.”

      Sanna stopped walking and stared at her in disbelief.

      “You did what now?!”

      “It wasn’t on purpose! We were talking about what we wished we could do instead of live the way we are, and it got us both thinking that maybe they didn’t have to be just dreams.”

      Sanna let out a whooping laugh.

      “Oh, this is great. You got to thinking about running away from all your responsibilities and you convinced some other innocent girl from another powerful family to do the same. I think your parents might actually kill you.”

      “Yeah, well... I hope they can swim,” Adelaide said shortly, but she couldn’t hide a grin. Sanna smacked her on the shoulder as she laughed.

      “Honey, you are in a world of trouble. You’re such a good kid. For the record, I completely support all of this.”

      “Really? I know you don’t like my parents, but doesn’t this seem extreme, even to you?”

      “Of course it does. That’s why I love it!” Sanna exclaimed. “Your family and those like them are so full of ego and pomp and circumstance. They need a wrench thrown into their machine every so often. If you’re that wrench, all the better.”

      “There’s only one thing I’m worried about. They planned for the family business to be taken over by three people. Oskar’s dead, and if I leave, that only leaves Marit. That seems like too big a wrench.”

      “Maybe. But they can adapt. They keep trying to force you to fit their mold instead of changing that mold. Besides, you don’t need to burden yourself with their problems. You aren’t obligated to do everything they want just because you were born to them. Your birth certificate isn’t an employment contract.”

      “I suppose...”

      “Honey, listen. They’re powerful and wealthy people. You deciding you don’t want to be a part of their thing isn’t going to kill them. If you want to be happy in life, you’re inevitably gonna end up disappointing your parents sometimes, and you gotta learn to be okay with that. And so do they.”

      “That makes sense... I guess I’ve been stuck feeling like it’s a betrayal if I go my own way.”

      “Because they brought you up thinking that way. All this duty and honor nonsense. They talk about their glorious family name more than they talk about the people in their family. Like their own kids. It’s a little... well, soulless, if you’ll forgive the pun.”

      Adelaide snorted.

      “I think you’re onto something. They really have gotten inside my head... whenever I’m doing what I want I feel so much freer and happier.”

      “Then that’s what you should do,” Sanna said simply.

      “I don’t think you’ve ever been this open about wanting me to defy my parents.”

      “You’ve never been so close. And they’re ramping up their strange stuff again. Trying to talk about their daughter getting married when she’s sixteen, good grief. At the very least you need a restraining order or something.”

      They laughed and continued their walk. They had seen little ghost activity over the past few nights, and so far, it looked like this was going to be no different. This calmed Adelaide’s nerves somewhat; despite the sudden strange activity coming from the machine, the attacks from the ghosts didn’t seem noticeably more frequent or dangerous. She only hoped it would stay that way.

      As if bidden, Adelaide saw a flash of light out of the corner of her eye. The two women whirled to see several ghosts materializing roughly a hundred yards away in the trees. From what Adelaide could tell, their course was taking them harmlessly away from town, but that didn’t matter.

      Adelaide was sprinting before she was even aware of it, her training to destroy these ghosts so ingrained in her that pursuing them was now a reflex. Her blood cards were in her hand, and in less than half a minute, the entire group of six or seven ghosts had been reduced to sparks. As she skidded to a stop on the pine needles and damp soil beneath her feet, she felt a surge of the same feeling she had experienced earlier when Annayet had expressed her fears of the ghosts on the docks.

      She looked up to see Sanna standing nearby, her limbs lit green, but with no blood cards in her hands. When Adelaide threw her a puzzled look, she shrugged.

      “I knew you could handle it.”

      “You’ve done this a few times now... are we changing something about my training?” Adelaide asked, letting her own libris lines fade from her limbs.

      “Yes and no. You remember I said I’d keep an eye on how things were going? This is it. To be frank, there’s really not much more I can teach you in terms of theory. You know it all, and you’ve picked it up quick. The rest is experience. I feel like you’re close to being able to make it on your own, so I’m slowly taking steps back to see how you fare.”

      “And?”

      “It’s like I suspected. You’re holding your own just fine. I just have some concerns that’ll need more long-term supervision.”

      “I see... like me going into shock.”

      “Basically. And I should stress that this doesn’t make you unique; most people go into shock as they start getting used to seeing death. This is a normal part of the process. And no one’s saying you can’t feel shock or grief. It just... needs to wait until the danger has passed. That’s the hardest part: compartmentalizing your emotions when your head and heart are screaming at you do nothing but feel.”

      “Figures the most challenging thing would be something to do with my brain,” Adelaide sighed. “It’s my classwork all over again.”

      Sanna clapped her hard on the shoulder.

      “And you’ve got this. I wouldn’t bring you along if I didn’t think you could. It’s just a matter of time and practice. Besides, you love this stuff. You’ll get plenty of practice whether you want it or not.”

      Adelaide nodded, feeling her confidence come back as Sanna spoke.

      “I think you’re right. I might not be able to do much, but I can do this. I’ll show you I can.”

      “There you go. And it looks like you have another chance; more to the east. I’ll follow your lead.”

      Adelaide turned sharply to see more ghosts appearing out of thin air on the edge of the forest, and this time, they were headed toward the town. There weren’t many people nearby, but if everyone continued in the directions they were going, they would inevitably cross paths—or at the very least, the living would be trapped in the ghosts’ gazes, making it that much more dangerous.

      “I’m head left to intercept. Come around back to flank,” Adelaide ordered, and without another word, the two women were off, rushing toward the ghosts at incredible speed.

      There were more ghosts this time, just over a dozen, but they went down swiftly. There came a series of loud bangs in quick succession, and then the ghosts were gone again.

      Three people walking nearby looked over at them in shock, and their expressions changed slowly to relief as they noticed Adelaide and Sanna’s glowing magic.

      “There were ghosts here, were they? Just now?” one of them said timidly.

      “A few. We got them just as they appeared,” Adelaide answered.

      “Oh, thank the stars. I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary at all! Why, if you hadn’t been here...”

      “That’s why we’re always around. You’ve got nothing to worry about,” Sanna said cheerfully. “Everyone feel okay?”

      “Yes! Better now you’re here. I’ll tell my family I saw you; we’ll all sleep well tonight, that’s for sure.”

      “Say, you’re... Adelaide Sol, is it?” One of the others had stepped closer, a middle-aged man with a messy head of sandy brown hair. He peered closer at Adelaide through the dark.

      “Y-yes.” Adelaide fought to keep a neutral expression, or at the very least to hide her discomfort.

      “I thought so! Hard not to recognize that face. My son and daughter both look up to you, you know.”

      “Huh? Really?”

      “Oh yeah. You’re what, sixteen? They’re ten and twelve respectively. They love that someone so young is off saving the country already. It got my daughter into volunteering and my son into doing research about the ghosts and the machine and all that stuff. I don’t know what will come of it, but it’s nice to see them so inspired, you know?”

      “I... that’s...”

      “Ha! How’s that? You’ve got fans now, how about that?” Sanna said excitedly, pulling Adelaide in with one arm for a tight hug.

      Adelaide didn’t know what to say. Even if she did, it would have been drowned out by the others’ laughter. It was a strange feeling. She knew what people thought of the libris elites, and how they were revered and admired and respected. That had been what had led Adelaide to feeling brave enough to admit she could see ghosts, but it had rarely gone beyond that. Even when she saw Sanna receive praise from strangers on the street, she had seemed so separated from all of it. She had somehow never considered that this might someday happen to her, too.

      But as strange as it was, it seemed to fill her heart. No matter how strange it was, there were at least two people out there in the world trying to do good. Because of her. And the last thing she wanted to do was disappoint them.
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      Maaya had thought that after finishing her first job it might take Rahu a while to find her another. To her utter surprise, however, Rahu already had another waiting for her.

      “I knew of course you’d succeed. Why do you think I wanted to meet you back here for breakfast to celebrate? It does help my confidence to hear of your success directly, however,” Rahu had said happily as Maaya worked on devouring her breakfast.

      And so, over the next two and a half months, she found herself in several strangers’ homes in the dead of night, talking to ghosts and trying to convince them to leave.

      A few of them had been easy and generally non-confrontational, and all it took was a little persuasion. Others, however, hadn’t gone so quietly. On two occasions Saber had to step in, offering a threat Maaya did not pose, and though Saber wasn’t an imposing figure, something about the sharpness of her words and total absence of any subtlety from her descriptions of what she’d do to those who irritated her was enough to get most ghosts to clear out even as they protested and made rude hand gestures all the while.

      On their most recent job, the ghost who had taken over a house that wasn’t and had never been his had proved so much of a problem that although Maaya eventually came out of the house uninjured, she would have marched straight up to Rahu’s doorstep and quit on the spot if Saber hadn’t physically guided her home—and, of course, if she knew where Rahu lived.

      There was a benefit to working with Rahu that Maaya was reminded of every time she came home. Rahu was not paying her with money, a decision that at first had been met with silent skepticism from Maaya and vocal skepticism from Saber, but one that was quickly proving useful. Rahu, quickly understanding Maaya’s situation and hearing that she had a secure place to sleep but no secure source of food, had decided to give her plenty to eat and take home with every successful job—so much, in fact, that it was enough to last her the week or longer it took for Rahu to find a new client. Rahu had explained it was better for him to pay for food for her so an innocent artisan wouldn’t have their goods stolen, and Maaya realized she would have just spent any money she was given on food anyway.

      And so, as had become habit, Maaya ate a quick meal late in the evening as she put on her shoes and coat while Saber gave a summary of her scouting for the job ahead that night.

      “You’ll be relieved to know that while the house itself is pretty decent, the surrounding areas aren’t much to look at. That seems to be just about every house in Corridor D. They don’t provide much shelter, so there’s little risk of being caught by someone who knows you, and they’re not good enough to be worth any patrols. I didn’t see a single one the whole time I was there. The old owners were... I’ll call them eccentric. There are piles and piles of all sorts of different things all over the floor and counters. I assume they were collectors, but of what I haven’t the foggiest. ‘Everything’ is probably accurate.”

      “What about getting in and out?” Maaya asked pointedly through a mouthful of bread.

      “Oh, that’s easy. We can go through the back yard to avoid raising any suspicion, and as of at least a few hours ago, the doorway wasn’t barricaded with furniture this time. There aren’t many windows in other buildings that look out to the back, so we should be fine. Honestly, I expect smooth sailing tonight.”

      “After last time I really hope so,” Maaya grumbled as she tied her shoes.

      As they headed out and Saber led the way, Maaya had to marvel at how quickly Saber was learning the streets of town. Part of this was because the ghost loved to explore; almost every night after she made sure Maaya was safe and asleep, she would go out for several hours just to be in the world, watch people, and see more of Sark. Maaya knew the fact that no one could see her bothered her, but it also had its advantages.

      In some ways Saber was even more knowledgeable than Maaya. Most of this had to do with the upscale corridors and downtown areas that Maaya wouldn’t dare be seen around, and Saber put her invisibility to use to wander some of the wealthiest streets in all of Sark.

      Saber had also kept up her suspicions about Rahu for their first few jobs, though she was either feeling better about him or she had decided to stop voicing her concerns in front of Maaya. Maaya was secretly glad for this; Saber’s doubts were beginning to grate on her. She knew people could be two-faced and duplicitous, but Rahu wasn’t like that. There simply wasn’t any logical reason why he would be. Maaya was nothing to someone like him. Someone of his wealth and power had no need to go out of his way to manipulate someone like her. Sure, she was helping him, but he’d gotten rich far before he’d ever met her. If one day he decided to toss her to the curb, he’d still be totally fine.

      Besides, Maaya thought, they shared something no one else did. If there was anything that could unite people across all boundaries, it was a shared trial or quality that few others understood, and being able to see ghosts definitely fit that description. She’d thought hard, determined not to let her biases get the better of her, and she was reasonably confident she was on the right track. She hadn’t survived this long being a poor judge of character anyway.

      “Did you get a look at the ghost when you were scouting?” Maaya asked as they approached.

      “Nope. I wasn’t expecting to; I was told this one seems to like hiding away inside,” Saber said. “I don’t think they’re mean necessarily, just a shut-in. One that really likes throwing forks.”

      “That sounds pretty mean to me.”

      “Don’t be silly! Throwing forks is fun. I might do it with them if it’ll convince them to leave. Or even if it doesn’t. We’ll see.”

      Maaya chose not to ask how Saber had any idea what throwing utensils was like and decided to take in what she could about the house instead.

      Saber had been right: it really wasn’t much to look at. It was a single-story home with faded brown paint and missing roof shingles, and it had several grimy windows that overlooked the back yard, which was overgrown with tangled weeds and dry brush. The door, unpainted and splintered hung several inches open. Maaya could see only darkness beyond.

      “What do you think?” Maaya whispered to Saber. There wasn’t anyone in the streets at this hour, but Maaya didn’t want to chance drawing the attention of the ghost inside.

      “I’m thinking we’ll split. I’ll go through the wall into the left side of the house and make some noise. You head in the door and go immediately right to lower your chance of running into him first. This should be another quick in and out, and after we’re finished, maybe we can take another walk outside town if you’d like!”

      “You’re not very subtle,” Maaya said with a smirk.

      “I’m not trying to be; it’s inefficient. I’d very much like to see Styx again!” Saber returned brightly. “Now, what say we get this done so we can meet up with our large friend sooner?”

      As soon as Maaya nodded, Saber headed off noiselessly through the yard before vanishing through the wall into the left side of the house. Maaya waited until she heard the sound of what sounded like furniture being topped over before making her own way toward the house, as quietly as she could. Maaya feared the ghost inside might see her through a window as they went to see what all the commotion was about, but a moment later she heard an indignant shout, followed by Saber’s cheery voice.

      Maaya took this chance to dash inside and quickly find a place to hide out of sight. She heard Saber’s voice from down the hall, and another voice that she assumed belonged to the ghost they were here to get rid of. They didn’t sound angry, which she took to be a good sign.

      She started cautiously down the hall, then paused. If Saber had things at least temporarily under control, Maaya thought it was probably safe for her to take a brief look around the house to see if there was anything inconspicuous she could sell. For now at least she was secure in having enough to eat, but there was something to be said about having money to her name so she could choose what to spend it on.

      Now that she had stopped to take a look around, however, Maaya noticed the inside of the house was an absolute disaster. Trash littered the floor and counters, clothing lay crumpled on the carpets and draped over furniture, and a faint foul odor reached Maaya’s nose. She peered closely at a porcelain bowl, then recoiled in horror as she realized it was full of a murky brown liquid that at one point might have been soup.

      She quickly discovered that it wasn’t all just junk that littered the house. There were also piles and piles of very specific objects. On the corner table and shelves nearby were stacks upon stacks of stamps, most of which Maaya had never seen before. A collection of shiny rocks was haphazardly stuffed into an open drawer, and finally, an extensive assortment of quills, inkwells, and sheets of paper was delicately set upon a low counter that lined an entire wall.

      Maaya had no interest in paper or writing tools, and she doubted rocks would sell well to anyone other than very specific buyers. She set her eye on the stamps, but decided to check the next room before deciding on anything for sure. She didn’t have much space to carry anything, and there was still the matter of the ghost in the other room.

      The next room was dimly lit, and at first Maaya wasn’t sure what had been kept in there. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, however, she saw piles and piles of books. There was hardly any visible floor left, and they even covered the mattress under the window, which was clearly there only for decoration and not for use.

      Maaya grimaced and turned around, recognizing a room full of worthless junk when she saw it, but then she did a double take. Sitting on a desk nearby, placed with somewhat more care than the rest of the books scattered about, was a beautiful book with a thick leather cover accented with gold. The pages were trimmed with gold as well, and when Maaya picked it up, it was heavy in her hands, a sign that the materials were legitimate and not some cheap lookalike.

      She had no idea how old the book was, but something about it made her feel like it was very, very old. She was sure this would make the text inside harder to read—if not simply more boring—but people who bought books like this didn’t buy them to read them. These were for displays and putting in glass cases, to be looked at but never touched. And the people who would do such a thing had plenty of money to spend on building their collection.

      As Maaya held the book carefully in her hands, she suddenly wished she could read. Something about the feeling of an old and beautiful book, the texture of the cover and the smoothness of the pages, mixed with the slightly musty aroma of a room full of books, appealed to her. There was surely something special about them if people like whoever lived here could collect an entire room full of them.

      She decided to worry about that later. Education was a luxury when surviving was a full-time job, and selling a book like this was one way to live.

      Maaya tucked the book safely in her bag, then started quietly down the hall to meet Saber and the ghost that inhabited the house.

      Not quite an hour later, as Maaya and Saber started home, Maaya breathed a sigh of relief at how easy the night had been. It had been so easy it might almost be considered uneventful. The ghost hadn’t been someone who had ever lived at the house, and there was no one there living currently. He had simply liked staying because he was somewhat familiar with it and because there was plenty of stuff to search through that no longer had an owner. Upon being told that his presence was a disturbance to potential buyers, he shrugged his shoulders and agreed to leave if he could keep at least some of the silverware.

      “And it’s a good thing, too,” Saber said, continuing to speak as she had done for the past ten minutes. “You took so long to get down a single hallway I thought you’d gotten lost or something. You weren’t scared of him, were you? I know he wasn’t much to look at but it’s not like he was intimidating. Actually if you stood up straight you might be about as tall as he was.”

      “I wasn’t scared,” Maaya protested. “You seemed to have things under control so I thought I would take a look around and see if I could find anything to sell.”

      “Oh? Any luck?”

      “Sort of. I found a really nice old book.”

      “Ah, I can see why you went for a book given the both large and passionate population of readers in Sark,” Saber said dryly.

      “Hush. I don’t know what it’s about, but it looks old and expensive so I thought some rich person might want it for their collection. My other choices were stamps and rocks and a bunch of paper.”

      “Sounds like whoever lived there was a collector indeed.”

      “Can you imagine having so much money you’d spend it all on collections that aren’t worth anything?” Maaya mused.

      “They could have collected things for sentimental value.”

      “Sentimental... rocks? Paper?”

      “You don’t have to understand for the point to be valid,” Saber laughed, playfully shoving her living friend. “Anyhow, do you want to drop off your book at home before we go see Styx?”

      “That sounds like a good idea. It’s hurting my shoulder already.”

      

      Several hours later, just before the sky began to lighten, Maaya and Saber finally slipped back into town undetected and made their way home, doing their best not to look suspicious to the vendors and artisans preparing their carts and stalls for the day ahead. Luckily, most of them still appeared too sleepy to pay much attention to what they saw as just one young girl walking the streets in the early morning.

      For her part, Maaya couldn’t wait to sleep. It wasn’t often she found herself awake, much less active, for the whole night, and right now the old mattress in her makeshift home sounded like the most comfortable place in the world. She just hoped she’d be able to make it back herself; now that the town was waking up, there would be no help from the ghost if she were too tired to make it all the way.

      They had spent the late evening and into morning with Styx, who was delighted to see them back again. She wasn’t sure she could say Styx and Saber were friends just yet, but with how easily they were getting along, it was all but inevitable. Styx had taken them out on the river, eventually traveling all the way across and taking them for a walk in the hills beyond, the ones normally completely obscured by the constant mist over the water. Most people might have found it a lonely place, the only sign of civilization an abandoned mill and barn that hadn’t been used in decades. But a closer look revealed plant life that had since reclaimed the land and the wildlife that came with it. It was peaceful in its own way, and Maaya enjoyed the silence pervaded only by the singing of insects and the rustling of leaves.

      The thing about a place so far removed from civilization was that anyone who traveled up the hills rarely ever found themselves alone, even if it was company hardly anyone could see. From the top of the hill with both abandoned buildings was a sweeping view of the lands below, and amidst the nighttime fog were always several pale and distant lights, moving slowly here and there. These were the dead who had lost their sense of humanity a long time ago, or who were too disillusioned with it to stay around any reminders of what they had once been. Maaya had figured out even at a young age that they were best left alone.

      Still, Saber had enjoyed herself immensely, Styx was happy to have company, and Maaya was glad to get out of town, even if it was still nearby. And so despite her exhaustion, she considered it a productive and enjoyable night.

      “Think you can manage staying awake for another minute?” Saber asked as Maaya closed the door softly behind her, already in the midst of taking off her coat and shoes.

      “Sure. Why?” Maaya asked.

      “I was just curious about something. From your experience, how do ghosts usually communicate with people who can’t see them? The ones who don’t throw things and wail, I mean.”

      Maaya frowned.

      “I’m not sure. I’d have to think about that; I don’t usually hear about ghosts trying to actually communicate like that. From what I heard, most just don’t really want to. Though I did hear a few stories about people waking up to see scary messages written in blood on their mirror or something.”

      “Oh! That’s a clever idea,” Saber replied, snapping her fingers.

      “Why?” Maaya asked suspiciously.

      “I’ve just wondered how I’d go about doing it, is all,” Saber continued airily. “Anyway, you look like you’re going to pass out any minute—”

      “Don’t change the subject!”

      “I’m not! There’s just nothing more to discuss. Now get some rest while I take my walk, okay?”

      “You can’t just say something like that and then... Saber!”

      Saber grinned, then disappeared through the door.

      Maaya stared at the door for a moment, then sighed and sat back on the bed. Saber was either teasing her or about to cause some serious trouble, and she wasn’t sure which was more likely. The ghost was still difficult to figure out that way. She was a good enough person, but she had a certain disconnect with the decorum of the living that most ghosts seemed to have. There was something about being dead that caused people to simply not care about niceties anymore, which in this case could very well mean Saber was now searching for some innocent person’s mirror to write rude messages on for no other reason than she could. And the ghost must have been rubbing off on her, because even with this very real possibility in mind, Maaya found herself only hoping that whatever trouble Saber was causing wouldn’t follow her home.

      She lay back on the bed, fully prepared to sleep, then whimpered as her head hit something solid. She turned over to find the book she had tossed quickly onto the bed before going out to see Styx. With a sigh, she pulled the book onto her lap, sitting up again. If she was going to sell this book, the least she could do was try to figure out what it was about.

      Contrary to what she had originally thought, the book had plenty of pictures, things she thought were reserved mostly for children’s books. What they were of, though, she wasn’t immediately sure. They all seemed to be sketches, and most of the ones near the beginning of the book were of strange symbols and lines organized into patterns Maaya didn’t recognize. She saw a small insignia of flames next to a few of them, and one of water next to others. She was sure this might help someone who understood what the book was about, but for her it only made things more confusing.

      She flipped a few more pages, and her vision blurred as she lost focus. Even with pictures this was making no sense, and she still had to get some sleep.

      Maaya made to close the book, then did a double take. The picture that took up the entire right page she was currently looking at... was a ghost.

      It wasn’t a ghost like most people who couldn’t see them thought of them, either. The ghosts everyone else in the world thought of were silly things that looked like they were dressed in bed sheets, nothing like the real ghosts Maaya saw every day. But this picture, this sketch, depicted a ghost exactly like the kind Maaya knew. In it, a man and woman stood facing each other in front of a fireplace, serious expressions on their faces, and they might have looked a normal and pleasant couple if not for the fact that the man was slightly see through and floating several inches off the floor. But they held their hands in front of them, and while he was definitely looking at her, she was most definitely looking back at him.

      Maaya’s brow furrowed, and she flipped a few more pages. There were some with only text, but the next picture she saw made her freeze. A man sat in a crowd of people, perhaps in church, and above him floated a transparent figure, one that was doing its best to get the attention of the man who was clearly ignoring him.

      She flipped through the pages faster now, her attention fixed only on the pictures. Page by page she saw more examples of the same things. Ghosts staying in houses where they weren’t welcome, ghosts bothering people out in broad daylight.

      Maaya realized she was biting her tongue, so lost had she been in the pages. She let out a short breath and finally tore her eyes from the pages.

      She didn’t know exactly what the book was about, but one thing was for certain: it was not a book of stories. This hadn’t been written by someone seeking to add their name to the already lengthy list of authors writing common fairy tales. Such pictures could only come from someone who knew as much, if not more, about ghosts than Maaya did.

      Which meant Maaya wasn’t alone.

      She wasn’t the only one.

      Maaya returned her stare to the page before her where she saw another picture that didn’t entirely make sense. The picture was split into two frames. In the first, a ghost was bothering a living woman who had her hand outstretched, holding some small paper or card. In the next frame, the ghost was gone, leaving only the woman with her hand outstretched, though the paper seemed to be gone as well.

      Maaya stared. This book seemed to be implying that there was a way of getting ghosts to go away. She hadn’t the foggiest idea where to start. She momentarily thought about asking Saber for help, but then decided against it. If there was one thing she didn’t want to ask the ghost’s help with, it was probably the book about getting rid of ghosts. The only trouble was she wasn’t sure who else she could ask for help.

      With a sigh, she closed the book, then slid it under the bed. Surprisingly, she didn’t feel at all frustrated by her inability to figure out the contents of the book. She had gathered enough from the pictures, and while they represented everything that had always frustrated her about ghosts, she was comforted by the fact that there had at one point been another living person out there who knew enough about ghosts to draw them. She guessed sadly that, given the age of the book, it was more than likely the author was long dead, but that didn’t bother her for long. They had been alive at some point, and the fact that they wrote an entire book on the subject was evidence enough that there were probably more people like him. Perhaps many more.

      Maaya closed her eyes and let her exhaustion carry her to sleep, her last thoughts being that she might someday find more people like her in the world. She knew it was possibly just her optimism talking, but even just the idea was enough to make her feel safe and hopeful.

      Before she knew it, Maaya was being gently nudged awake. She opened her eyes slowly, already stifling a yawn.

      “Rise and shine sleepyhead, your dead friend’s got a great idea!”

      Maaya sat up and stretched, looking over at Saber who had a concerningly bright smile on her face.

      “What?” Maaya murmured.

      “Remember how I asked how the dead communicate with the living and you suggested writing to them?”

      Maaya snapped to attention.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing! Not yet, anyway, so relax. I’m not even sure where I’d find blood that wasn’t already contained within something.”

      “How do you always find the scariest way to say something?” Maaya grumbled.

      “Pure talent I’m sure. Anyway, I was thinking about this while I was out on my walk. We’ve been having a grand old time with Styx lately, haven’t we? And he’s alive, isn’t he?”

      “Yes?” Maaya continued, narrowing her eyes.

      “Great. So I was thinking, you clearly have great taste in friends, and I know you’ve got more than just Styx and I.”

      “Please get to the point, you’re making me anxious,” Maaya pleaded.

      “Why are you anxious? I just told you I wasn’t planning on using blood,” Saber continued, then at Maaya’s glare hastily continued, “I was thinking you could introduce me to Roshan! I’d love another friend and he seems pretty great.”

      Maaya blinked.

      “Introduce you... to Roshan.”

      “Your skills in auditory comprehension are unrivaled, my dear.”

      Maaya shot the ghost another glare.

      “Well, that’s... I suppose you’ve thought of the one major obstacle already, but...”

      “What? Even if he can’t see us he knows you can, right?”

      “He knows I can see ghosts, but as far as he’s concerned I’ve only ever wanted to get away from them. He doesn’t know I’ve made friends with one yet, that’s a whole new thing!” Maaya said.

      “But we’ve been friends for months already! Really, all the more reason to introduce us immediately. I was thinking later this evening when he’s likely to be off work?”

      “This evening?!” Maaya spluttered. “I’ve been awake thirty seconds and I don’t even know what time it is.”

      “Only a few hours after noon, so we’ve got a few still to spare. I figured you could eat, get all dressed up—”

      “I own one pair of clothes,” Maaya muttered.

      “—and go see him! Please, Maaya? He seems nice, and think about this: if I don’t make friends with more people, you’ll be my only outlet for all this energy for the rest of your life.”

      “Which would be very short, yes, I know,” Maaya sighed. “Let me think about this, okay? It’s not that I don’t trust him or anything, but this is still really scary for me. Telling anyone about this is scary, even if they’re my friend.”

      “Well, how does he feel about ghosts in general?” Saber asked.

      “Not... very good. But that’s my fault,” Maaya admitted guiltily. “When I first told him it was back when I was getting bothered all the time and I never wanted to see another ghost in my life.”

      “That is an unfortunate first impression,” Saber replied thoughtfully. “Do you think he’d listen if you came back with a more positive outlook?”

      “I think so. He’s a good friend, he really is. I just get the feeling that he’s a little protective sometimes. And he’s very... normal. I don’t think he’d be mean about it or tell anyone. It’s just hard.”

      Saber floated down and took a seat on the bed next to Maaya.

      “If you really are uncomfortable about this, we don’t have to do it. I just got excited at the prospect. I’m sure I’ll make friends of my own at some point, but it’d be nice to get to know yours. Besides, based on my experiences with ghosts so far, I feel like the sanest dead person in town, and that’s saying something. Maybe we can wait, though, test the waters, see how Roshan—”

      “No. I think if I put this off I’ll just be thinking about it nonstop and I won’t be able to sleep or do anything,” Maaya said. “I should just grit my teeth and do it. Besides, he’s bound to find out one way or another.”

      “That’s the spirit! I think,” Saber exclaimed. “Say he does want to talk to me, though, and say blood is off limits. Has he got anything I can communicate to him with?”

      “Blood is absolutely off limits, stop bringing that up,” Maaya said, shuddering. Saber laughed. “I think he’s got tools from his work. They’re like little metal letters. Maybe you can use those?”

      “Ah! That idea rings a bell. I only hope it won’t be too slow and that he has enough. But it’s better than nothing. If not, we can make do.”

      Maaya gave a barely perceptible nod, staring slightly past Saber.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this. I was asleep five minutes ago and now this. What have you done to me?”

      “You’re going to be fourteen later this year! Life is short and you’re getting old, there’s no time for delay,” Saber said brightly.

      “I’m too young to be this stressed!” Maaya complained as she reached for her shoes.

      It was pleasantly warm out when Maaya and Saber headed out onto the street in the direction of the artisan’s district. Maaya had had just about enough of the cold and couldn’t wait for warmer weather to come around, and welcome the opportunity to leave her coat unbuttoned. As they walked, Maaya saw a few people here and there watching her and making no attempt to hide the fact. She tensed, ready to run, but they said nothing and simply went on their way.

      She couldn’t help it. No one had so much as thrown her a scathing remark since Rahu talked to the angry crowd that had almost killed her, but even several months later, all it took was someone looking at her to make her feel like she was in danger. Some of that had come before the mob, considering she had always wanted to be hidden, but she hadn’t ever come as close to death as she had then. And while she was sure the people listened to a man like Rahu, she knew they were suspicious of her all the same—and that all it would take was one angry or fearful person when Rahu wasn’t around to seal her fate.

      They made it to the artisan’s district without incident, and Maaya immediately headed toward the space where she knew Roshan and his father worked. Some of the crafters and smiths were beginning to close up shop for the day, and Maaya was momentarily afraid that she had missed Roshan, but then she saw him. She couldn’t see any sign of his father, and it looked like Roshan was cleaning up as well.

      “Hey, Roshan!” she called, and he glanced up at her with a smile.

      “Maaya! I wasn’t sure when I’d see you again,” Roshan said happily, tossing aside the rag he was using to wipe down the tables and work benches. “How are you?”

      “I’m good. I have a lot to tell you! Are you busy tonight?”

      “Nope. Tonight’s the one night a month mom and dad go out to eat somewhere, and it’s just the two of them, so I’m left to lock everything up and then spend the night at home alone. You could come with me if you like!”

      “That sounds nice, actually,” Maaya replied. There was something charming and cozy about where Roshan lived. It was a small place, barely enough for the three of them, but Maaya always remembered it brightly lit and comfortable. Then there were Roshan’s parents, who had always been very kind to her. After the first few times she’d met his parents, she’d dreamed that they had chosen to adopt her and that she and Roshan would get to grow up as siblings as well as best friends. They had been good dreams, but part of her always knew they were in no position to do something like that.  “Oh, do you have any of those metal letters you use for work?”

      “The stencils? Yeah, why?”

      “Could you bring them home tonight? I’ll explain why when we get there,” Maaya said.

      “Yeah, I suppose,” Roshan said. He rummaged through one of the large cardboard boxes under one of the benches, then pulled out a large cloth bag. “I still have a little more cleaning to do before I close up. If you want to help, we can get back faster.”

      Maaya immediately headed behind the front counter and began to wipe off the rest of the counters as Roshan put some of the more expensive tools and equipment into a metal container that he then fastened shut with a hefty chain and lock. Before long, everything was clean and secured.

      Roshan stepped back and wiped his hands on his tunic.

      “Thanks. It’s a pain trying to get it all done myself, but I want my parents to have their day. Now I can get home early and clean myself off while the sun’s still up. Oh, before I forget...”

      Roshan picked up the back of stencils and threw it over his shoulder, then started back home with Maaya at his side. Maaya was glad he was leading the way; she had been to his house several times, but it had been long enough that she wasn’t sure she’d be able to find it on her own. She was hardly ever in the artisan’s district unless she wanted to see him, and she was getting fewer and fewer chances to do that now she was working for Rahu. She wondered briefly if she should tell Roshan about that as well, but quickly figured that telling him about her new ghost friend that wanted very much to talk to him was enough for one night.

      They walked at least fifteen minutes before walking onto a narrow street with small houses packed tightly together on each side. The cobblestones were well worn, and Maaya saw several carts out in front of the houses, some laden with goods and materials, and others completely empty. Clotheslines were strung up in the small front yards or between houses, and smoke was rising from many of the chimneys. The air smelled slightly of smoke and cooking meats, and Maaya smiled. This was one of the few places in town where she felt truly safe.

      Roshan walked up a flight of steps on the outside of one of the nearby houses, then unlocked the dark wooden door on the narrow landing at the top. The door didn’t quite open all the way because of the coat rack hanging on the wall on the other side, but it was enough space for Roshan and Maaya to fit through. Saber floated nonchalantly through the door after Roshan closed it behind them.

      The smell of food was regrettably not coming from inside Roshan’s house, but Maaya didn’t mind. Just being here was enough. The whole place consisted of two small bedrooms connected with a half wall, the living area that contained the kitchen, and a tiny washroom next to the door. The furniture was heavily worn, and what was left of the wallpaper had faded so much Maaya couldn’t tell what the patterns were supposed to be anymore. The family barely had enough room for the three of them and all their belongings, but it was a good home, and Maaya had never heard Roshan complain even once about anything he did or didn’t have.

      “Feel free to sit and get settled, yeah? I’m going to wash up and then I’ll see about making us some dinner.”

      “Oh Roshan, you don’t need to—” Maaya started, but Roshan was already shaking his head.

      “I know. Like I’ve said every time before, I want to. I like to cook! And it’s not often I have a guest anyway,” he said, then disappeared behind the washroom door.

      “The boy can cook, too! He does his name well, even if I’m envious I can’t partake in whatever it is he’s making,” Saber said approvingly.

      “It’s usually really good,” Maaya whispered. “Here; let’s clear a space on the floor where you can use those letters.”

      Saber nodded and helped Maaya move some of the furniture a few inches here and there to make room for at least a sentence or two. Next, Maaya emptied the bag of stencils into the clear space on the floor and began to sort through the letters, putting all of the same ones into piles for easier access. Between the two of them, they managed to organize all the letters just as Roshan stepped out of the washroom, dressed in clean clothes and drying his hair with a towel.

      “Oh! You’ve done some reorganizing,” Roshan said slowly as he stepped into the room. “What’s going on?”

      “I... I have something to tell you. Something that might sound really, really strange,” Maaya said, unconsciously biting her lip.

      “Uh oh. You aren’t in trouble, are you? Do you need help?”

      “No! Nothing like that. Though I almost wish I were, that’d be easier to explain.”

      “Well, I already know about the ghost thing. Is this any harder to explain than that?” Roshan asked.

      “He’s got a point,” Saber said, amused. “Just be up front about it. The longer it takes you to say, the longer you’ll be agonizing over it.”

      Maaya let out a deep breath.

      “Okay. You know how I said I really don’t like ghosts because they always bother me? Well... I made friends with one and I’ve spent the last few months with her and now she really wants to meet you because she thinks you’re nice,” Maaya said, the words tumbling out of her in what she hoped was the right order.

      Roshan raised his eyebrows slightly.

      “Huh. All right, that’s pretty strange. I think I have questions, but I’m too confused to know where to start.”

      “I can just give you some details if that’s okay,” Maaya offered. When Roshan nodded, she continued, “Her name is Saber. I found her on one of the nights I was out looking for things to sell, and she came out of my jewelry when I touched it. Don’t ask, I don’t know how it worked either. She doesn’t remember anything about her time when she was alive, but she’s kind and has been helping me find food to eat, and she’s also been watching my back.”

      “Saber, huh? That’s unique. She sounds... great?” Roshan said questioningly. “Does she know I can’t see ghosts, though?”

      “Yes. She really wanted to see you anyway. And that’s what the letters are for; she thought she might spell things out for you. You don’t think this is really weird?”

      “Oh yeah, I do, definitely,” Roshan said, almost as though he was reassuring her. “I guess things are just normally so weird with you that this isn’t a surprise. Honestly, I’m a little flattered one of your friends would want to meet me. I’m guessing you want that to happen tonight since you’ve got all the letters out like this.”

      “That was the plan,” Maaya said apologetically, “but if it’s too soon, or you want to wait, or—”

      “Nah, it’s fine. It’s not like anything else is going on tonight. Do you want to run and get her then?”

      “She’s... here already. She’s been with me since I came to meet you.”

      “Ah. Of course she is,” Roshan said without missing a beat. “In that case, let’s do this thing. I’ve never really talked to a ghost before. Is there anything I should know?”

      Maaya looked at Saber.

      “I don’t think so. Just tell him not to be alarmed when things start moving all by themselves. Oh, and tell him I won’t get offended if he doesn’t make eye contact.”

      Maaya snorted, then relayed her message. Roshan rolled his shoulders like he was about to do some stretches rather than communicate with the dead, and then raised his eyes, looking at a point several feet to the left of where Saber was currently floating.

      “So, uh... hey. My name’s Roshan, though you probably already know that. How are you?”

      “How am I,” Saber chortled, reaching down for the letters. Placing them quickly in place, she began to form a response.

      GOOD HOW ARE Y

      “Damn. There aren’t enough Os,” Saber muttered. “Well, he probably gets it.”

      Maaya looked up to see Roshan staring in surprise down at the letters, looking intrigued and almost frightened.

      “Whoah. They actually moved! I didn’t think I... wow. I mean you told me about ghosts and I believed you, and I was ready for this, but now I just saw them move and—”

      “Are you okay?” Maaya asked nervously. She trusted him as she always did, but seeing this reaction from him made her think of everyone else who had always been afraid of her, and she sincerely hoped this wouldn’t cause him to feel the same way.

      “Yeah. Yeah, fine,” Roshan exhaled. “Hearing about it is one thing, but seeing it, that’s... that’s something else. So maybe some things can still surprise me. Oh, I guess I’d better actually answer the question, huh? I’m good, too. I uh... I hope you like my house. It isn’t much, but I’ve lived here all my life. I work with my father, he’s one of the town blacksmiths. I’ll probably take over like he did for his father. My mother is one of the town lamplighters. She actually started the crew for the whole neighborhood here! Before that the streets were always dark at night, but she got a bunch of people together and works every night. Everyone loves her,” he continued proudly.

      Saber reached for the letters again.

      SOUNDS GREAT THEY MUST BE PROUD OF YU

      “I think they are. I try to make them proud, too. I used to want to do something big, maybe travel somewhere and get an apprenticeship in a big city or even do something completely different, but I learned to love what I do here. There’s no shame in work like this, that’s what my dad taught me. We do what a lot of people need even if we aren’t paid a lot for it. Well... even if my dad isn’t paid a lot. Someday I’ll be old enough for a day’s wage! Have you done any traveling, Saber?”

      CANT REMEMBER NOT SINCE I DIED

      “Oh, right, sorry. Do you want to?”

      YES JUST NEED TO CONVINCE MAAYA

      “What’s she saying?” Maaya asked quietly, watching Saber swiftly rearrange the letters.

      “She wants to travel but says she needs to convince you first,” Roshan chuckled.

      “The only traveling I get to do is going from one home to another,” Maaya said pointedly, glancing up at Saber. “Besides, what’s that saying? I prefer the devil I know to the devil I don’t. Sark is scary but at least I know what it’s like.”

      Saber reached quickly down to the letters again.

      DONT TAKE HER SIDE SHES A BIG BABY

      At this, Roshan burst out laughing, and Saber grinned.

      “He’s taking all this very well, your living friend. I’m surprised,” Saber said. “Still, if I’m to communicate to him anything longer than a single unpunctuated sentence, I’m going to have to use something other than these stencils.”

      “What’s going on? Is she done talking?” Roshan asked as he noticed Maaya staring above her.

      “Oh, no. She likes you a lot, actually. She just thinks the letters are taking too long.”

      “That’s fair! I wish you’d have told me earlier what you were going to do; I would have told you we’ve got ink and parchment here at home she can use. Want me to get it?” Roshan asked excitedly.

      “By all means! I’m curious to see how my penmanship is. It’s a strange thing to have no idea,” Saber answered.

      Maaya repeated her response, and Roshan quickly left the room, returning only a minute later with a few inkwells, two feather quills, and a roll of parchment.

      “I hate my handwriting, so I hope you don’t mind if I keep talking,” Roshan said, then watched with astonishment as Saber removed one of the inkwell caps and dipped the quill into it. Maaya could only imagine what something like this had to look like from his perspective.

      Fine with me. Ah! That’s what my writing looks like, Saber responded. Maaya stared. The ghost’s writing was absolutely beautiful, with elegant looping cursive lettering written with such control that every letter of the same kind looked almost identical. This is much better. I do hope I’m not wasting valuable paper.

      “Oh no, that’s okay! We hardly use it. We sometimes wrote letters to our relatives, but most of them have passed and we don’t have much use for it anymore,” Roshan explained, his eye still on the feather quill. “So, you uh... came out of Maaya’s jewelry, is that right? Is that a common thing for ghosts?”

      Probably not, though I admit my sample size at the moment is just myself. I have no idea how it happened, but I do know I’m wearing the jewelry I came out of and that it no longer exists in the real world. ...I wrote that to help, but I realize in retrospect I probably made things worse.

      “I didn’t understand to begin with,” Roshan laughed. “This is... this is so cool. I hope you don’t mind if I say that. I’ve just never seen a quill move by itself and write messages to me.”

      Do your parents know about ghosts? Or that Maaya can see them? Saber wrote.

      “I don’t know what they believe. I know they know about ghosts just like everyone does. From stories and things, you know. I don’t know if they actually think ghosts are real. So they definitely don’t know about what Maaya can do yet. I’ve thought about telling them more one day, just to see if I could get them to believe it, but also so I could tell them Maaya can see them. It’s kind of weird keeping a secret like that.”

      “But you’re not going to, because Maaya would be really upset if she found out you were telling stories like that in this town,” Maaya said pointedly, and Roshan grinned sheepishly.

      “Yeah. It’s probably too dangerous either way. Even if my parents were fine with it, there’s still the rest of the town, and being Maaya’s friend I definitely know how that goes here.”

      I’m offended, really. I think I’m pretty wonderful, and the whole town is preventing itself from learning about my existence because of superstition! Saber continued, writing faster now. I suppose they don’t deserve me.

      “Isn’t it lucky you showed up in this town where Maaya can see you? To think, probably the one person in the world who can see ghosts...”

      Saber made to start writing again, but Maaya jumped in.

      “I don’t think I’m the only one. At least, I don’t think I can be. Listen to this.”

      Maaya told Roshan about the book she had found and all of its illustrations, and how they had all been so accurate and similar to what Maaya had experienced that she assumed it had to have been written by someone else who could see ghosts themselves.

      “Whoah,” Roshan said in awe just as Saber said, “When were you going to tell me about this?”

      “I know. And sorry,” Maaya replied to them in turn. “I haven’t had time to really go over it yet because... well, I can’t read. But I don’t even need that to know there have to be others like me out there. This was written by someone who knows. And there’s a whole book about them, so there has to be even more than just the person who wrote it!”

      “Or they thought they were the only one but decided to write it all down because it was that unusual. There are plenty of possibilities. Still, it’s a good lead. May I take a look at it when we get back?” Saber asked.

      “I... uh...”

      “Well that’s great! Only trouble is I suppose they can’t be here in Sark, or you would have definitely run into them,” said Roshan, not having heard the ghost. “I guess it’d be hard to miss you walking around town with a ghost hanging around.”

      “Maybe. But it’s also so scary here that maybe they would feel like they couldn’t say anything,” Maaya replied.

      Saber, impatient with the verbal communication that had taken over, returned to her writing, and Roshan quickly began reading again.

      I don’t suppose you’ve heard of a man named Rahu? He’s one of the wealthy people in town and I was curious if you might have heard anything.

      “Rahu... sounds familiar... oh, yeah, my mother talked about him a few times. She doesn’t know him personally or anything but she’s seen him around town. Seems a good enough guy, but I don’t really know anything specific. Why?”

      Just curious. I’ve heard of him as well, but for all he’s known around town I was hoping to hear more than vague details. He remains somewhat a mystery of a man.

      “Aren’t all the rich folks?” Roshan chuckled. “The reputations they’ve got are the ones they allow people to hear, or so my father says. Oh, and let me start dinner before I forget.”

      The subject quickly changed, and the three friends talked on and on for the next few hours. Roshan had quickly gotten used to having a ghost in the house, and Saber thoroughly enjoyed talking to him. Despite the several different methods of communicating they were forced to use, they quickly fell into a smooth routine where no one was left out of anything.

      Maaya was enjoying herself, and was filled with relief and joy that Roshan not only was accepting of Saber, but that he seemed to like her as well. Still, she was slightly bothered by Saber asking Roshan about Rahu, and she couldn’t immediately figure out why. She guessed it was because Saber still seemed suspicious of Rahu despite how smoothly the last several months have gone, and Saber asking Roshan about him came off as her trying to find any kind of support she could to back up her suspicions. She wondered if Saber was uncomfortable with the work Rahu was having them do. After all, Maaya thought, if Rahu wanted her help removing ghosts from various places around town, it was conceivable she might worry eventually Maaya might try to do the same to her.

      It was dark outside before she knew it, and Roshan stood up reluctantly, stretching and then taking Maaya’s empty bowl.

      “I should really get this place cleaned up a bit before my parents come home.”

      “Oh! Can we help? You won’t be in trouble, will you?” Maaya asked anxiously.

      “Nah, don’t worry. They’ll be happy to hear you came by. It’s just that when they get home, dad wants to get right to sleep, and mum has to get out and supervise the lights. And I sure as heck need to get some sleep so we can pick up right where I left off tomorrow,” Roshan laughed.

      “Make sure you get a good night’s sleep, okay?” Maaya said concernedly.

      “With the work I do, I can’t get anything but. But hey, it was great to see you again! And Saber, thanks for coming! It was really great to meet you. You have no idea how cool this was.”

      My pleasure. If I can help it, I’ll be back. Keep your paper and ink ready just in case.

      “You got it. I’ll just make sure it’s not somewhere my parents will walk in on. That might give them a bit of a panic,” Roshan said. “Anyway, I’ll see you out?”

      Maaya got to her feet and carried her dish to the sink. She wanted to do more, and felt guilty about leaving Roshan to take care of the room she had so helpfully reorganized, but Roshan would have none of it, and he walked her down the stairs and to the end of the street. Maaya felt slightly nervous being in an area of town she didn’t know very well after dark, but after seeing how tired Roshan looked, decided not to mention it. She had an advantage most people didn’t anyway.

      “Come back soon?” he said cheerfully, then yawned widely.

      “Of course! I miss seeing you more often, and I know Saber wants more people to spend time with,” Maaya agreed, then giggled as Saber nodded exasperatedly.

      “Fine with me. I’ll remember to leave out some paper. And my life is exciting, so I’m always either in one of two places. Work or home, that’s the life I’m looking forward to.”

      “Sark is great, isn’t it?”

      Roshan opened his mouth to reply, then caught himself.

      “I was going to say it’s really boring at most, but I guess it can be worse than boring, can’t it?”

      “Boring is my goal,” Maaya answered with a smile. “Someday!”

      “I don’t suppose Roshan’s father is looking to take on a new apprentice, is he?” Saber asked curiously.

      Maaya repeated the question, and Roshan shook his head guiltily.

      “I wish. Business is tough enough as it is; I’ve been working a lot of days without pay. Sorry. If I had any ideas, I’d tell you.”

      “It’s okay! Don’t worry about me. Things are actually all right for me right now. And I know you always offer to help me, but if there’s ever anything I can do—”

      “I’ll let you know, of course. You never know! Maybe having a friend who knows a ghost will come in handy,” Roshan said.

      “Ah ah, there’s no degree of separation here. After tonight, you are the friend with a ghost,” Saber commented with a smirk. When Maaya passed this message along, Roshan laughed.

      “Fair! I’ll keep an eye out for things moving by themselves.” With this, he stepped closer and gave Maaya another tight hug. “Keep safe.”

      The walk home was quiet. Maaya had to concentrate rather than let autopilot take her home, and Saber kept herself busy watching the nearby streets and passersby. Soon, however, the streets became more familiar, and Maaya felt more relaxed.

      “When we get back, what say we look over that book you found? Maybe I can read it over and see what it’s all about,” Saber suggested, but Maaya shook her head.

      “I’m not really... I don’t think I’m ready for that just yet. There’s been a lot going on with Rahu, you know? We’re just so busy,” she said, trying to sound casual.

      “Uh huh. So busy spending an hour every week or so yelling at dead people to go away. I don’t know how you’re still alive yourself with all that exertion,” Saber teased.

      “What, and learning to read is just going to take a few minutes, is it?” Maaya retorted. “It’s not that I can’t read it. Once I figure out what it says, then what do I do? It could change my life or something. I mean, it’s about seeing ghosts! That’s a big deal.”

      “I suppose, though I feel like you’ve got that down pretty well already,” Saber said uncertainly. “But if you really don’t want to get into it right now it’s not like I’ll steal it from you and then scream the words at you. I just know for me personally, if I had something that big right under my nose, I couldn’t possibly just leave it be until I was ready. I wouldn’t be able to do anything else until I figured it out.”

      With this problem safely pushed farther down the road, Maaya relaxed, and by the time she found herself opening the door to the basement, she was genuinely very tired. As Saber closed the door behind her, Maaya flung herself onto the bed, already too comfortable to move.

      “You know, you were joking, but maybe this ghost stuff is taking more out of me than I thought,” Maaya giggled.

      “Oh, that’s just me,” Saber grinned. “You might have been joking, but I’m fully aware I’m a handful. Actually, have either of us been telling any jokes this whole time?”

      “It’s a coping mechanism. Or something. That’s what people say. I don’t know if it’s working, but I guess it feels better to joke about stuff.” Maaya sighed. “I’ve been thinking about that book, though. I guess I’ve felt a little more hopeful. You know what Roshan said? About how I was the only person in the world who could see ghosts? I’m really starting to feel like I’m not.”

      “Statistically speaking that wouldn’t make a whole lot of sense,” Saber agreed.

      “Well, a whole lot of good that does me with me being stuck here. Roshan was definitely right that I’m the only one in Sark.”

      Maaya kicked her shoes off and took off her coat, hanging it up by the door. Then she got back into bed, welcoming the feeling of the blankets like a warm embrace. They weren’t yet so far out of winter that she didn’t occasionally wake up shivering, and she took a moment, as she often did, to appreciate everything that Bindhiya had done for her.

      “Well, that’s what I was going to say earlier,” Saber said quietly as Maaya settled in. “I’m not sure you are.”
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      Early one July morning, Adelaide opened her eyes, took only as long as she required to stretch and rub the sleep for her eyes, then sprang out of bed. She hurriedly got dressed in clothes she had set out for herself the night before, brushed her hair, then set about double checking the contents of a nearby open suitcase against a hastily scrawled checklist she had written for herself over the course of a week. As she moved around her room, she picked up one of her mechanical birds almost on a whim, then sent one off with a request for Asmund to come pick her up. All the while, she wore a smile on her face.

      Today was her seventeenth birthday. And she had plans.

      As soon as she verified she had everything, she snapped the lid to her case closed and lifted it easily in one hand before starting downstairs. As she left her room, Chronis, who had been hanging on the door handle, jumped over and latched itself onto the case instead, its legs scrabbling to find footing on the smooth leather.

      It was only two hours or so after sunrise, and when she reached the downstairs kitchen, she found it mercifully empty. She grabbed a few fruits and a sweet roll from the nearby counter and started to eat. Her haste came partly from her excitement and partly from her hopes of leaving before her parents could spot her and engage her in conversation.

      Insofar as her parents were concerned, luck was not on her side that morning. No sooner had she finished eating and practically jogged over to the garbage to throw her plate away than Felix and Cajsa both stepped into view, evidently on their way to do some work. At first, the three of them all appeared too caught out of place to speak, but then Cajsa broke the silence.

      “Good morning, dear. Plans in town today?”

      “I just thought I’d spend some time down there today. The weather looks nice, and considering what day it is...”

      “Oh, of course! Happy birthday, my darling,” Felix exclaimed, stepping forward for a somewhat awkward hug. “I hope you have a lovely time. Though it’s actually good we caught you, your mother and I were just talking...”

      Adelaide felt a pit of dread forming in her stomach already.

      “We were thinking it’s about time your lessons began again,” Cajsa informed her, looking entirely too casual for the severity of the news it really was, at least to Adelaide.

      “What? Already?” Adelaide asked, confused. “But... I’ve been going out with Sanna, and spending time with Annayet.”

      “And that’s all been very well and good, believe me,” Felix jumped in. “Getting on so well with Annayet and being so diligent in your duties as an elite! It’s been wonderful to see, so very wonderful.”

      “But it can’t simply remain there. You knew things would start up again eventually.” Cajsa’s tone was even but firm; clearly this had been already discussed at length.

      “But... I mean, I know it wouldn’t last forever, just... is it really time already? Can’t I have a little more?” Adelaide pleaded.

      “If we’re being honest, my darling, you’ve had plenty as it is. I think you can say you’ve recovered from your adventure and started moving on, yes?” Felix said. That’s what her parents called it. Her “adventure.” As if describing what it actually had been was too shameful to even specify. “Now, it’s not like we’re starting you back again today! I thought we might wait until next Monday, just to let you prepare yourself.”

      “What is the suitcase for, dear?” Cajsa asked suddenly, glancing down at the case Adelaide held in her hand. Taken off guard, Adelaide stared blankly at her for a moment before she remembered the lie she had come up with.

      “Well, er... I was thinking that when I went into town today I might decide to stay over at an inn or something. You know, give myself a little more practice being around other people, and also to celebrate my birthday.”

      Her parents looked at each other in confusion, and she suddenly felt a thrill of fear that they might say no.

      “This is very... last-minute, I must say,” Felix started, and Cajsa nodded immediately.

      “It would really be preferable for you to let us know of these things before you decide to do them. But I don’t suppose I see any reason why you shouldn’t be allowed to do this. If it’s for your birthday at least, I think we will allow it.”

      “But you’ll let us know the instant you need anything at all, won’t you?” Felix added hastily.

      “Yeah, definitely. Or I’ll just come home if I need to,” Adelaide said, trying with everything she had to keep her excitement hidden. “Don’t worry. I’ll be responsible.”

      Adelaide couldn’t quite make out their expressions, but she guessed enough that she felt a sense of relief when they decided not to say whatever was on their minds. With a few more words of polite well wishing, her parents went on their way.

      Once they were out of sight, Adelaide headed straight for the door, grimacing as bitterness stung at her insides. Had she not brought up what day it was, she thought, there was a good chance they might not have remembered. And of course she would get this kind of news today of all days. Now she had that to worry about, too.

      This irritation persisted as she stood at the end of the walkway on the edge of the street, but before she knew it, all but vanished entirely the moment she saw Asmund’s carriage pulling up from around the bend. He gave her a cheerful wave as he approached, then tapped his hat politely as she jumped up to the top seat with him.

      “Your parents let you out the front door with that?” he asked dubiously, leaning away slightly as he peered down at the suitcase with the giant metal spider still attached.

      “I told them I was staying overnight in an inn to celebrate my birthday.”

      “And they don’t think that’s remotely suspicious?”

      “I think they figure I can do what I like so long as I don’t bring shame to the family or something. It’s not like they’ll care enough to check on me,” she snorted.

      “Fair enough! If they ask, I drove you to and from the inn of your choice and otherwise played no part.”

      Adelaide threw him a mock offended look.

      “I’m not going to get you in trouble! How else could I travel around?”

      “Ah, well, I’m glad I have job security,” Asmund said, feigning wiping sweat from his brow. “Oh, but before I forget, I brought you something.”

      Asmund dug about under the seat for a moment, then sat back up holding a small black box with a gold bow in one hand. He held it out to her, and she accepted it with a gasp of delight.

      “You remembered! You’re so kind, thank you.”

      “How could I forget? The first time I got you some of these chocolates you actually cried,” Asmund laughed.

      “I was seven, I cried about everything.”

      “Still! Made it memorable all right. Happy birthday, kid.”

      Adelaide gave him a tight hug, then opened the box to fetch a piece of chocolate as she launched into catching him up on the events of the past few days.

      She finished just as Asmund pulled the carriage up to the docks, where she saw several members of her crew aboard or around the Windfire, preparing for departure.

      “Your life is nothing if not exciting, and I’m not sure what connotation to attach to that,” Asmund said, shaking his head in disbelief. “But hey, this is good for you. I’m still astounded your parents still don’t know you’ve been taking your ship out regularly. Or that you have a crew now. Or any of it.”

      “They don’t really pay attention to anything that doesn’t affect them directly, so it’s not so unbelievable. But if they knew why I was doing it they would pay attention.”

      “No kidding. Have you given much more thought to when you’ll... uh...”

      “Run away? I guess. I still end up stuck at the last part. I don’t know if I can really do it. It sounds nice when I talk about it, but when I start thinking about what it would take to get me actually leaving this behind, I get anxious.”

      “It’s hard to take that step. But if things ever come to a head with your parents and all that stuff, you’ll have a backup. I’ll wager you’re more scared now because you have that option. At least before you could just make yourself do what they asked because there wasn’t any alternative.”

      Adelaide stared. She hadn’t considered that at least part of her fear could come from simply having options in the first place, but the more she thought about it, the more sense it made. She was absolutely afraid of taking the plunge itself, but being able to think about doing so at all gave her more to agonize over. It meant her future wasn’t necessarily planned out for her anymore, so that even if she did end up doing exactly what her parents wanted her to, it would be with the knowledge that it was only because she had decided it.

      She shuddered. She didn’t think she was nearly old enough for that level of power and responsibility.

      “I’ll take that as me being right.” Asmund chortled, then nudged her lightly. “Get out there and have fun now. And be safe, you hear?”

      “It’s perfectly safe! The only possible danger is that we sink, which isn’t going to happen,” Adelaide scoffed.

      “I was thinking pirates, but I’ll add sinking to my list of anxieties.”

      Adelaide beamed.

      “This time, we are the pirates.”

      “There’s meaner ones out there than you!” Asmund called after her as she leapt off the carriage and headed toward the docks.

      David turned to greet her as she approached, sidestepping several sailors who were busy carrying on large barrels and bundles of lumber. On deck she could see a few more inspecting the ship from top to bottom, and still more double checking inventory.

      “Morning,” he greeted her, looking slightly harassed. “Things are pretty well under way. Inga is just handling things with the harbormaster now.”

      “Do we really need... all this?” Adelaide asked, gesturing vaguely toward the Windfire.

      “Better safe than sorry. Besides, we’ve never actually taken her out for more than a few hours at a time. This will be a test in more ways than one. At least for one night we’ll be running things like we would a typical night at sea. You... still have permission to do that, right?” he finished, eyeing her skeptically.

      “Of course I do. You think I came packed like this because I didn’t?” Adelaide said, holding up her case. David took an involuntary step backward.

      “Ah, and your pet is coming along, I see... Chronis, is it?”

      “Yes. And he’s the ship’s official timekeeper now, so he has to come with us.”

      “Right. Giant metal spider clock. Another totally normal part of all this.”

      Adelaide grinned, then led the way up to the deck. The sailors were clearly finishing up their tasks, and had gathered about in groups, talking and laughing as they waited for everyone to come aboard.

      “Brahe, get me a status check from stores. If our hold is full and secure, we’ll be ready to go,” David ordered, and Brahe saluted happily and jogged off downstairs.

      “Get lined up for roll!” Adelaide called, and every sailor nearby began making their way to form a straight line on the main deck. Among them she spotted Halvar, Gunnar, and Malthe, the ship’s third lieutenant who had recently been recruited to help Halvar manage the lower decks. Malthe was an older, broad-shouldered man with short white hair he never seemed to comb, but was a pleasant enough man, and Adelaide had taken to him immediately.

      Adelaide stopped by her cabin just long enough to set her suitcase down inside the door and let Chronis climb onto her shoulder, after which she joined the rest of the crew below.

      As David started calling roll, Adelaide gazed out at the open ocean, feeling a thrill of excitement and passion she never felt anywhere else. There was a strong northward wind that day, causing tiny white crests all along the waters and into the horizon. Puffy white clouds dotted the sky, but there were darker clouds rolling slowly in from the south. She felt only a flicker of nerves at the sight. She had a strong and capable crew with her, and the Windfire herself was a powerful ship. Perhaps their trip would be exciting in more ways than one.

      Just as David made it to the end of the line of sailors, Inga walked up to meet them, giving an affirmative nod to Adelaide.

      “We’re clear for departure, Captain.”

      “Great! We’re just about finished here. Are you excited?”

      “I’m afraid many years at sea has somewhat dulled my sense for such things, but I’m always pleased to be taking excursions with such pleasurable company. In fact, there was a friend I was hoping to bring along myself, but it seems she was unavailable.”

      “A friend? Who?” Adelaide asked intently.

      “Her name is Cymreiges Baughan, and she’s dead. I thought she might make a welcome addition to a voyage like this, but I’m rarely exactly certain where she is. I’ll introduce you sometime; she’s very old, and has many stories to tell.”

      “I’ve never heard a name like that before... does she travel a lot?”

      “That’s essentially all she does. She was of a warrior clan when she was alive, and she most assuredly kept her adventurous spirit. But that will come another time.”

      “I’d like that.” She turned to face David, who was standing nearby, waiting for her attention. “Are we ready?”

      “Everyone’s here and ready. Shall we?”

      “Take us out!” Adelaide commanded, and the crew immediately dispersed, taking their positions around the deck, loosing the mooring lines and preparing the sails. No sooner had Adelaide reached the helm than the Windfire was away, drifting slowly out toward open sea. “Topsails!”

      With the wind blowing north, it took a little extra power to stay on course. Adelaide felt herself nearly trembling with excitement as she felt the ship move beneath her and the gentle tug of the currents at the rudder. She could almost picture Unshala getting smaller and smaller behind her, keeping all of her troubles on shore with it. There were plenty of things to worry about when she got back, but until the very moment her boots touched land again, she wouldn’t think of them for even a moment.

      “Do we have a course?” David asked from his position nearby.

      “Not really!” Adelaide answered brightly. “Wherever the wind takes us, I suppose. How’s the view, Chronis?”

      The spider let out a series of cheerful clicking and whirring sounds, and Adelaide laughed. David forced a smile even as he eyed the spider nervously.

      “I take that as good news.”

      “Are you afraid of spiders, Commander?” Adelaide asked teasingly.

      “Only after a certain size. That one makes the cut.”

      “Aw, but he’s harmless, isn’t he?” Adelaide cooed, reaching over and patting the spider on the head.

      “So long as it wasn’t built with fangs.”

      “Captain, we’re drifting south; recommend we change course ten degrees north to keep our wind,” Inga said, standing halfway up the stairs to the helm.

      “Got it,” Adelaide confirmed, though as her hands gently adjusted the wheel, she felt a spark of irritation in her chest, gone almost as quickly as it had come. Its absence left a feeling all its own, however, one that was uncomfortably familiar. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. This too would have to be left for another time; for now, there was sailing to be done. She raised her voice, secretly marveling at how much easier that was to do now. “All sail! Let’s get moving!”

      

      Many hours later, the Windfire floated in the calm golden waters of sunset, most of her sails raised only so she didn’t drift aimlessly in the breeze. They had traveled far, and all land was long since completely out of sight. While Adelaide detected a hint of unease in a few of her sailors’ expressions and tones, she herself was overjoyed. This was exactly what she had always wanted. She still couldn’t believe she was actually doing it. She was going to sleep overnight on her own ship! They had made it out this far, and everything was going smoothly.

      She took an almost indescribable pleasure from taking part in the mundane activities she knew she’d eventually get used to. Once they had traveled far enough, they’d slowed their pace and began to switch positions and shifts; Adelaide had taken this chance to head to the galley for something to eat. She greeted Sofie and Grant, the ship’s cook and her assistant, and happily accepted the place of two chicken legs, a steamed potato, and diced vegetables. It was a plain meal even by normal standards, but it was the best food she’d ever tasted. She took her plate to her cabin, where she set it on her desk and dug in with gusto.

      No sooner had she finished than there came a knock at the door. Slightly puzzled, she opened it to find Inga standing in front of her.

      “Good evening, Captain. May I enter?” the woman asked.

      “Oh, uh... sure.” She closed the door behind Inga, then returned to her chair. “Is there something wrong?”

      “Not at all. I just wanted to inform you that I’ll soon be retiring to bed, as I got a very early start this morning. I did also want to ask if you’ve added our new master at arms to the crew manifest.”

      Adelaide frowned. She knew she had forgotten something. Theo was another recent addition to the crew, and as master at arms, he was generally responsible for the safety and security of the ship.

      “Er... not yet. Everything else has been so busy—”

      “Understandably so. I only wanted to double check; once we start making longer and more regular voyages, an updated manifest will be important. I was also going to ask if you’d had something to eat yet, but it appears you already have.” She eyed the clean plate on Adelaide’s desk and smiled lightly. “I hope it was not too lonely a meal. Did you not feel like joining the rest of the crew?”

      “I guess I hadn’t thought about it,” Adelaide admitted. “Besides, I guess I wanted to try this at least once. This is all so new, you know?”

      Inga nodded, and then her smile faded.

      “Is everything all right, Captain?”

      “Huh? Yeah, everything’s... wonderful, actually. Why?”

      “I only thought I had sensed some unease earlier, as I have a few times now. Perhaps I have been mistaken. If you are well, I am glad to hear it.”

      “Yes! This has been one of the best days of my life, honestly. Oh, and I have you to thank for this.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. With the lie you helped me come up with to tell my parents,” Adelaide explained with a grin. “And not just that, but teaching me how to tell a convincing lie in the first place.”

      Inga bowed her head slightly.

      “I am ever happy to be a positive influence on you, Captain.” She winked, then instantly returned to her usual demeanor. “I take it they didn’t give you trouble, then?”

      “They were a little confused, but they accepted pretty much right away. Kind of exactly like you said they would,” Adelaide said, narrowing her eyes in mock suspicion.

      “I’m glad to hear I have not lost my instincts. Now, I’m going to see to some business before I sleep. Is there anything you need from me before I go? Will you be all right here alone?”

      “I should! Thank you.”

      “Always. It does me well to see you in such good spirits. Kindly remember to check in with Theo before you sleep, just so he is aware. Good night, Captain.”

      When the door clicked quietly closed behind her, Adelaide was filled with an emotion she didn’t recognize. As she heard the sounds of her crew talking and laughing outside, the feeling only intensified. It took her several minutes to realize what it was.

      She felt lonely. Beyond that, she wanted to be outside with the others. This feeling came naturally that it genuinely shocked her, but in as pleasant a way as it could. Her leg bounced beneath her desk for a few moments as she tried to decide what to do. And then, before she could stop herself, she got to her feet, made for the doors, and stepped back out onto the deck.

      “Oi! Down here!” called Halvar from below. He and at least a dozen other sailors, including her other officers, Brahe, and Engström were gathered together, and they waved at her as she approached. With them was Sigríður, the ship’s medic who was still dressed in her nurse’s capelet and cap, Dmitri the boatswain, and Olivia, the boatswain’s mate. “Already got your dinner then? Hope you aren’t too full.”

      “Never,” Adelaide joked. “Why?”

      “Hoped you might have room for some treats!” Halvar continued, and from behind his back he held out a small wooden plate with a large chocolate cupcake on top, complete with a single lit candle. “Happy birthday, cap’n.”

      “Happy birthday!” chorused the others, and a few other sailors on duty around the deck hollered as well.

      “What... you...” Adelaide faltered, too shocked for a moment even to remember to grab the plate. It was only when Halvar nearly dropped it in his excitement that she quickly took it from his grasp. “For me?”

      “Nah, the other captain,” Engström teased. “Of course you!”

      “Blow it out before you get wax all over your food,” David instructed, and when Adelaide hastily obliged, everyone cheered again.

      “I wasn’t expecting anything like this. Thank you so much,” Adelaide managed gratefully. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “We had a hard time scrounging up the funds for a single cupcake, but with all of us pitching in, we somehow managed,” Gunnar jumped in, and several sailors laughed. “We couldn’t well have a voyage on your birthday without also celebrating it, ma’am.”

      “I hadn’t known before this trip your birthday was in July! Fits your bright personality right,” Brahe exclaimed.

      “You haven’t known me that long.”

      “I can tell! I’m a good judge of character, so says my dad.”

      “Brahe couldn’t normally judge a thief even as he was picking her pockets, but she’s right on this one,” Engström added, and the two immediately began quarreling.

      “Will you come sit with us, ma’am? We were going to eat, but you could enjoy your treat with us,” Gunnar suggested, and to her own surprise, Adelaide immediately agreed.

      They spent two solid hours talking, joking, and sharing stories into the evening. At first Adelaide felt somewhat awkward, but it didn’t take long for her to get pulled into conversation, and she was glad she had. She felt like she was seeing an entirely new side to her crew, one that normally went hidden under the bounds of duty and drills. Engström and Brahe were long acquainted, and switched quickly between speaking highly of each other and teasing each other mercilessly. Sigríður was a quiet woman with an almost intimidating air about her, which she used to great effect when sharing a scary story. Dmitri and Olivia both had grown up with the Blackfins from a young age, and their comfort on board the Windfire was evident, especially in the company of so many other Blackfins. And it wasn’t until they had decided to wrap things up for the night that Adelaide realized she hadn’t worried for even a moment what that might mean. Blackfins they all might have been, but she was quickly coming to like them.

      Still, as the night wore on, she became aware of one undeniable fact: she was very, very tired. She had been awake since just after dawn, after all, and had spent the majority of the day working with her ship. However Sanna might have teased her about her energy, it was not limitless, and she wasn’t used to exerting herself this way for this long.

      And so, though it pained her to do so, she decided to do the responsible thing and go to bed. The sooner she slept, she reasoned, the sooner she could be up. She had hoped to spend a little more time enjoying the peace of night at sea, but she was quickly coming to understand how sailors went to bed so early—at least, under normal circumstances.

      “You off to sleep, cap’n?” Halvar asked as she got to her feet, brushing cupcake crumbs from her coat. By now, only Halvar, David, and Dmitri remained.

      “I should. I’m tired, and we’ve still got tomorrow to think about.”

      “Bah, we’ll worry about tomorrow when it comes.”

      “How in the world you ever came to be an officer is beyond me,” David grunted from his side, and Halvar grinned.

      The others bade her goodnight, and Adelaide took one last moment to appreciate the sight. The ocean was dark all around them with not a single light to be seen in any direction save for above, where the stars glowed more brightly than she had ever seen them before. The deck was quiet and calm and had a comforting glow to it from the lamps, making it feel warm and safe even as a chilly breeze swept across it. In the near silence, Adelaide took in the creaking of wood, the gentle rustling of the sails, and light tapping sounds of metal and rope from the masts and rigging.

      Finding herself nearly falling asleep on the spot, she blinked rapidly to wake herself. Then, remembering what Inga had told her, she scanned the deck for Theo.

      Before she could even take a few steps, a large man stepped up to her, a lantern in his hand. He stood about her height and had shortly cropped black hair, a neatly trimmed mustache, and a thick brass bracelet around his right wrist.

      “Ah, was just coming to see ye, Captain,” the man said, holding up his lantern to her slightly. “The first watch of the night has been set and I’m beginning my rounds. All’s well?”

      “Oh, yes, everything’s fine, Theo,” Adelaide answered. “I wanted to let you know I’m turning in for the night.”

      “Aye. First time at sea overnight, if I remember?” Adelaide nodded. “If ye need anything or feel something isn’t right, let me know. I’m on duty until sunup.”

      “Thank you.”

      Theo nodded respectfully, then continued on his way.

      Back in her cabin, she locked the doors behind her, then dug around in her suitcase for her sleepwear. She imagined nights at sea could grow cold, and she had come prepared with long-sleeve pajamas and a comfortable fluffy robe. It was still early yet, but she couldn’t deny her exhaustion any longer. It seemed almost anti-climactic, and she felt a small pang of anxiety at the thought of returning home the next day, but then she steeled herself. She was going to enjoy this while it lasted. Besides, this was only the beginning.

      She turned off the lamps in the cabin, then lay down to rest. Her bed was large and soft, and though at first she worried she might lie awake struggling to sleep in this unfamiliar environment, the gentle rocking of the ship and the sounds of the sea lulled her quickly to sleep.

      Suddenly, there came a rapid knock at her door. Rubbing her eyes, she stumbled to her feet, unsure of whether she had been asleep for minutes or hours. It was still dark outside, and as far as she was aware, there was nothing that needed her attention so early on their schedule. For once, there hadn’t been any drills planned.

      She was halfway through a yawn when she opened the cabin doors. She had to squint through the darkness to see who was standing in front of her; as it was, only the glint of candlelight off his ocular implant gave it away.

      “There’s a ship headed toward us from the north, ma’am.”

      “Huh? Who?” Adelaide asked blearily.

      “Not sure. She’s a warship, a huge one at that, but I don’t recognize her make from here. She doesn’t seem to be flying colors of any sort.”

      Adelaide felt a sudden surge of adrenaline just as Asmund’s words from the day before helpfully echoed through her mind.

      There’s meaner ones out there than you!

      “And they’re definitely coming to us?”

      “Direct intercept course, and there are no other ships about. That could speak to their intentions.”

      “What business would a warship have with us?”

      “That’s what worries me. The Krethan armada doesn’t use its ships of the line for solitary patrols.”

      Adelaide felt her blood run cold.

      “Rouse the crew and get us ready to run. Go!”

      As Gunnar ran down the stairs toward the crew quarters, shouting orders at the night watch as he did, Adelaide dashed back into her cabin, trying to remember their repeated drills. Except... this time was different. It wasn’t a drill. And now she felt afraid.

      With her coat and boots on, she sprinted down to the officer’s quarters, raising the alarm before she’d even stepped inside the main room.

      “Ship incoming! Ship incoming, let’s move!”

      Her heart pounded heavily, and she was suddenly aware of how cold it was outside. One brief glance upward told her the storm coming from the south the night before was coming upon them, and though it may have been but rain and wind, right now it was another obstacle they’d have to deal with.

      She raced back up to the helm as the ship came to life with activity. Additional lights were lit as sailors scrambled above and below decks, preparing sails, checking lines, and securing the deck. In the few moments she had before they were ready to move, Adelaide glanced out across the dark waters. The faintest lights of sunrise were visible in the east, and against the northeastern horizon was the shape of the biggest ship Adelaide had ever seen, rising like a dark mountain out of the water. Adelaide rubbed her eyes and looked again, thinking it must have been multiple ships—but the harder she looked, the more she was certain a vessel built entirely for war was coming down upon them.

      “Gunnar!” she called suddenly. Gunnar made his way quickly to her side, followed almost immediately by David. “Your implant can see across distances, right? What can you tell me about that ship?”

      Gunnar stared hard at the ship in the distance, and she heard a very quiet whirring noise from his ocular implant.

      “Still hard to say, ma’am. She doesn’t look like one of our current vessels, but also doesn’t look like anything the Selenthians have, either. Unless this is one of their secret projects...”

      “Look at the size of that thing,” David exclaimed, sounding both impressed and afraid. “She’ll have a complement in the hundreds and at least triple our guns.”

      “There’s strange lights aboard, that I can make out. It doesn’t look like your typical lantern glow,” Gunnar continued distractedly. “Hard to tell in this light and angle, but—ah, she’s a four-masted vessel. Hull primarily made of wood. Still flying no colors. I’m almost entirely certain she isn’t a military craft for Krethus or Selenthia.”

      “Which could make her all the more dangerous,” David added quickly. “Captain, we need to flee. We don’t yet have a full complement, and a single broadside from a ship like that would reduce us to splinters. Our only hope is running.”

      “Do you think they’re hostile?” Adelaide asked worriedly.

      “I don’t know, and that’s the problem. We should know by now. Maritime law and custom exists for a reason. That leaves the possibility they’re operating outside that, and that could only mean...”

      “Marauders,” Gunnar uttered in a low voice.

      “Where’s our wind?” Adelaide asked, unable to tear her eyes from the vessel.

      “From the southeast. We can make our escape directly west if we luff south first,” Gunnar said.

      “Let’s do it,” Adelaide agreed, then shouted down to the deck below. “We’re running west! Keep the sheets out and loose until we’re away on a broad reach!”

      “We’ll move faster if we head southwest,” David suggested, but Adelaide shook her head.

      “We aren’t ready for a long run; we’re too shallow on the draft without our ballasts, especially if we’re headed through a storm. Our safest option is to reach the safety of Krethan waters as soon as we can. The longer the chase, the bigger their advantage.”

      David, despite himself, looked slightly impressed, and took a step back.

      “Aye. We’re with you.”

      Adelaide was already turning the wheel as quickly as she could. The Windfire turned slowly, too slowly, as she struggled to maneuver the ship where the sails would pull her forward. All the while, the massive ship on the horizon came ever closer.

      “Gunnar, keep me posted about the distance between us and if that ships looks ready to fire,” Adelaide ordered. “David, make sure our port guns are ready in case we need to alter course and defend ourselves.”

      Just when Adelaide thought her heart might leap into her throat from nerves, the Windfire surged forward. The crew held the lines tight, keeping the sails balanced for the best possible speed without losing control.

      Still, Adelaide could feel the churning waters and choppy waves. Typically, the ballast tanks would be filled with seawater before they got moving like this, causing the ship to rest slightly lower in the water and thereby making her less susceptible to being tossed by the wind and waves or losing rudder control. Under the circumstances, however, they didn’t have time to fill them before moving. The Windfire was pushed and pulled left and right as the winds kicked up; the rain, which had gotten heavier, was making it harder to Adelaide to keep a steady course.

      “They’re altering course to stay steady with us, ma’am,” Gunnar shouted from the port railing. “If we keep up this speed we should stay ahead of them.”

      “A damned aggressive move this is,” David swore as he returned to the helm. “And the gall they have to do this so close to shore...”

      Adelaide grunted as a sudden powerful gust of wind pushed them several degrees to post, and several yells came from the lower deck as the crew struggled to keep the sails full and secure.

      “I don’t suppose there’s any way we can fill our tanks while we’re moving?” she said, slightly breathless from effort.

      “Not with the crew we have, no. We need all hands just to keep going as it is.”

      “Damnit.” Adelaide furrowed her brow against the rain as she tried to think of what to do. They could potentially keep going at this pace, but it would leave everyone exhausted, and all it would take would be one mistake to cause them to lose precious distance and speed. In terms of terrain, sailing slightly to the direct north or south of Unshala would provide them only an advantage of a half mile or so, which didn’t make altering course worth the risk. Even if they did, there was no guarantee there would be any port or defenses waiting for them.

      Before she could think on this too much, however, Gunnar called to her again.

      “Something’s incoming from that ship toward our port quarter! It’s going to strike us—”

      “Going hard starboard!” Adelaide shouted without hesitation. The crew barely had time to hold on before the Windfire suddenly turned hard to the right.

      The effect was immediate. The Windfire suddenly lost speed as many of its sails began to flap about in the wind, and the ship tilted toward port, the combination of her near-empty ballasts, the sharp turn, and oncoming wind nearly causing a broach. Adelaide let up slightly, letting the wheel pull counterclockwise, and the Windfire settled.

      “We should be clear—wait, I don’t believe it... the object is changing course!”

      “What?!”

      “Hold on... is that...?”

      “Specifics, Gunnar!”

      “Ma’am, it’s... it’s a ghost.”

      Adelaide glanced up from the wheel just in time to see the pale glow of a ghost enter her peripheral vision. Fearing the worst, Adelaide reached for her deck before she realized it was still back in the cabin, but a quick glance told her this ghost was not the kind she typically hunted.

      He had been a middle-aged man when he died, and he sported a full beard and a piercing gaze. To her surprise, he was wearing what looked like the disheveled uniform of a Krethan armada officer from several decades past... and half his face had been torn to shreds by what Adelaide could only guess was weapons fire.

      The ghost paid the crew no mind, and floated up to the main deck, looking around as though he were casually looking for a nice place to sit down and rest. He ran his hand along the rails and watched with evident amusement as the crew tried to control the sails that were fluttering uselessly in the wind.

      “Is he... from that ship?” Adelaide asked David quietly.

      “As far as I know. We saw that glow incoming and thought it was a Selenthian weapon, but... well. That’s slightly embarrassing.”

      “We should get back on course, ma’am,” Gunnar added, but Adelaide was focused on the ghost. The man was clearly interested in her vessel, and if he had come from the ship that was pursuing them, she wasn’t sure that was a good sign.

      “David, can you get my libris cards from my cabin for me?” she requested, and when David moved off, she raised her voice. “Hey! Sailor!”

      At first, the ghost didn’t pay her any mind. When he finally looked her way, it was with only mild interest, as if knowing he was just a passive observer.

      And then he noticed that Adelaide was looking directly at him.

      The ghost didn’t react at first. When he did, it was with cautious surprise, and he made his way toward the helm. Adelaide gulped, hoping her fear wasn’t visible.

      David returned with Adelaide’s deck just as the ghost arrived, and to the commander’s credit, he stared the ghost down without a trace of nerves as he handed the captain her deck.

      “You can both... see me, then?” the ghost rasped. “That’s new.”

      “Who are you, and what do you want with my ship?” Adelaide asked with surprising conviction. The silly thing was, she thought, she had spent so much time around the dead that she felt more comfortable talking to them than the living.

      “Just observing, miss. My captain hasn’t seen your ship in these waters before, and he likes to keep abreast of current goings on.”

      “Your captain... wait, he can see ghosts too?”

      The dead man laughed.

      “I should certainly hope so. He’ll be most interested in getting a closer look. You seem to be having a little trouble.” His gaze darted up at the sails, and Adelaide felt a surge of irritation.

      “We thought you were a weapon. What kind of ship flies no colors and sails directly at another vessel?”

      “One whose captain has no master and no concerns for the laws of the sea. We sail as the captain pleases.”

      “Does your captain mean to harm us?” David interjected.

      “Not unless you pose a threat. You... aren’t Selenthian, are you?” Adelaide and David both shook their heads. “Good. You’re in no danger then. I understand why you’d flee, and for a moment it looked like you’d lose us, but you would make my captain’s day if you remained here.”

      “Your captain hasn’t given us the best first impression,” Adelaide snarled. “How do I know you aren’t lying?”

      The ghost simply shrugged.

      “You don’t. But I can promise you there’s nothing worth stealing off this ship, nothing worth sinking you over so as to make the effort of chasing you through a storm worthwhile. I will say, should you oblige, you have the chance at making a powerful acquaintance.”

      “Power isn’t exactly what I’m after.”

      The ghost took another dismissive glance around at the Windfire in a way that made Adelaide want to strangle him.

      “That much is clear. I’ll bring this interesting news to my captain. How may I introduce you?”

      “Adelaide Sol of the Windfire. Say whatever you like to him as long as gets you off my ship.”

      The man laughed again, an act which helpfully widened the wounds and scars on his cheeks.

      “I have a feeling he’ll like you.”

      Without another word, he departed, heading straight back toward the giant battleship.

      “We’re in for it now,” David muttered. “We can still flee if we change course.”

      “I... I think we’ll be okay. But keep the crew and guns at the ready just in case,” Adelaide returned.

      With the Windfire almost at a standstill, it didn’t take the battleship long to catch up. It slowed as it pulled up alongside the Windfire, slow enough for Adelaide to catch the ship’s curious figurehead: a mermaid with two tails. But she couldn’t focus on that for long, and instead stood in awe of the sheer size of the battleship. It had three long gun decks to the Windfire’s one, four sturdy masts, and several cabins at its aft. The wheel at the helm looked like two had been fastened together on a much wider base, and even its hull, old and worn as it was, seemed to be much thicker. It was clearly a ship designed with destruction in mind, and Adelaide felt her fear returning.

      “Great hells... what manner of vessel is this?” David asked quietly.

      “Man o’ war, Commander,” Gunnar answered. “More than a match for several clippers at once. But I haven’t seen this make in the yards before... this is a relic of older times.”

      Adelaide tore her eyes from the ship long enough to glance down at her crew. They had mostly paused in their work and were watching the other ship with obvious trepidation. This was not going according to plan, and Adelaide quickly realized this fell to her to keep them safe. For now, she needed to stand firm and project the bravery she wasn’t sure she felt.

      “Order the crew to stay the sails. If we’re going to meet this captain of theirs, we don’t want to make him think we’ll run at a moment’s notice,” Adelaide ordered quietly.

      “I think we should run at a moment’s notice,” David grunted, but started downstairs.

      That was when she noticed the hundreds of shapes lining up on the deck of the other ship. Hundreds of... dead people.

      They had met a ghost ship.

      Adelaide had heard stories of them before, which had mostly been passed off as legends. From what Adelaide knew of ghosts from personal experience, it was too mighty a feat to get enough of them organized and interested enough to pilot so much as a small schooner. There was little purpose to sailing after death, save for those who had embraced it passionately as a hobby when they were alive. But she had never seen such a vessel, and didn’t think she ever would.

      Three of the ghosts floated over toward Adelaide from the other ship’s main deck, one of whom she recognized as the man who had scouted out her ship earlier. Another was a younger woman, dressed in similar clothes, came with him. Between the two was another man, and Adelaide recognized him as the captain before he’d even so much as said a word. Had it not been for his different uniform, it would have been the manner in which he carried himself and the air of ultimate authority that he seemed to exude even in silence. He too had been injured in life, and perhaps killed by whatever had hurt him; a long, deep gash ran from his forehead and over his left eye all the way to his upper lip.

      “So, this is the living captain who sees the dead,” the captain said, his voice dry and his tone that of lazy confidence and amusement. “And tells them off, too.”

      “Your crewman was rude,” Adelaide answered simply, and the other captain laughed.

      “Aye, I’m not surprised. But then, we’re not used to being seen, you know. Not so directly.” The man stepped forward, holding out a scarred hand. “My name is Skarin, and I command the Nocte Cadenza.”

      “Adelaide Sol, of the Windfire.”

      “She’s a quick one, isn’t she?” Skarin said. “Had you stayed your course, I doubt we would have kept up with you. You’ve clearly an experienced crew, which makes me all the more curious why I haven’t seen your delightful toy boat out at sea before.”

      “We only started sailing recently, and we’ve been sailing closer to shore,” Adelaide explained. She wasn’t sure why she felt the ghost deserved any answers at all. Perhaps it was because he seemed intrigued and amused rather than malicious, but she also felt oddly at ease in his presence. “This is the first time we’ve been out overnight, and that was because... well, we were celebrating my birthday.”

      “Hm? Birthday? Turned ten, did you?”

      “Seventeen,” Adelaide answered flatly. Skarin chuckled.

      “It’s not often I see captains so young. There’s usually a chain of command you need to work your way up.”

      “This ship was built for me, and I hired her crew.”

      “Ah, a private vessel. From a wealthy family, no doubt. I thought she didn’t seem like a ship of the armada. Oh, and here’s your friendly commander now, it seems. Don’t worry; we don’t bite.”

      David hesitated slightly as he reached the top of the stairs, then took his place at Adelaide’s side again.

      “Pleasure to meet you too,” he said, not sounding at all pleased.

      “And clearly it’s not just the two of you... at least, based on the way your crew is gawking so openly, I must imagine more can see us. Where did you find this crew?” Skarin asked, turning his intense eyes back on Adelaide.

      “Th-they’re Blackfins. All of them are.”

      “I see. That does make sense. You seem to know what you’re doing, I’ll give you that. I should expect as much from a Blackfin captain.”

      “Wait, I’m not a Blackfin myself.”

      Skarin threw her a smug look.

      “You’re captain of a Blackfin crew. So yes, you are. You’ll forgive my commander his rudeness, but he was right about one thing: you definitely have me interested. A young girl captaining a ship of Blackfins on pleasurable excursions for birthday celebrations... this is quite new indeed. What is your vessel’s purpose?”

      “Travel. We’re going to go as far as Selenthia if we feel like it.”

      “Dull, but I suppose it’s acceptable.”

      “What about you? What’s a bunch of ghosts doing on a man o’ war?”

      “Whatever we like, mostly,” Skarin said, and the officers on either side of him grinned. “In many cases that ends up being hunting down ships of the Selenthian navy. You’d be surprised how far they tread into neutral waters.”

      “Huh? Wait, why?”

      “They filled me with a vengeance I don’t think will ever fade, and I seek death,” Skarin answered coldly. “Lest you worry, I target only navy and pirate ships—not typically of the Blackfin kind—and I’ve sunk well over a dozen over the years. But I won’t be satisfied until their entire fleet rests at the bottom of the ocean with the corpses of their sailors.”

      Silence fell across the deck. Despite Skarin’s obvious anger—and while she absolutely believed he had done what he said he had—she felt no fear. This anger wasn’t directed at her, nor did she suspect it was something that was shared lightly. It felt... personal.

      “Well, good thing we’re not Selenthians, huh?” Halvar broke in finally, and all the tension in the air evaporated immediately. Skarin nodded, then stared about the deck.

      “Longer stories for better days. You look like you could use a little help weathering this storm. Don’t tell me you took your boat out of port without your ballasts.”

      “David, make sure they’re filled. Halvar, have the sails doubly secured and our cargo straps reinforced,” Adelaide ordered exasperatedly, and her two officers departed immediately. With this under way, she faced Skarin directly. “I wish we would have known what you were after. We wouldn’t have had to run.”

      “The chase is so much more fun,” Skarin said with a slight sneer. “They always run. I’m impressed with this one, as well as her crew. At least so far. You even seem to be competent yourself.”

      “Should I not be?” Adelaide asked irritably.

      “You’re young. I imagine most of your knowledge is mere theory. Books and pictures and blueprints and the like. But you could have outrun us, and it seems everyone here knows what they’re doing, so take the compliment for what it is.”

      “I’ve had better.”

      “If I may, Captain Sol,” Skarin’s commander said, “anything short of outright insults is usually a sign of great respect from our captain.”

      “Right. Well if that’s how we’re giving compliments, then I suppose your ship isn’t the very ugliest thing I’ve ever seen,” Adelaide retorted, and Skarin laughed openly.

      “I like you.”

      Just then, Inga walked up to meet her, hardly passing the ghosts a glance.

      “Captain, are we to weather the storm here? It could delay us several hours.”

      “What’s your plan? Are you leaving now you’ve caught us?” Adelaide asked Skarin.

      “That was originally the plan, but only because socializing isn’t assumed to be an option in most cases. If you would be so kind as to have us aboard, I’m sure our respective crews would enjoy becoming acquainted.”

      “You don’t really seem like a people person.”

      “I’m not. But that doesn’t mean the rest of these gadabouts wouldn’t like to see some fresh faces. I wouldn’t terribly mind a short talk with you, however.”

      “Thoughts?” Adelaide asked, turning to Inga.

      “If we’re to remain here, it would certainly be more interesting than leaving the crew to their own devices,” Inga answered simply.

      “All right then. I suppose we’ll be hosting some guests.”

      Skarin nodded at his officers, who returned to the Nocte Cadenza. As ghosts began to filter over to the Windfire, Skarin jerked his head toward Adelaide’s cabin.

      “May we speak?”

      Adelaide led the way, keeping the door open just long enough for Skarin to pass through, as much as she felt like shutting it in his face. She wasn’t sure what to think of the man just yet, but she’d had worse company.

      She sat down behind her desk and rested her forearms on it, leaning forward expectantly.

      “I admit I’m slightly disappointed, Captain Sol,” Skarin drawled. “I don’t see a hint of fear in your eyes, and it’s that which keeps me going some days.”

      “What have I to be afraid of?”

      “Oh, even the living who can see us know a healthy amount of fear and respect. If the dead are out to kill you, there’s nothing in the world that can stop them. I could reach into your chest and crush your heart in my fist on a whim. You could try to fight against it, but your hands would pass right through me. Perhaps you haven’t enough experience with dangerous ghosts to learn that yet?”

      Adelaide opened her mouth to offer a sarcastic retort, then caught herself. She had something better.

      “Nothing in the world, is that right?”

      She pulled her libris deck from her pocket and pulled out several blood cards, fanning them out on the table before her. Skarin took a closer look, his good eye widening when he realized what he was looking at.

      “So you know the magic.”

      “I don’t just know it. I’m an elite of Krethus. I have plenty of experience with ghosts more dangerous than you, and my one job is to hunt them down and destroy them. So forgive me if an old sea captain doesn’t have me shaking in my boots.”

      Skarin’s eyes flicked between Adelaide and her cards, his expression unreadable. After almost a full minute, he took a step back, looking satisfied.

      “My sincere respects to you, Captain Sol. I was never so much for patriotism beyond what little I picked up as a matter of course during my years of service, but I hated and feared the ghosts that plagued my country like everyone else. Your work is honorable.”

      “Thank you,” Adelaide responded, slightly taken aback at this sudden sincerity. “I do everything I can. I... lost my older brother to them when I was younger. I already knew I could see ghosts then, but that was what made me passionate about this. I might have been before, but... my family was keeping the news from me.”

      “Not surprising. It always sat ill with me, those parents bringing up their children with full knowledge of the machine. Normalizing death to that extent, even if out of caution... it’s not the world I hope for.”

      “Hopefully it won’t be forever. Maybe not if I can ever get a second shot at the machine.”

      “...a second shot?” Skarin asked curiously.

      “I tried to destroy it once. Since I can run faster with my libris than any vehicle can travel, I thought I could make it in between pulses. But another one came before I made it all the way. I should have made it, but... things have changed.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “It’s not steady anymore. The pulses are sometimes more erratic, and the pulses are traveling farther. The government had to evacuate several nearby towns.”

      Skarin grimaced.

      “I see. For how long?”

      “Months. No one knows what started it. It’s still moving very slowly, but... it won’t stay that way.”

      Adelaide sat back in her chair, her leg bouncing under her desk, already brainstorming again. She couldn’t help herself. Now that the topic had come up, she remembered all over again the constant peril her country and its people were being exposed to on a regular basis. Guilt soon followed. The machine’s pulse radius was expanding every single day, and here she was enjoying a leisurely trip out at sea on the ship her parents had gifted her.

      As if sensing her discomfort, Skarin cleared his throat.

      “Krethans are a hardy sort. They’ll adapt and survive as they always have. And then they have people like you fighting back. Despite this ill news I’m left feeling more positive than before. The elites must have gotten better than they were in my day if they have children already possessing such skill.”

      “I’m seventeen!” Adelaide protested.

      “Of course, I apologize. Young children,” Skarin deadpanned. “I wish you the best in your work, though I hope it won’t keep you so occupied I won’t see you out at sea on occasion.”

      “I’m... still figuring that out. But I hope not.”

      It was silent for a few moments, and then Skarin turned to leave.

      “Thank you for indulging me in this chat. I’m never one to socialize, so I’ll be taking my leave, but I will give my farewells before we go our separate ways.”

      Skarin disappeared through the double doors, leaving Adelaide with her thoughts.

      

      Several hours later, the Windfire sailed smoothly into Unshala’s docks. The crew tried not to show it, but Adelaide could tell they were glad to be back. They looked exhausted, having been up since moments before dawn to push their ship through a storm and end up socializing with a ship of the dead. It was probably the strangest thing Adelaide had ever experienced, and yet, as she prepared to dismiss the crew, she found herself wanting to go back out and do it all again.

      At least... that was what she thought she wanted. She had arrived home filled with doubt when she had hoped that a voyage like this would only solidify her confidence that taking her ship and sailing around the world was what she truly wanted. This confusion almost made her angry. She had felt so close to figuring something out. Why then was she having so much trouble with something she loved?

      “How does she look?” she asked David. The officers and crew had lined up on the main deck, awaiting Adelaide’s word. She had ordered a more thorough inspection than usual given the circumstances.

      “All’s well, and no damage to report,” David answered. “She’s a tough little ship.”

      Adelaide’s shoulders fell slightly in relief. She had no doubt of the Windfire’s sturdy craftsmanship, but it was still her ship, and she dreaded the thought of any damage or harm coming to her.

      “All right. I know we’re all tired after that trip, but... well, I had fun. What about everyone else?” she asked the crew at large, and she was met with enthusiastic whoops and cheers.

      “My arms feel like they might fall off, but that was the most exciting trip I’ve been on in a while!” exclaimed Engström, one of the ship’s rank and file sailors.

      “You bet. My wife keeps telling me the rumors of ghost ships are all lies, but now I get to tell her we made friends with one!” agreed Åkesson, the ship’s gunner.

      “I’m glad! Okay, in that case, you’re officially dismissed. Until next time!” Adelaide announced, smiling. The line immediately broke as sailors made to exit first, followed by the officers. Before they’d gotten too far, however, Adelaide spoke again. “Inga? Could I see you for a moment?”

      If Inga was surprised or disappointed, she didn’t show it.

      “Of course, Captain.”

      Adelaide waited until everyone else had passed safely out of earshot, then walked over to the port railing and leaned her back against it. Now she was here, she was almost too afraid to speak up.

      “I... I was hoping I could get your advice,” she said finally. Inga, who had stood attentively in silence, nodded slightly.

      “I will offer what I can.”

      “When Skarin and I talked, he got me thinking about the machine and the ghosts again. He talked about the work that I and other elites do and how important it was. And now I’m feeling... conflicted. I was so sure I wanted to escape things here that I hired a crew, and I’ve been trying to convince myself to just go ahead and do it, but now... I don’t know. I need to defend Krethus. But I can’t defend it and escape it at the same time. And then if I don’t end up leaving at all, there’s my family to think about, and their business, and all the things I’ll have to learn. I don’t know how to do it all.”

      Inga let out a slow breath and seemed to relax slightly.

      “I gave this advice to someone I loved once, under similar circumstances. She was overwhelmed with all the things she had to do, and all the things she wanted to do. What’s important to understand is that you aren’t facing down one wide road; you’re at a fork, and you need to choose.”

      Adelaide folded her arms.

      “I was afraid you’d say that. Part of me wants to think I can do it all if I can only find the right way.”

      “And you will burn yourself out in search of that solution that does not exist. Captain... inevitably, part of life involves killing off our potential futures. We can be almost anything, but we cannot be everything. These choices are hard not just because we are deciding which way to go, but because we are deciding which paths we will never travel.”

      “What do you think I should choose?” Adelaide asked helplessly.

      “I’ll say now what I said then: you should choose what makes you feel fulfilled. Not just happy, as happiness is fleeting, but truly fulfilled. If I may be so bold, I suspect you already know what that is. Beyond that, it’s not my place to say. But what I can offer is my assurance that, whatever path you do choose, there is no wrong answer, and that I will be there with you.”

      Adelaide turned away slightly so Inga wouldn’t see her trying not to cry. Somehow she had known this would be Inga’s answer, and while she was frustrated at the lack of solid guidance, it helped all the same. It really did all come down to her in the end. The power to choose was hers, but it meant something needed to be chosen.

      Inga had been right about another thing, too. She did already know what she wanted. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was she had known for a very long time, but had simply never permitted herself to think about it.

      Somehow, though this only confirmed her dilemma, she felt comforted. At the very least, she knew that the choice was hers to make, not anyone else’s. Not even her family’s.

      “Thank you. That... that helps,” Adelaide affirmed finally, turning back to Inga once she was sure her expression wouldn’t betray her.

      “I apologize that I could not offer something more substantial, but think on what I’ve said. I really believe it will help.” Inga offered a rare smile.

      “No, that’s fine,” Adelaide answered hurriedly. “I understand why you can’t give me more. But really, thank you. You’ve always been so helpful to me. And before you say it’s your job to anticipate my needs again, you know what I’m talking about.”

      Inga lifted her head slightly, and she looked like she wanted to say something for a moment, but then she appeared to change her mind.

      “In that case, I will say only that I am ever glad to be of service. Until next time, Captain.”

      Adelaide grumbled as Inga departed, leaving her alone on the ship. There were too many mysteries about that woman, she thought, even if all of them seemed pleasant. Eventually, someday and somehow, she would get her to talk.

      Collecting her suitcase and Chronis, who didn’t seem ready to leave just yet, she started back toward the main street to find a carriage. The remainder of her trip home was surprisingly quick and smooth, but as her home came into view, she felt the familiar stifling weight on her chest that seemed always to be there. It only got worse as she approached the door. Had being away for a whole twenty-four hours really been enough to weaken her resolve this much?

      She entered the empty foyer, not at all surprised to see that no one was there. At this hour of the afternoon, everyone was likely busy—her parents managing business, and Marit engaged in her studies.

      When she reached the second-floor hallway, however, she heard raised voices coming from the direction of Marit’s room. She couldn’t make out what was being said, but she recognized both Felix and Cajsa’s voices. And Marit’s... crying?

      Before Adelaide had gone too far, Marit’s door suddenly opened, and Felix and Cajsa stepped out. Their faces brightened as they saw her, but it hadn’t been quick enough to hide their anger.

      “Adelaide, darling, how are you? How was your stay?” Felix asked a little too warmly, giving his daughter a hug.

      “Oh, but you look exhausted. And your hair! Were you out in the wind and storm for long, dear?” Cajsa said. “See to getting a bath and I’ll have someone bring you something warm to eat.”

      “Thank you,” Adelaide said quietly. Where had her loud and confident voice gone? It was as though this house had simply swallowed it up. “I had a good time. It wasn’t very eventful, but I felt comfortable.”

      “Wonderful, wonderful,” Felix said, and he looked eager to move on. “Now you have a few days to rest up before your lessons resume! I know you’ve been keeping busy, but go easy on yourself at least for a few days?”

      “If Sanna will let me,” Adelaide answered, forcing a smile. Her parents chuckled politely, then moved on down the hall. Adelaide started toward her room, thinking a bath sounded like a good idea.

      When she passed Marit’s door, however, she saw that it had already been closed again, and there came only silence from within.
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      When Maaya walked into the shop that had now become her regular meeting spot for business with Rahu, she entered with her head held high, feeling a confidence she never would have thought herself capable of. She was a regular in the shop now, and since she was always accompanied by Rahu—a paying customer—even the woman who had initially looked at her with contempt now welcomed her and showed her to her table.

      Rahu, as he always was, had already taken his place and was now looking over the paper menu as though he didn’t already know what he wanted. As Maaya approached, he looked at up at her with a smile that seemed so kind she couldn’t help but smile back.

      “Good morning! Sleep well, I hope?” Rahu asked, setting down his menu.

      “Yes! I’m still not used to early mornings, but it’s kind of nice I guess,” she replied as she sat down. Saber took her usual spot next to her, floating slightly above the table.

      “Good, good. Yes, there is an allure to the early morning that not many people seem to appreciate. The day is young and you have all of it ahead of you. It’s a wonderful thought.”

      “Couldn’t be because you’re rich and actually have time to enjoy it,” Saber commented snidely, but quieted as Maaya dared to pass her a glare.

      “How did I do last time? Were they happy?” Maaya continued eagerly.

      “Of course! Just as the ones before them, and the ones before them, and on and on. I have to say, I went into this with high expectations and you’ve still managed to exceed them,” Rahu said approvingly. “And think! You aren’t just doing any normal job; you’re doing something that’s good for the safety and happiness of the people of this town. I do hope the past half year of us working together has helped build your confidence, at the very least in your ability to do a job very, very well. Your gift has done you well, and in a place like this, no less!”

      Maaya smiled. If she really thought about it, she had to admit he was right. At the end of the day most people in Sark would still hate her if they knew what she was really capable of, and they had almost tried to kill her for it once already, but they didn’t see her for who she really was. She was still different, but being different wasn’t a bad thing anymore. Rahu was right: this was something only she was capable of, and that was nothing to be ashamed of.

      She remembered how Rahu had spoken once about how framing was everything, which was why the people of the town seemed to respect him for the very same thing they feared her for. The unfairness of it all had struck her hard, but she knew change was possible, and that someday they might look at her the same way as they did at Rahu. After all, it had even been working on Maaya herself; it had been several weeks at least since she had referred to her ability to see ghosts as a curse. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to call it a gift just yet, but she wasn’t about to stop Rahu from saying that.

      “Given your spectacular track record, not to mention your commendable hard work, I was thinking that this time I might ask you to do something a little different. This time there is no client—the request is coming from me personally,” Rahu said.

      “What do you want me to do?” Maaya asked, surprised.

      “I want you to... have fun,” Rahu said, raising a mischievous eyebrow. “You see, I know a man who’s in a position similar to my own, and I know him to be a miserable and closed-minded man. He is quite possibly one of the most superstitious and angry men I know, and hates anything he perceives as magic or witchcraft. If he knew of you, he would be the single greatest threat to your existence.”

      “W-why are you telling me this?” Maaya murmured, suddenly feeling very nervous. “He isn’t having a ghost problem, is he?”

      “No no, not at all. But that’s the fun part: I think he should,” Rahu whispered, exaggerating a look over his shoulders to make sure no one was listening in.

      Maaya stared.

      “I... I don’t understand.”

      “This man—his name is Farid—has never experienced a single encounter with ghosts in his life. His anger is entirely baseless, but despite this, he is taking an active role in the demonization of innocent people and the perpetuation of the closed-mindedness that plagues our town and holds us all back as a community,” Rahu continued, and it was the first time Maaya could remember him sounding angry. “So I realize what I’m asking is unprofessional and perhaps even disrespectful, but I believe that if he’s going to make such a big deal about the troubles of spirits, perhaps he ought to actually experience them firsthand.”

      “He wants us to terrorize the man!” Saber exclaimed, though she sounded more intrigued than offended.

      “You want me to haunt him,” Maaya said slowly, her eyes wide with disbelief.

      “It doesn’t have to be you. If you can find a ghost who’d be willing to do it for you, all the better,” Rahu said. “But yes, that is the idea. Now, you don’t have to do this; I would understand if you had reservations. But I thought it might be a good opportunity to humble a man who’s done so much harm. And considering you have so often been subjected to the whims of people like him with no opportunity for recourse, I thought you might enjoy the chance to turn the tables just this once.”

      Maaya opened her mouth to respond, then fell silent, biting her lip. So many questions and possibilities hit her all at once that she didn’t know what to say. Maybe this was a trick. Or maybe it wasn’t, but it was certainly dangerous either way.

      “I’m not sure,” she said finally, staring at the table. “I’m not sure how I feel about doing that to anyone.”

      “Are you concerned about the legality of it, perhaps? Or the morality?” Rahu said evenly.

      “I think so. I mean, what gives me the right to do that? Is it really okay?” Maaya continued.

      “Justice is so much more complicated than our written laws and repercussions,” Rahu sighed. “In a world where justice was applied evenly and fairly, we wouldn’t be sitting here having this discussion right now. But we are. I understand being hesitant to mete out punishment ourselves; we can’t possibly be qualified to do such a thing, right? But if we live in an unjust world, and if we recognize it as such, we can’t simply wait around for the powers that be to do the right thing. Change doesn’t happen by all of us letting those in power keep up the status quo. Sometimes we need to take action into our own hands. And if the thought still concerns you, just remember you aren’t out to harm this man; all you’re doing is frightening him. Think of it as your special method of persuasion.”

      “He has a point. All things considered, unless the man has a heart condition, this isn’t one of the more harmful things we could do to someone,” Saber added thoughtfully.

      “What do you think he’d do? Wouldn’t he feel even more angry about ghosts after that?” Maaya asked skeptically.

      “Ah, that’s just the thing! Farid is angry about something he’s never experienced, so he is almost certainly inaccurate in his perceptions,” Rahu explained. “Even if reality does turn out to be unpleasant, there’s a sobering effect to actually undergoing what you previously feared. The unknown becomes a known. He’ll also be forced to deal with the situation more pragmatically. Prior to this he could scream all he wanted from his position of safety, but once it actually starts to affect him, things will change. If you would be so bold as to hint to him during your haunting that his attitude is what has brought down the wrath of the dead upon him, he may suddenly feel like changing his ways.”

      “If I may add, while I understand your trepidation, you may want to make a decision soon before Rahu thinks you’ll refuse,” Saber suggested. “If you want my opinion, I would accept.”

      “Finally, I’ll leave you with this, both for now and for the future: if you want to do your part to change the world, that means convincing the living as well as the dead,” Rahu said. “This job isn’t all about finding ways to stop the dead from harassing the living. It’s about getting people to see something new. But! Now I’ve rambled on and on, what do you think?”

      Maaya took a short breath.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “I thought you might,” Rahu continued with a smile. “I’ll write up the details for you shortly. There’s no real deadline for this, but the sooner the better, all things considered. Above all, remember to have fun. This is a chance to let your creative energies fly. Once you’re done, I’ll handle the rest.”

      Twenty minutes later, Maaya left the shop, stuffing a piece of paper with Rahu’s writing into her pocket. She was nervous, but excited at the same time. The thought of sneaking into the house of a powerful man like Farid was intimidating, but at the same time, she knew there was no way she could leave this to anyone else. This was her chance to pull off a haunting of her own on someone who hated people like her, and she wasn’t going to pass up that chance.

      She thought about what she and Saber could do together as they headed home. Saber would likely be doing the bulk of the work, but she looked forward to brainstorming the best possible ways to leave the man absolutely terrified. She had a few ideas already, thanks to many of the ghosts of her past that had refused to leave her alone or the ones that had inhabited her orphanage.

      By the time they got home, Maaya was practically skipping, and when she finally closed the door behind her, she jumped onto the small bed and turned to face Saber.

      “I wasn’t sure about this at first, but I think you were right. I can’t wait to do this!” she exclaimed. “When should we do it? We could do it tonight if we really wanted to, but we’d have to think of all the things we wanted to do. What do you think?”

      “I think we might do well to wait a few days at least to make sure everything is settled and we have contingency plans. I might be dead, but you going into a place like that is dangerous enough to warrant an overzealous amount of caution,” Saber replied evenly.

      “Hmm. Yeah, I think you’re right. That just gives us even more time to come up with things! I never ever thought I’d get the chance to do something like this, and I didn’t think Rahu would ever have us do something like this to another living person, but I guess he really knows what it’s like, doesn’t he?” Maaya continued eagerly.

      “He knows a few things, that’s for certain,” Saber said.

      “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be more excited by this,” Maaya asked, finally sitting still on the bed.

      “Nothing new. It’s just that the more I hear that man talk, the more I’m certain we should deal with him carefully.”

      “You still don’t trust him, do you?”

      “I don’t. And I’ve been okay with letting that matter rest for months to see if anything would change, but if anything, my distrust has only gotten worse,” Saber said.

      “Why? What has he said or done to make you suspicious? Name one thing,” Maaya said, frowning. Her mood was quickly souring; here they were with a golden opportunity and Saber was using it as her chance to talk about how she didn’t trust Rahu. Like anything else was new.

      “There are too many to name overall, but I can give you one from just today,” Saber said, raising her eyebrow as though accepting a challenge. “Do you remember, within that grand speech of his, when he talked about how we shouldn’t simply let the status quo be and how change comes from taking action into our own hands?”

      “Yes! And he’s right, isn’t he? What am I supposed to do, just wait forever and be really nice and eventually everyone will change on their own?”

      “You aren’t, but he’s hoping you’ll think exactly the way you are right now, that change is a binary between action and inaction,” Saber explained. “He gets you all excited about the necessity for change and how it must be brought about that he can convince you to do just about anything because the alternative would be to do nothing. He says the reason it’s okay to do things we might otherwise find abhorrent is because they can be excused by change, but what’s stopping everyone else from thinking that way?”

      “They already do. That’s why they tried to kill me, remember?” Maaya argued.

      “I’m not saying these are all the same! I’m saying that he’s using manipulative tactics on you by giving you justifications that are so broad they can be applied to anything. You’re not breaking into someone’s house and violating all their boundaries with the sole purpose of terrifying them, oh no, you’re doing something good for the world!”

      “Weren’t you the one who told me to say yes to this?”

      “Yes, because me having a problem with his manipulation is not the same as me turning down a chance to bother someone who very much deserves it,” Saber said tiredly. “Please, Maaya, think about this. You already know he’s an expert at framing things a certain way to get what he wants. That’s why he’s rich and respected and you’re—”

      “I’m what? Poor and hated, right?” Maaya snapped. “I didn’t even get the chance he did! He probably grew up in some rich family and got all sorts of chances to make people like him. I didn’t get that. It’s not the same. But if I want any chance at ending up like him, I need him. He’s giving me this chance now, I wouldn’t have had any without him!”

      “I’m not—”

      “He’s the reason I have food to eat and I’m not begging anymore. He’s the reason I’m not dead. He’s the one who talks about making the world a better place and he’s the first stranger who wasn’t afraid of me. But he’s good at talking so he must be bad? What would he even manipulate me for?”

      “To use you!” Saber returned emphatically. “For all his money and respect, what’s the one thing you can do that he can’t?”

      “See ghosts,” Maaya answered crossly.

      “Yes. And what’s he having you do for him? So he can profit from it, I might add.”

      “We’re working together! Of course I’m going to talk to ghosts, because I can see them and he—”

      “‘Working’ is a generous word to use there. How much have you been paid?” Saber pressed.

      “He’s given me food, which I would have gotten with money anyway.”

      “But it’s one less choice you get to make! Here, I’ll reframe the issue for you, just like he’s so good at doing. From your perspective, you found an influential man who doesn’t judge you and who’s willing to help you out if you agree to work with him and help make the world a better place.” Saber was unable to hide the sarcasm in her tone. “From another perspective, however, you’ve found a powerful person who recognizes your skills as something he can exploit for his own gain, and he’s giving you things you need rather than money you could use for yourself so he can prevent you from ever escaping. He’s controlling you using what you desperately need to survive.”

      “I... that’s... that’s just wrong!” Maaya said angrily. “Anyone can make anything sound bad! How about this? Do I have a good friend who thinks she’s helping protect me against someone? Or do I have a friend who’s jealous I have someone else who can help me and she’s trying to get me to stay away from him?”

      Even as Maaya spoke these words, she felt a thrill of fear that she had gone too far. Saber opened her mouth, then let out an incredulous laugh.

      “This is ridiculous. If I didn’t like what you were doing, do you really think I’d go through the effort of slowly trying to convince you over many months not to see him? That is far too much effort for me, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not subtle. I don’t need to play games. And as much as this might apparently surprise you, I do care about you.”

      “I know! I know you do, I’m not... sorry. I’m sorry.” Maaya ran her fingers through her hair and took a slow breath, averting her gaze to the floor. “You’re a good friend. But that’s just it. I don’t have very many. I love having you around but it still gets lonely. I mean, I’ve known Roshan for years and he only just learned about the ghost stuff. Everyone else hates me. Rahu is just one person in this world who doesn’t, but that means so much to me. It’s hard when everyone hates me all the time! And now Rahu is here and he’s not afraid and he’s helping me. Maybe I’m doing work for him, but he’s helping me live. Do you know how hard that’s been? Just living?”

      “I would say I understand, but honestly, I don’t think I do. You’ve had it rough for a long time,” Saber said, taking a calmer tone. “But I’ve known you almost a year now and I’ve seen how bad it can be. I don’t just want you to live, I want you to live well. I want you to be safe. I don’t want you sacrificing happiness and security just to stay alive.”

      “That’s what I have to do. It’s what a lot of us have to do,” Maaya said miserably. “We do what we have to. You think I wanted to steal? I didn’t want to do any of the bad things I did. It’s so hard. It’s just so, so hard.” Maaya began to cry softly, and she covered her face with her hands, too embarrassed to let Saber see her like that.

      “I know, dear. I know.” Saber sat beside her and put an arm around her, gently rubbing her shoulder. “And I know that in such a miserable world any small comfort can mean everything. I’m all for getting help from others, I just... I want to see you get it from the right people. People like Bindhiya or Roshan. And you know, I’m still willing to admit I’m wrong. Maybe he’s all right after all and I see a bunch of red flags that aren’t actually there. But all the advice I give you and everything I tell you, that’s all because I want you to be safe and happy and I want to help. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Maaya sniffed, leaning her head on Saber’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said you were jealous.”

      “That’s all right. For what it’s worth, you showed you definitely understand my point about framing well enough.”

      Maaya let out a small laugh despite herself, and with that, the heavy weight of conflict felt lifted off her shoulders. As much as she hated to admit it, Saber had good points like she so often did, and it had been enough to place a seed of doubt in her mind. The fact that she couldn’t completely deny what she suggested troubled her. Still, she thought, there really was a negative way to frame anything, and she was happier and more secure now than she had been in several years.

      “Is it okay if we still do what he asked? To go scare Farid?” Maaya asked when she had calmed.

      “Oh, absolutely. I wouldn’t need Rahu’s request to do something like that,” Saber said immediately. “Like I said, my concern is with how Rahu is potentially treating you; I have no critique of the rest. If anything, we’re doing an objectively good thing by bringing peace to both the living and dead. Are we fine?”

      “We’re fine,” Maaya agreed, managing a smile.

      “Great! Because apart from brainstorming all the lovely ways we’re going to psychologically torture this total stranger, we should get back to practicing your letters.”

      A few weeks prior, Saber had surprised Maaya by bringing home several children’s books with the intent of helping her learn to read. Maaya had been uncertain at first, but Saber mentioning that the books had definitely not been paid for and thus would be difficult to return had helped convince her. Maaya had almost immediately felt overwhelmed, but Saber proved to be a surprisingly calm and effective teacher, and so the slow but steady process began. She was still a long way from reading anything complex on her own, much less writing anything, but her progress was noticeable, and when she was out and about with Saber she would try to read the signs in front of stores or whatever else she could find, and elated when she discovered she could do it without help.

      As they went on, Maaya couldn’t help but think of the large book filled with sketches of ghosts she kept hidden away and how she might someday be able to read what was in it. This was the real thing that motivated her to learn. Saber hadn’t asked about the book again, and Maaya hadn’t mentioned it. She wondered if the ghost thought she might have sold it after all. Either way, that wasn’t a conversation Maaya was ready to have just yet, especially not when she and the ghost were currently at odds over how to deal with Rahu. She wondered if it was a conversation they should have at all, but she decided to think about that another time.

      And so the next several days passed peacefully, with no word from Rahu and no sign from Saber that she was having any second thoughts about what they were going to do. Maaya kept her excitement to a minimum, at least as it pertained to the man himself. She wasn’t going to push her luck.

      Beyond her studying, they spend the next several days plotting what exactly they were going to do about Farid. Saber wanted to be extra careful with this mission, and Maaya completely agreed; they had never gone after someone so powerful before, nor someone so... alive. Saber had scouted his house several times over the past few days to plot multiple escape routes, establish a complete floor plan of his house—his mansion, apparently—and try to figure out if he had any regular schedules they could take advantage of. Maaya had added to this by coming up with messages they could send to each other in secret by tapping on walls or windows; three quick taps was danger, one tap follow by two was a call for help, and two slow taps was a signal to proceed.

      Maaya was pleasantly surprised and equally frightened to discover that she was able to play a heavy role in Operation Frighten Farid; Saber had gleefully come up with the name, and immediately after told Maaya that she was not going to be sitting this one out just because she was alive. She had plans, and as Maaya listened, she realized the ghost was far more devious than she had originally thought, and that was saying something.

      Nearly a week later in the safety of late evening, the girls left the safety of their home and started walking toward the inner corridors. It was time.

      “Okay, one more time. What’s phase one?” Saber asked as they walked down an empty sidewalk.

      “Wait for him to go inside. You’ll make sure he’s on the far side of the house so I can get to the back yard. We’ll start by making a few small noises outside the house and get him to investigate. As soon as we see that he’s a little scared, you’ll cut the power,” Maaya answered confidently.

      “Great! Then we’ll let that sit for a few moments for him to realize what happened and maybe see if he can turn the power back on, which he won’t be able to. Then I’ll make a noise in some room he’s not in away from the back door so you can get in,” Saber continued.

      “Then it’s phase two. We’ll start slow. You’ll make a few noises and start to get him really concerned that there’s someone in his house, but won’t actually do anything in front of him. If he tries to get out, the doors won’t open for him.”

      “Then, once he’s really nervous... enter Maaya!” Saber proclaimed. “He’ll be scared by that point, so instead of getting angry and running at you, he’ll probably run away. That scary cloak that covers your face will definitely help. Maybe I’ll play with lighting or something for effect, and you disappear.”

      “Phase three!” Maaya said, unable to keep the excitement from her voice. They were both smiling now. “You’ll start doing stuff in front of him like knocking things over or moving furniture. He’ll probably try to get out again, so I’ll be standing by whatever door he heads for and hope he runs,” Maaya giggled.

      “And we’ll continue on like this for a little while until he’s practically delirious with fear. He might lash out in his fear by this point, so you won’t be close enough to him to be harmed. You’ll be on the floor above looking down, or looking at him through a window, or giving him a split-second glimpse of you before slamming a door. And then, once he’s practically begging for it to end...”

      “You’ll write your message in blood.”

      The girls had found a few containers of red paint at a nearby store, and Saber had slowly moved them into Farid’s house in the dead of night, stashed safely in a dark corner of the basement he was unlikely to check before the big night. The finale of their plan involved Saber writing a frightening message on the wall in front of the terrified Farid. What it was they hadn’t quite decided, but it would pass along the message that the dead were clearly not happy with what Farid was saying, and that he would do well to knock it off.

      Before long they approached the street where they would find Farid’s house. It was a long line of massive houses with enough space to house several families each, each of them clean and well-kept and surrounded by beautiful landscaping. For the first time, Maaya faltered. Ideas were one thing, but seeing so much wealth before her brought back the fear she had lived with for most of her life. This was danger. She shouldn’t be here.

      “You all right? You ready for this?” Saber asked quietly as she scanned the street for anyone who might spot them.

      “I’m a little nervous, but... fine. I’m ready,” Maaya said, hoping she might soon feel as confident as she forced herself to sound.

      “We’ve got this. Once we’re in, it’s nothing but fun and terror until the job’s done. Then we’re out and no one will be the wiser,” Saber said eagerly. “And I’ve got your back. If anything goes south and I see you’re in danger, I’ll show him what the wrath of the dead really looks like.”

      Maaya only nodded, took a deep breath, then pushed on.

      Farid’s house was at the end of the street, which suited them well; with no houses behind him, there was little to no risk of being spotted once they had made it safely around back. A few of the lights were on, which hinted that Farid might already be inside, but Saber flew on ahead of Maaya to double check. Maaya ducked around the side of the house, crouching under the windows. She paused here, waiting for Saber’s signal. It soon came in the form of a loud knock at the front door.

      Only seconds later, Saber appeared at Maaya’s side.

      “Farid’s headed to answer the door. Now’s your chance.”

      Without a second thought, Maaya ran ahead and turned the side of the house that led to the back door. She heard the sound of the front door opening, followed shortly after by Farid shouting something about pranks.

      “He must get that a lot,” Saber said delightedly. “Now, let’s get obnoxious. I’ll keep you up to date on his location.”

      Saber floated up and headed toward the left side of the house, and Maaya took the right. There was a larger growth of trees and bushes on the right, as well as a small storage shed that offered her plenty of places to hide if she needed them, as well as enough shelter from the lights inside so Farid wouldn’t spot her if he looked out. Nearby was a clothesline that had several shirts and towels on it, and a rake was propped up against the wall near one of the kitchen windows. Maaya took note of both, already thinking of how to use them.

      She took a few steps back toward the trees, and nearly jumped when she saw movement from inside. The man she assumed was Farid was seated at a large, polished wooden table, eating a hearty meal off three plates in front of him with one hand and reading a newspaper with the other. She couldn’t see his face at first, but when he moved the paper slightly, she saw wiry eyebrows, light brown eyes, and a freshly shaven face. Had Maaya seen him on the street she might not have thought anything of him, but given what she knew about him, she almost immediately came to feel irritated by the mere sight of him.

      “He’s eating dinner. I’ll give him a few bites and then start on this side,” Saber called over, and Maaya nodded, preparing to hide in case Farid suddenly stood up to investigate. Saber paused for a few moments, then floated alongside the house, tapping slowly and rhythmically on both windows and walls, alternating between loud and heavy knocks.

      Farid didn’t move at first, but then he glanced up irritably from his place at the table. When the knocking didn’t cease, he stood up and stomped over toward the nearby door. Maaya made sure she was well hidden, and sure enough, when Farid looked out, he saw nothing.

      Saber paused her knocking as soon as the door opened, and as soon as Farid closed it again, she resumed. The next time he opened the door, however, a triumphant look on his face at the prospect of catching whoever was bothering him, she didn’t stop. She floated closer and closer until she was almost upon him, and Maaya saw his expression slowly change as he realized that he could not see whatever was making the sound right in front of him. Saber knocked quieter, quieter, until she had stopped again. Farid looked distinctly uncomfortable, glancing this way and that in search of the source of the sound.

      And then, as hard as she could, Saber slammed her hand against the wall immediately next to Farid’s face. The sound was like a gunshot in the stillness, and Farid yelped, immediately taking several steps backward.

      “Wh-who’s there?” he called into the darkness. There came no reply save for Saber’s laughter that no one but Maaya could hear. “I’m warning you! I’ll call the police!”

      When several more seconds passed and Saber did nothing, Farid slowly closed the door, looking more unsettled than angry. When he sat back down at the table a few moments later, he seemed more reserved, and though he picked up his paper again, Maaya could tell he was not reading it.

      “Your turn! What have you got for dear Farid?” Saber said brightly.

      Maaya frowned. She would have to think a little more simply than she normally did; what kind of things did people who couldn’t see ghosts fear about them? Creepy noises were one thing, but it couldn’t hurt to get a little more visual as well. Maaya had rarely known the dead to spend time on an elaborate haunting, but there was no reason Farid had to know that.

      Maaya crept over to the wall, picked up the rake, then took a white shirt off the clothesline. She hung the shirt over the wide end of the rake so it looked as though it had its arms spread wide of its own accord, then turned it around so the prongs wouldn’t be visible from the window. Then she took a few steps back and raised the rake slowly until it was in full view of the window.

      Farid didn’t look up. Maaya contemplated knocking on the window, but that would put her too close for comfort. She was about to suggest Saber do it for her when she suddenly had another idea.

      “Fariiid!” Maaya rasped, doing her best to disguise her voice and make it sound frightening. What came out sounded more like she simply had a sore throat, but sure enough, Farid looked up—and immediately choked on whatever he had been drinking out of his mug.

      In the split second when Farid tore his eyes away as he stumbled to his feet, Maaya quickly took the rake down and ducked away into the darkness. Farid reached the back door only a moment later, but by the time he ran around to the side of the house, he saw nothing.

      This time he didn’t shout threats into the darkness. He ran his fingers through his hair and stepped back until his back was against the wall.

      “Hello?” he said quietly. “Is someone there?”

      Maaya stayed silent. She looked around for Saber to see if the ghost had any ideas, but then realized the ghost was nowhere in sight. She almost panicked at the thought of being alone in the dark with Farid so close to her, but then spotted Saber in the window Farid now stood immediately next to. She was lifting the window slowly, ever so slowly, and Farid was either too frightened or preoccupied to notice. Maaya immediately clapped a hand over her own mouth to avoid giving away her position in what was to come.

      Sure enough, Saber brought the window down as hard as she could. The bang was much louder this time, and was accompanied by the sound of shattering glass as the window burst from the impact. Maaya gasped, even though she had been expecting it, but any sound she might have made was drowned out by the yelp of surprise and fear that came from Farid. The man whirled around, searching in vain for whoever could have broken the window he was standing right next to.

      Farid spent a few moments looking at the shards of glass in the grass beneath his feet, but Maaya could tell he wasn’t completely focused. His gaze kept darting upward, his eyes scanning the darkness hovering on the edges of his property just outside the last of the light from inside his mansion. Distraught as he was, however, Maaya could still see the anger in his eyes. Whatever he thought was going on, she didn’t want to risk being seen just yet. He wasn’t so scared yet that he would avoid coming after her and potentially hurting her, and he still had the advantage of the security of his home and the light within.

      That was, of course, until Saber cut the power.

      “Phase two!” came Saber’s gleeful shout from around the house.

      Farid swore quietly, then shouted again into the darkness.

      “Come out, coward!”

      When there came no response, Farid swore again, and Maaya heard his footsteps fade. She slowly stepped out from the trees to see him disappear around the side of the house. She remained where she was, not wanting to risk that he would come back to find her out in the open.

      Moments later, Saber floated back into view and flew over to Maaya, a big smile on her face.

      “Doing all right so far?” she asked. At Maaya’s nod she continued, “Wonderful! He seems a little unnerved, doesn’t he? Just a little. We’ll let this sit for a little bit so he lets this all sink in, and then we’ll continue... this time from inside.”

      “He seems really angry, don’t you think? Is that okay?” Maaya whispered.

      “Of course. Anger comes hand in hand with fear... at least to start. Our job is to push him past that until he’s curled up in a ball on the floor sobbing and delirious. Er, respectfully, of course,” Saber said. “I’ll go get in position to distract him so he gets out of your way, and then the torment begins anew.”

      “You’re really having fun, aren’t you?” Maaya continued with a small smile.

      “Of course! I know how you feel about hauntings, but once we’re finished, maybe this will turn into something you’ll look forward to when your time comes. Now, make yourself hidden, and I’ll come get you soon.”

      No sooner had Maaya moved back into the shadows than Farid walked back around the house, muttering angrily to himself and wiping his hands on his slacks. Whatever he had tried to do had obviously failed, and he was visibly unhappy. Any fear he might have felt was at least temporarily gone, and Maaya wondered for a moment if their early efforts had been ineffective. Maaya wouldn’t have blamed him if he decided to write off everything up until that point as a prank.

      Then, something inside the house shattered.

      Farid froze, his head snapping to the right as if he expected someone to come running out the back door. Of course, no such thing happened, but Saber wasn’t done. Several more things shattered one after the other; Farid shouted in anger and sprinted inside, and the shattering stopped.

      As the yelling continued, Saber poked her head through the nearby wall, followed by her hand, which waved at Maaya.

      “Come on in! When you get in the back door, take an immediate right, then head up the stairs. I’ll keep him downstairs and out of your way until you’re ready.”

      Maaya waited for Saber to disappear back inside the house before moving forward, keeping her head low to avoid being seen out of any windows. Based on the yelling, Farid was still near the front of the house, giving Maaya plenty of room to make her way safely inside. She took a moment to close and lock the door behind her, then headed right, trying to suppress the fear at the sound of Farid’s booming voice, which sounded so much louder and more dangerous inside the relatively confined space of his home.

      Even in the midst of her fear and the dark, she couldn’t hide her astonishment at the level of wealth Farid was used to. The stairs to the second floor took the form of a spiral staircase with carpeted steps and ivory banisters above which a large glittering chandelier was hung. The carpet quieted her steps, which were already virtually soundless, and it felt new and clean beneath her shoes, not the dark and matted carpets she was used to in the few homes she had ever visited. She passed room after room as she sought a hiding place, wondering what just one man could possibly do with so much space.

      With Maaya safely inside, phase two had officially begun. Now that it was time to frighten Farid and not outrage him, the girls turned back to more subtle tactics. From her position on the second floor, Maaya took slow, heavy steps that were clearly audible from the floor below, and Saber ran her hand softly through decorative wind chimes and ran her nails against the wall, always one room away from wherever Farid was. Maaya could hear the man running from room to room with increasing desperation, trying to find the intruder that was always just steps ahead of him. His tone of voice was moving ever so slowly from anger to fear, and his shouts moving from open threats to demands that whoever was there show themselves.

      Soon enough, once Farid realized he was having no luck catching the elusive figure in his house—he may have even begun to start thinking that they were invisible—he made a run for one of the doors. Saber dashed after him, and Maaya made her move.

      She made her way silently downstairs as she heard the clomping of Farid’s footsteps on the wood floor, then heard him swear in anger and fright as he tugged on the door that, thanks to Saber, would not budge. Summoning all her courage, Maaya stepped out into the hallway directly behind Farid... and waited for him to turn around.

      Farid tried the door a few more times, then turned around and looked like he wanted to try another door, but he stopped dead at the sight of Maaya. She remained completely still, her hood covering most of her face, and for a brief moment she felt a thrill of terror that Farid might resume his chase. Instead, however, Farid yelped and stumbled, nearly falling to the floor. Maaya took this moment to make a silent escape so that when Farid looked up only a split second later, the hall was completely empty.

      “Wh... who are you?” came Farid’s subdued voice. Then he continued, more to himself, “What’s going on? How... but the door...”

      “Now we let him stew a little bit,” Saber instructed as Maaya tread swiftly back across the house, far away from Farid. “He’s finally seen something, and now he needs to dwell on it.”

      “You’re really good at being mean,” Maaya whispered.

      “I’m good at a lot of things! I’m still figuring out what. Turns out psychological torture is one of them. Maybe I’m also a savant on the piano. Who knows?”

      The girls paused as they heard cautious footsteps. Farid was walking slowly, now carrying an oil lamp in his hand. When he spoke, they could hear his voice trembling.

      “Are you a ghost? Why are you in my house? What do you want from me? Why do you hold me here?”

      “Why would his first guess be ghosts if he hates them so much?” Maaya dared to ask.

      “It’s hard to hate something that doesn’t exist. Besides, he’s got more hatred for the living who can see us. It’s like Rahu said: he feels like he’s safe, so he can talk on and on like this without any fear of retribution. Maybe he believes ghosts exist, maybe he doesn’t, but that’s what we’re here to fix. Anyway, now he’s properly spooked, let’s get to phase three!”

      Starting phase three meant that Saber got to be even more destructive, which she seemed very happy about. Maaya followed carefully, then headed away from the light. She assumed Farid would soon run in terror from his household objects that were flinging themselves across the room or floating in midair, and she was going to be nearby to make sure he was as terrified as he could possibly be.

      She felt a rush of excitement as she made her way through the house. She was still afraid, but by now she was feeling more comfortable, and the bitterness she felt toward people like Farid fueled her. They were taking care to avoid hurting Farid, which was more than could be said for the people in Sark who had been accused of seeing things that weren’t there or communing with devilish spirits. He deserved this. If he was going to talk so much about ghosts and the people who could see them, then he might as well get the other side of the experience all to himself.

      Once Maaya had successfully moved through a few rooms to position herself behind Farid while also giving her a quick escape that would hide her from view, she peeked around the nearby doorway to see what was going on. Saber was moving toward a string instrument that hung on the wall. No sooner had Farid taken a seat, looking quite harassed, when Saber delicately plucked each string in turn, letting each note echo hauntingly through the house.

      Farid jumped to his feet and stared at the instrument as though afraid it would jump off the wall and attack him. Which, seconds later, is exactly what it did.

      Saber took the instrument in hand and floated ever so slowly toward Farid, plucking the strings faster as she got closer. Farid let out a low, horrified moan and turned to flee the room, only to come face to face with Maaya. Farid shouted in terror and turned back, then did a double take. The instrument was back on the wall where it had been before, still and quiet. He looked back at the doorway where Maaya had been to find that no one was there.

      But Maaya and Saber had a long way to go yet.

      Saber didn’t hold back, moving, throwing, and destroying Farid’s possessions with gleeful abandon. She didn’t do it all at once, giving Farid precious seconds to process what was happening before moving on. She followed him as he fled, making sure the sounds of chaos followed in his footsteps, and Maaya was here and there, appearing and disappearing like she was a ghost herself. For his part, Farid made a few more attempts at escaping, and each time Saber would hold the door closed—then slam it threateningly behind him as he ran to try another. He cried out again and again in alarm and terror, no longer blustering with threats and anger. Maaya might have even felt bad for him if she wasn’t constantly reminding herself just who this man was.

      Finally, just when Farid seemed like he might reach his breaking point, Maaya appeared in front of him as he ran into his large living room. He barely managed to avoid running into her, and he was so stunned by her closeness that, for a moment, he froze and simply stared at her.

      Maaya lifted her head slowly until only her eyes were hidden from Farid’s sight by her hood. She took a deep breath.

      And screamed.

      She hadn’t planned on it. In fact, she had planned to stay safely out of Farid’s reach while Saber had her fun. But here she was, and Farid was standing right in front of her. Her voice carried as much anger as it did shock at her own gall, and it seemed to work; Farid stumbled back a few steps, and then, to her utter surprise, collapsed in a trembling heap on the floor.

      Maaya ducked out of the room before he could look up again, but when she snuck a peek around the corner, she saw he had not moved. He had curled up on the floor, hiding his face with his arms, as though they would protect him from the visions he was now being confronted with.

      This, as it turned out, was just what Saber needed. Before Maaya could look around to see where she’d gone, she saw the ghost return with two buckets of paint, which she hid just out of sight behind a wall. Then, dunking her hands in the paint, she flew over to an open wall space near where Farid was lying.

      At first, Farid didn’t see what was happening behind him. But then, as he slowly got up and looked around the room to see if the coast was clear, he did a double take. He sat back, his face pale and eyes wide with dread as he saw red letters seemingly begin to write themselves on the wall.

      
        
        OUR WRATH

        IS GREATER THAN YOURS

        REMEMBER THIS NIGHT

        OR YOU WON’T SEE ANOTHER

      

      

      By now Maaya had practiced enough to understand what Saber was writing, and she smiled. Saber was definitely good at this.

      When she was finished, Saber wiped her hands on the wall, leaving frightening red handprints and stains down to the floor. Farid moaned in terror that had long since drowned out any disbelief, looking too afraid to even move or tear his eyes away from the wall. Saber quickly went to gather the buckets and move them back down into the basement, coming back only a moment later.

      “I think we’ve made our point,” Saber said happily, leading the way down the hall. Maaya followed noiselessly, all too happy to leave. She felt she could do more, but could feel her adrenaline starting to wear off, replaced with the dread and exhaustion she was so familiar with whenever she was too close to those who wished her harm.

      “Go hide in those bushes there for just a moment,” Saber suggested as they left the house, pointing to a line of shrubs close to the sidewalk. “I’m going to restore Farid’s electricity so he’ll never be the wiser. It’s all the better for us if he thinks the dead have some unique power over public utilities.”

      The lights soon flickered on, and Maaya expected Farid to come rushing out in fear or anger, but she heard nothing from inside. The silence was so unusual that she almost thought to go check on him, afraid they might have gone too far, but Saber soon returned, and Maaya didn’t care to argue. She longed to get back home and hide away in safety. She knew she would be chastising herself for this for years to come, for daring to step inside the house of a powerful man who had the ability to end her... but she felt a sense of pride all the same. Something like this might not necessarily change the world, but maybe it was a start. And to think she was doing to someone else what she had always hated happening to her. If that could change, anything could.

      When they got home, Saber stayed only long enough to help Maaya to bed before heading back to make sure absolutely no trace of their visit had been left behind. At first, Maaya was unable to sleep despite her exhaustion, and it took her several minutes deep in thought in the dark to figure out why.

      She didn’t want Saber to go.

      She had spent so long on her own that it had never been an issue before, but she and Saber had been practically inseparable since they became friends. On the rare occasions the ghost left before Maaya fell asleep, Maaya had always slept less comfortably.

      It took a few more minutes for this realization to sink in, but when it did, Maaya smiled. It was still new and in many ways unfamiliar to her, but she liked it. When Saber was there she felt safe, and when she woke up to see her nearby, she always felt like each day was going to go well. She wondered if this was what it was like to have a family, and thought she ought not have dismissed the idea of having one so readily, even if that was mostly out of bitterness.

      With this thought in mind, she felt as though some weight had been lifted off her shoulders, and it didn’t take her long to fall asleep.

      

      By the time Maaya woke the next morning, Saber was back. The ghost wasted no time rushing over as soon as she saw Maaya yawn and rub her eyes.

      “Good morning sunshine!” the ghost said in a tone that was far too cheerful for any hour before noon. “Want to go see Farid?”

      “Huh?” Maaya asked in alarm, halfway through stretching her arms above her head.

      “I just thought we could go by his neighborhood and see what’s going on. There’s sure to be something happening over there now we’re finished with him, don’t you think? I thought I’d go myself, but I wanted to wait for you! Though I’m giving you thirty seconds before I get impatient and go anyway.”

      Maaya glared at her.

      “I haven’t even been awake a full minute and you want me to think about this? I haven’t even had anything to—”

      “I’ll get you breakfast,” Saber said immediately.

      Maaya closed her eyes and took a slow breath.

      “All right, fine. Let’s go see. But I’m taking a nap when I get back.”

      Maaya managed to pull on her coat and shoes before Saber was nearly tugging her out the door, and she didn’t stop yawning until they were nearly to Farid’s neighborhood. Maaya didn’t dare walk any farther, but it didn’t look like they needed to. She could see the commotion from over a block away.

      As they got closer, she recognized Farid standing in front of a growing crowd of people. The man looked tired, like he hadn’t slept all night, and was still wearing the same clothes from the day before. His shirt was wrinkled and untucked, his belt wasn’t fastened, and one of his shoes’ laces was untied. As they got closer, Maaya felt a thrill of fear as he looked her way, terrified that he might recognize her from the night before, but his gaze turned to someone else just as quickly.

      “They were in my house! They broke my windows and chased me!” Farid was shouting. The crowd watched him nervously.

      “But who! Tell us who!” a man in a waistcoat exclaimed.

      “The spirits! Ghosts! I don’t know of who or what, but they were in my house all night long. The lights turned off and I was locked inside!”

      “Your doors can’t lock from the outside, Farid,” an old woman said almost sympathetically.

      “The ghosts changed them somehow! Please, I’ve been awake all night, they ran me ragged and threatened me, you must be careful! They said—”

      “Farid! My dear man, what is going on?” came a familiar voice from nearby. Maaya turned just in time to see Rahu pushing his way through the crowd to get to Farid’s side. “You look terrible. What’s happened?”

      “The ghosts, Rahu, they came to my house in the night,” Farid gasped, turning desperately to Rahu.

      “Ghosts? Whatever are you talking about?” Rahu said easily.

      “I know, I know what I’ve said, but if you had seen what I saw last night you’d understand! My house is a mess, they chased me from room to room... there’s writing in blood on my wall! And a horrible banshee stood before me! In my own house, Rahu!”

      “Heh. He’s talking about you,” Saber snorted.

      “I don’t sound like a banshee,” Maaya mumbled.

      “Farid, listen to me, you can’t be saying things like this, you must know how it sounds,” Rahu continued, placing his hands on Farid’s shoulders. “Stop this. You didn’t sleep well, you’re tired. You had a long day and you saw things that didn’t actually—”

      “I know what I saw, Rahu!” Farid interrupted intently. “And what I heard! You know me. We’ve worked together for years, you know my judgment to be sound. Would I make up something like this?”

      Rahu sighed and stuck his hands in the pockets of his coat.

      “I trust you. But I also worry for you. You’ve seemed a little different ever since you and your wife separated. You said yourself you haven’t been sleeping as well, and you’ve seemed somewhat erratic at work. More prone to letting your emotions get the better of you. It’s concerned many of us.”

      “You can’t seriously mean to say—!”

      “I mean no disrespect, of course. That’s why I’m urging you now to walk back what you’ve said. This could harm you, and your career! You play an important role in this town. What are we supposed to think with an outburst like this, hm? All this talk of ghosts... this is unlike you.”

      “I will not,” Farid seethed. “I won’t be called crazy, not by you. Come with me and see for yourself what the ghosts have done! The writing is on the wall!”

      “That certainly seems to be the case.”

      Before Maaya had even registered what was going on, two of the town’s police stepped up behind Farid and took him by the arms. Farid stared around in alarm, and fought to pull himself free, but they held him fast.

      “What are you doing! This is ridiculous, you know who I am! Come back to my home, I’ll show you! There’s—”

      “There’s nothing there, Farid,” Rahu said tiredly. “I went myself when you didn’t turn up this morning, as did these gentlemen. Everything is fine apart from a broken window or two, and you know the town vagrants have broken into homes before.”

      “No! But... in my living room, there on the wall—”

      “We went in because we were concerned, and there is nothing. You were seeing things that weren’t there, much as you have accused so many others of doing. I’m sorry, friend, but you’re in no state to be working as you are. Not until we get to the bottom of this and make sure you’re well again.”

      “You’re lying! It’s there, I just saw it this morning! I felt it with my own fingers! Go look, all of you! They were there, I swear to you!” Farid shouted as the officers began to drag him away.

      Maaya took a step back in shock. This wasn’t right. It wasn’t that Farid being hauled away for having the tables turned on him wasn’t satisfying, but the fact that he was only being treated like this because of what Maaya and Saber had done to him took away any satisfaction she may have felt.

      “I don’t like this,” Maaya whispered.

      “Neither do I. This has taken a much darker turn than I thought,” Saber replied. “Let’s get back home and we can think about what—”

      “No, I need to talk to Rahu,” Maaya continued firmly.

      “What? Maaya, wait!” Saber protested, but Maaya had already turned to go.

      Rahu was leaving, headed down an adjacent street now everyone was focused once again on Farid. Maaya dared not confront him publicly, especially about something like ghosts, but she had to speak with him now. Rahu had to know this wasn’t okay, and whether it was his wealth or inability to see ghosts blinding him, he had to know what kind of harm he was causing. He had to know that he was doing exactly what scared her so much.

      “Rahu!” she called as soon as they reached an empty block.

      Rahu turned around, and he smiled as he saw Maaya jogging up to him.

      “Ah, good morning! I don’t often see you out this side of town.”

      “We need to talk.”

      “Come with me. Let’s find somewhere more private in case any prying eyes are about,” Rahu suggested, and he turned down an alley in between several stores. Maaya followed.

      “Rahu, please, it’s about Farid.”

      “Yes! Oh, well done, well done, by the way,” Rahu said approvingly. “I wasn’t expecting the paint, that took some quick thinking to clean up, but all in all I couldn’t ask for a better—”

      “You have to free him!” Maaya interrupted desperately. “You can’t do this to him. The only reason he’s like that is because of what we—what I did!”

      “I know, I know. I don’t blame you at all. I wouldn’t have blamed him, either, but he had to make a fool of himself publicly like that. Besides, you know that if I hadn’t got to him first, the crowd would have done far worse.”

      “But you knew why he was saying those things!” Maaya protested angrily. “I didn’t know this would end like this for him.”

      “Nor did I, but I suppose I was hoping for it,” Rahu replied absently.

      A long silence followed.

      “You... what?” Maaya asked slowly.

      “That man is dangerous. You know what he’s like. He thirsts for power, as many men in this town do, and he was ruthless. I told you of his rhetoric. The things he’s said and done... I couldn’t have someone like that in my way. Can you blame me?”

      “Maaya, you need to leave, now,” Saber said. Maaya thought she detected a hint of dread in her tone. “Thank him for his time and leave, now.”

      “Are you saying... were you thinking about this when you asked me to go to his house? Is this what you wanted to happen?” Maaya asked, horrified, despite Saber’s warning.

      “To an extent, yes. Realistically, I just thought he would be so frightened he’d be unable to keep up his work and I could get rid of him that way, but you performed so admirably—as you always do—that I got more than I could have hoped for.”

      “I can’t believe... Rahu, how could you? I thought you understood me! What you just did to him is what people have done to me for years! How are you any different if you’re calling people crazy and having them locked up for this?”

      “Because this is different. He’s a man of power with influence over other people’s lives. You’re a harmless girl. If you see ghosts you have no impact on anything, but if he sees ghosts then it’s a different matter entirely.”

      “I... but he can’t see ghosts, and they were never at his house! This isn’t fair!” Maaya nearly shouted.

      “Keep your voice down,” Rahu said calmly. “Think about this. What I’m saying might sound harsh, but it’s true. And that works in our favor. If something happens to you, no one will care. But if something happens to Farid, a beloved and powerful figure, a lot more people will pay attention.”

      “Don’t let him do this, Maaya. He’s trying to justify framing an innocent man, even if that man is disgusting,” Saber said venomously.

      But Maaya didn’t need the help.

      “I can’t do this. I’m not going to help you make people look bad, even if you think it will help us in the long run! The only reason that man was arrested is because of what you told me to do to him!”

      “I understand why you’re upset, and I forgive you. The unfairness of the world is draining on us all. I’ve had my emotions compromised more times than I can remember,” Rahu said sympathetically. From behind her, Saber swore angrily. “But... are you saying you don’t want to work with me anymore? Think carefully now.”

      “I can’t. I won’t! Not if you’re going to keep—”

      A moment later, Maaya was on the ground, stars flashing before her eyes and a sharp pain throbbing in the right side of her face. It took her a moment to realize Rahu had struck her.

      “Maaya! Are you all right?” came Saber’s frantic voice.

      “I don’t think you understand what’s going on here,” Rahu said, still sounding calm as ever. Maaya opened her mouth to speak, but suddenly could not find her voice. Her lip quivered and she felt like she might cry, more from surprise than pain. “You work for me, and that’s not your decision to make. If you continue to work for me, I will continue to make sure you are given plenty to eat in exchange for your efforts. If you don’t, I will ruin you like I am going to ruin Farid, which in your case will mean your death. All right?”

      He knelt down before Maaya and looked her straight in the eye. Saber floated closer, looking ready to attack him, but then suddenly backed away.

      Maaya could only stammer helplessly. There was so much she wanted to say, so many questions, so many emotions, but she had no ability to voice any of them. She wasn’t sure she even understood what was going on. This had to be a dream. Rahu was intelligent, sure, but he wasn’t conniving and cruel. Not like this. The smiling man who had saved her from a mob and commiserated with her about the ignorance of the world wouldn’t do this.

      “All right!” Rahu said, and he was smiling again. He patted her on the shoulder. “Meet me at our usual spot at eight in the morning in three days and we’ll go over your next assignment as usual. Oh, and... please don’t think this is something you can run away from. If you try, you’ll find yourself wishing you were still just invisible.”

      And then he was gone, leaving Maaya frozen with fear and shock. She gasped when Saber gently took her hands and helped her to her feet.

      “Wh-why did... what did I...?” Maaya managed to whimper before bursting into tears. Saber pulled her into a gentle hug.

      “I know, I know. Take a moment and then we’ll get back home safe, all right?”

      Maaya waited until she had stopped crying. How long that was, she had no idea. When she stepped out of the alley, she felt aimless and lost, unsure of where to go. But Saber was there to guide her, and soon enough they were home again. Normally this was the one place she felt safe, but after what had just happened, she wasn’t sure if anywhere was safe anymore.

      “Let me take a look,” Saber said, sitting down next to Maaya and peering closely at Maaya’s cheek. Maaya flinched, and Saber shushed her comfortingly. “It’s all right. You look fine. My guess is you’ll get minor bruising, but nothing more. I’d ask if you were okay otherwise, but... I think I know.”

      Maaya wanted to say something, anything, to communicate what she felt inside. Then again, she wasn’t even sure what that was. All her hurt and betrayal and hope and anger and desperation and everything else was mixing together into something uncontrollable, something no words could describe even if she were calm. And she was not.

      Instead, she lay down on her bed and stared at the wall, her thoughts and panic racing through her head until she fell asleep.
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      It was mid-afternoon on a warm Monday afternoon, and already Adelaide was ready for the week to be over. For the past two months, her life had returned to what she was uncomfortably familiar with: five days a week, she attended lessons from early morning until early evening, and spent her nights and weekends studying when she had the time. Her blissful freedom, or at least what little she had grasped, was finally over, and no amount of protesting or good news from her patrols or about Annayet could convince her parents otherwise. She’d had plenty of time off, and it was high time she returned to her lessons so she could resume preparations for her eventual position as the face of the Sol family.

      Her last session of the day consisted of communication and rhetorical skills, which to her horror had been taken on by none other than Valter Östberg, the tutor she clashed most often with. She was certain she had developed a visceral reaction to merely seeing his face or hearing his voice. It absolutely figured that someone as loathsome as him would be in charge of instructing her on rhetoric.

      They hadn’t been at it long before Adelaide raised her hand. Östberg sighed, already looked irritated.

      “Yes?”

      “I was just wondering... whenever people talk about rhetoric, they talk about it like it’s a bad thing. Why do people get taught something if it’s bad?”

      Adelaide thought he might be frustrated by this question, but to her mild surprise, he nodded as though she had said something productive.

      “Because it’s misused. People give it a connotation it doesn’t necessarily deserve. To be sure, rhetoric can be abused, and is often done so in contexts like politics. However, rhetoric by itself is simply a description of communication strategies, neither positive nor negative. It’s unfairly maligned, but you’ll find it comes in useful.”

      “That makes sense,” Adelaide said, and the look of relief on Östberg’s face almost made her feel guilty for what was coming next. “But you know of the trouble I have communicating and understanding things. I’m not sure I’ll be able to pick up those... how did you call them? Strategies?”

      “Yes, well, that’s what these sessions are for. Don’t decide you’ll have trouble with them before you begin,” Östberg said stiffly.

      “It’s not just that... a friend of mine said once that if I have trouble with all these things that I should just try to communicate the way I know best. Would it be a bad thing if I was just straightforward about things? That is, wouldn’t that be easier?”

      “Your friend has a shallow view of communication, I’m afraid. No, being straightforward isn’t such a bad thing in itself, but even if that were to be how you chose to communicate, that wouldn’t mean other people wouldn’t use rhetorical strategies on you. You need to learn of them so you can be aware of them and understand how to deal with them.”

      “If I need to learn about these strategies because people might use them against me otherwise... doesn’t that kind of sound like rhetoric is bad after all?” Adelaide continued with a straight face. She couldn’t help it. Östberg was too easily annoyed, and the more time she spent pressing his buttons, the less time they would spend on lessons.

      “No. That’s simply how modern business is conducted,” Östberg answered icily. “You’ll be representing your family! Every word you use will be analyzed, and total strangers’ views of your entire legacy will come from how you present yourself. You’ll be engaged in business dealings where you’ll need to convince investors of your methods and products over others, and yes, you will meet people every so often who will employ these tactics to take advantage of you. You must be quick and smart and subtle and know how to defend yourself.”

      Adelaide couldn’t help but think how much like one of Sanna’s lessons this was turning out to be. What was this about learning new techniques, about learning her enemies’ strategies so she could defend herself? It was making words out to be far more exciting than she thought them to be.

      “Okay... what sort of things will they use on me? How do I spot it?”

      “We’ll get to that eventually,” Östberg said, looking pleased that their debate seemed to be over. “For now, we’ll start with the basics. We’ll first introduce the communication model. This includes you as the speaker, your audience, the medium through which you communicate, the message you’re delivering...”

      On and on it went, and Adelaide was quickly overwhelmed by just how much information there was. She never would have guessed there was so much to learn about the way people simply spoke to each other. Who could possibly study this nonsense? Was it not enough simply to speak to convey ideas and leave it at that?

      In that session alone, Östberg introduced several communication models, discussed several key components to the characteristics of discourse, and wrapped up by discussing the concept of identity management. By the end, Adelaide found herself feeling just as confused and hopeless as she did with many of her other subjects. She took her notes diligently, but by the end, she found that she was simply copying letters in order that made no sense whatsoever.

      “Now, we’ll call it a day there. Be sure to go over your notes again before too long. For homework, I’d like you to list three positive and three negative ways rhetoric can be utilized.”

      “I... okay, I think,” Adelaide said slowly as she folded her notebook.

      “You look worried. Don’t tell me you think you’ll have that much trouble with yet another subject.”

      “I’m not sure. We just kind of went fast, that’s all,” Adelaide replied defensively.

      “This was me going slow. My other students get much farther on their first days. Besides, there must be at least one thing you’re good at.”

      “I haven’t said I’m bad at this! I’m just concerned, that’s all,” Adelaide said, hurt.

      “Well, you’re in luck. In the next lesson we’ll be going over self-fulfilling prophecies,” Östberg finished snidely, and then he left the room.

      Adelaide stood fuming for several moments, thinking of what she might say back to him if he were still there, but when nothing witty came, she turned instead to trying to imagine how far into the ocean she could throw him if she were using her augments. She wasn’t actually sure if the man could swim, however, and her imagination quickly reminded her that she did not feel like going to prison.

      She took some deep breaths, then headed up toward her room to take a break before Sanna arrived. Between her tutoring sessions, almost nightly patrols, and whatever short voyages she could fit in between everything else, Adelaide had hardly been around her family for weeks—which, of course, was her intent. When she did interact with them, tensions were high again. Resuming her lessons meant more news of poor marks, which brought everything back to the same problems Adelaide had always dealt with in the first place. At least if she stayed away from them and kept herself busy, she wouldn’t have to add overwhelming stress to the utter exhaustion she already felt.

      She hadn’t been in her room for five minutes before there was a knock at her door. Immediately she felt defensive and cautious, as though the very sound was an attack. She opened it slowly, expecting to see her parents standing furiously at the other side of the threshold, but instead, she saw Marit. The blonde girl looked slightly awkward as she stood there with a small plate of biscuits in one hand and a letter in the other.

      “A letter came for you. From Annayet. And I thought you might be hungry after lessons, so I brought you a snack.”

      Adelaide gratefully took both, then set them on her messy desk.

      “I’m definitely hungry... dealing with Östberg makes me feel like I’ve run a few miles. Want to come in?”

      “No thanks. I have to get back to studying. And your room always looks like a tornado went through it anyway. But, uhm...” Marit fidgeted, looking suddenly apprehensive. “How are your lessons going? Are they still very hard?”

      “They’re all right, I guess. I feel like my break probably helped,” Adelaide answered airily. As much as she wished she could open up more to her sister, she didn’t want to worry her. Her struggles were beyond what it seemed anyone was capable of dealing with, and Marit was a Sol in training just like she was.

      “Could I maybe help with anything?”

      Adelaide stared at her in surprise.

      “You... help me?”

      “I’m not brainless, Addy.”

      “Oh, no, I didn’t—sorry. I just thought you’d be so busy with your own stuff you wouldn’t want to even touch mine.”

      “That’s true too. But I worry about you I guess. I want you to do well. I hear mom and dad yell at you all the time. And I know how it feels.”

      Adelaide was speechless. She had assumed that Marit overheard their arguments and understood what she was going through, but their solidarity had always been the silent sort. After all, they were young, each of them going through so many of their own problems that it was hard for them to be there for each other. Being young and related in this house was reason enough to have something of an accord, and that was before all the rest. Still, Marit must have had an easier time of it, Adelaide thought. Her mind seemed to work just like everyone else’s did. She was good at her subjects; Felix and Cajsa always used her marks as an example whenever they scolded Adelaide. She was better at keeping her emotions hidden, and had a better knack for speaking than Adelaide did.

      Nevertheless, this was not her burden to bear. Even if Marit didn’t struggle as much, Adelaide wasn’t going to add more to her plate. She could protect her sister in that way at the very least.

      “I appreciate it, but... I’ll be fine. It’s hard, but not impossible. And hey, at least I’m doing my best and not running away again, right?”

      She had intended for it to be a joke, but Marit looked almost afraid.

      “Please don’t do that again.”

      “Oh, I’m definitely not doing that. I don’t have any more ideas about the machine anyway.”

      “No, I mean... don’t run away. It doesn’t matter where, just... don’t go. I know they really get to you, but I don’t want you to go.”

      Adelaide bit her lip, then pulled Marit in for a hug. As much as Marit wasn’t typically one for physical contact, she didn’t resist.

      “I’m still here, and I’m trying my best, okay? I’ve got stuff I need to figure out, but I’ll make sure I do somehow.”

      “Whatever you say.” Marit let her hold on for only a moment longer, then gently pushed her away. “Go eat. And study. And clean your room.”

      “Mom’s training you well all right.”

      “Shut up, dunce. And be safe tonight, please?”

      “Anything for you, egg.”

      Marit turned and left before Adelaide could say anything else. Considering that was about as affectionate as Marit was ever willing to be, Adelaide was perfectly happy to leave it at that. Besides, she now had something more exciting to turn her attention to.

      Pushing some clothes, a stack of papers, and an empty cookie box off her desk, she set down the biscuits Marit had brought for her and delicately opened Annayet’s letter. It was written in the same elegant script as before, but almost immediately, Adelaide could sense something different about its tone.

      

      Dearest Adelaide,

      

      I’m excited about the upcoming months, aren’t you? I always find them so enjoyable. Soon enough the weather may start to cool, and I’ll be well enough to go out more often, and for longer. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what we talked about last—I keep thinking of walking through little towns with you and looking for little houses, one of which I might call home. Father, of course, has no idea still. In fact, he keeps remarking that I am the one to ask him to see you; so often in the past he’s had to bother me to visit anyone he’s tried to set me up with. He’s pleased that this seems to be going so well, and I dare say I almost feel terrible. But not near enough to turn me away.

      But I digress already. I loved your last letter, and I must have read it seven times all in a day, but you really must write me something longer this time. You’ve been sailing on your ship several months now, haven’t you? You must have some especially thrilling stories to tell...

      

      The letter went on to describe everything from the weather and Annayet’s lessons to her father’s new garden and how Annayet had taken ill for a week due to the heat. But there was far less pretense here; everything written in this letter was a means to an end, a way to convey the girl’s excitement and apprehension rather than to fool people who weren’t even reading her letters. Her excitement was infectious, and it left Adelaide smiling. Annayet had all but explicitly stated she was ready. She wondered if she ought to feel at all guilty for being partially responsible for this—her father seemed like a nice enough man after all, and it seemed in poor taste to deceive him—but she found she didn’t feel guilty at all. She was only excited for her friend who seemed ready to go on the kind of adventure Adelaide was still trying to convince herself to.

      Her excitement wavered as she thought of Marit, and how she had asked her, almost pleaded with her, not to go. If it were only Marit, she thought, she might change her mind. She liked her sister. They didn’t talk often, but they rarely outright fought. She tried to remember what Sanna had told her about running, that they would be okay without her even if they had to adjust, but Marit’s plea had an emotional appeal her parents’ yelling never had.

      Adelaide pulled open one of her drawers and started digging within, pulling out a paper and pen. If Annayet wanted a longer letter, then she would get one. Adelaide certainly had plenty of stories to tell by now, and if Annayet truly wanted to be excited, it only felt appropriate to start with a story about a certain ghost ship.

      

      When Friday came, Adelaide was almost too impatient to sit through another lesson with Östberg. Five more minutes with him and then she would be free for the weekend. Immediately after their session was over, she was due to take the Windfire out for another voyage; another storm was passing through, and David had thought it a good idea to get some training in with an actual storm, and Adelaide had to agree. After their encounter with the Nocte Cadenza, she wanted to make sure her ship could either fight or escape no matter the weather.

      As Östberg drawled on, she began to seriously suspect that time was slowing down—either that or he was speaking more slowly as time went on just to annoy her. He would do such a thing.

      Finally, he paused mid-sentence and threw her a withering look.

      “I can see it will be pointless to try to get you to keep your focus for the last two minutes of the week, so I’ll let you go. But if you forget your assignment for Monday, or if you do a poor job that tells me you saved it for the last minute, I will not be happy.”

      “I won’t procrastinate!” Adelaide lied.

      “See that you don’t. My mind is not easily changed. Have a pleasant weekend.”

      Adelaide didn’t wait for him to leave first. She dashed upstairs to get changed, all thoughts of her lessons already long behind her. Her assignment for the weekend was to build a compelling persuasive narrative; Östberg had given her a topic he vehemently disagreed with, and stated that her job was to change his mind using the persuasive techniques he had taught her during the week. But, she decided, she would worry about that Sunday night. How hard could arguing be, really? If anything, growing up with her parents had made her something of an expert.

      She made it down to the docks in record time to find some members of her crew still filtering in from other carriages while others were already on board performing an inspection. The wind blew in sudden warm gusts, and thunder rolled overhead; the sky was grey, and the air was humid and warm. Sand from the ocean blew down the nearby streets, and she heard the distant sound of wind chimes from restaurants and small shops. It was looking to be a moderate storm, but they needed any practice they could get.

      David greeted her as soon as she boarded, holding his cap to his head as the wind threatened to pull it off the moment he got distracted.

      “Inga’s already taken care of all the paperwork and organized the inspection. As soon as everyone gets here we’ll be ready to send off.”

      “Of course she did... how many are we missing?”

      “Five more; I’ve been taking names as they come aboard. Looks like two are coming now...” David squinted at two people jogging toward the docks from a few blocks up, then cleared his throat. “We’ll be better prepared for sailing in a storm this time.”

      He took a minute to brief her on the changes they had made to their preparations for inclement weather. Along with everything they had learned from the last storm they had sailed in, Skarin’s crew had been nice enough to offer their own advice, and while Adelaide’s crew was in no way lacking experience, it was helpful all the same. Whatever she might have thought of Skarin, he had evidently sailed his enormous ship through several severe storms and came out hardly the worse for wear.

      “A shame we can’t spend another night out at sea. Your family is keeping you too busy,” David grunted.

      “Tell me about it. I think I might have actually slept five whole hours this past week.”

      “Traveling in this weather should get you good and tired out.”

      “It’s not that I’m not tired, I just have so much to do. But that’s my fault; I’ll do anything to get out of the house. That means more patrols, too.”

      “Ah, yes, and those have always been nothing but leisurely. You’ll go mad from sleep deprivation soon, mark my words.”

      “Still preferable to being at home.”

      Just then, Inga stepped up to them with three other sailors in tow.

      “I believe we have everyone,” she informed them. David checked the sailors who had just arrived by his list, then gave an affirmative nod.

      “We’re all set. I’ll line them up for roll.”

      “Weren’t you keeping track of who’s here?” Adelaide asked with a smile.

      “Yes, but you know this lot. You look away for five minutes and half of them have disappeared.”

      “How were your week’s lessons?” Inga asked as David and the others headed off.

      “I survived, so they could be worse. But Östberg is trying to teach me how to communicate.”

      “I can’t think of anything you’d like less,” Inga said, amused.

      As soon as David wrangled everyone together, the sailors and officers called out their names one by one until everyone was confirmed present. They were visibly impatient and excited; even David, typically stoic and gruff, was clearly glad to be back on the ship again. Now that Adelaide’s lessons had resumed, most of their sailing time was restricted to weekends, and that was when she wasn’t busy then with other matters.

      “Are we all set?” she called. She was just as impatient as they were. When they shouted their confirmations, Adelaide grinned. “Let’s get to it then! Stations!”

      The crew fanned out across the deck, several going below decks to their positions as Adelaide stepped to the helm. Another strong gust of wind blew across the docks, bringing with it tiny droplets of rain. This was going to be something of a unique challenge. When the wind came in bursts, a ship could be more easily forced off course, requiring constant corrections. It would also make their speed inconsistent, which would have to be dealt with manually. Perhaps most dangerously, gusts could cause smaller vessels to broach if a crew wasn’t careful, and while the Windfire was likely large enough to avoid that—especially with its ballasts to aid it—it would be important for the crew to carefully manage the sails to avoid trouble. It also required constant communication from all hands. In other words, it was the perfect exercise.

      As soon as they were out on the water, Adelaide could feel it. The choppy sea and rough winds nudged the Windfire back and forth, and she was glad the port was so open. She felt the tug of the rudder and swell of the waves on the wheel in her hands.  Having to navigate around other ships in this weather would be a true challenge.

      “Topsails and t’gallants! Reef the sheets until we’re in the open,” she called.

      The wind pulled at the sails as it blew, and she could feel the intermittent stress on the masts as it came and went, but the Windfire held her course.

      “We’ll need to be careful. The seas have been rough lately, so the shallows’ topography might be a little different here and there,” David warned.

      “Got it,” Adelaide said, keeping her eyes on the seas directly in front of them. Traveling in this weather required much more concentration than usual, and the last thing she wanted was to miss sight of a smaller vessel nearby.

      Once the ship had made it to open waters, Adelaide ordered the crew to pick up the pace. Full canvas was difficult in these winds, and for the safety of the ship and crew alike, the sails had to be reduced in size by either not extending them fully or by folding them in where the lines met. This meant slower speeds, but this was fine for now. Their purpose here was to ensure as safe and smooth travel as possible in this weather, and to keep everyone on their toes.

      “Recommend we travel south and parallel to shore for a while, then luff east and double back,” David said, stepping closer as a particularly heavy gust of wind caused Adelaide to strain to hold the wheel.

      “Why parallel?” she asked, breathing heavily as she pulled the wheel back.

      “Easier to keep us on course if we have something to watch out for. We’ll easily be able to spot if we’re moving too far in either direction.”

      “Not a bad idea, but I was hoping to take us out a little farther.” Adelaide grunted as another gust pulled them toward shore. “Can you get me my cards?”

      David looked at her questioningly, then as realization dawned on him, he turned quickly back to the cabin for a moment. As soon as he returned, Adelaide took her hands off the wheel only as long as it took to apply a purple card, and as the jagged purple lights flickered up and down her arms, she immediately felt like she was in total control. The wheel had previously taken much of her strength to move, but now she could do it with one hand if she really wanted to.

      “Showing off, eh?” David said.

      “Having fun,” Adelaide corrected. “Besides, it’ll be helpful for me to know I can do this if I have to. As the only person on this ship who can actually use libris, I’d better figure out how to make it useful.”

      “Ah, not the only one,” David continued, raising an eyebrow.

      “What? Who?”

      “Me! Don’t look so surprised,” David grumbled. “I’m no elite—I’m at level with an LC at best—but it’s come in handy.”

      Adelaide spluttered in surprise.

      “Since when? And why aren’t you working as an LC?”

      “I don’t want the attention and excitement. It helps me do my work a little more efficiently sometimes. Being an LC would involve all sorts of spectacular nonsense, and the pay doesn’t make it worth it.”

      Adelaide shook her head.

      “Somehow that’s exactly the answer I would think to expect from you.”

      “You aren’t the first to call me dull.”

      “Nor should I be! I can’t imagine knowing how to use libris and using it to make my chores go a little quicker.”

      “Don’t lie and tell me you’ve never cleaned your room with a speed augment.”

      “I don’t even clean my room without speed augments. Just ask my mother.”

      “Hmph. And you have the nerve to taunt me.”

      Adelaide laughed, and David returned to his post nearby, looking somewhat grumpy. Adelaide had to admit he had chosen his career perfectly. She couldn’t imagine him as an LC—the shortened form of libris-capable, which referred to people who could use libris, but only just. They were revered for their abilities to use the magic, though while it put their abilities far beyond those who couldn’t use the magic, it was nowhere near the power the elites could harness. Because LCs often couldn’t even use blood cards, they weren’t of as much use to the government, and so they found work primarily with the Blackfins. The term had eventually become synonymous with Blackfin work, and while they were highly respected and useful, not everyone who could use the magic always chose to.

      They had been sailing smoothly for about twenty minutes when a few cries of alarm suddenly erupted from across the deck.

      “Sandbar dead ahead! Seventy meters!”

      David dashed to the railing, then cursed.

      “Damnit, we’re in trouble. It’s low and wide; at our speed we don’t have room to come to a stop or adjust course. Recommend we drop the starboard anchor!”

      Adelaide squinted through the grey of the stormy sea. Sure enough, a sandbar was barely visible dead ahead. It was small wonder it hadn’t been spotted before now; the rough weather and intermittent rain main it almost invisible.

      Her mind raced. Dropping the anchor would pull the ship hard to the right, which would no doubt put great stress on the hull and cause damage across the ship, but it would also give them the sharp turn they needed to avoid the sandbar. The alternative was to risk running around or scraping the hull along the shallows, which could start letting seawater in. In the long run, David’s suggestion was likely the safest.

      And yet, it was this very fact that made her resent the idea. As a fire flared inside her, she shook her head.

      “That’s too risky. Heave to instead, I’m taking us hard to starboard! That will cut our speed enough to change course safely.”

      “Captain, we don’t have—!”

      “That’s an order, Commander.”

      David looked like he still wanted to argue, but instead turned away and shouted his orders to the crew. Several sailors rushed to the mainmast as Adelaide spun the wheel with everything she had.

      Everything seemed to move in slow motion. The ship turned slowly, and the ship’s speed dipped as the sailors worked the clewlines on the mainmast. Heaving to in this kind of vessel essentially set the sails of the foremast and mainmast against each other so that the sails pulling in different directions would bring the ship almost to a standstill, but still with enough power to adjust course. The sandbar seemed to come closer and closer all the while, and Adelaide gritted her teeth. They had to make it.

      Even through her strength augments she could feel the strain on the masts. A maneuver like this wasn’t typically done in this kind of weather, and she hoped she wasn’t pushing her ship too hard. The vague thought that this would be useful information for the future flitted through her mind, but as it was, she could hardly breathe. The Windfire continued to turn, and Adelaide willed it with everything she had to just make it through.

      Suddenly, the Windfire jolted to a dead stop with an impact that sent Adelaide flying, her libris lines vanishing as she did. A sharp pain at the back of her head sent stars bursting in her vision, and she heard screams and yells across the deck at the same time as a horrible grinding and crunching sound came from below, and she looked up just in time to see a few sailors fall to the deck. The whole ship was tilted several degrees, and despite the sails flapping in the wind and the water pushing up against the hull, they were most certainly no longer moving.

      “Captain!” Adelaide heard Inga’s voice just before she was helped to her feet by two strong arms. “Are you hurt?”

      “I-I don’t think so,” Adelaide answered, somewhat frantic as she looked around the ship. Some sailors were hurriedly rushing back upward to bring the sails under control while others made to secure cargo that had fallen loose from the impact and was now sliding dangerously across the deck. A few men and women hadn’t gotten up, and she felt a flash of panic until she realized they were moving. “What happened?”

      “It appears we’ve run aground. We need to secure the ship before we make our next move.”

      “R-right, okay. Uhm, raise the sails and have the outer hull and bilge inspected. If we’ve taken damage we need to fix that first.”

      “Understood.”

      Adelaide staggered down to the main deck, thrown off balance by her fall and the tilt of the ship. The sails were slowly being controlled and raised, and she caught sight of Inga jogging to the stairs leading below, followed by at least a dozen others.

      She rushed over to a woman who was lying nearby, grasping her leg and wincing in pain.

      “Are you all right?” Adelaide asked, kneeling quickly beside her.

      “Hurts like hell, Captain, but I’m alive,” the woman uttered through clenched teeth. “Guess I should consider myself lucky I didn’t fall farther.”

      “You’ll be okay, we’re—we’re working this out,” Adelaide exclaimed, hoping she sounded reassuring. She could feel the static that consumed her thoughts whenever she became overwhelmed tugging at the edges of her thoughts, and she fought it with everything she had. She looked up, the rain striking against her face. “Halvar! We need Sigríður and Iris up here. Gunnar, help me get the wounded inside.”

      With the help of Gunnar and a few others, Adelaide brought those who were wounded into the room underneath Adelaide’s cabin that led to the officer’s quarters. There were seven wounded in total, and space was hastily made on the floor for them to lie down. Sigríður and Iris rushed in as the last man was being helped to the floor, bags of medical supplies in hand.

      “We’ll take it from here,” Sigríður said, then motioned to two others. “You two, stay on. We’ll need splints and bandages, so let’s start with...”

      Now that the situation aboard the Windfire seemed to be beginning to stabilize, Adelaide headed back out to the main deck to see what she could. She felt her stomach drop as she looked over the railing to see that the Windfire had scraped against the sands and what looked like some jagged rocks. Dread gnawed at her insides. Her ship was undoubtedly damaged, and beyond that, several people had been hurt. And it had been her fault. She had rejected David’s safer option and gone with her own because...

      She closed her eyes in frustrated and struck her fist against the railing. She didn’t know why she had done it. It had been a strong enough feeling to cause her to make a dangerous call, and this had hardly been the first time she had felt this way, but she felt no closer to understanding where it came from. Before, she had resolved to figure it out later, and had kept putting it off due to the discomfort it subjected her to, but she knew a line had been crossed. This had to be dealt with now.

      Suddenly, she heard Inga’s voice from behind her.

      “Captain?”

      Adelaide turned to face her, looking for signs of the news she was about t0 deliver in her features. But the woman only looked concerned.

      “How do we fare?”

      “We have been damaged, but not so badly we’ll sink on our way home. The crew is making temporary repairs until we can return to port; I’ll put in a work order as soon we arrive. We’ve escaped serious danger today. But you look pale. Are you sure you’re well?”

      “I don’t know. I think I... I need to talk to you and David once we’re out of this. Does the crew have an estimate on repair times?”

      “Half an hour, perhaps. After that it should be a matter of simply emptying the ballasts to pull free, and then we can make our way home.”

      “Right. Okay.” Adelaide stared around the deck, anywhere she didn’t have to meet Inga’s gaze, breathing heavily. Her coat suddenly felt stifling and she struggled to breathe the humid air. She blinked several times, but her vision suddenly seemed blurry. “I think I’ll... I should probably—”

      “Hold. Stay still.” Inga was suddenly at her side, looking at her closely as she grasped Adelaide’s shoulder with one hand and peered closely at her. For a moment Adelaide froze, wondering what she could have said that was so wrong, but then she heard a quiet gasp. “You’re hurt. Where’s Sigríður?”

      “In the officer’s... in the... that way,” Adelaide answered, gesturing vaguely toward the double doors. It felt like the ship was tilting again, and she was starting to feel sleepy.

      “I’m taking you there. Can you...?”

      Inga’s mouth was still moving, but Adelaide couldn’t hear anything. That was strange, she thought. This was an odd time for Inga to be playing tricks on her.

      The next thing she knew, she was staring up at the ceiling of her cabin. She blinked, confused. She didn’t know exactly what was going on, but she definitely knew that she hadn’t gone to bed in the Windfire. They weren’t doing an overnight voyage this time. They had only been taking the ship out for a drill during stormy weather, and—

      She snapped to attention and sat up immediately, and then just as quickly moaned as a wave of dizziness came over her. Before she fell, a hand was at her upper back and another at her shoulder.

      “Easy, Captain. Don’t try to move so suddenly.”

      She waited a few moments for the dizziness to fade as she felt herself being set back down, and when she opened her eyes again, she saw Inga standing above her.

      “Inga...? Where’s...?”

      “You’re in your cabin. You sustained a wound to your head, likely from the impact when you were thrown from the helm. You passed out before I could get you inside, but Sigríður saw to your wound. She said you’ll be fine with some rest and food. We broke free of the sandbar roughly fifteen minutes ago, and the Windfire is currently on her way back to port with David temporarily in command.”

      “I see... how’s... the others?”

      “Two of the crew have a few broken bones, and one suffered a concussion, but that was the worst of it. The rest were sprains and bruises. They’ll be taken to a proper medical facility once we reach port, and are otherwise in good spirits. Now, I’ll help you sit up slowly so you can eat something.”

      No sooner had Adelaide sat up, her back leaning against the wooden headboard of her large bed, than Inga placed a wooden tray on her lap with a hot bowl of soup and a glass of water. Adelaide was already starting to feel better, apart from a slight throbbing near the base of her skull at the back of her neck, but decided to remain in bed long enough to eat.

      But as she placed her spoon into the bowl, she realized she didn’t feel hungry at all. In fact, she was nearly certain that if she were to try to eat, she might not be able to keep it down. With the clarity of consciousness came the full reminder of what had happened, complete with the weight of guilt that came from the knowledge that it had been entirely her fault. For a split second she felt glad she had been hurt; it was the least she could have deserved.

      “Captain?”

      Inga was looking at her worriedly. Adelaide made another attempt to bring her spoon to her lips, then after a moment’s pause, set it aside in defeat.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      “I’ll call for Sigríður again; that blow to your head must have affected you more than we—”

      “No, it’s not that, please. I just... I have something on my mind. Once we’re safely home and the crew is dismissed I need to talk to you and David.”

      “Could you give me some hint at least so my worries might be put at ease?”

      Adelaide stared down at her lap.

      “I think I’ve just discovered something about myself, that’s all.”

      And she had. The moment Inga had told her that David had taken command just long enough to get them home, she had felt it again, that same fire that rose within her when he had given her his suggestion as to how to avoid to sandbar. The same reaction she had almost every other time one of her officers had made a completely valid recommendation. Something about this particular situation, being in bed while someone else was in control of her ship, had caused all the pieces to fall into place.

      “I... suppose that will do. So long as you aren’t in danger.”

      “Speaking of danger... doesn’t the crew need you out there?” Adelaide asked.

      “They’ll be fine without me. Besides, my place is by your side wherever and whenever you need me. I couldn’t well leave you here unconscious in bed.”

      “I won’t complain. I’m... glad you’re here.”

      The remainder of the voyage took another twenty minutes, but it might as well have been an eternity. Every moment they weren’t in port was a delay, and she didn’t have the energy to stop her mind from wandering and telling her all the ways she had done wrong and all the ways she would suffer for it—and how she deserved to suffer for it.

      Finally, she heard the sounds of the crew calling out as they reached the docks, and the Windfire coming to a stop as she was secured.

      “Sounds like we’ve made it. Do you feel up to checking on things with me, or would you like me to handle it?”

      Adelaide wanted to say that of course she felt up to checking on things, and that she couldn’t bear to be away from her ship and crew for a moment longer... but those things weren’t true right now. Besides, the rest of the crew couldn’t possibly want to see her anyway. They were probably glad she was hurt and hiding in her cabin.

      “Could you take care of it, please?”

      “Say no more. I’ll return shortly.”

      Adelaide felt no relief as Inga left. She would soon be returning, likely with David in tow, and that was she would have to share everything.

      Ten minutes later, Inga came back inside, followed closely by David. The commander took a seat in a chair nearby while Inga returned to the bedside. When Adelaide made to stand, Inga held out a steadying arm, and remained there until Adelaide had moved to the chair behind her desk. Only now did she realize that her cabin was a mess; everything on her desk had been scattered to the floor, a few empty chairs had either slid several feet or been overturned, and dozens of books lay all over the floor.

      “The crew sends their best. Engström just about refused to leave until Inga and I both promised multiple times over that we’d take care of you,” David said. His words were kind, but he seemed... tense.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m feeling better already,” Adelaide said dismissively. The last thing she needed or wanted was anyone feeling any sympathy toward her.

      “You don’t quite look it, but I know better than to argue. So... what’s this you wanted to talk to the two of us about then? If it’s about earlier...”

      “It is.” Adelaide felt her heart pounding harder in her chest, and the lightheadedness that came with it made her wonder if she was feeling as better as she actually thought. “I just wanted to say—”

      “With respect, I need a good explanation for this,” David interrupted. “I could understand a few decisions here and there, but it seems like almost every time I or one of the other officers makes a suggestion, we get immediately shot down.”

      “Well, that’s because I—”

      “It almost feels like you have something of a grudge against us, though I’d assume that’s not the case,” David continued, as though she hadn’t spoken. “We don’t even get to talk or deliberate, not at all.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to—”

      “I know you’re the captain, but this is more of a collaborative effort than you’re willing to accept. You can overrule us any time you like, but we are also here to advise you and lend you our expertise, and it would be nice to at least feel like you were even a little interested in what we—”

      “Commander,” Inga said suddenly, her voice cutting sharply through David’s words with such intensity that Adelaide nearly jumped. He fell silent immediately, looking over at Inga in surprise. More quietly, she continued, “I believe the captain is attempting to respond to your concerns.”

      “Oh. Right. Uh, carry on then.”

      Adelaide took a breath before trying again, somehow feeling more nervous now that their full attention was upon her. She had figured out what she wanted to say, just... not how she wanted to say it.

      “I realized just today what was going on. Before that I didn’t know what was causing the feeling. It’s not that I don’t trust you or want to listen to you or anything. I just noticed that I feel defensive whenever someone else comes up with a good idea. And that’s because... well, I’m afraid that if I accept everyone else’s ideas and do what everyone else says I should do, then I’ll end up losing control of the situation. And the only reason I care about that is because this is the one thing I’ve ever gotten to do where I get any kind of freedom. There’s nothing else I get a say in. My family has made sure of that. And I just... don’t want that to happen here.”

      Inga and David shared a glance, and then David sat back in his seat, looking uncomfortable.

      “That makes some sense I suppose. Like I said, didn’t figure it was a grudge or anything of the sort. But it’s different here than at home. You’re the captain.”

      “I know.” Adelaide sighed. She’d only just figured this out, and now she needed to try to explain it to someone else. “It’s not that I actually believe it. It’s just the feeling I get. It feels like... oh, how can I put this...”

      “Might it be accurate to say that you acting upon others’ recommendations makes it feel as though you aren’t actually in charge, and that others are leading through you?” Inga offered.

      Adelaide pondered this for a moment.

      “I... think so. Yes. I mean, I know the rest of the crew aren’t my parents. But I end up feeling the same way sometimes. I feel like I need to do things my way or else I’m just in another situation where I’m being told what to do again. But,” she continued quickly, seeing David ready to jump in, “I know that’s something I need to work on. I know it’s not fair to anyone else on this ship. I don’t want my trouble with this to cause harm to any more people or turn me into someone who can’t be trusted or talked to.”

      David nodded slowly, then glanced again at Inga as though checking for permission to speak.

      “Aye. I know things at home are hard. And it sounds like you already know what you need to work on so something like this doesn’t happen again—”

      “If I may, Commander, there’s no guarantee your recommendation would have worked any better,” Inga interjected. “I caution against using this outcome to bolster your point. Intent is what matters here, not results.”

      “But this result damaged the Windfire and left several sailors injured.”

      “And had her plan worked?”

      “Well, that’s... I mean, the point is about communication in the first place, not—”

      “Exactly. Mistakes will be made by all of us. Whether we ran aground or not is immaterial, because it could be that one day we will do everything as best we possibly can and still end up in a similar situation. Let’s not lose sight of that.”

      “Bah. Fine,” David grumbled irritably. “What I’m trying to say is, Captain, we’re here to support you and offer everything we’ve got, but in the end, it’s always your call. We just want to feel like our input has value, that’s all.”

      “Of course. It does, always. I’m grateful to both of you and everyone else for all your help. I owe it to you to work hard on this, and I’ll try my best. I’m just afraid this isn’t something I can get better at overnight.”

      “The benefit to open communication like this is that, now you’ve told us, this is no longer something you have to work at on your own,” Inga said placidly. “Now the commander and I know what to look out for. Would you like us to share this with the rest of the crew or keep it private?”

      “Private, please,” Adelaide answered immediately. “I... would appreciate your help through this, but I don’t need everyone to know. It might make them doubt me.”

      “Well. This was a good start, I think. For what it’s worth, I don’t trust you any less because of this. I know it takes some strength to open up about personal matters like this.” David stood up, wiping his hands awkwardly on his coat. “But ah, if that’s all there is to it, then I’m willing to say water under the bridge. What do you think?”

      “That sounds good,” Adelaide agreed, though she didn’t feel satisfied. She had been hoping for something more, though she wasn’t sure what.

      David gave a polite nod and turned to go, then paused after a few steps and turned back.

      “Oh, just so you know, Gunnar’s taking care of the work orders for repairs since you needed both of us here. Just, ah... wanted to let you know it’s being taken care of already.”

      With that, David had stepped out the door, leaving Adelaide and Inga alone in the cabin. Inga let out a quiet laugh as soon as he had passed out of sight.

      “He seems to get even less comfortable with personal talk with each passing year, and he didn’t exactly start out a therapist.”

      “Do you think he understood what I was trying to say?” Adelaide asked doubtfully.

      “I believe so. I think he’s just not good at communicating that he understands. He’ll show it through his words and actions, at least in his own way. And for what it’s worth, I believe I understood you as well. When you have been deprived of any sort of control for most of your life, it’s important to find it where you can, and anything can seem like a threat to it. I hope over time you’ll come to feel more comfortable here.”

      “I’m sure I will. I just wish I could say I had any experience knowing what that was like.” Adelaide got to her feet and stretched, feeling a throbbing in the back of her head as she did so. “I should probably get back... I’ll need to do some paperwork.”

      “With your permission, I’ll ensure that’s done for you. You need to rest, especially with lessons and patrols to keep up with. And, I assume, to prevent your parents from finding out.”

      Adelaide laughed.

      “Yes, they definitely cannot find out about this.”

      “With any luck, your injury is not worse than we suspect. Still, I would like to see you safely home at least, Captain.”

      Adelaide reluctantly agreed, and with this all behind them, Adelaide headed for the main deck with Inga close beside her.

      

      Eight days later on a Saturday night, Sanna and Adelaide walked the evening streets of Unshala on their last patrol of the month. Adelaide, having taken her injury seriously however mild it might have felt after the fact, spent as much weekend time as she could resting, and it had done her well—even if it had resulted in her completely forgetting about Östberg’s assignment until the day of. She had worked frantically through her other tutoring sessions, and had been scolded for it, but by the time Östberg entered the room for her last session of the day, she had ended up with something workable enough that he only looked predictably disappointed. She considered that a victory.

      The rest of the week had been as much a challenge as any other, but apart from the memory of the Windfire’s accident, it seemed remarkably normal. Once her final session on Friday ended, she had breathed a sigh of relief, eagerly awaiting her upcoming patrols. The Windfire’s repairs had been completed, but scheduling an outing could take up to several days, so she had no voyages of any sort to look forward to just yet.

      It was probably just as well, however, because her patrols were keeping her extra busy.

      “Done here!” Adelaide cried as she sealed the last of a large number of ghosts that had been making their way down a hillside close to a small shopping center.

      “Come to me, quickly,” Sanna shouted back. The women stood back to back as they met back up with each other, panting slightly. There had been several attacks that night all over the area, and they didn’t seem to be letting up.

      “How many bloods do you have left?” Adelaide asked, thumbing through her own deck.

      “At least a dozen, but if this keeps up we’ll need to swap, or I’ll need a moment to make more.”

      “Mine’s still half full, so let me take on more for a while.”

      “Nice to see you feeling optimistic.”

      Adelaide caught another flash out of the corner of her eye, and was moving before she’d even turned her head. She didn’t need to see them to know what she was after. She stepped in front of Sanna, taking the lead.

      “I’ve got this; save your bloods!” she called over her shoulder.

      Sanna’s protest was lost in the wind and the already considerable distance between them. Adelaide knew they ought to be working as a team, especially with the frequency of the attacks that night, but Sanna had been letting her take on more and more battles on her own lately, and she had been performing well each and every time. This time, however, there was more to it than that. Sanna was a professional, and she knew that, but Adelaide still worried for her. Hearing that she was running lower on bloods filled her with the same feeling she got when Annayet had mentioned she was afraid of the ocean, or when she had seen innocent Krethans being attacked by the deadly ghosts. She still couldn’t well describe it, but it was strong enough to fill her with the urge to put herself between whoever was in trouble and the danger that threatened them.

      She came to a stop amid another torrent of sparks, having dispatched the half dozen or so ghosts with a single volley. Surges of ghosts like this weren’t entirely out of the ordinary, but they always made her wonder what caused them. Sometimes she thought that after a hundred years of libris elites hunting down these ghosts wherever they appeared there might someday be an end to them, but seeing this many in a single night served as a demoralizing blow to any such optimism. They had been fighting off and on for close to three hours, and she was starting to feel it. Eventually, as Adelaide had learned several times, their bodies simply wouldn’t have the energy to go on, libris or not. These battles were never about willpower, which was why every elite was taught to get the job done quick. If their energy was expended before the attacks stopped, they would be powerless to stop whatever came after.

      “Thanks for spotting me,” Sanna said as she walked up to join Adelaide. “Just don’t get carried away. I’m still very much in this.”

      “I know. But if these attacks keep happening we’ll need to be really careful.”

      “Did you bring your jab with you by chance?”

      Adelaide rummaged in her pocket for a moment before pulling out a small bronze egg-shaped device with two buttons near its center.

      “Do you need it?”

      “Nah, not yet. I just wanted to be sure we had options. Good thinking keeping it on you.”

      “I figure we’ll never know, right?”

      “Definitely. Stars, I do hope the attacks stop soon. I’m starting to feel a little worn down.”

      “Let me take over for a bit and you can rest, maybe make some new cards. I still feel fine,” Adelaide suggested intently, and for the first time, Sanna didn’t look as confident.

      “You know, I might. Could do with a snack, too; we’ve been running around so much I haven’t replenished any energy. Let’s find somewhere for me to sit where I can help you keep watch even if I’ll be sitting down.”

      Sanna took the bronze device from Adelaide, and they headed toward the shopping center they had just stopped the ghosts from targeting. The “jab” as they called it was tool that helped them easily draw blood from their fingers to create blood cards without causing wounds that bled heavily or left scars. Helpfully, the jab’s other utility could seal shut small wounds, albeit crudely, letting elites draw blood quickly for cards, then seal up their wounds almost immediately.

      Adelaide let her libris lines fade as they walked so she could accurately gauge how her body was faring. A wave of exhaustion and soreness washed over her, and she suddenly felt out of breath as though she had been struck in the gut, but she was used to this. Her training had strengthened her against the effects of coming out of her augmented state, and after only a few moments, she had regulated her breathing and relaxed her muscles, letting the pain take its course.

      “Still feeling invulnerable?” Sanna asked with a chuckle as she sat on a nearby bench outside a dark restaurant.

      “Closer to it than you, grandma,” Adelaide shot back, earning her an immediate smack the shoulder.

      “At least take something to eat. You need that as much as any human.”

      She obliged, happily taking a meat-filled pastry, and then did some quick stretches as she ate it, all while keeping her eyes peeled for any more incoming ghosts.

      “I’ll loop around the block; I can’t see past these taller buildings,” Adelaide informed Sanna as she finished her food. “If we get split up, meet back here?”

      “Sounds good to me. When I’m back on my feet I’ll head the other direction and meet you in the middle if there aren’t any disruptions. And hey, take it slow unless you see something, okay? Let your body rest.”

      “I’ll try! No promises.”

      “If you aren’t stuck in bed after tonight is over I’ll put you there myself!” Sanna threatened as Adelaide walked away, and Adelaide laughed.

      She went two blocks before seeing another flash, this time several streets north. Two dozen ghosts were headed toward an apartment complex, and at least seven people who had been walking nearby had been trapped by the ghosts’ stares. Adelaide gritted her teeth as she applied fresh speed augments and drew more blood cards. Her pain had only just started going down, and she had finally slowed her breathing. But it looked like rest would have to wait.

      The streets became a blur as she sprinted as fast as she could toward the ghosts. They were facing away from her, giving her a safe buffer to come up freely from behind. For a moment she was afraid she wouldn’t make it in time, but her augments carried her there more quickly than she thought. She sent her blood cards flying, and she barely had enough time to come to a stop before running into the gate surrounding the complex. Another volley of cards took out the rest of the ghosts, and those who had been stuck as though in a trance suddenly seemed to awaken.

      “They had me! I felt it!” someone shouted in alarm. Beside them, a man took his wife into his arms as she sobbed in terror and relief.

      Adelaide turned a full circle, quickly scanning the area for more ghosts, but she saw nothing for the moment.

      “Is everyone all right? Anyone hurt?” she asked aloud, moving toward where the others had fallen as she replenished the blood cards in her hands.

      “I think we’re all right, just a spot frightened. Bless you, child,” an old woman answered as she got unsteadily to her feet. Adelaide immediately stepped in to help her; the woman was shaking slightly, but otherwise looked well. “I never feel quite so afraid when these things happen because I know you’ll be right there for me.”

      “We do our best,” Adelaide said simply, unable to avoid noticing how everyone nearby was staring in awe at the glowing lights on her limbs. “We’re handling everything tonight, so don’t be alarmed if you—”

      She was cut off as she heard several loud booms back toward the direction she had come from, unmistakably the sounds of blood cards being used—and many of them.

      “Get to safety!” Adelaide shouted as she dashed off back toward where Sanna had been resting.

      When she arrived, she saw no sign of Sanna, but the ghosts were gone as well. Unable to see where her tutor might have gone, Adelaide was immediately distracted by another flash of light back toward the hills. She dashed off in pursuit. Meeting back up with Sanna would have to wait.

      Small groups of ghosts appeared one after the other as far as the eye could see, and Adelaide diligently followed, her speed and training bring her to seal them almost as soon as they appeared. She hadn’t seen Sanna again, but with how widespread the attacks were, she was likely covering ground wherever Adelaide wasn’t. Still, she had no choice but to give it her all. The last thing she wanted was for Sanna to run herself ragged and be unable to go back out on patrol again. This was one of the nights that was hardest on their bodies, but so far, somehow, they had managed to prevent even a single death that Adelaide was aware of.

      She let loose another handful of cards with a shout, destroying several of the ghosts coming out of the woods on the hillside. She whirled around immediately to look out for where the next group would be appearing, but saw none. Her libris lines still glowed brightly, but she knew her body was close to its limit; if this wasn’t over soon, they’d be in real trouble.

      When minutes passed and no more ghosts appeared, a tired laugh escaped her throat. Unless any more appeared, which was becoming less likely the longer time passed, they had done it. They had pushed back another long attack, and had been completely successful, suffering nothing but exhaustion and soreness.

      When still more minutes passed and there came no sign of ghosts, Adelaide began a slow walk back toward the bench where Sanna had sat to rest. If she wasn’t back there already, she would be soon, and Adelaide didn’t want to keep her waiting.

      To her slight surprise, when the bench came into view, Adelaide saw only a stranger sitting there. She wondered if Sanna had ended up farther away over the course of the battle, or if her libris had faded from exhaustion. If it was the latter, she could be waiting a while. But she was in good spirits, and this was another valid excuse to stay away from home that much longer.

      When she got closer, however, the stranger looked up at her, did a double take, then headed over toward her. The stranger was a man who looked to be in his early thirties, dressed in a suit and bowler hat despite the weekend, and had the faint smell of cigar smoke about him. His expression was somber, and for a moment Adelaide wondered if he might have been out smoking and drinking and lost his way home. But when he stopped before her, the look in his eyes told her it was something more serious.

      “There you are. I wasn’t sure if you’d be coming back. You, ah, you work with Sanna Dahlgren, right? Well, of course you do, look at them lights on you.”

      “I do, yes. Why? Is there trouble here?”

      “Not so much now. At least, I don’t think so. Can’t see ‘em myself, those ghosts. But I thought you’d need to know... I saw it happen from my window, see, there were so many loud noises I thought I’d look out and see what was happening. Thought it might have been some of the kids stealing something again, but boy, the windows were rattling like I’ve never—”

      “What do I need to know?” Adelaide pressed, feeling an undercurrent of anxiety in her chest.

      “That Sanna woman, she saved the apartments nearby! And everyone living there, I’ll wager. She ought to be commended for that, I think, lots of people live around here, and a Saturday night as it is—”

      “Oh. I see. Well, that’s good to know, I’ll pass that along,” Adelaide answered, turning away so the man wouldn’t see her sigh of relief.

      “—and somehow managed it all even as they had her on her knees like that, never saw anyone move so fast, somehow she took them all out even as she was falling to the ground—”

      Adelaide’s breath caught in her throat, and she whirled back around.

      “What did you say? What do you mean, falling to the ground?”

      “That’s how they usually get you, in’nit? She must have locked eyes with them, but her little papers were out of her hands already. Rotten luck, honestly; if she’d been maybe two feet back she might not have been killed.”

      The world seemed to stop. She must have made a sound, because the man stopped speaking and looked at her in confusion.

      “You all right? Probably not, from the sounds of it you’ve been running all about the province tonight, and even with them glittering lines it must take its toll for sure, so—”

      “She... you said... Sanna was killed?” Adelaide asked, vaguely aware of how her voice had gone hoarse with shock.

      “I did, so I... hold on then, you didn’t know? Oh, I thought you were coming by to see the place she died, considering it happened a few hours ago and all by now. For an inspection or something, you know, I don’t know what you lot get up to, but I had to tell you about what she did! If only because she can’t tell you herself anymore, and how unfair that is—”

      Adelaide wasn’t listening anymore. She turned and stumbled down the street, her eyes wide, looking for any sign that Sanna was on her way. But the night was quiet, and most people had gone indoors by now.

      She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she stopped walking. The static at the periphery of her thoughts had all but taken over, leaving just enough space for her to keep going, even if she didn’t know where. She kept a desperate watch for Sanna, checking every block and street corner she could, confronted at each turn by that horrible emptiness and silence.

      Eventually, her magic faded, and she collapsed to her knees with exhaustion and pain. It overwhelmed her, all of it mixing together in numb despair. She didn’t know where she was, nor why that mattered. There was nothing but now, and now there was only a dark black canvas where memory and thought and emotion should have been.

      As if from the farthest reaches of her mind, she heard a familiar voice speak out of the darkness.

      Hey, I need you to snap out of it, okay? Are you all right? You hurt?

      Adelaide leapt to her feet and turned around, but there was no one there, no sound save for the quiet humming of a nearby lamp.

      She cursed angrily, and punched the nearby wall she nearly fallen against. Her knuckles and fingers struck the stucco, drawing blood, but she barely felt the pain.

      Still, she felt as though a veil had been lifted, and in this sudden clarity, she heard the familiar voice again.

      Losing control like that is dangerous. As in, you could die. Last time there weren’t any ghosts around, and I was able to snap you out of it, but if I’m not there, that’s a risk.

      Adelaide looked around again, searching the area for danger, but she was still here. She was still alive. And whatever else might have happened... she had to keep going.

      She started walking again, long enough to regain her bearings and establish her position. Then she found the closest main street and called the nearest available carriage. The driver stared at her in shock as she paid her fare with a bloody hand, but clearly thought better than to say anything.

      After what felt like both an eternity and only a moment, the carriage arrived in front of her family’s estate. She got out quietly, closed the carriage door behind her, then started toward the door. Every muscle in her body screamed in agony, her vision was blurring, and she felt almost too weak to keep herself upright. But she had to keep going. At the very least, she had to tell her family what had happened. Even if she didn’t yet believe it herself.

      The door opened just before she reached it. She stepped wordlessly inside, trying to prepare herself to speak, but then gasped in surprise as a forceful hand pulled her farther inside and pushed her against the wall. She heard the door slam close, and she looked up in alarm as she saw Felix standing before her, looking beside himself with fury.

      “I almost didn’t think you’d come home tonight. But then I suppose you must still think nobody knows what you’re up to.”

      “Wha? Huh?” Adelaide stammered, completely taken aback.

      “Your mother went to your room earlier to see if you had any laundry that needed doing, and she found the most interesting letters on your desk. Might you know what I’m talking about?”

      It took Adelaide a moment, but then she realized in horror what he was referring to. She hadn’t yet finished her reply to Annayet, and both letters had been left lying in full view on her desk for anyone to see.

      “I... it’s not what it sounds like, I can—”

      “The nerve you have, the gall!” Felix nearly shouted. “The lies we’ve discovered from a single unfinished letter! You’ve been sailing for months now, is that right? You’ve put together a crew of criminals? And not only have you kept up your dishonesty, you’ve convinced poor Heikki’s daughter to go along with you and play this game of pretend! It was all lies, all of it!”

      “N-no, wait, it’s not—”

      “Well, you can rest assured you won’t have to worry about any of that any longer,” Felix continued harshly. Adelaide had never seen him so furious in her life, and in that moment, she was absolutely terrified. “Say goodbye to your ship, say goodbye to your visits to town, and say goodbye to any of your communications with Annayet. We’re already preparing a letter that will explain everything to her father, and we sent someone down to the docks earlier to have your ship put out of service. Oh, and plan to be inside this house, and only inside this house, for a very long time.”

      “Wait, please, you can’t—”

      “I can do anything I please! Since you have evidently forgotten, I am your father,” Felix bellowed. “We gave you some freedoms and leeway after your little expedition to Nalmar when we should have punished you, and this is how you reward us for our leniency! I should have known. I knew it was a mistake, but I thought that somewhere, somehow, you might have learned something. Anything! So much time and effort and money utterly wasted on an ungrateful child. Plan for lessons seven days a week from sunup to sunfall, and for either me or your mother to attend with you.”

      “What? I can’t do that! Five days a week is hard enough as it is!” Adelaide protested.

      “It left you with too much free time, and you’ve fallen behind in everything as it is. It’s time we tighten your leash the way we should have months ago. You are a Sol, and you are going to start acting like it. You have completely betrayed our trust, and—”

      “And what? I’m going to suffer for it, is that it?” Adelaide fired back. An uncontrollable rage was building inside her, and even though she knew nothing but trouble could come from it, she knew there was no holding it back. Not anymore. “I didn’t properly do as I was told, so you’re going to make me miserable?”

      “If that’s what it takes,” Felix growled. “Obviously nothing we’ve done up to this point has properly taught you the lessons you need to learn.”

      Adelaide laughed even as she saw the fury rising behind his eyes.

      “Oh yes, I forgot, it’s all my fault, just like it always is. We’ve had this conversation so many times now! How could I forget that it all comes back to me? How could I forget how perfect you are and that I exist only to cause you trouble by being stupid and disobedient?”

      “That’s a good question, but when we’re through with you here, that will never be something you forget again, mark my words,” Felix said, his voice low and threatening now.

      “Since when has trying to intimidate me ever gotten you what you wanted from me?” Adelaide retorted.

      “By the skies, Adelaide, we don’t ask that much of you!” Felix shouted exasperatedly. “All we ever wanted was for you to just learn your lessons and follow the rules, that’s all! We’ve put so much effort into everything we do for you because we love you and want the best future for you. But everything must be a battle with you; you fight us on every little thing. It’s too hard, there are too many classes, your tutors are mean, it’s too many days a week, you can’t focus, you don’t understand, every little excuse you can think—”

      “They aren’t excuses, they’re the truth!” Adelaide nearly screamed.

      “Then why can Marit do it all? She does the same as you, if not more than you.”

      “Because I’m. not. Marit,” she seethed. “I’m not my sister, I’m not Östberg’s other students, I’m me. And I hate being compared to all those other people, because that doesn’t prove a damn thing. All it does is give you another excuse not to listen to me. But understanding your own daughter takes work and effort, so I understand why you wouldn’t want to bother.”

      “You have the damned nerve to speak to ME of work and effort? I can show you what I’VE built, what I’VE done. All you have to your name are excuses and weakness. Luckily, however, there are ways to fix that. This may be hard on you, but it will wring that weakness right out of you. And you’ll sulk and complain like you usually do I’m sure, but you know you have only yourself to blame for this. I will not have the blame put on me because you couldn’t follow the rules, and I will not stand here and be insulted by...” Just then, Felix seemed to see Adelaide for the first time. He looked her up and down, his gaze lingering on her bloody hand for a moment. “You look hurt. What’s happened?”

      “Patrol,” Adelaide answered shortly.

      “I see...” Felix looked momentarily thrown off balance. “You, uh... where is Sanna, at any rate? I’ll need to contact her. You may still be allowed on patrols eventually, but until we get things under control here, I’m not letting you—”

      “Sanna? You don’t mean my tutor and my friend? She’s dead,” Adelaide answered icily, looking him right in the eye as she said it. She wanted him to feel what she did. “There were attacks all over the province tonight. We saved everyone, but she was killed. So go ahead. Feel free to tell her anything you damned well please.”

      Felix stared at her in surprise, the anger fading from his eyes like a sail losing its wind. He stuttered for a moment, then composed himself, and when he spoke again, his voice had lost all its fury.

      “Yes, well... get to your room and clean up then. Get some rest. We’ll talk about this another time.”

      Adelaide barely bit back a scathing retort; as it was, she stared at him so long and hard she thought she might invoke his wrath a second time, but at the last moment, she pulled herself back. She had to retain control.

      And so instead of continuing the fight, she headed upstairs to her room, trembling from exhaustion and emotion. The hall felt almost foreign to her, like it was a place she didn’t belong. But then, she thought, perhaps that was the case. Maybe it wasn’t somewhere she belonged, and never had been.

      Her mind was made up before she’d even closed her door behind her.

      Making immediately for her desk, she pulled out three of her mechanical birds. The first one she sent to Asmund, the second to Inga, and the third to Annayet. She had to warn Annayet before Heikki received her family’s message.

      As soon as the birds were on their way, Adelaide set about cramming everything she could fit into every suitcase and bag she could find. Even in her mind’s tumultuous state, she had the wherewithal to remain quiet enough that no one might come to see what she was doing. Still, she expected more company that night, whether it was Cajsa coming by to take her own turn at scolding Adelaide, or perhaps Marit, who would have surely heard the shouting.

      Only twenty minutes had passed before one of her birds flew back into her room, landing on her outstretched arm.

      “Yes?” she asked. The bird opened its beak, and Inga’s voice came from within.

      “Hold tight, Captain. We’re on our way.”

      Adelaide never did find out if someone else came to visit that night. Before the hour was up, Inga and several of Adelaide’s crew had arrived, making their way silently onto the estate to help load Adelaide’s things onto Asmund’s carriage. By the time anyone would have thought to check on her, Adelaide was already miles away, and she hadn’t looked back once.
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      Early one cool morning a few months later, Maaya and Saber stepped out of the small diner they had become so familiar with and headed toward home. Maaya’s stomach was full, as it always was when she met up with Rahu for a new assignment, but where she might have felt optimistic and hopeful before, she was now only miserable.

      After Rahu struck her, Maaya had nearly been too afraid to go meet him again, eventually persuaded only by his threat. Saber had begrudgingly agreed that, at least for the time being, it was probably smarter to keep seeing him. Maaya had been terrified that he might attack her again, but when she met up with him on the date he’d set, it was as if nothing had changed. He greeted her cordially and sat down at a table for breakfast as he gave her a new assignment. He hadn’t said a word about Farid, and after she’d quietly agreed to do the next job he’d asked of her, he had smiled, finished his breakfast, paid, and left.

      Several jobs later, Maaya was still afraid of him, but most of the power of that fear had been replaced with the sickening tight pit of despair. She’d almost wished things had changed. But everything was just like it had been before, which helped drive home how she’d been fooled. How all her hope and joy and ambition, in the face of a single cruel man like Rahu, meant absolutely nothing. The world was just like it had always been. Everything she wanted and had been working for had been entirely meaningless, her desires used only as a means to someone else’s ends.

      Maaya felt like she ought to have apologized to Saber, but couldn’t bring herself to do so, and Saber hadn’t said a word about it herself. The ghost had devoted all her energy to making sure Maaya was all right and that she felt as safe as she could, and Maaya was all the more grateful to have Saber with her. She wasn’t sure if she could handle having this mistake held against her.

      As they trudged down the sidewalk, the details of their next task in hand, Maaya groaned. She was tired, especially considering she did all her work and exploring at night, and Rahu always wanted to meet bright and early in the morning. Looking back, she thought, that should have been just as valid a mark against his character as any.

      “I don’t suppose you could just... I don’t know, kill him in his sleep or something,” Maaya whined as they re-entered the basement.

      “I could in that I’m physically able, but I can’t in that it’s a terrible idea,” Saber replied. “Not for lack of desire, certainly. I’m still thinking of all the ways I would do it. I’m up to seventy-four.”

      “None of them makes it look like an accident?”

      “Some do, but I don’t want to risk your life for this. It’s why I didn’t defend you against him in that alley. If he suspects you’ve got the dead on your side he’ll use that against you in an instant. And with as intelligent as he is, I can’t be certain that his death, however it might happen, wouldn’t be pinned on you. A man doesn’t make enemies that calmly unless he’s got contingencies.”

      Maaya groaned again and flopped face first into her pillow. She might have screamed, if she had the energy.

      “I can’t keep doing this my whole life,” she said, her voice muffled.

      “You won’t! At the very least, if you keep up with your diet and exercise, he’ll die before you; the man’s got a decade or two on you at least.”

      Maaya turned over and stared at the ceiling.

      “Is this what life is? Just doing work for someone more powerful than you just to survive until you die?”

      “In this world? Seems that way. If you’re poor, anyway,” Saber said. “Have you had a revolution recently? Rich people seem much more willing to part with their money when they remember that knives pierce their bodies as easily as anyone else’s.”

      “I don’t think anyone here knows what that word ‘revolution’ means. Everyone’s too sad to be angry,” Maaya sighed.

      “That’s how they get you. Oh well. Maybe Sark will have one someday. Who knows? You might be the one to lead it.”

      Maaya and Saber looked at each other, and then both of them burst into laughter.

      “I’m going to sleep. Are you going to stay here?” Maaya asked as she pulled back the covers.

      “Nope. I sympathize with your exhaustion but I get very bored when you’re unconscious. Don’t worry! I’ll be back in a few hours. I might go see Styx, we haven’t been to see him in weeks.”

      “Say hi to him, please? And be safe.”

      “I’ll try not to let anyone see me,” Saber said with a grin as she floated through the door.

      Maaya took a long, slow breath, then settled down into bed. As she made herself comfortable and stretched, her foot touched the heavy book she had kept hidden even from Saber for the past few months.

      She yawned and sat up, glancing toward the door again before resting the book on her lap. She hadn’t looked at it in over a week; things had been so busy she had almost forgotten about it. Since she had started learning to read, she occasionally picked up the book now and again to see if she could understand more of it. To her delight, each page made more and more sense each time she opened the book. Finally she had decided she knew enough to start from page one and work her way through, both to give herself some practice and to see what the whole book was actually about. She smiled at the thought that the first book she would read cover to cover on her own would be about ghosts.

      Today, however, she was too tired to pick up where she had left off. Instead, she flipped aimlessly through the book, stopping on a page she had dog-eared a few months prior. She didn’t understand it all at the time, but it had seemed like something important.

      She flipped to the page and took in what she could. There were a few sections of text on each page, aided with illustrations of strange patterns. The illustrations didn’t make any more sense to her now than they had before, and the title still seemed like a random assortment of letters, but this time she caught a few words she hadn’t before. Apart from the basics she was comfortable with, she saw words like “elements,” “strength,” “power,” and “magic.”

      This last word in particular caught her eye, and she frowned. The rest of the book had seemed pretty accurate thus far, but the inclusion of this word made her skeptical. Her gaze darted back to the title of the section and the word she still didn’t recognize: Libris.

      She thought about everything she had learned thus far, but was certain she had never seen this word before. This made her even more curious about what was written below, and so she decided to take it slow. It took her a few minutes to get through each section, but eventually she knew enough to understand that the book was talking about a set of cards that would give the person who wielded them various abilities. Provided the correct design was inscribed on a page, the person holding the page could gain control over fire and water, improve their strength, or travel at great speed.

      Maaya set the book down as disappointment overwhelmed her. This was the book that had motivated her to want to read, the book that had filled her with hope at the idea of another person out there in the world knowing what it was like to see ghosts. Another voice like hers in the dark. But now it was preaching magical nonsense, and she had spent enough time on her own to know a scam when she saw one.

      Rubbing her eyes, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, feeling too frustrated to sleep now. She glared at the book as if it had betrayed her merely by existing. The book had given her hope and then taken it away. Maybe if she had known how to read before picking it up she would have recognized it for the gibberish it really was.

      Still, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the book. Even if it was silly, there was still so much to read in a book as large and detailed as that. Maybe there would be grains of truth in there amongst all the absurdity, as was the case for so much fiction.

      Besides, even she had to admit the idea of magic was pretty appealing.

      Against her better judgment, she pulled the book back over to her and focused on the first card on the page. The book said it was a first-level fire card, and the designs were sharp and curved, drawn in a circle like an orb in flames. The border consisted of simple straight lines with small diamonds in the corners.

      Maaya rummaged under the bed and pulled out a somewhat crumpled sheet of paper, a partially empty inkwell, and old feather quill Saber had fetched to help Maaya practice her letters. She felt a little guilty at the thought of using valuable ink and paper on such a silly thing, but she knew that if she didn’t indulge this little thing, her frustration would take over.

      It took her a few tries to copy the design to paper properly. She didn’t see anything in the description of the card about having to be extremely accurate, but guessed that someone who had their head in the clouds like this probably wouldn’t think of important details like that. Accuracy wasn’t exciting.

      When she had finally copied it down to her satisfaction, she tore the paper so that there was no blank paper left outside of the design she had drawn. Then she turned back to the book.

      Burn the card against your forearm so your design is made atop your flesh, and the element will be yours to control until your mind demands pause. Guide the fire as you will, but take heed of your surroundings so as not to cause damage.

      Maaya’s eyes widened as she read the word “burn.” She was willing to entertain this book’s fantasy only so far, and setting paper on fire as it touched her skin was far past what she was willing to do for fun. It sounded like a lot of trouble to go through anyway, though maybe the pain was an acceptable price to pay to gain magic powers. She couldn’t say she knew from experience, nor did she know any magicians.

      She placed the paper against her forearm as the book had otherwise instructed, and then, before she could stop herself, waved her arm about, imagining flames bursting forth from her palm. She giggled at herself and the thought of what Saber might say if she were to walk in and see her like this. But then she imagined Rahu standing in front of her, and she waved her arm again, directing her imaginary flame toward the hem of his slacks and imagining him hopping around in a panic as he attempted to put the fire out. He was afraid of her then. Everyone who had ever been mean to her was afraid of her, and everyone else came to respect her. Even in the midst of her daydream she thought she could better understand the ambitions of the wealthy and cruel, for if her imagination alone was enough to make her feel so elated, reality had to feel much better.

      So engaged was she in these daydreams that it took her a moment to notice that the room suddenly felt warmer and seemed brighter.

      She paused and whirled toward the door, certain she would see Saber standing there in the open doorway with an amused smirk on her face, but the door was still closed, and Saber wasn’t there. What’s more, the light she saw was not the soft white that typically came from ghosts, but more orange. In fact, the light looked an awful lot like—

      Maaya screamed. All up and down both arms were glowing orange lines hovering just above her skin. She fell back against the wall and tried frantically to wave them away, but her hands passed through the hovering lines like they weren’t even there.

      She realized the lines over her arms matched the patterns on the paper she had drawn at about the same moment she noticed her bed was on fire.

      Maaya leapt to her feet and did a dance of panicked uncertainty as she struggled to decide whether getting the magic glowing lines off her arm was more important than trying to extinguish the blaze her bed was quickly turning into. Deciding the fire was doing more immediate harm, she ran over to grab one of the large blankets hanging on the wall nearby, only to promptly set that on fire, too.

      “Oh no no no, stop! How do I stop it!” she shrieked.

      The book had said something about this, she thought. At least, it probably had. Everything she remembered about it had immediately left her mind in the midst of the chaos, however, and she didn’t dare touch the book in case she accidentally set fire to that as well.

      Smoke was starting to fill the room and Maaya was beside herself with terror. She wanted to move things out of the way of the fire, but knew she also couldn’t touch anything in case she made it worse. Deciding her best course of action was instead to try to remove the magic from her arms, she waved her hands over them again as though trying to brush away pests, but nothing happened.

      “No more, no more!” she whispered urgently. “No more fire!”

      She wasn’t sure if it was her words or her intent, but the orange lines flickered, and then disappeared.

      With no time to celebrate, she whirled around to return her focus to the bed to find that it had quickly turned into a bonfire-sized blaze that there was no hope of saving—and that was sending yet more smoke billowing into the small basement.

      Maaya covered her mouth with her coat and searched near the floor to see if there was anything she could think to save. All hope of putting the fire out had disappeared, and now that the smoke was stinging her eyes and making it hard to breathe, she knew she had to escape. She would deal with the ramifications later. Luckily or unluckily, she owned very little, and so she turned to the door to attempt to escape. Then, after pausing for just a moment, she snatched up the book from where it lay on the floor and then rushed out into the street.

      Mercifully, there were few enough people on the street that no one was close enough to see what was happening. Maaya quickly closed the door behind her, fighting to keep from coughing, and then rushed away from the house. It was far beyond her control now even if she were calm, and she was anything but calm.

      By the time she had made it two blocks away, alarm bells and cries for the fire brigades had begun to sound.

      

      Maaya hardly moved for two hours. She took advantage of the panic from the locals to escape unseen, worried that someone might see her singed hair and ashen face, not to mention her clothes that smelled powerfully of smoke. She managed to find a faucet, and took some water to soothe her burning throat and rinse her stinging eyes. Then, well enough at least to move through the streets without attracting too much attention, she stole away to the empty warehouse she had met Saber in. It felt so long ago now, but it was one of the few safe places she knew in the area. There, she sat huddled against the wall, hugging her knees to her chest, the book lying closed at her side.

      She didn’t know how long she would have stayed until the panic and shock wore off, but two hours later, Saber rushed up to her looking more worried than Maaya had ever seen her.

      “Maaya! Oh stars, are you all right? What happened to you? The house?” Saber cried, floating down and placing her hands on Maaya’s shoulders. When the girl didn’t reply, Saber shook her gently. “Talk to me!”

      Maaya looked up at the ghost as through she were having trouble seeing her.

      “I... it... there was a fire,” Maaya attempted.

      “Okay, yes, I did manage to get that far on my own, but I’m glad your voice still works. What happened? Were you attacked? Are you hurt?”

      “No, no, I wasn’t attacked, nothing like that. I’m not hurt, I don’t think. I think I accidentally... I think I did it. With the magic.”

      Maaya wasn’t yet so recovered from her shock that she was too afraid to share what had happened, though as these words fell from her mouth, she remembered belatedly that Saber still had no idea what was within the book she had learned this from. All things considered, Saber’s wrath seemed pretty tame compared to the whole concept of what had just happened.

      “What do you mean you did it? What magic?” Saber asked concernedly. “Do you mean you set the fire on accident?”

      “I think so,” Maaya continued slowly, staring slightly past the ghost. She didn’t have the energy to devote to eye contact on top of everything else. “I made the card just like it told me... and then there was fire. I didn’t mean to. I tried to stop it but I just made it worse.”

      “Okay. Deep breaths for the both of us, all right?” Saber said, clearly still agitated. “Tell me what happened from the beginning.”

      With great effort, Maaya explained how she had decided to read some of the book before bed and how disappointed she had been to find that the book was talking about magic. She told her about how she had decided to create one of the designs just for fun, and how she had opened her eyes to see that her bed had been set ablaze.

      “I see. Do you think it’s possible you knocked a candle over when you were distracted?” Saber asked, looking as pale as it was possible for a ghost to look.

      Maaya shook her head.

      “I hadn’t lit any candles. And when I went to grab that blanket it was suddenly on fire all by itself. And anyway even if there was a candle, how do you explain the lights?”

      “I don’t know. Sleep deprivation-induced hallucination?” Saber offered weakly, though even Maaya could tell she didn’t believe it. “What you’re telling me is... somewhat hard to believe.”

      “You think?” Maaya said, a tremor still in her voice.

      They fell silent for a few moments until Saber spoke up again.

      “Can I see the book?”

      Maaya hesitated.

      “I’m not sure if—”

      “You’re telling me that something in that book caused you to do magic that resulted in an entire house going up in flames, and while I can appreciate that this is all just slightly out of the ordinary, I came back to find our home reduced to ash and rubble and my best friend nowhere in sight. So maybe I’m partly delirious from concern that you were killed, or maybe I’m just very curious to look at the one thing you’ve kept to yourself for months, but either way, I would like to see that book now.”

      Maaya knew better than to argue with that tone, and so she picked up the book and handed it gingerly to the ghost. She might have tried to explain herself if she weren’t in this state, but Saber would find out soon enough. She would probably be able to make much more of the book than Maaya had been able to.

      Sure enough, Saber spoke up after only a minute of flipping through it.

      “Ah. So it’s not just about ghosts, it’s about how to get rid of them.”

      Maaya nodded quietly.

      Saber frowned, then flipped through more of the pages, stopping here and there to look at various illustrations or to read through long paragraphs faster than Maaya thought possible.

      “Interesting. This appears to be a textbook of sorts. A lot of it is written from personal experience, but that’s no surprise; I doubt there’s much in the way of peer-reviewed material on seeing the dead. Where it gets interesting is this power it calls libris. Somehow these patterns seem to result in people being able to do certain things, like... oh. Oh, fire, okay.”

      “Are you mad?” Maaya asked softly.

      “Why would I be mad? And at who?”

      “At me. For burning the house down. And... for keeping a book that’s all about how to get rid of ghosts.”

      Saber scoffed.

      “You picked up this book before you could read well, I doubt you had any ill intent there. I think I can also safely assume a lack of ill intent when it came to burning the house down. That doesn’t seem your style, and I know you thought that bed was very comfortable.”

      Maaya let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding, and Saber peered up at her.

      “What? Did you think I would be?”

      “Well, yes. You’ve told me off for doing silly things before, and this seems... extra silly.”

      “It was, but we’re also apparently dealing with magic here. I’m not sure trying to resolve this within the contexts I’m familiar with is a possibility anymore. But you’re sure you aren’t hurt, right?”

      Maaya made to answer, but doubled over in a fit of coughing instead. Her clothes still smelled of smoke, and their proximity to her throat ensured that every breath she took still stung just a little. She settled for simply nodding her head, something that didn’t seem to convince Saber at all. The ghost’s expression softened, and she held out a hand to help Maaya to her feet.

      “Here, come with me. Let’s get you and those dirty clothes cleaned up, and then we can think about finding a place to sleep tonight.”

      Maaya’s heart sank. Between all the fear and anxiety, she hadn’t yet processed that, once again, she was without a home. She felt a wave of guilt pass over her. She had been lucky to have what she did, and Bindhiya had worked so hard in getting it for her. Such a place was rare, and now it was gone thanks to her careless mistake.

      “If I can hazard a guess at what you’re feeling, try not to blame yourself for this,” Saber said softly. “You couldn’t have known something like this would happen.”

      “I’m still not sure it did,” Maaya answered hoarsely. “I can’t wrap my head around it. What am I supposed to believe, that I actually did magic?”

      “One way to find out,” Saber said, raising an eyebrow.

      “What? Oh, no. I’m not trying this again, no way. I’m never touching that book again, and—”

      Maaya was interrupted by another fit of coughs. Saber placed her hand on the girl’s back and gently guided her forward.

      “We’ll talk about it later, my little sorceress. Let’s get you taken care of first.”

      Saber led the way to a quiet street near the artisan’s district where there were more abandoned buildings than shops. Many of the laborers had gone home for the day, and so with only a little trouble, Maaya managed to bathe and soak her clothes in clean water. Saber found her a towel, then hung up her dripping clothes to dry near an oven that was still hot from the day’s use. Finally, she floated over to where Maaya was huddled against an adjacent wall, wrapped tightly in the towel.

      Maaya felt much better, but a sensation of dread at trying to fend for herself on the streets at night again—and perhaps worse, the thought of telling Bindhiya what had happened—had long since taken over. She considered herself incredibly lucky to have survived, but she wasn’t prepared for the feeling that came next. She felt like she was not only starting all over again, but that she was in a worse position than she had been in before. Now she would have to figure out how to keep Rahu happy without having a safe place to lay her head at night.

      “We have a few days until the deadline for our next job, so what say we go see Bindhiya tomorrow and work on getting you a new place to stay?” Saber suggested as though she had read Maaya’s mind. “The sooner we figure that out, the better.”

      Maaya shook her head.

      “I can’t go to her with this. There’s no way. I’ll just deal with—”

      “I will push you all the way there if I have to. You remember what Bindhiya said last time! She doesn’t like to see you going without, and she likes seeing you in general. What would she think if she knew you were back on the street again? She’ll probably know soon anyway considering she’s got a whole network of people talking to her.”

      “I could ask her for help again, I guess, but how do I tell her about this? How do I tell her that I need help again already because I was stupid and burned down the whole house she worked so hard to find for me? Do you know how much trouble that probably was for her?” Maaya said hopelessly.

      “She wasn’t conditional with her help. She didn’t say you get this basement but only if you promise to never make any mistakes ever,” Saber returned.

      “She’s going to be so mad. Why would she want to help any more after this? How can I be trusted with anything? I don’t think I can see her, at least not right away—”

      “Maaya, please, breathe before you fall unconscious,” Saber interrupted gently. “You are overthinking this. She’s not going to punish you for a mistake, one that I don’t think you need to mention to begin with. Not when you haven’t even figured it out yourself. What’s done is done and that girl seems far too sweet to worry about the minutiae of why you lost your home.”

      Maaya didn’t reply immediately. She knew Saber was probably right. In fact, there was no probably about it. Bindhiya had a heart of gold, and nothing short of active sabotage would cause her to deny someone aid. She knew she was projecting her insecurities onto Bindhiya, and that she was more afraid of her own shame than Bindhiya’s answer. Or maybe she was worried that Bindhiya would be disappointed rather than angry. That would be worse.

      But she knew she couldn’t go back to living like this. She knew that if she went back to this she would slowly lose all her will to keep going. Somehow she had managed to hang on to at least a sliver of hope, and living with Saber had helped her far more than she’d realized. To go from surviving alone in the world to having a safe place to come home to every night with a friend had made her feel like she had finally achieved some sense of stability. Unfortunately, the inverse was also true; with all she had gained, she had more to lose, and the loss was hitting hard.

      She knew she had to go back.

      “You’re right. Okay. We’ll go back tomorrow,” Maaya breathed.

      Saber smiled and ruffled her still-drying hair.

      “Good, good. And I’ll be with you the whole time, so don’t worry. Next thing you know, you’ll have another place to stay, and we can get right back to it.”

      They spent another hour nearby as they waited for Maaya’s clothes to finish drying, and they watched the sun dip low in the sky through the windows up front. Maaya supposed some might find it beautiful, but she was already sick of it. She was sick of the architecture and dirty air and the same streets with the same people, always. It was stifling. If it had the power to suck all the warmth and joy out of sunlight, it wasn’t hard to understand how it could do the same to everyone who lived there.

      When it was time to go, Maaya got dressed and let Saber lead the way once again. Her clothes were warm against her skin, and she hugged herself, letting herself enjoy this one small thing. Saber helpfully stole a comb from where it lay on a nearby table and slipped it into Maaya’s coat pocket; Maaya didn’t even notice until they arrived at the old warehouse and Saber pulled it out again.

      “Turn around and let me brush your hair or you’ll wake up with a bird’s nest atop your head,” Saber said, and Maaya gladly obliged.

      Neither of them spoke for some time, and Maaya was content to savor this moment. She hadn’t had many like it before. As bad as things otherwise felt, she was here, sitting with her friend in the calm silence, listening to the sound of bristles slowly making their way down through her hair, enjoying the gentle tug under Saber’s smooth hand. Soon it became clear that this was just as much for Saber’s comfort as it was for Maaya’s, and the ghost began to hum softly. Maaya closed her eyes and breathed deeply. This, if anything ever was, was bliss.

      And so, when it came time to sleep, Maaya already felt so close to it that she didn’t even remember her head touching the ground.

      When sunlight woke Maaya the next morning, she stretched and yawned, and momentarily forgot where she was until she brought her hand back to rub her eyes only to feel the scratching of a handful of straw. She spluttered and sat up quickly, then looked around. The previous day’s events quickly came back to her, but they didn’t trouble her as much as the thought of what she was about to do.

      Today they were going to visit Bindhiya.

      “Morning! Oh, I’m glad I brushed your hair last night; I shudder to think what that disaster on your head would look like if I hadn’t,” Saber said cheerily as she floated over. “Sleep well?”

      “I think so. What time is it?” Maaya said, fighting through another yawn.

      “It must be about eight in the morning. I was going to let you sleep in, but I was starting to get worried. Here, I brought you breakfast.”

      Maaya held out her hand as Saber made to toss her something, then smiled in delight as she caught a deep red apple.

      “What’s the occasion?” Maaya asked after taking a large bite.

      “My appreciation for you,” Saber said simply.

      “What do you mean? This is a weird time to get cheesy,” Maaya giggled.

      “Exactly what I said. I’m glad you’re doing this. You had a rough day yesterday, and even though I know this is hard on you, you’re deliberately stepping out of your comfort zone to go ask someone for help. That’s a hard thing to do, and I’m really happy you’re doing it.”

      Maaya bit back the witty retort she had at the ready, and smiled instead.

      “Thanks. You’ve been a good influence on me, you know? Sometimes I feel like you could be my big sister.”

      “I would be so honored. For what it’s worth, you’ve given me enough headaches to solidify your position as my little sister for sure.”

      Once Maaya was finished eating, it was time to go. Saber helpfully brushed the straw from her clothes and then fell into step beside Maaya, who felt just as excited as she did scared. She looked forward to seeing Bindhiya again, and was secretly glad for this excuse, as horrible as that sounded. But the idea of Bindhiya being disappointed in her was almost too much for her to bear.

      As they made their way through the halls toward Bindhiya’s apartment, this fear only grew. She hesitated outside the door, then knocked lightly. The door opened just as it had before, revealing someone peering out at her warily, but a moment later the door had been thrown open and Maaya had been pulled into a powerful hug.

      “You’re okay! Oh, thank goodness! We’ve all been so worried. Hey! Maaya’s here!” the girl at the door called over her shoulder. Then she turned back to Maaya. “Come in, come in. I don’t know if I should say we were expecting you, but everyone will definitely be glad to see you.”

      Evidently ‘everyone’ meant the girl at the door and the two others currently in the room looking over the map. Maaya was only loosely acquainted with them, but they came rushing over looking equally concerned and relieved.

      “Are you okay? There was a huge fire yesterday, and by the time we realized that was where you were staying, we had no idea where you might be or if you had... if you had...”

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” Maaya hastily assured them. “I was in the building when it started, but I got out before it got too big.”

      “Thank goodness. Bindhiya had a bunch of us out looking for you and trying to find out if you got away, but Sark feels like a pretty big place when you’re trying to find just one person. I don’t know if she got any sleep last night. Speaking of which, I’m sure she’ll want to see you.”

      Maaya made her way over to the door to Bindhiya’s room, but she hadn’t even raised her hand to knock when the door opened and Malika peered out. Upon seeing Maaya, she opened the door wide and ushered her in. No sooner had Maaya stepped inside than she was met with Bindhiya herself, who gave her a tight hug as well.

      “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you’re all right,” Bindhiya said. Maaya was momentarily glad for the fact that Bindhiya couldn’t see her face, which was, for the moment, surely bright red. “I heard the news yesterday and feared the worst. They say the fire started in the basement. Do you know what happened?”

      “I... I don’t,” Maaya stammered. It wasn’t totally a lie. She genuinely had no idea how any of what had happened actually worked. “By the time I noticed it, it was too big to do anything about.”

      “You poor thing. Here, come sit.”

      Bindhiya kept her arm around Maaya the whole time, and Maaya realized they had never done more than share a brief hug before. She suppressed a tremble of nerves and tried to look at least somewhat impassive. When she glanced at the girl’s face, however, she noticed Bindhiya looked even more exhausted than usual.

      “They said you didn’t sleep last night. Are you okay?” Maaya asked.

      “I am now. I can always rest, but my mind wouldn’t let me last night. So I tried to be productive instead.”

      “And by that she means she stayed up all night trying to get information about you, and then trying to find a place for you to stay if it turned out you were still alive,” Malika added, frowning at Bindhiya. “So I barely slept myself because she had me worried.”

      “I apologize, really. It was an exception from my usual routine!” Bindhiya said guiltily.

      “What? Were you really looking for a place? Before you even knew where I was? Or if I’d come back?” Maaya asked softly.

      “Of course I was. I knew that if you had made it out you would need somewhere safe, especially if you were hurt and needed to recover! It was very important to me. And I had some luck! Not amazing luck, mind you, but... oh...”

      Bindhiya broke off and placed her hand to her forehead, closing her eyes. Maaya held out her arms in case she fell, and Malika quickly stepped forward, but then Bindhiya opened her eyes again and smiled.

      “Apologies again. I’m all right. I’m going to sleep soon, but I wanted to tell you what I found. Though I suppose part of me was worried you wouldn’t come even if you had made it out.”

      Maaya turned her gaze to the floor.

      “I was worried about the same thing.”

      “Why? You know I’m always here to help you, right? Especially you,” Bindhiya said, her smooth voice as calm and soothing as a tranquil river.

      “I was... I was afraid you’d be mad at me,” Maaya said, and she felt foolish to even say such a thing aloud.

      “What would I be mad for?” Bindhiya continued, sounding mildly horrified. Saber gave a quiet chuckle from the other side of the room, and Maaya determinedly ignored her.

      “It’s just that you put so much work into finding me that place to stay, and now it’s gone. You already helped me so much, and there are so many other people in need. I guess I just felt like I had my chance and messed it up.”

      “Oh, Maaya.” Bindhiya put her arms around Maaya again, holding her still in her gentle embrace. “Don’t be silly. I would do this for you again and again, as many times as I had to, because it makes me happy when you’re safe. It’s the same for everyone; this isn’t a chore for me, it’s what I love. Besides, it’s not like the fire was your fault.” Maaya felt a stab of guilt in her chest, but said nothing. “Even if it was... I would do it again. Please believe that.”

      “I do believe you.”

      “Good. Then no stress, okay? I’m here for everyone, and I’ll say it as many times as I need to.” Bindhiya smiled, and Maaya was certain the room brightened just a little. “Now, let’s talk about what I found for you! I wish I could say I found you another basement all to yourself, but places like that are exceptionally rare. But it just so happens there’s an abandoned guard post near the outskirts of town to the west. The roof and walls are intact, and it should give you protection from the elements and prying eyes, not that many are out there anyway. The downside is it’s quite small, but it’s made of stone and quite sturdy. It was vacated only just recently, and many of the people I wanted to put there can’t reasonably be out that far. But I feel like it could really work for you!”

      Bindhiya looked so pleased that Maaya couldn’t help but smile. She knew she would have anyway; to think she had gotten so lucky twice in a row. A guard post wasn’t the epitome of luxury, but it was safe and secluded, which was everything she could have asked for. The western outskirts of town weren’t the safest, but Maaya had nothing any thieves wanted—and she was on a first-name basis with many of them anyway. She almost couldn’t believe something like this was available so quickly.

      “That sounds really nice. I don’t really care where I go as long as I can sleep safely somewhere. Are you sure it’s all right, though?”

      “It’s definitely all right! I didn’t work at this all night because it wasn’t,” Bindhiya laughed.

      “You... you’re amazing. How can I repay you for this?” Maaya continued, fighting the urge to burst into tears.

      “Stay here and talk to me? If you have the time, of course. But it’s been months already and I miss seeing you around here. Let’s catch up!”

      “You need to sleep, chechi,” Malika said sternly, and Bindhiya giggled nervously. Maaya couldn’t help but be amused at how Bindhiya was being bossed around by a girl smaller and several years younger than her.

      “I won’t take too long. Maaya just hadn’t been here in so long, so it’s worth a little extra time, right?”

      Malika scoffed, but raised no argument for the moment. As concerned as Maaya was for Bindhiya, especially considering her lack of sleep, she was grateful for the extra time.

      Maaya quickly lost track of time as they talked about everything from what they had been doing recently to the weather. She avoided talking about Rahu, though she suspected Bindhiya already knew. If Hari had picked up on it so quickly, it would certainly come back to her. But whether it was out of politeness or because Bindhiya might have guessed how things were going, she didn’t ask about it, and Maaya was grateful.

      The longer they talked, the more Maaya appreciated just how bright and lovely a person Bindhiya was. However she was limited now, Maaya could tell her mind was as sharp as ever, and she talked politics and current events with just as much passion as ease. Then she would switch to talking about her dreams for the future, and Maaya’s cheeks burned from smiling. The girl’s optimism was contagious, and her voice so beautiful that Maaya could have listened to her talk about anything so long as she was speaking at all. And for her part, Bindhiya seemed genuinely happy to do so. Maaya was sure she was like this with everyone, but it was comforting all the same to think that people like her shared the world with her.

      Inevitably, Bindhiya began to fall asleep where she sat, and while Maaya was absolutely fine with the idea of Bindhiya falling asleep on her shoulder, Malika had other ideas. Maaya obediently stood as Malika helped Bindhiya lie down, but remained hesitantly by the bedside.

      “It’s probably best I sleep properly before I collapse on you mid-sentence, but... don’t be a stranger, okay? I really do like to see you. I miss our talks!” Bindhiya said weakly.

      “I’ll come back. And not just when I need help,” Maaya answered warmly. Bindhiya really had an effect on her.

      “Wonderful. Malika, could you see to the details of her arrangement and see her safely out?”

      “Of course. I’ll be back quickly, so don’t move.”

      Maaya wasn’t sure Bindhiya had to be told twice; she couldn’t be sure, but the older girl looked as though she had fallen asleep before they’d even left the room.

      Once the door clicked quietly closed behind them, Malika hesitated.

      “Is something wrong?” Maaya asked.

      Malika grimaced.

      “She’s been feeling worse recently. Not just because of staying up late like last night, but in general. I’m worried about her. I just wanted you to know because she would never show it around you. She’s always so cheery, you know?”

      “Does anyone know what’s going on with her? Can we help?” Maaya asked, feeling a weight in the pit of her stomach.

      “We don’t know. A few doctors came by to look at her and all they could do was guess. They wanted to make her try a lot of uncomfortable things, and I convinced her to do them at first, but she didn’t get any better. It made her sad, too. She gave up. Sending for the doctors was too expensive, she said. That money could be going to helping everyone, not trying to fix herself up.”

      “But that’s—!” Maaya started hotly, but Malika shook her head.

      “I know. We had that talk. Many times,” Malika grumbled. “She’s stubborn, and she can be so stupid sometimes.”

      “That’s not fair,” Maaya began, but was again cut off.

      “She is! She’s such a good person and she’s helped so many people, even with all of this happening to her. I really like her and I can’t help her! I’m just supposed to stand there and watch while she—” Malika stopped abruptly and drew in a sharp breath, staring determinedly at the floor. She paused just long enough to exhale, then turned to head toward the door. “Here, I’ll come make sure you know all the details for where you’re staying. I think it’s already been pinned as yours.”

      Maaya and Saber shared a subtle glance, then followed Malika over to the map. The girl peered up at it thoughtfully, then nodded and pulled out a piece of paper upon which she hastily scrawled a map of the area immediately around the post where Maaya would be staying.

      “When in doubt, find the wall and make your way up here,” Malika instructed, pointing up at the map and moving her finger along the western wall. “You’ll miss it easily if you aren’t looking for it, which should be pretty nice for you. It is pretty far away compared to other things, but it’s one of the safer places you can go. The lock on the door still works, even.”

      “Thanks,” Maaya said, taking the map from her. “Are you going to be all right?”

      Malika hesitated again, then gave a small nod.

      “I will. Sorry for getting so emotional. She’s not doing so bad, you know. When she takes care of herself and gets enough rest, she’s much better. It’s just that I see her like this sometimes after she’s gone all night without sleeping, and I...”

      “I know. She’s stubborn,” Maaya smiled. “She’s in good hands, though. Be as firm with her as you have to.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” Malika said, grinning mischievously. “I’ll make sure she gets her rest tonight. Honestly, I don’t think I need to convince her; now that you’re safe she’ll sleep better. But if you want to come back in a few days to see her again and tell her that everything is still fine, that would help even more. She worries about you so much. Actually, why don’t you see her more often?”

      Maaya sighed.

      “It’s complicated. I think one reason is I still get stuck feeling like I don’t deserve the help I’m getting. So when she’s nice to me it makes me even more nervous about coming back. It feels like I’m doing something wrong somehow.”

      Malika patted her on the shoulder.

      “I wish I could say I hadn’t heard that before. That’s the world we live in. If you aren’t doing well, it must be your fault. Take responsibility, don’t ask for help for free! You should fix your own situation through hard work!” she said mockingly.

      “Did you ever manage to stop thinking that way?” Maaya asked.

      “Sometimes. But I know I don’t deserve my situation. I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not here because of bad choices. They aren’t going to wear me down. I deserve more than they say I do.” Malika made a rude hand gesture.

      “I wish I was as confident as you. But I don’t even know why I feel the way I do,” Maaya mused. “I guess I’m getting there, though. I came back here today, after all.”

      “And she won’t shut up about it for weeks to come,” Malika snickered. “I should get back to her in case she has any more bad dreams. If you have any trouble finding the post, come back here, okay? Oh, and come back anyway, I beg you. For my sake at least.”

      Maaya grinned and waved her goodbye, and then, sidestepping two boys who were hurrying into the room, left the apartment to find her new home.

      It was strange how leaving the apartment made her feel as though she was waking up from a wonderful dream. Back in Bindhiya’s room she could forget the rest of the world existed, and she even felt herself getting a little optimistic. It was a small pocket of happiness in the world. But now she was back outside, she felt the weight of the world pulling her down again already.

      “There’s something else I’ve been thinking about, too. About Malika asking me why I don’t come back,” Maaya said quietly after she and Saber had walked a few blocks in silence. “I heard some people say that you can’t expect anyone to like you until you like yourself. And I don’t think I’ve ever liked myself. I’m afraid that eventually they’ll notice and decide I don’t deserve any of this anymore. They all seem so confident despite everything, and I’m just... not.”

      “Who would say a thing like that?” Saber asked in her tone that suggested she already had plenty to say on the matter.

      “I don’t remember who, exactly. But they’re right, aren’t they?”

      “Maaya, really, you’ll go from talking about how everyone in this town is miserable and closed-minded to hanging on their every word like gospel!” Saber said exasperatedly. “What an arbitrary requirement for basic human relationships, honestly.”

      “Isn’t it true on some level, though? How can I like or love others if I don’t like or love myself? Maybe I don’t know what it actually feels like and I’m just pretending. Does that make everything I feel... not real?”

      “You should be asking instead how you accept all the love you already get. That’s your big problem right now. You’ve decided to isolate yourself from the rest of the world because you don’t feel worthy. The worst thing you can do is cut yourself off from everyone else because you aren’t happy with yourself. You may not be, but Bindhiya sure seems to be.”

      “I don’t know how to accept this,” Maaya said hopelessly. “I can’t win, can I? The world feels so lonely and mean, but when people show up and do a little bit of good, I feel like I shouldn’t have it. Like I’m not a good enough person.”

      “Maaya, here. Stop for a second.” Maaya obeyed, and Saber placed her hands on her shoulders and looked deep into her eyes. “I won’t say it’s easy to suddenly believe you’re deserving of kindness. But others have decided you are. That’s their call, not yours. The first step to returning their love is to accept what love they give you in the first place. It will be uncomfortable and maybe even scary, but you deserve this. All of it. No qualifications, no requirements, no conditions.”

      “It’s just all so complicated,” Maaya sniffed, and Saber nodded.

      “It is. Especially here, which may be the one town on the planet where self-esteem as a concept doesn’t exist,” Saber snorted. “But if you can take one thing away from what I’m saying now, it’s that you shouldn’t shut everyone else out like this. It’ll take time, but you’ll get there. Now, speaking of getting there, let’s check out our new house! I for one am glad it’s made of stone if only so you can’t set this one on fire.”

      “Saber,” Maaya protested. “I haven’t even got the smell of smoke completely out of my hair!”

      “It’s never too soon to start teasing, and boy will I be able to tease you about this for a long time,” Saber replied cheerfully. “Also, hey, this is kind of off topic, but do you remember when I said that there are probably other people in Sark who can see ghosts?”

      “Oh, yeah. Are you finally going to give me any more details?” Maaya said, perking up immediately.

      “Sure. We just passed a girl in that alley right there who was looking right at me.”

      Maaya froze, then whirled around. A girl about her own age was halfway to her feet, her eyes wide with fear as if she had just been caught stealing and was already trapped. She had short wavy brown hair, amber eyes, and freckles dotting her nose and cheeks.

      “Her?” Maaya whispered.

      “That’s the one,” Saber replied.

      “I, uh... oh no, I’m sorry, I-I didn’t mean—I wasn’t trying to—” the girl stammered as Maaya and Saber approached.

      “Can you actually see me?” Saber asked calmly.

      “Yes. I mean, no! I... oh no, I’m dead, I’m so dead, please don’t tell anyone, I don’t wan—”

      “It’s okay!” Maaya said gently, raising her hands in a gesture of peace even as she fought to keep her breathing steady. “I’m not going to tell anyone. I’d have to tell on myself, too.”

      “You... you can see her, that’s right, you were talking together, that’s why I looked out. N-not that I was listening to you, I mean, that would be rude. I’m sorry, I think I should go—”

      “She’s nailing the nervous breakdown, Maaya. You’ve got some serious competition,” Saber chuckled, then turned to the girl. “Try to stay calm. Everything’s fine. We’re not going to get you in trouble, and while I am very happy to finally meet another living person in this town who can see me, if you want me to leave you alone, I’ll do just that. You’re in control here, okay?”

      The girl seemed at least somewhat placated, and Maaya was grateful Saber had decided to speak. She wasn’t sure she could say anymore if she tried.

      There really was someone else. She wasn’t alone after all.

      Maaya felt hope and desire and desperation welling up within her, and she turned helplessly to Saber, who gave her an amused look in return.

      “My friend here is lost for words, but her name is Maaya. She’s been hoping to find someone else in the world who can see ghosts like she can. She’s been thinking she’s the only one; I assume you’re familiar with the feeling.”

      “J-just a little,” the girl replied nervously.

      “I figured. Maybe you two can bond over that. At least, in lieu of therapy, this should be good for you. But first, what’s your name?”

      The girl looked up and down the street to make sure no one was coming, then turned back to the others. In her voice that still trembled slightly with nerves, Maaya thought she detected the slightest hint of hopefulness.

      “I’m Kim. And... it’s really nice to meet you.”
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      Even as several months passed, Maaya hadn’t gotten over her excitement. It had calmed to the point where she was capable of having rational conversations, but it showed itself in other ways. It could be found in her dreams, where she saw herself spending the day with a good friend. It was in her tone, which sounded brighter and more musical than before. It was in her smile that showed itself now. It was in her mind, which had taken a break from telling her how scary the future was to tell her how much things could change for the better instead. All of this, Maaya thought, because she had found someone like her.

      When she awoke in the late morning, pulling her comforter more tightly around herself to stave off the winter cold, she turned as she always did to make sure the girl she so often thought about was still next to her. Sure enough, she saw Kim fast asleep on the floor nearby in the same place she always was. Maaya could see her blanket move as she breathed slowly, peacefully. And Maaya smiled again.

      It wasn’t often Maaya woke up before her. Maaya’s schedule had her up into the early hours of the morning now so she could do her work for Rahu, but Kim was still used to getting up early to search the streets for food. She hadn’t had to do that in some time, but habits like these were hard to break. Still, it had been nice to watch the girl go from worrying about where her next meal was coming from to sleeping more easily at night on a regularly full stomach.

      It had been an easy decision to ask Kim to stay with them. Maaya had to admit that it started out because of their commonalities as they pertained to the dead, but she also quickly discovered that Kim was intelligent and witty and kind. Their first conversation had quickly turned into the two girls sharing stories about all the interesting ghosts they’d encountered—or, more specifically, how those ghosts had made their lives hell for several years. Kim hadn’t lasted even as long as Maaya had in the orphanages, but she was either more reserved than Maaya was or simply more optimistic, because she didn’t demonstrate any of the same vitriol Maaya had.

      But Kim had clearly been struggling. She looked thin and tired and deprived of sleep, and her eyes had that somewhat haunted look Maaya was all too familiar with, the one worn by those whose primary emotion in life was fear. Kim flinched when Maaya went to hug her and quickly pretended nothing had happened, and she woke frequently from nightmares. Maaya knew these problems weren’t likely to fix themselves overnight, but she resolved to make her home—however much it could be called one—into a safe place for the both of them.

      Maaya got up quietly, slipped on her coat and shoes, and stepped outside. She thought she might take a walk or perhaps go to one of the nearby fountains to get water, but no sooner had she closed the door quietly behind her than Saber appeared in view. Maaya barely managed to avoid jumping in surprise, but the look on Saber’s face told her she wasn’t hiding her surprise well.

      “Good morning, darling,” Saber said. “Sleep well?”

      “I think so, I—”

      “Great! In that case, come with me. I had an idea for something we can do together, just the two of us.”

      Maaya blinked. She wasn’t yet so awake that Saber’s intensity was easy to digest.

      “What are we doing?” she asked slowly.

      “It’s a surprise! But we’ll need to leave town to do it.”

      Maaya narrowed her eyes.

      “Okay, now I’m definitely suspici—”

      “Good, that means you’re awake. Come on now!”

      Saber took her hand and pulled her along, completely ignoring Maaya’s protests.

      While Bindhiya and Malika had both been quick to stress the old guard post’s isolation, Maaya had immediately taken to it for just that reason. Its proximity to the wall surrounding the town made it even better; it made sneaking out of town even easier, and she and Saber had gone to see Styx several more times. She had to travel a little farther to do what she needed to do for Rahu, but that also made her feel safer. He had threatened her about not being able to run from him, but she felt safe in the abandoned post as far away from him as she could get.

      For his part, Rahu continued to act like nothing had ever happened. She sometimes thought his tone and demeanor seemed colder and more distant, but beyond that, she found herself almost starting to doubt if what she’d experienced had actually happened. The man was so perfectly manipulative that him simply speaking to her normally was enough to fill her with doubt. She saw it all now. Even if it was too late to do any good. She wondered how her life might be if she’d listened to Saber. She wasn’t actually sure if it would be better or worse. In one scenario she was free of Rahu but hungry, and in the other she at least had enough to eat, even if she was trapped in the employ of an abusive and deceptive man. It wasn’t like she’d had a whole lot of freedom in Sark to begin with, she thought.

      There was one thing she knew for certain, however: Rahu could not find out about Kim. To the best of her ability, Maaya would not let that happen.

      She remained lost in her thoughts as they crossed the wall, and Saber seemed content to let her be. It wasn’t until they were halfway down a path that Maaya realized they were not heading in the direction they normally did that took them to Styx’ dock.

      “Uh, Saber? Where are we?” Maaya asked with some concern.

      “Somewhere we’re even less likely to risk random passersby stumbling across us when you practice.”

      “Practice? What am I...? Oh no.”

      Only then did she notice the familiar book Saber was carrying with her. When Maaya trailed off, Saber followed her gaze and grinned.

      “Finally. I thought you’d notice before we’d walked a block, but you were lost in your own head somewhere. Anything good on your mind?”

      “I’m not going to do anything that book says!” Maaya said, stopping immediately. “It’s dangerous! Or did you forget how I set our house on fire?”

      “Oh, don’t worry; I could never forget that. And I won’t let you forget it, either,” Saber grinned. “That’s why we’re out here in a controlled environment where you won’t be at risk of—”

      “It’s a huge risk. It’s magic! We don’t know what it does!” Maaya cried.

      “Maaya, listen,” Saber said patiently, floating closer to her. Maaya took an unconscious step back as though afraid the book in her hands might lash out and bite her. “This is a big opportunity for you. It’s literal magic, a kind that you are capable of using.”

      “That’s fine with me. Give the book to literally anyone else so they can use it instead,” Maaya replied with a shudder.

      “There’s likely no one else. I can’t say for certain, but I would imagine this power is only accessible to those who can already see ghosts, and considering it took you this long just to find one more person like you in all of Sark, I don’t think we’ll have much luck there.”

      “Okay, neat. Then throw that book in the river and we’ll pretend like we never saw it.”

      “Maaya, please,” Saber said, sounding slightly less patient now. “If you need me to speak more pragmatically, then I’ll do that for you. You need every advantage you can get. You wander the streets alone at night, which is not the safest thing to do for anyone. This power helps you get stronger and faster. What if the authorities come after you? What if another angry mob comes around? What if Rahu decides he’s had enough?”

      The mention of Rahu’s name instilled the first sliver of doubt.

      “So... what am I supposed to do, beat up everyone with magic?” Maaya asked skeptically.

      “Own this. Take this power that so few people can wield and use it however it can help you. You were born without so many of the things that most people even in Sark take for granted, so take this one thing that you can call your own. Also, it will help you beat up ghosts a lot more easily and I’ll finally get to take a break from the difficult ones.”

      “Don’t guilt me.”

      “If that’s what it takes, I’ll lay on you a guilt trip so hard you’ll be sorry for everything you’ve ever done.”

      Maaya glared at her.

      “You remember this book apparently tells me how to get rid of ghosts, right?”

      “Yup. And if you strike me down, then in my last moments I will know I have done my job.”

      “Gods, Saber, I’m going to kick—”

      “Turn that anger into productivity when you start drawing, all right? I hid some ink and paper around here as well, let me see...”

      “How far ahead did you plan this out?” Maaya grumbled.

      “Only a few minutes. I just knew I couldn’t well drag you out of town while also carrying the inventory of a small stationery store. Aha! Here.”

      Saber pulled a small wooden box out from behind a tree and opened it to reveal a fresh inkwell, a new feather quill, and several sheaves of paper.

      “Where did you—?”

      “Best not ask. Let’s just say it was a nice enough store that they won’t miss this. Let’s start with something simple, yeah? Let’s try out those speed and strength designs! We can leave the elements for when you’re feeling a little braver. Look here, I read something interesting here. It looks like these cards are split into three different levels, each one getting more powerful but being equally more difficult to use. Let’s start small, what do you think?”

      Maaya rolled her eyes, but somehow she knew there was no escaping this. And she had to admit that with as afraid as she was, there was something about being out in the middle of nowhere with her best friend nearby that helped comfort her at least a little.

      Saber hovered over Maaya’s shoulder as she began drawing a strength design onto the paper. Maaya felt none of the silliness she did before; after having experienced what at least one of the cards could do, she was almost too afraid to touch the quill’s tip to the paper. She momentarily forgot her fear, however, when Saber giggled behind her.

      “After we’ve got your letters down, I’ll have to teach you the basics of art.”

      “Stop talking.”

      Finally, Maaya had recreated one of the designs well enough that she assumed it would work, even if this was something that frightened her rather than reliever her. Saber looked on with approving anticipation as Maaya stood up. Maaya could feel herself trembling, and she dropped the paper twice before holding it securely in her grip.

      “What did you do last time?” Saber asked.

      “I... don’t remember, exactly. I remember the book said something about burning it on my skin, but I didn’t do anything like that and it still worked. I just kind of placed it against my skin and it—”

      Maaya broke off with a shriek as the paper disappeared into ash as though it had been incinerated, though Maaya felt no pain. From the place she had held the paper against her skin, bright glowing purple lines matching the designs of the page quickly traveled up her arm and down the other.

      “Beautiful. This was not at all what I was expecting,” Saber said, fascinated. “What’s with you? You look like you just stepped in something.”

      “I want to get it off me. I want to make it stop,” Maaya whimpered, and Saber laughed.

      “Not yet you don’t. You’re super strong now, right? Go on, lift something!”

      “Like what?”

      “Try that rock there. It doesn’t look too heavy, but I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t be able to lift it normally.”

      Maaya obliged, walking over to a rock that was about twice as big as one of her shoes. After a moment’s nervous hesitation, she grasped the rock firmly and lifted with all her strength—and gasped as she lifted it with such ease that she nearly stumbled backward.

      Saber whistled.

      “Incredible. Try it on something a little bigger!”

      Maaya tried to ignore the prickly feeling she got when she looked at the lines on her arms. It was like she felt a bug crawling on her, except this one was large enough to cover her arms and was glowing bright enough to see even at this hour of the day. She shivered, then moved on to the next rock.

      She quickly found her limit in a rock nearly triple the size of the first one, and when she let it fall, it landed with a thud that she felt through the soles of her shoes.

      “Well, you won’t be lifting houses or anything, but that’s really impressive,” Saber said. “How do you feel?”

      “I’m not tired at all!” Maaya said, and even she had to admit she was somewhat fascinated by this power, at least now that it was under control. “Can I try something else?”

      “Don’t ask me! You know where the paper is,” Saber chortled.

      Soon enough, Maaya had recreated a design for speed, and at Saber’s guidance, held it over the skin of her left thigh. Just like before, even through her clothes, the page disappeared, leaving glowing green lines hovering in its wake.

      Maaya very quickly left all of her fear behind as it was replaced with sheer awe. She admired the way the designs hovered just over her body as though it was some electric exoskeleton that imbued her with special powers, the different colors working together to help her move faster and lift more than she ever could even dream of before. What quickly became apparent was just how little her exertion was affecting her. No matter how fast she ran or how hard she hit when striking at nonexistent targets, she felt wide awake, free of pain, and full of energy.

      After half an hour or so had passed, Maaya finally came to a stop in front of Saber, who let out an excited whoop!

      “Ha! Look at you! This is incredible. I never would have believed for a second that what this book was saying could possibly be real if I didn’t just witness it myself. I’m still doubting it even as I look at you. To think a power like this could exist in the world.”

      “It makes me wonder what else is out there. I mean, I can see ghosts, I can do this apparently... there’s so much to this world that people have no idea about,” Maaya replied, somewhat breathless from her excitement rather than effort.

      “Absolutely. And while before I might have said that we would keep such things from most people for good reason, at least we know now that we can set anyone on fire if they disagree!”

      “Saberrr,” Maaya moaned, and Saber laughed gleefully.

      “Hey, I don’t suppose you could make one of those designs for me, could you?” Saber asked. “I’m not sure, but I think that what I read in the book implies that ghosts might be able to use them, too.”

      “You’re thinking about setting something on fire, aren’t you?”

      “I am not! Well, was not. Now I’m full of ideas, thanks darling.”

      Maaya scoffed.

      “I’ll make you one of those speed designs, how’s that?”

      “That’ll do. Say, how do you get those designs off you once you’re done, anyway?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what I did before. I thought about making it stop, and that was enough. I’ll see if I can do it again. Oh! There they g—”

      Maaya was interrupted by a sudden burst of pain unlike any she had ever felt in her life. Suddenly she was unable to breathe, her limbs felt like they were on fire, and her vision went blurry.

      The next thing she knew, Saber was floating over her, her expression that of near panic.

      “Can you hear me? Are you okay?!”

      “What... happened?” Maaya mumbled. She felt the cool stone and soil of the long-abandoned road beneath her, soothing her burning body.

      “I don’t know. You were telling me about getting rid of the designs and then you were on the ground unconscious. You’ve only been out about thirty seconds, but I thought you’d died! Did this happen before? With the fire?”

      “No, I don’t... think so,” Maaya gasped with great effort. “It hurts so much... gods it’s like every part of my body is burning. Am I burning?”

      “You’re definitely not burning. Is the pain getting any better?”

      Maaya shook her head, instantly regretting it as she felt blood pounding in her temples.

      “Getting worse,” she croaked.

      “Oh, stars. Ah, hang in there, okay? I’m going to check the book and see if there’s anything in there.”

      Maaya only nodded, unable to do anything else. She tried to pinpoint the source of the pain, to see if perhaps she could try to work out what she had done to cause it, but it seemed everywhere at once. Her muscles felt more sore than they ever had before, as though she had just run miles and miles while simultaneously lifting weights without stopping once for water. It was a silly thought, because of course she hadn’t done that. Even if she had, the magic had prevented her from feeling any of its effects.

      Slowly, the realization clicked. The magic had held off any of the effects of her physical exertion... while it was active. The instant she had let it go, however, it all hit her at once. She hadn’t felt the buildup, and thus hadn’t been able to stop before the strain on her body reached a level that left her in agony. She was simultaneously comforted and worried by this thought; on one hand she knew her pain was the result of little more than exercise, but on the other hand, this spoke to the unknown and dangerous nature of the magic she had been using. Who knew what other limitations or ill effects she might experience if she kept at it?

      “Okay, I found something. You still with me?” Saber said, coming quickly back over the Maaya.

      “Think I figured it out,” Maaya grunted. “Didn’t feel it when I was using magic, but I feel it now. I think I pushed myself too hard.”

      “Yeah, that’s basically what I just found,” Saber sighed. “This is my fault. I should have read more about it before I pushed you into doing this. It was silly to play around with a power we didn’t completely understand.”

      “It’s okay. I put it off,” Maaya said, struggling with all her might to focus on this simple conversation. She wasn’t sure if the pain was finally lessening or if she was simply getting used to it, but her breathing had become less ragged and her muscles more relaxed. “We can feel guilty after I’m home and in bed, okay?”

      “You got it. Do you think you’re able to walk? I can help, but only so much once we start getting back toward town.”

      Saber agreed and immediately hid the book and writing materials away behind a tree once again before helping Maaya slowly to her feet.

      The walk back to town was arduous, and Maaya swore they had walked several miles before the town wall came into sight. From here it got even more difficult, as Saber had to let go of Maaya lest someone see the living girl’s arm wrapped around someone they couldn’t see. As the guard post quickly came into view just past the wall, Maaya closed her eyes, sending thanks to whatever power had lined up something so convenient for just an occasion like this.

      When Maaya opened the door, she saw that Kim had gone. Normally Maaya would lament her lack of company, but now she was thankful for the extra leg room, even if it would only last a few hours. She let out a gasp of relief as she fell onto the old mattress that she used for her bed.

      “You all right? Feel better?” Saber asked attentively, her tone still laced heavily with concern.

      “Gonna sleep for a few years if that’s okay,” Maaya mumbled. She felt drowsiness tugging at the corners of her eyes, and hoped that her pain wasn’t so severe that it would prevent her from sleeping.

      “I’ll go get the book and everything else once you’re safely asleep, then I’ll wake you for food tonight, how’s that? Maybe the worst of it will be gone by then,” Saber said hopefully.

      Maaya only smiled and nodded. She knew from plenty of past experience that wasn’t how soreness worked, but the ghost looked like she might tear her hair out from guilt and nerves if she heard any more bad news.

      Luckily, pain was no match for exhaustion, and Maaya soon drifted off to sleep.

      

      Two days later, Maaya awoke in the evening to the smell of something cooking. She slowly pulled herself up to a sitting position and rubbed her eyes. By now, much of her pain had faded, though she guessed she still had a few more days to go before the soreness completely wore off. It was almost dark, but she heard voices from very close by; whoever was talking much have been making whatever food she was smelling, as she could also hear the sizzling and crackling of meats on a grill.

      It took her a few moments to realize that the voices belonged to Kim and Saber. She climbed out of bed and opened the door, stifling a yawn as she trudged out.

      Nearby, someone—and Maaya could already guess who—had taken a small portable grill and set it up near the guard post. The charcoal underneath the grate glowed red, and several strips of meat and what looked like a sliced zucchini lay cooking on top, filling the air with an absolutely delicious aroma.

      “Look who’s risen from her slumber! I was genuinely worried the smell of food wouldn’t even do it,” Saber chuckled.

      “Hi Maaya! Did you sleep okay?” Kim added cheerfully.

      “Well enough, I think,” Maaya answered with a small smile, already fighting off another yawn. During the past two days, Kim had remained nearby in case Maaya needed any help, and while Saber more than had things covered—and was hesitant to let Maaya receive help from anyone else—Maaya appreciated the thought. Kim seemed a truly kind person, which was a rarity in itself.

      “I’m glad you’re awake. I’m getting tired and I wanted to see you before I went to sleep,” Kim said, slowly turning over the strips of meat.

      “What for?”

      “Just to see you,” Kim said. “Our schedules are so opposite we haven’t been able to talk much! That and you pushing yourself by exercising too much.”

      Maaya bit back a nervous laugh. It hadn’t been a total lie.

      They soon sat down to eat, their backs against the cool stone of the guard post. It was cold enough during the day, and temperatures quickly dropped even farther during the night. Even with her coat on, Maaya missed the relative warmth of her bed, and envied Kim for going to sleep soon. Maaya would have even preferred simply staying awake rather than the work she had to do tonight, but Rahu never gave her much time to do her work.

      “Can’t you stay in tonight?” Kim asked once they had eaten most of their food. Maaya hadn’t told her what she did yet, and Kim had eventually stopped asking. She had seemed content with not knowing, but was still somewhat frightened to fall asleep alone even in the guard post.

      “Not tonight, sorry. Believe me, I wish I could,” Maaya replied. The warmth of her food was comforting, but fleeting. “Are you going to be all right? Saber could stay with you.”

      Saber seemed torn between wanting to argue and also not alerting Kim to the potential danger of what they would be up to later that evening. Luckily, Kim shook her head.

      “That’s okay! I don’t want her to have to babysit me. Besides, I should really start getting over this fear, don’t you think?”

      “If you do, you’ll be the first,” Maaya said, laughing softly. “When you spend most of your life being afraid, it’s not easy to turn off. It just gets easier to hide.”

      “Maybe I’ll learn how to hide it, then. At least enough so I don’t wake you up from my bad dreams. You must be doing something right!”

      “I think I’ve just always been too bitter to be afraid. I was mad at the ghosts who I thought ruined my life, mad at the people who were so mean all the time, mad at the world... I’ve gotten better about some of those things,” Maaya said, nodding at Saber.

      “Despite my best efforts,” Saber shot back with a grin. “Really, though, you’re becoming a happier person overall. Not that there isn’t still plenty to be mad about, but you’re taking it in stride rather than letting it consume you.”

      “I have both of you to thank for that,” Maaya added, and at Kim’s look of surprise, she continued, “Saber’s the first ghost I ever made friends with. The only one still, actually. And I know you and I haven’t known each other long, but part of why I was so upset all the time is because I felt like the only person in the world who could see the dead. It made me wonder what I did wrong or what I did to deserve this. And it got me in so much trouble. I know things haven’t been great for you either, but it means so much to meet someone else like me.”

      “I feel the same way! I didn’t know how long I could last out here like this,” Kim replied enthusiastically. “Honestly, I thought I was crazy for so long. Ghosts wouldn’t stop bothering me, and then living people would get mad at me for reacting to that bothering. I didn’t want any of it, and I couldn’t tell anyone about it!”

      “It’s a lonely world and everyone is upset about it. At least here in this place,” Saber said dully. “Imagine having a town so miserable the dead get bored.”

      “And to think you were such an optimist when we met,” Maaya teased.

      “I’d literally just spent a century in a magical, albeit fashionable, prison. Even still, it wasn’t Sark that soured my appreciation for this world. It was the people. After watching you almost get killed by an angry mob, watching how people treated you when you just wanted something to eat, and then seeing you get abused by R—” Saber broke off as Maaya shot her a warning look, then hastily continued, “I mean, by random people, it kind of ruined things for me.”

      “I’m so sorry. It’s really not fair. I’m glad you’re still here,” Kim said softly.

      “There was a time I wouldn’t say this, but... me too,” Maaya replied with a smile. “And now we’ve got each other’s backs. We’re going to make it somehow.”

      “Thank you, by the way. Again. For all your help and letting me stay with you and everything else. I hope I can pay you back someday.”

      “You already are,” Maaya assured her. Before Kim could ask what she meant, Maaya got to her feet and stretched. “It’s dark now, so I’d probably get going. And you should probably get some sleep.”

      “We won’t be long,” Saber added.

      “Okay. You’re probably right. I’ll fall asleep right here if I’m not careful.” Kim went to open the door to the guard post, then turned to Maaya and continued, “Be safe, okay?”

      “Always,” Maaya agreed. Saber cackled, and Maaya ignored her. “Good night.”

      “Night!”

      The door opened and then closed, and Maaya could hear the sound of Kim pulling back her blankets and getting into bed. Already fighting the urge to risk Rahu’s wrath by joining her, Maaya started determinedly down the street. The sooner the job was done, the sooner she could come back to bed.

      Maaya tried not to let her envy get the best of her as they walked past several streets of homes, each with windows filled with warm light from fires within. As they moved on toward a different part of town, she saw more abandoned buildings and more people standing instead in tight circles around metal drums that had been made into fire pits. Maaya and the others had attempted to make their own makeshift fireplace inside the guard post, hoping for some additional warmth at night, but had quickly abandoned this idea when the small room filled with smoke. Maaya missed the old basement; she still wasn’t over kicking herself for that loss.

      As they passed one street, one of the figures standing near a fire pit turned and started jogging toward her. Maaya stiffened, fearing she might have to defend herself, but then relaxed as she noticed it was only Hari.

      “Hey you. Long time no see! How have you been? You look comfortably not on fire this evening,” he greeted her, a mischievous smile already on his face.

      “It figures that half the town finally learns something about me apart from the fact that I’m crazy, and it’s that I almost died in a house fire while living in a stranger’s basement,” Maaya sighed dejectedly, but a moment later she smiled. “I’ve been okay, though. You? Making it through the cold?”

      “Most of me is. I can’t say all my fingers and toes will, but they’ve held out through past winters. You probably can’t tell, but these shoes I’m wearing are three sizes too big to fit all the extra pairs of socks I have to wear. That and I accidentally stole the wrong size. Anyway, where are you headed at this late hour?”

      “I thought I would check out the place I’ll be working next. I can’t sleep well if I don’t know all the details first,” Maaya answered, trying to sound casual. She had definitely gotten better at thinking of excuses on the spot; regularly spending time with a ghost had worked wonders. “What about you? Are you staying around here?”

      “Yeah. Well, sort of. A few friends said they had a little extra space with a roof and they have a fire pit, so I couldn’t say no. It’s not the safest of places, but it’s going to get us through the winter most likely.”

      “Did Bindhiya find it for you?” Maaya asked, but Hari shook his head.

      “Not this time. Truth be told, I’m a little worried about her workload. She doesn’t have as many people working with her anymore, and her health being what it is, well... it was faster to just get help from my friends. Not that I’m giving up on her, of course. I’ve still got my regular scouting to do, and I’m happy to do it. Speaking of, you want to join me sometime?”

      “I don’t see why not... though I’ve never done it before. What’s it like?”

      “It’s pretty simple in theory. Just wander around town in whatever area she asks and search high and low for potential safe spots for our people. It doesn’t have to be a guarantee; all you need to do is mark down things that look promising. They get put into a master list to be monitored over a period of time. Sometimes we’ll do the monitoring, too. It’s pretty relaxing work for the most part, and Bindhiya offers food for her scouts since it’s tiring work. It’s not much, but enough to get through the day.”

      “That sounds nice, actually. I think I’d like to do that. I’m a little worried she thinks I don’t give enough back.”

      Hari chuckled disbelievingly.

      “I’m pretty sure you can do no wrong in her eyes. She talks about you all the time, you know that? Sometimes I feel like she knows more about you than you do. I thought she’d go mad with worry the night of the fire after no one could find you. And of course, now that you’ve been found safe, she won’t hush about it.”

      Maaya felt her face grow warm and suddenly grew concerned that she might no longer need her coat.

      “I need to go back and see her soon. Malika was almost desperate last time. While I’m there I’ll ask how I can join you, okay?”

      “Yeah! It’ll be fun, I promise. It’s been too long since we worked together. I was worried we might be growing apart in our old age.”

      They shared a laugh, drawing the brief attention of several of the others gathered around the fire pits Hari had come from.

      “Is it true she doesn’t have as many people working with her? I haven’t really noticed a difference,” Maaya asked, her smile fading slowly.

      Hari nodded.

      “You can’t really tell unless you’re pretty active, but we’re down about a dozen from this time last year, and it’s getting harder to find new people. Things just seem to be slowing down. And hey, maybe that’s not a bad thing; maybe some of the ones who left found someplace stable to live or work or something. We always get a few of those. It’s just not the same either way; it’s not like the old days you and I remember.”

      “I hope it’s that. I mean, if I can do it, anyone can,” Maaya said, hoping not to convey the sinking feeling she suddenly felt.

      “Whatever’s going on, it’s not Bindhiya, that’s for sure. That girl can do more from a bed that I could ever do with full use of my body,” Hari replied cheerfully. “Anyhow, I’m starting to lose feeling in my fingers, so I’m going to head back to the fires. Talk to her and maybe we can get out soon, all right?”

      Maaya agreed, and they went on their separate ways, Maaya once again left feeling envious of all the sources of heat everyone but her seemed to be enjoying.

      Once they were safely out of earshot, Saber began to go over the details of that night’s plan once more, as she always did now. Maaya used to think it unnecessary, but had come to appreciate it; hearing their plans before jumping in had helped them avoid what might have otherwise been stressful and difficult situations. What’s more, as a result of Maaya’s constant success, Rahu was being asked to do more and more difficult tasks—which meant that it was Maaya who got to do the more and more difficult work.

      “Remember, this one could be a breeze if we handle this the right way, but we’ll have to be careful,” the ghost was saying. “It was a murder suicide between a married couple, and now both parents are dead and have dragged their poor kid into this, so we’re going to try to get both of them to understand that both of them leaving is a win-win. They’ll get out of the confines of the home they keep arguing about and their daughter won’t come to resent both of them for literally haunting her as they try to get her to pick one over the other.”

      “Which sounds all well and good until we realize the risk is that we’ll annoy both of them enough that they temporarily stop hating each other just long enough for them to attack us,” Maaya said tiredly. While much had changed in her life, ghosts were still the nightmare they always had been in many of the same respects.

      “So we’ll have to make sure to pepper enough animosity into our persuasion to ensure they are reminded why they don’t like each other,” Saber agreed. “I’ll do that part; as a living person, they may find you easier to hate.”

      “Speaking from experience, there is no ‘may’ about it,” Maaya grumbled.

      “This is why we need to get you back to practicing your libris. Imagine the looks on these ghosts’ faces when you walk in lit up like a killer Christmas tree.”

      “Even if I was faster and stronger, I couldn’t do anything to ghosts anyway. Besides, I’m still healing up from the last time we tried to practice.”

      “There are some cards we haven’t tried yet. Four others, if I remember right. One of them apparently has the power to hurt ghosts.”

      Maaya couldn’t hide her interest.

      “How?”

      “I’m not sure yet; I’d have to read more about it, but maybe we can try it out sometime. There are definitely enough obnoxious ghosts to go around. Oh, I did see something about healing cards as well.”

      “There are healing cards and you didn’t use one on me? I’ve been in agony here!” Maaya complained.

      “I can’t use them! Believe me, I made sure,” Saber said defensively. “I guess how it works is it speeds up your body’s normal healing process and uses the same amount of energy it normally would, just all at once, so it can be dangerous.”

      “Dangerous, of course,” Maaya sighed.

      “In any case, being dead, I have no energy at all, so I’m not able to kick start that process. To be fair, however, the book doesn’t say a whole lot about ghosts being able to use libris; the author seemed primarily concerned with writing about how annoying they were. But anyway, my point is that once you get better you can start doing more than just yelling at these ghosts like anyone else can.”

      “Diplomacy hasn’t been so bad, has it? At least none of the ghosts we’ve dealt with so far have held grudges. Or maybe some have, but you scared them away.”

      “It hasn’t been bad, necessarily, but sometimes diplomacy gets old and you just want to hit someone,” Saber said, hitting her fist into her palm for emphasis. “And since we can’t hit any living people without getting arrested, the dead will have to do.”

      “What if we ever come up against the ghost of a police officer?” Maaya asked with a grin.

      “Then we’ll both do increasingly illegal things right in front of them and see how long it takes for them to get angry.”

      “Could they arrest you? Would ghost handcuffs work on another ghost?”

      “The fact that such a question crossed your mind is exactly why I love you,” Saber said approvingly. “Let’s get back to that later, though; we’re just about there, and we’ve got an angry dead couple to evict.”

      

      The next morning, Maaya woke earlier than she thought she would, feeling refreshed and in even less pain than the day before. Even as she pulled herself to her feet, she realized the pain was almost entirely gone, and she found herself excited at the prospect of experimenting with libris once again. She knew that the true danger of using this magic was ignoring her own limits, and she was sure that eventually she’d be able to get it down.

      Beside her, Kim stirred, then rubbed her eyes as she slowly awoke.

      “Oh! Sorry to wake you, I didn’t think you’d still be here,” Maaya said, giving up on trying to put her shoes on quietly.

      “S’okay,” Kim mumbled. “Where are you going?”

      “I want to go see someone. She’s the person who helped me find this place to stay. Actually...” Maaya trailed off thoughtfully, then smiled and continued, “would you like to come with me?”

      “Oh! That would be fun!” Kim agreed, immediately throwing off her comforters and searching for her clothes. “I’ll only be a minute. Where’s Saber?”

      Maaya looked around, but the ghost was nowhere in sight.

      “I don’t actually—”

      “Getting breakfast!” came Saber’s voice from nearby, and almost immediately after, Maaya found herself holding a warm cheese-filled croissant. The ghost darted inside the door and gave a second one to Kim, who immediately stopped in the middle of getting dressed to start eating. “What’s this? Going to see Bindhiya without me having to practically shove you in her direction?”

      “Yes, and hush,” Maaya said through a mouthful of delicious bread. “I want to talk to her about joining Hari to help out.”

      “I thought you were just paying him lip service. Well done,” Saber chuckled. “Oh, is Kim going with you?”

      “Yes, but she doesn’t know what’s going on yet. Want to fill her in while I finish eating?”

      Saber obliged, and as Maaya finished the last of her breakfast, Saber explained everything from who Bindhiya and Hari were to what role Bindhiya played in their town and among the people they knew. A few minutes later, Kim looked slightly overwhelmed, but more eager still.

      “So she’s like a superhero,” Kim said.

      Maaya and Saber shared a glance.

      “Yeah, basically,” Maaya said. “I can’t even guess how many people she’s kept alive by doing what she’s doing. She’s honestly amazing. That’s part of why I want to go see her today, so I can do something to give back.”

      “I want to help! She’s helped me too, even if I’ve never met her,” Kim exclaimed immediately.

      “I’m sure she’d love to have you. The more help the better, especially during the winter,” Maaya said, unconsciously wrapping her coat more tightly around her. The sun had been up for a few hours now, but Maaya felt like it was offering only light without warmth. Winter brought out the true colors of Sark that were in every other season disguised by the warm weather trying its best in vain.

      Between Kim’s excitement and Maaya finally feeling well enough to walk without wincing every other step, they made good time to Bindhiya’s apartment. Before Maaya knocked on the door to enter, however, she turned to Kim and lowered her voice.

      “Everyone in here is really nice, but I haven’t told any of them I can see ghosts. That’s a secret between us, okay?”

      “Do you think they’d get upset?” Kim whispered.

      “I don’t know. At this point I think it’s just not worth trying to find out.”

      Without waiting for a response, Maaya knocked on the door, and they were quickly let in. The apartment was busier than it had been the last few times Maaya had visited, and for a moment she worried Bindhiya might be too busy to see her. But then she saw Hari from across the room, and waved.

      “Hey! Wasn’t expecting to see you here so soon. You going to talk to her about joining me for scouting?” Hari asked jovially as he reached them.

      “I hope so. Do you think she’ll be able to see us?” Maaya asked, looking over at the door to Bindhiya’s bedroom, which at the moment was shut tight.

      “Definitely. At least unless she plans to cancel our appointment, and I know Malika would do that before Bindhiya ever would,” Hari chuckled. Then he turned his gaze to Kim, who looked slightly intimidated. “I haven’t seen you around here before. I’m Hari,” he said, holding out his hand to her.

      “Kim,” the girl replied quietly, shaking his hand after a moment’s hesitation.

      “You a friend of Maaya’s?”

      “Friend and roommate,” Maaya answered. “I told her where I was going today and she wanted to come along and help too.”

      “Great! It’s tougher work that it sounds like, this scouting stuff. My last shift had me out until sunrise. But if you’ll be working nights with me, that’ll be pretty relaxing. Hardly anyone’s awake so it’s just a matter of not tripping into a bunch of trash cans that wake up everyone within a whole block. Not that I’ve done that.”

      “Uh huh,” Maaya returned with a smirk. “Well, with three of us working together, we should make good time, right?”

      “Maybe. Or she’ll sense an opportunity and have us cover a wider area. Winter’s the time of highest demand, you know? She might also want to split us up, but she wouldn’t make us if we weren’t comfortable. I figure you two might want to stay together.”

      Kim nodded in earnest.

      “This sounds a little too scary to be doing on my own. I might even get lost.”

      “It’s all right! You get used to it. Eventually you start feeling like you own the streets after dark. Until an officer on the beat shows up and you need to run and hide. One of them caught me snooping by someone’s front door once and I actually thought that was the end of it for me.”

      “Hari, you’re going to scare her away before she even starts,” Maaya giggled.

      “No he won’t! I’ll be fine. Besides, I don’t have to outrun the officer. I just need to outrun at least one of you, right?” Kim snickered, and the others laughed.

      “I’m glad you said that; now I won’t feel bad for tripping you during an escape,” Hari said.

      “How can you trip someone else when you can’t even avoid tripping yourself?” Maaya retorted.

      “It’s weird. My desire to not get arrested or beat up sort of makes me immune from being clumsy for a little bit. I’ve done some gymnastics you wouldn’t believe getting away from those guys.”

      Before they could banter much further, the bedroom door opened and Malika stepped out, then motioned at Hari to join her. She did a double take when she saw Maaya and smiled.

      “Took you long enough,” Malika said as they filed into the room. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Kim. She’s my friend, and she wants to help do some scouting,” Maaya explained.

      “Oh, you brought a friend to see me! That’s wonderful!” came Bindhiya’s voice from the bed.

      Maaya looked over at her, then did a double take. Bindhiya was propped up against her pillows as usual, only today, rather than her pajamas or casual clothes, she was wearing a worn but beautiful salwar kameez of deep blue and embroidered with gold thread. Her hair was done up in a braided tiara adorned with small white flowers, the rest falling in shimmering curls behind her.

      “I—whoah,” Maaya uttered, and Bindhiya grinned.

      “Different, huh? You like it? Sometimes I like to get all dressed up even if I’m not going anywhere; it does wonders for my mood. Sometimes I just feel so trapped in here, and this really helps.”

      “I, uh... yeah, wow,” Maaya managed to say, and even as she felt her cheeks begin to turn pink, she heard Saber snicker from behind her.

      “Glad you approve! I was hoping you’d get to see me on one of my good days. Come sit! Who’s your friend, now?”

      “Oh, this is Kim. She actually lives with me now,” Maaya explained as she took a seat at the edge of the bed, hoping Bindhiya couldn’t hear her pounding heart. Kim gave Bindhiya a shy wave, and Bindhiya beamed.

      “It’s lovely to meet you. I’ll hazard a guess that you’re a kind and generous soul by virtue of being friends with Maaya, here. I hope I’ll get to see you again. Now, Hari, to business!”

      “Do you have our plans for the next scouting trip?” Hari asked.

      “I do, but I had planned for one person, not three. I hope you don’t mind if I make some minor changes.”

      “How minor are we thinking? I think with the three of us together we can cover half the town in a night if we jog,” Hari teased.

      “Nothing like that!” Bindhiya scolded. “Besides, we’ve two new faces; I don’t want to throw them into the thick of it on their first time or they might not come back. Let’s see... Malika, may I see my map?”

      Malika brought over a folded map of Sark, and when Bindhiya opened it up, she could see it had been written and scribbled on all over. Bindhiya stared at it, her brows furrowed, and then she tapped a spot on the map and showed it to Maaya. Hari and Kim leaned over the bed to get a closer look.

      “I was thinking of doing more scouting here. It’s safely away from the corridors and most traffic, so it’s easy to get lost in these streets, which for us is a good thing. The layout of this area is a little chaotic, which means it’ll take a little more time, but with three of you that should really help.” She moved her finger slight and pointed at an intersection of streets. “I’m thinking you can all start here and cover this whole six-block area. There are all sorts of buildings here and they’re all built pretty close together, so you’ll have your work cut out for you, but I really believe we’ll get some good news here!”

      “How many do we have on the waiting list?” Hari asked.

      “About a dozen, maybe a little more. We were able to cut that down some because of that lucky break we had with the small apartment two weeks ago, but this time of year is always so difficult. Some of the homes currently in use are in a precarious state at best. We just don’t have the selection we used to.”

      “Hey, don’t worry. We’ll search as long as we can and make sure we find good spots for everyone, yeah?” Hari said, glanced at Maaya and Kim in turn. They both nodded earnestly. “We’ll cut that waiting list down to zero, just you watch.”

      Bindhiya looked like she might cry, and she clapped her hands excitedly.

      “I’m so happy! You’ve always tried so hard and had such a passion for this. And now that Maaya and... Kim, was it? Now that all three of you are together, this is going to go so well! Thank you guys so much for offering to help, this means so much.”

      Maaya thought she might melt at the older girl’s expression and joy, and she resolved that if ever she were to be free of Rahu’s influence, she would take to volunteering her time for Bindhiya every day of the week if it meant she could see her look like that again.

      “When should we start? Tonight?” Kim asked hopefully.

      “Whenever you like! There’s really no deadlines or schedules for these, but the sooner the better. But I would recommend going out at night if you can. Not only are you less likely to get caught, but you’ll be able to get a better look at everything since no one will be watching you. And please, please be careful. I don’t want any of you getting hurt or in trouble because of this, so if you can’t finish or even start for any reason, please don’t feel like you have to.”

      “When you decide what night you want to go out, come here beforehand so we can get you something to eat; we’re not going to send anyone out on an empty stomach,” Malika added.

      “Are you both ready to go tonight? It’s kind of short notice for a whole night out,” Maaya asked the others hesitantly.

      “It’s bound to be better than spending the night standing around a fire pit hoping my fingers don’t start falling off like icicles,” Hari said as Kim exclaimed, “Yes!”

      “Obviously I’m in,” Saber commented.

      “We’ll go at night then, how’s that? We can get some more rest during the day while it’s warm and be wide awake for tonight,” Maaya continued.

      “Come by anytime! Even if I’m asleep, someone else will be able to help you,” Bindhiya said. “Malika can help you with directions and anything else you might need. Hari already knows this, but you’ll be getting a smaller map, and all you have to do is mark down areas with potential spots. Okay?”

      They talked a few minutes more until there came a knock at the door, and a moment later Malika informed them that Bindhiya had someone else she needed to speak with. Maaya got to her feet, expecting Malika to escort them to the door, but instead Bindhiya got out of bed and led the way.

      “I’m feeling good today, so why don’t I show you out?” she asked cheerily, and Maaya decided she was more than fine with this. Malika bit her lip and frowned, but said nothing. Maaya knew Bindhiya would likely get a scolding when she got back.

      Outside the room, a young man and woman who looked like they were in their early twenties stood nearby, and they smiled at Bindhiya as she passed. She greeted them kindly, then walked to the door and opened it for them.

      “I hope I’ll be awake to see you set off tonight, but if I’m not, please know I’m so grateful for your work. You’re helping so many people by doing this. Remember to come by and get something to eat, and be safe, okay? The best news I can get is that you all made it back home.” She shook Hari’s hand, and then Kim’s, but when Maaya extended her own hand, Bindhiya gave her a hug instead. “I hope to see you all soon!”

      The door closed quietly behind them, and the hall was quiet.

      “Well then, I’ll see you tonight. Meet here at this spot say... just at sundown?” Hari suggested.

      “That should be okay, right?” Maaya asked Kim, and Kim agreed. “Okay! We’ll see you then. What are you going to do for the rest of the day?”

      “Sleep,” Hari answered instantly. “It’s hard to sleep in this weather even with all the extra blankets I managed to find. What I wouldn’t give for a fireplace to sleep on the floor next to.”

      The others murmured in wistful agreement. Maaya was getting sick of winter and was eager to start waking up to the warm sunlight of spring.

      “I don’t think I could sleep anymore, but I guess we can try,” Kim said. “I miss my blankets.”

      They walked to the entrance hall of the building where Hari quickly departed, headed off in another direction. As Maaya, Kim, and Saber started home, Maaya’s stomach growled.

      “I know we’re going to get some food tonight, but does anyone else want breakfast?” she asked.

      “I don’t know if we have any of our food left back at the post,” Kim said guiltily. “Sorry. I know it must be hard for you to feed me too.”

      “We should be getting more soon, so don’t you worry,” Saber said. “Speaking of which, I want to say something. Let’s take a longer way home; walk us past some of the food vendors and I’ll grab us something to eat.”

      “In broad daylight?” Maaya asked the ghost quietly.

      “Yes! I think we’ve already established that no one is going to be brave enough to accost flying food. Anyway, they shouldn’t see it in the first place. I’ll just fly it right over and into your pockets. What do you think? It’ll be the ultimate sleight of hand.”

      “Unless there’s an easier way to do it, I don’t mind,” Kim added.

      “See? She’s brave,” Saber chuckled. “If it helps, you’ll be safely away from the carts so no one will even look at you twice. They’ll look back and their food will have disappeared into thin air, and there won’t be anything they can—”

      “Excuse me, Maaya? Is that you?”

      Maaya and the others stopped and turned to look for the source of the voice. To her surprise, Maaya saw the ghost of a bespectacled old man coming up to her—one who looked somehow familiar.

      “Ah! I thought it was you. I apologize for coming up to you like this, but I was out for a walk and couldn’t help but notice you. How is everything?” the ghost continued, giving her a kind, wrinkly smile.

      Maaya started. It was Manoj, the ghost who had come up to her when she had broken into a house to steal things for Hari nearly a year and a half ago.

      “Oh! I... I’m doing well, I suppose. How are you?” she replied awkwardly. She wasn’t sure if the ghost bore a grudge against her, even though he didn’t seem to in the moment. If anyone did, she thought, he was well justified in doing so.

      “Good, good. I’m just out for a walk. I never got out much when I was alive, and I’m afraid I haven’t done much since I died, either; I’ve mostly looked after the family since I enjoyed watching them growing up so much. But things are getting stale, so I thought I’d try to learn more about Sark and maybe learn my way around.”

      “How is he? Your great-grandson, I mean,” Maaya asked.

      “Ah, not so well,” Manoj answered sadly. “I’m afraid the man will work himself until he dies. I was hopeful he might get better and attempt to find love again, but the house is a darker place every day. It’s one reason I’m trying to see the world; for the first time in my death I can’t stand to be there. But don’t let me bring you down. You look happy! Quite a good look on you, if I do say so, and a new one from what I can remember. How has life been?”

      “Good and bad. Which is better than just bad, I guess,” Maaya answered, allowing herself a smile. Then she gestured to Saber and Kim. “These are my friends, Kim and Saber. I don’t suppose I really had any when I met you, but things have changed.”

      “It’s my absolute pleasure,” Manoj said warmly, extending his hand for both girls to shake in turn. “Saber, is it? Might I ask where you’re from? I have never seen anyone who looks anything like you before.”

      “I wish I could say. Unfortunately, I don’t remember anything about who I was before I died, not even so much as a name. It was entertaining at first, but it’s become something of a sore spot. But it’s not like my death has left me wanting, and I was lucky enough to meet the most wonderful girl in town, so lucky me,” Saber grinned, putting her arm around Maaya’s shoulder.

      “Ah, I’m sorry to hear that. I hope someday you can be reunited with your past. You’re in good company indeed!” Manoj said, then turned back to Maaya. “You look well. I hope things continue to turn up and that I might someday welcome you back into my family home for tea, not because you’re in desperate need.”

      “I really hope so. I’m trying my best,” Maaya agreed. “I might have given up if it wasn’t for Saber. Or... maybe I had already given up. I just know I don’t feel that way anymore.”

      “And I can see it from a block away,” Manoj said happily. “Sticking with it through all the misery of your lowest moments is one of the hardest things to do, but I can see you’ve done it. Now, I do apologize, but I must be getting on. I don’t have anywhere to be, exactly, but if I stop for too long I’m bound to forget where I’ve been.”

      “Maybe we’ll see you around, right?” Maaya asked hopefully before she could stop herself.

      “If I’m so lucky! Good day to you all. May this happiness you’ve achieved continue to flourish.”

      With that, Manoj departed, taking his time and humming a cheery tune.

      “What a pleasant man. How do you know him?” Saber asked curiously.

      “I, uh... I broke into his great-grandson’s house to try to steal things to sell so I could eat,” Maaya answered guiltily.

      Saber laughed uproariously.

      “A pleasant and a forgiving man! You have the strangest ways of making friends, my dear. Now let’s get home and I’ll grab you something to eat along the way. We’ve got a big night ahead.”
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      Adelaide woke up slowly, her stomach growling with hunger. She thought about getting up to get something to eat, but her bed was too comfortable for the moment. The January air was cool and crisp, and despite everything else, it kept her feeling refreshed. The only trouble with the colder months of the year was that they didn’t lend themselves well toward swimming—at least not comfortably. But there was something to be said for a cold night with blankets, fire, and a cup of hot chocolate.

      Finally, Adelaide could resist no longer. Judging by the light filtering through the windows, it was a few hours past sunrise, which meant she had slept in again. A few months ago this might have filled her with anxiety, but now, she took a moment to appreciate it. She had intended to go to bed earlier, but she had been up into the early hours of the morning, unable to sleep until she finished putting together a new puzzle. There was a lot to be said for a good night’s sleep, too.

      She slowly got dressed and gave a halfhearted attempt at brushing her hair before simply pulling it all up into a ponytail. Everything else could wait until after breakfast.

      Once her shoes were on, she crossed the room to her door, then stepped outside. She was immediately met with a cool ocean breeze and a hint of warm sunlight; it was a cloudy morning, one that threatened afternoon rain, but only enough to make things a little inconvenient. It had been weeks and weeks since the last time it rained, and Adelaide was missing it.

      “Morning, cap’n,” Halvar greeted her as he jogged up the steps toward her. “Thought I saw you up late last night. Get enough rest?”

      “Plenty. And I was up late just having fun. I might get over this eventually, but I haven’t yet,” Adelaide answered happily.

      “Well, yeah. You spent your whole life in prison, and it’s only been a few months since we got you out,” Halvar chuckled. That was how the crew had started referring to her family’s house, and she hadn’t made any attempt to stop them. “Anyhow, you off to the mess? Sofie’s been waiting to chat with you all morning.”

      “Why me?”

      “Her list of provisions once we reach port. She doesn’t quite trust Grant to take care of it, not since he got practically scammed by the last chandler he talked to. Guess she figures you’ll take better care of it.”

      “She knows there’s a long list of people between Grant and me she could talk to, right?”

      “Yeah, but I think you’re the only one brave enough to tell off the one in charge of making our food.” Halvar snorted. “Gotta hand it to her, though, I’ve never had better ship food.”

      Adelaide sighed. She wasn’t yet awake enough to think about managing their visit to a port town later that day. She rarely was even when she was rested and fed, but that was the beauty—and necessity—of delegation. There were so many others better equipped to handle what amounted to chores than she was.

      “I’ll talk to Inga after I eat. I can’t think about anything until my stomach is full.”

      “Look on the bright side, cap’n; you should get a great breakfast this morning if the cook’s trying to bribe you to do her grocery shopping.”

      They laughed, and Adelaide made her way downstairs toward the mess. A few other sailors on their way across the ship greeted her, and she wished them a cheery good morning in kind.

      They had been out at sea almost exclusively since Adelaide’s late-night departure from her family home some months before, and while it had been something of a struggle for a few weeks as everyone got used to how suddenly their voyages were kicking off, they had all eventually settled into some level of comfort. It had taken Adelaide slightly longer than the others; they had been hired for this, and were preparing for it on some level ever since they had been brought on board, but for her, this was a result of a catastrophic upheaval in the very foundations of her life. Sanna was dead, her relationship with her family was, at the moment, nonexistent, and her future was now a total mystery.

      It had taken her weeks to process everything, but when she did, she realized she was feeling better than she had expected. When she went to bed, she would catch herself worrying about the next day’s lessons before she reminded herself they weren’t happening anymore. She would catch herself terrified of returning to Unshala’s port to face her parents’ wrath before she remembered she wasn’t going back. She had taken the plunge. She was on her own now, and it had been like jumping into cold water: there was a shock at first, but it wasn’t as scary as she had expected.

      These realizations didn’t stop the nightmares, or the flashes of panic she felt when she saw someone who looked like her mother or father in any of the port towns they visited, or the undercurrent of fear that whispered to her that they were doing everything in their power to bring her back by force if they had to. But it was a start.

      Being around her crew every minute of every day had also helped her start opening up more than any of their drills ever had, if only because she literally had no other choice. But as she walked through the ship’s narrow halls on her way to get breakfast, comfortably greeting everyone she saw without a second thought, she couldn’t help but notice how that was starting to affect her for the better.

      “Ah! There you are, Captain. I was starting to think you’d be asleep ‘til afternoon!” Sofie exclaimed as Adelaide walked into the cramped mess hall. “Hang on a spell, I’ll fix you something extra special.”

      “Special? Oh, whatever is the occasion?” Adelaide asked innocently, and even Sofie seemed to detect how out of place her tone was.

      “Bah. Halvar told on me, didn’t he? I’m not sure what he told you, but he was lying, I can almost guarantee—”

      “You want me to make sure you get the provisions you want, right?” Adelaide said, her exasperation only partly feigned.

      “Aye. I figure you’ll know how to see it done without emptying our coffers entirely. Yes, I’m looking at you, Grant,” she added sharply, passing a severe glance at her assistant, who quickly skulked away. “But you run a tight ship, so I know you can do something as simple as get us the food we need. Oh, morning Ms. Strand! What can I get you?”

      Inga had come up quietly beside Adelaide, giving the captain a polite nod as she did so.

      “Good morning. The usual, if you please.”

      “Always an easy customer, you are.”

      “I couldn’t help but overhear that you’re in need of assistance obtaining provisions when we reach port this afternoon. Will your assistant be busy?”

      “No, but while he might be a good cook, he’s a hapless negotiator. We’ll always end up paying three times what we ought if I put him in charge, so I’ve asked the captain to make sure it goes smoothly. And... here you are!”

      She handed Inga a bowl of spiced oatmeal and two slices of seasoned and toasted bread. Inga didn’t move.

      “Have you instructed Grant how to properly negotiate for what you need?”

      “Nah, that’s not my job. I’ll have—”

      “But it is the captain’s?”

      Sofie fell quiet, seeming to understand what Inga was getting at.

      “I mean, not exactly, but it would be done much more efficiently if—”

      “The captain oversees the ship and all its operations. That includes hiring people who are qualified to do the tasks they are assigned. You were given an assistant with this in mind. If this is not part of your duties you feel you can adequately perform, we may discuss this at your leisure.”

      She offered a polite nod, then stepped away before Sofie could respond. But Sofie looked thoroughly chastised, and wordlessly handed Adelaide her food, not quite looking directly at her.

      “Thanks. See you later,” Adelaide offered, then hurried away. Inga had taken a seat at a small table nearby, and Adelaide pulled up a chair to join her. “How did you sleep?”

      “Satisfactorily, as always. And you?”

      “Pretty well. When I’m not waking up because I think I’m back at home I’m getting the best sleep of my life,” Adelaide laughed. “You must have slept in some too if you’re only just getting breakfast now.”

      “Hm? Oh, no, Captain. For me, this is lunch,” Inga said with a wink. “I wanted to get an early start speaking with Malthe, Dmitri, and Sigríður about their needs for when we arrive in town, and to review the ship’s security policies with Theo since this will be our first time going ashore in some time.”

      “How does everything look?”

      “Fairly typical, which I won’t complain about. I did, however, want to make sure he’s prepared due to your concerns.”

      “You mean that my parents or someone they hire might try to board?”

      “Yes. While I imagine it unlikely, you know them better than anyone, and we sacrifice nothing to ensure the ship is kept secure. Theo has expressed his concerns that our security team is short-staffed, however.”

      “Yeah, well... everything is short-staffed right now,” Adelaide said as she munched on her shrimp sandwich. “I suppose that’s something else we’ll need to take care of at some point.”

      “Among other things. But for now, we’ll take things one day at a time. I can say the crew is in high spirits, and things only seem to be improving.”

      “That’s good. I’ve been a little worried they’d be getting frustrated at our lack of direction. But I guess it’s a good thing we’re able to sail at all, isn’t it? And we have you to thank for that, like so many other things.”

      Inga’s expression remained impassive, save for the mischievous glitter in her eyes.

      “I only suspected they might try to take the Windfire from you if they discovered you were sailing without telling them. So I merely sped up the process of legally ensuring she was rightfully registered as yours alone to prevent any outside influence.”

      “And you never told me.”

      “My position requires me to prepare a variety of contingency plans, many of which rely on hypothetical situations. There’s no need to bother you with every little possibility. Besides, I feared bringing attention to my efforts might increase your anxiety, when at that point there would have been little purpose.”

      Adelaide grinned, taking another bite of her sandwich.

      “You are a marvel.”

      “You’re too kind. Now, since you’re here, I wonder if we might discuss more of our upcoming task list for the day...”

      An hour later, Adelaide returned to her cabin. They were several hours from making port, and with little to do in the way of monitoring their progress, she decided she felt like distracting herself until they arrived. Heading for the shore still made her a little nervous; even though the Windfire was entirely under her ownership, and even though everything else they had ever done was completely by the books, she couldn’t escape the thought that her parents’ egos had been bruised too badly to let her escape free of punishment. She always expected to see dozens of officers or even soldiers lining the docks as they approached, ready to arrest her and take her back home. Every time she saw another ship on the horizon, she wondered if they were chasing her.

      She sighed as she closed the cabin doors behind her. What a way to live. Even when she was out in the deep ocean with not another soul in sight for miles, she didn’t feel truly free.

      She sat down at her desk, intent on working on another model or puzzle, but as she reached for a box, her hand brushed a letter lying nearby. Normally she would have blamed her lack of organizational motivation for leaving such a thing lying about, but this was different. It was the only letter or correspondence she’d gotten from anyone from Krethus since she fled, and she couldn’t bear to put it out of her sight even for a moment.

      Now that she had made herself aware of it again, she picked it up and pulled it in front of her. She had read it several dozen times already, but there was no pulling herself away from this.

      

      Hey kid,

      

      If you’re reading this letter, the worst has happened. It feels strange to write something like this, almost like I’m making it inevitable by writing it down, you know? Hopefully you’ll never have to see this, and then one day when we’re both old and grey I can laugh and tell you about all the dramatic stuff I had to do as part of this job. But part of me feels like you will end up reading it one way or another. There aren’t many old people in this profession. Historically speaking, the odds are against me. But you can bet everything you have that I’m going to try my best to see this one through to the end. A good end, I mean. And one that’s very, very far off yet, because as much as you make fun of me for being old, I’ve got a lot of life left ahead of me.

      Nevertheless, if you’re reading this, it means I failed, and I can only hope that I have only failed myself. Not you, not anyone else. Just me. I’ve sealed more of those cursed ghosts than I could ever count even if I did try to keep track, so if I end up losing my life to them, at least I can say I took a whole bunch down with me. And you know what? If I see any of them in the afterlife, I’ll beat the life out of them there, too.

      First, a bit of business. You asked me many times when you’d officially be an elite rather than just in training. If you’re reading this, you are one now. Because of your progress, I made certain that, in the event of my death, your status as an elite with the Krethan government would be made official. You were so, so very close as it was. If it had to happen this way, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you directly. But you definitely earned it. I know getting this letter may upset you, but please allow me still to tell you congratulations. And I mean that.

      There’s a lot I want to tell you, and you’ll have probably heard it all by now because I don’t believe in that cliché stuff about leaving things unsaid for a letter like this. But it’s important I say them again anyway.

      First, you’re one of the strongest and most skilled students I’ve ever worked with. You pick things up so fast and it just seems to click. I know what you say about struggling with other subjects, but I have never had an easier time as a tutor than I did with you. I always felt like I was going out on patrol with a partner, not a student. Never, ever doubt yourself. You are so much stronger and smarter than you have been led to believe.

      Second, you know what you want. I can see it in your eyes and I hear it in your words. When you’re doing something you like or feel good about, it’s like you’re a different person. That confidence you’re in search of is already there—you’ve just been trying to find it in all the wrong places.

      Third, you’ve got what it takes to do right by yourself, and not only that, but you need to. I know what your family is like. They’ll have you in stuffy dresses and speaking like the imperatrix herself if they have their way with you, and the thought makes me gag. Don’t let them take your uniqueness from you. You’re worth so much more than that.

      Finally... I’m proud of you. I’m really, really damn proud of you. You’ve got struggles I can’t even fathom and more than you know what to do with, but you’ve never stopped moving and never lost sight of what matters. You’re always out there working your hardest and saving lives no matter what else is hitting you. You’ve got passion and heart I rarely see in anyone else doing this work. That’s why I’d hate to see it go to waste.

      I’ve said this too, but this work gets to you. It’ll eat you alive if you let it. So don’t lose focus. Keep that optimism about you. Don’t think about this work in terms of how many people you can’t save. Count the ones you can. It’s always going to be higher, and it’s always going to be more meaningful.

      You’re an incredible girl, Adelaide Sol, and you’re going to become a woman who goes on to do even greater things. I don’t expect to see you where I am now for a long while, but when you finally do come around, I can’t wait to hear the stories you’ll have to tell.

      Stay strong and be brave. I’d say make me proud, but... you already have. So instead I’ll just say this: keep it up.

      I’ll see you again.

      

      Love,

      Sanna Dahlgren

      

      Adelaide didn’t realize she was biting her lip until she tasted blood. Hastily, she shoved the letter away from her, then shut her eyes, balling her hands into fists. She didn’t know why she made herself read the letter over and over. It hurt more than she could describe. The anxiety she felt at the idea her parents were somehow pursuing her wasn’t the only thing that had been troubling her recently. The other feeling, which had flared inside her ever since she had received the letter a month and a half ago, was shame.

      Here Sanna had written a beautiful letter praising Adelaide for her accomplishments and efforts, telling her how proud she was of her, and what was she doing? Hiding away at sea because her parents had finally pushed her too far. She hadn’t been back to the mainland for a single patrol since she had left. Not since the night Sanna had been killed. So much for never losing sight of what mattered, Adelaide thought bitterly. Even after her successful escape and finding freedom from her family, she couldn’t win. Inga must have been right. She could choose to be anything, but not everything. She had made a choice, and while so much of it had made her feel so much better, there was also this.

      There was an element of loneliness mixed in as well. Had what she’d done really been so bad that the only correspondence she was worth receiving since she left was from someone who had died? She had half hoped she’d hear from Marit, but she expected her parents had already gotten around to telling her all sorts of awful things about her. Marit probably hated her now. What was more, even though the lack of any contact from her parents eased her anxieties in some respect, she felt some bitterness as well. She had lived there for seventeen years. Would they not even try to reach her? Was this how easily the infamous Sol bond was shattered?

      This train of thought led her to Annayet. Though Adelaide’s bird had returned, it had been without a reply, and she hadn’t heard from her since. She was afraid it was because the girl was in major trouble. If she was, it was Adelaide’s fault, and Annayet likely—and understandably—hated her for it.

      And it hurt. No one had ever said that disconnecting like this would be easy, and the repercussions of her actions had been the one thing keeping her from even trying for so long, but it still hurt more than she could have ever imagined.

      She got to her feet, blinking her tears away, and headed for the helm. If she was feeling lonely, she wouldn’t feel any better locking herself away from everyone else.

      In the early afternoon, Adelaide guided the Windfire slowly into the docks of the port town of Lanki. As strange and uncomfortable as an unfamiliar port was, Adelaide couldn’t help but look at it as something of an adventure in its own right. Unshala had always felt like home, but so much so that it was to its detriment; she had always felt like she was coming home to her parents’ town, somewhere she was inextricably linked to. But they were here in Lanki because she had decided it, and nothing more, and there was something refreshing about it.

      As the ship was secured to the docks, the crew performed one last inspection before lining up. In different ports, the harbormasters and their staff were more strict about requesting crew and cargo manifests, and while at first this perturbed her, it quickly started feeling more like part of the process she loved all the same. As soon as everything was cleared, Adelaide dismissed her crew and officers, and watched as they departed, eager to get their assigned tasks out of the way so they could enjoy at least a few hours of leisure time ashore.

      One of the exceptions to those going ashore, at least for the moment, was Theo, who walked up to Adelaide with two burly sailors at his back.

      “Captain,” he greeted her respectfully, “I’m not sure if the lieutenant commander told you, but my team and I will be keeping a close eye on the Windfire as long as we’re here. She told me there was some concern with your family.”

      “Possible concern, yes. I don’t know that they’ll try anything, and I don’t see why they’d know where we are, but considering they tried to have the Windfire taken out of service to get back at me, it’s probably best if we play it safe.”

      “Aye. I don’t much mind staying aboard, even, as I’ve always appreciated having a ship under my feet than solid ground, but could I trouble you with a personal request or two?”

      “Of course. What do you need?”

      “Hopefully nothin’ too much trouble. I’ve got a letter needs dropping off in town. And, er, I was also hoping you might be able to pick me up some toscakaka. It’s been an awful long time since I’ve had it, and Sofie doesn’t have the stuff to make it.”

      Adelaide’s stomach growled at the mere mention of this dessert, and she nodded eagerly.

      “I can do that. I’ll need to get some for myself while I’m at it. I’ll bring you back enough to last you a week.”

      “Never had any amount that lasted me more than a day or two, but I’d like to see you try all the same.”

      “If this is a challenge, I’ll have to think of something,” Adelaide said, grinning.

      Adelaide soon ventured into town, letter in hand. Lanki was an even smaller town than Unshala, and several townspeople had gathered nearby to see the ship that had pulled in. Some were mingling with some sailors nearby, which helped Adelaide feel a little better. It was always nice when the locals were friendly.

      She shook her head suddenly. She was already starting to feel like she was making visits to foreign lands. This was still Krethus, even if she didn’t know this particular area very well. There was no reason to expect anything different.

      As she looked for a mailbox or mail office, she saw Gunnar nearby, carrying several letters of his own. Struck by an idea, she made her way over to him.

      “Ah, hello, ma’am. Looking to send something off?” Gunnar asked as she approached.

      “Just one letter. Not mine,” she added quickly.

      “I can take it if you’d like. Figured I’d help since everyone else looked so busy.”

      “That’d be great. I need to run and get something to eat for me and Theo, but I was wondering if you could do something else for me if you have the time.”

      “I can certainly try. What do you need?”

      “Find a good recipe for toscakaka, then make sure all the ingredients we need to make it are added to the list of provisions we’re buying. Oh, and while you’re at it... do the same for some prinsesstårta. If it’s too much out of budget, I’ll reimburse you for it later. The crew deserves a few surprises.”

      “No argument from me, ma’am. Consider it done.”

      With her main challenge and task out of the way, she started out in search of a good place to buy a meal and some dessert to bring back for Theo.

      Her appetite was quickly sated, but this only did so much to distract her. The longer she spent walking around, the more she felt that she had an obligation to stay. She should be here, ready to fight off the ghosts as she always had. She was treating this like a short vacation when in reality she ought to be staying on land and defending her country. How many had died while she was away?

      She grimaced, steeling herself against these intrusive thoughts. She was doing what Sanna specifically warned her not to. She couldn’t think about the ones she hadn’t been able to save. And however much Sanna had drilled it into her that defending their country was their ultimate goal, she had also told her to be safe and to take care of herself. She of all people would have understood, surely.

      Only somewhat comforted, Adelaide ordered one dessert to go, then started back toward the ship, unable to suppress the feeling that she was leaving something important behind.

      As afternoon turned into evening, the crew started making their way back to the ship. The Windfire had been loaded up with weeks’ worth of provisions of all sorts, and everyone’s personal business had otherwise been taken care of. Most of the crew had spent the rest of their free time relaxing, but the Windfire always left by sunset, and no one wanted to chance being left behind.

      Adelaide sat alone in her cabin, watching the sky turn pink and purple and orange as the sun came closer to the horizon. The sight filled her with excitement, as it usually did—it meant they would soon be back out on the water again—but tonight, it seemed stifled. There was too much on her mind for her to enjoy even a beautiful sunset and everything it brought with it.

      Feeling restless, she walked back toward her desk to see if she might have any more luck distracting herself, and her eye caught Sanna’s letter again. The feeling of leaving something behind intensified, and after a moment, she cursed quietly in frustration as she grabbed her coat and headed for the door.

      “Nearly everyone’s back and we’re cleared to leave whenever we like,” David reported as she stepped outside. “You ready to see us off?”

      “No,” Adelaide said without meeting his eye. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a speed augment card, applying it to her limbs as she walked. “Tell the crew they’ve got a few more hours to enjoy themselves. I’ll be back by midnight.”

      By the time David could even open his mouth to protest, Adelaide had already disappeared.

      

      Ten minutes to midnight, Adelaide arrived back in Lanki, making her way immediately for the docks. To her slight relief, the Windfire was still there; near the end of her spontaneous patrol, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking that the crew might have gotten frustrated with her decision and decided to leave without her.

      When she landed on deck, so swiftly that even those who had seen her coming hadn’t had time to get to their feet, she noticed that the ship was well lit, and that most of the crew was still up and about.

      “Ahoy! Captain’s back!” one sailor shouted. She tried to analyze his tone to see if he sounded angry, but before she got too far, she heard several people give shouts and whistles of approval.

      She stared around in confusion. She wasn’t sure if she had expected them to be upset, exactly, but she definitely hadn’t expected anyone to react as though she had just performed some great feat or performance.

      Luckily, Inga soon came to her rescue. As soon as Adelaide saw her, she let her libris lines fade, feeling more than a little self-conscious, and braced herself as she nearly collapsed from the sudden wave of exhaustion. She was out of practice, and she could feel it in every muscle in her body.

      “It’s good to see you back, Captain. We were worried.” Inga held out a glass of water for her, and she took it gratefully. “Was your patrol a success?”

      “Successful enough. There weren’t many of the ghosts about tonight, but I sealed a few I saw on my way toward a few different towns. I... I want to talk to you. And the rest of the officers.”

      “Of course. Shall we make way first?”

      “Yes. See us out, please. Our course is your discretion. I need to catch my breath, so have everyone ready in fifteen minutes once we’re well under way.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Adelaide went to take another sip of water to find that the glass was already empty. Still very conscious of the crew’s eyes on her, she headed up the stairs to the cabin, eager to get out of her coat and boots and sit down. She had left the ship so quickly she hadn’t thought to change into her typical patrol garb.

      As she let her aching muscles relaxed and her breathing slowed, she tried to figure out what she was feeling. It wasn’t just the reaction of the crew that had confused her; the entire night hadn’t been anything she had expected. Feeling ashamed of what she felt was abandoning her country, she had gone off on a whim to patrol as she usually did—but instead of feeling any better or satisfied, she felt strangely out of place, like she usually did whenever she was in her family’s home. It hadn’t felt right somehow, even though she was doing all the same things she had always done. Something was still missing.

      Oddly enough, however, despite all the confusion that came with it, her patrol had helped her figure something out.

      Precisely fifteen minutes later, Inga entered the cabin, followed by David, Gunnar, Halvar, and Malthe. Again Adelaide looked for signs of irritation or frustration, but either they were hiding it well, or there was none to be found.

      “You feel all right, cap’n? Looked like you were about to fall over once you appeared out of thin air like that,” Halvar asked somewhat in awe.

      “I’m fine. I just needed a little rest. Uhm... the crew isn’t upset with me, are they?”

      The others glanced between themselves.

      “Why would they be?” David asked.

      “For delaying our departure for several hours so I could do something personal out of nowhere.”

      “I think you might be selling yourself a bit short there, ma’am,” Gunnar said.

      “He’s right. As far as the crew is concerned they just witnessed an act of heroism. I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Malthe added.

      “This is the first time you’ve used your abilities so freely in front of the crew,” Inga reminded her. “Blackfins we may be, but we are Krethans first and foremost. Our captain delaying us slightly in order to hunt down the ghosts attacking our countrymen is something I imagine most would be honored to witness.”

      “I... suppose,” Adelaide answered shortly, hoping her cheeks weren’t turning pink like they very much felt like they were. “Well, if no one is upset, that’s good. I know it was spontaneous, but I don’t think it will happen again.”

      David nodded.

      “That’s really the only thing I had in mind to say of it. As far as I’m concerned, if you’d like to something like that, you’re welcome to any time you like. Just a little advanced notice would help a bit.”

      “Well, that’s why I asked to talk to you,” Adelaide addressed the room at large, getting to her feet and beginning to pace. There was no sitting still for this. “I... I think we should travel away from Krethus.”

      The others shared another confused glance, and this time, Gunnar spoke first.

      “How do you mean, ma’am?”

      Adelaide bit her lip, trying to think of how she could possibly explain this.

      “I went out tonight because I’ve been feeling like I’ve abandoned my country by running away from home. I used to go on patrol on a regular basis, and this was my first time in months. But it... wasn’t what I was looking for. I think I’m still a little too afraid. I was hoping I could find some direction or inspiration, but I just came back feeling even more confused. Maybe this all is just a little too close to home, and in the meantime, we’ve mostly been traveling wherever the winds take us. That’s not what I wanted, nor what I think anyone else here had in mind when they signed up.”

      “Have you got something particular in mind?” David continued.

      “Now that we’re at sea full time, we’ll have to think about filling the rest of our positions. We need at least twenty or so more sailors on board before we come close to a comfortable complement. So I think we should start there. How would we make this happen?”

      “The commander and I could put out another call, though I imagine you are looking for something more discreet,” Inga offered, and Adelaide nodded. “In that case, I recommend speaking with Berglund. His past work with the Blackfins has given him a network of connections with various chapters across the country, so I believe he would serve as an effective liaison.”

      “Okay. We’ll do that. First, we need to decide who and what we need. Gunnar, could you speak with the heads of every team to see what we should prioritize? After that we can have another meeting and go over what you found,” Adelaide requested.

      “Aye, I’ll see it done.”

      “All right. That’s the short term. In the long term, I was thinking we could take some longer voyages. Maybe... much longer voyages.” Adelaide was feeling nervous now. There was really no reason for her to be, but she couldn’t help it. Such was the nature of a suggestion like this. “I think getting away from Krethus for a while would do me some good, and it should help everyone here who’s been feeling a little bored lately.”

      “What of your patrols? If you’ve been feeling down about not doing them more, how would pulling away from Krethus help?” Malthe asked.

      “Because going out didn’t help like I thought it would. If anything, it made me want to leave more. It’s complicated and I won’t pretend like I can properly explain it.” Adelaide paused, glancing down at the letter on her desk. How well Sanna had known her. “I was trying to find comfort in the things I was used to. It didn’t work. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned from all this, it’s that I need to stop doing the things everyone else thinks I should do. I love Krethus, and I won’t stop fighting these ghosts until the day I die, but right now, that’s not what I need. I need to switch my focus and stop trying to be so many different things at once.”

      “And what is it you want to be?” Inga asked expectantly.

      “A captain. Your captain,” Adelaide answered, and she felt a surge of excitement and confidence as she spoke these words, as though her body was trying to tell her she had chosen the right thing. “I want to take this ship across the world. I don’t know exactly what we’ll do at every turn, but once we figure something out, we’ll do it. We have that freedom, and we’re going to use it.”

      “Yes!” Halvar exclaimed, punching his palm with his fist as the other shared looks of relief and anticipation. “That’s what I signed up for.”

      “That in mind, do we have something more specific than ‘across the world’?” David asked.

      “I was thinking we could visit Selenthia.”

      Their expressions of surprise were about what she had expected, as well as the smiles that followed. Malthe, as excited as he clearly was, also looked skeptical.

      “That’ll be dangerous, Captain. If they get even a hint we’re a Krethan vessel and crew, they’ll sink us before we so much as get a glimpse of the continent.”

      “We’ll just tell them we aren’t,” Adelaide said airily, and grinned as she caught Inga’s approving glance.

      “Coming up with a convincing lie will require some work, but I believe we can do it. I’d like to offer my knowledge to that end, Captain,” Inga said.

      “Do you know much about Selenthia?”

      “Enough to get us by. I know what type of ship designations they use, as well as insignias commonly used on Krethan vessels. I can also help us devise a cover story for our ship and crew, such as our occupation, that would likely grant us full access to most Selenthian port towns and cities.”

      “Interesting... what do you think would be most likely to get us in?” Adelaide asked, intrigued.

      “Acting as a merchant vessel. We could falsify papers demonstrating that we operate under the employ of a fictitious company, then assign either crew members or Selenthian Blackfins to ‘work’ for said company in case anyone decides to double check. It wouldn’t be hard to have our fake company officially licensed and registered with the local government of a small port town. All said and done, we would have a Selenthian ship designation and official documents linking us to a reputable Selenthian company, complete with employees on paper who could vouch for us if necessary.”

      The room was quiet as all eyes fell on her. Even David watched her with a mix of surprise and admiration.

      “You... really are good at this lying thing, aren’t you?” Adelaide said finally.

      Inga nodded respectfully.

      “I am a Blackfin.”

      “Yeah, well, we clearly all didn’t get the same training,” Halvar said, and the others chuckled. “But I’ll be able to help with the paperwork, cap’n. Never did visit Selenthia directly myself, but one of my old crewmates went back and forth sometimes and he taught me a few things. They’ve got a certain format to their crew and cargo manifests and other reports.”

      “In that case, let’s collaborate. We’ll need to have much of this finished before we arrive,” Inga said, then turned to Adelaide. “I recall you traveled there once. What do you remember of it?”

      Gunnar, Halvar, and Malthe looked at Adelaide in surprise. Evidently not everyone knew.

      “Hold on now cap’n, you’ve already been across the world? Since when?” Halvar asked, astounded.

      “It doesn’t really count. I was much younger. My parents were visiting Levien for business, and when talks stalled, we took a casual trip inland to get away from the bustle. It seemed nice enough, I suppose. I remember Levien being very big, but I was younger, so it might not actually be so bad.”

      “Levien is one of the country’s largest port cities. I was going to recommend traveling there first; since they’re so busy, they’re not as likely to look over our paperwork as keenly,” Inga said.

      With this, everyone fell silent, turning their eyes back to their captain.

      “Sounds like we’ve got a plan,” Adelaide said, and though she wanted to sound comfortable and professional, she was fully aware she sounded giddy instead. “I know it’s not all going to be easy. There’s probably going to be some danger out there, we’ll run into some tight spots, and we might even have to fight. But you guys are the best. We’ll make it happen, and we’ll have a great time of it, too.”

      The others voiced their approval all at once, and Adelaide felt as though another weight had been removed from her shoulders.

      “When do we get started?” Halvar asked once the noise died down.

      “Tomorrow should work. Do you think we can have everything we need figured out by then?” Adelaide asked, looking between Inga and Halvar.

      “Easily. With a good wind it will take even the Windfire roughly two weeks to reach Selenthia. By then, Halvar and I will have everything prepared,” Inga answered.

      “Great! In that case, feel free to inform the crew as you like. No reason this needs to be a secret until then. Though... are you all okay with this? Do you have any concerns?”

      “Nothing so important it should stop us. We’ll figure it out as we go, I figure,” Halvar said, sounding as far removed from concerned as it was possible to be. The others nodded in agreement.

      “Okay. In that case, if there are no other questions... you’re dismissed.”

      Her officers slowly filtered out of the cabin—all save for Inga. She stood aside to let the others pass, and then stood silent even after the doors had closed.

      “Is everything okay?” Adelaide asked uncertainly.

      “That’s what I wanted to ask you, Captain. I know much has been on your mind of late.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Adelaide answered with a quiet laugh, sitting back down and inviting Inga to join her. “I’ve been stressed about what to do about my patrols, thinking about everything Sanna taught me and what my duty is, the fact that my parents haven’t contacted me, how I haven’t heard from Annayet...”

      “While I’m not entirely surprised by the lack of correspondence from your parents, if you are worried about Ms. Mäkinen, I can send some of our contacts to see if she is all right.”

      Adelaide shook her head slowly.

      “As tempting as that sounds, that would delay our trip to Selenthia. Besides, even if I found out she wasn’t all right, I don’t know what I could do about it. Her father definitely wouldn’t let me anywhere near her. I’d just cause more problems. Either she got in trouble because of me, or she’s not in trouble but has decided not to contact me. I couldn’t blame her... what it must have been like to get a bird from me in the middle of the night telling her she’s about to be in serious trouble... and all because I left our letters on my desk so carelessly.”

      “I understand. But if you ever change your mind, I can see it done. Perhaps it would give you some peace of mind if her safety at the very least was assured.”

      “Maybe. Right now I don’t know. I think it’s just one more part of Krethus I need to get away from. Besides, she’s smart. No matter what happens, she’ll be all right,” Adelaide said, trying to sound as confident as she wished she felt.

      “No doubt she was a good influence,” Inga said warmly. “And speaking of... are you worried about Sanna might have felt about your decision to leave?”

      Adelaide glanced at her in surprise.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Beyond the fact that she was an influential person in your life, I know you’ve struggled with deciding what to do. With her death amidst all this other chaos in your life, I want to make sure you’re feeling well about this. Your actions are important, certainly, but given your particular upbringing, your motivations are as well. I know you held her opinion in high regard.”

      Adelaide couldn’t help but look back down at the letter. There was no doubt she’d appreciated everything Sanna had ever told her, which was part of why she kept the letter in plain sight. She had never felt like she took Sanna’s company and wisdom for granted, but it had still hit her hard. She would never get to speak with her again, not in this lifetime. It was important to her to keep these last words of hers nearby, not necessarily for what they said, but who had said them.

      Her eyes focused on the part of the letter she had been thinking about all night long, and she smiled faintly.

      You know what you want. I can see it in your eyes and I hear it in your words. When you’re doing something you like or feel good about, it’s like you’re a different person. That confidence you’re in search of is already there—you’ve just been trying to find it in all the wrong places.

      “I think she’d understand.”

      Inga got to her feet quietly and clasped her hands behind her back.

      “Then all is well. Good night, Captain.”

      She left the cabin without another word, leaving Adelaide with her thoughts. Adelaide stared at the letter for a minute more, then got up to get ready for bed. Tomorrow, they would start for Selenthia, and though part of her felt sad to leave it behind, she couldn’t help but feel this was what was right for her. Besides, she mused, it wouldn’t be for too long. Not everything would resolve itself all at once, but she couldn’t let herself wait around and sulk until it did.

      She knew what she wanted, after all.
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      For the next two months, Maaya found her schedule taken up by both Rahu and Bindhiya, and the more she volunteered for the latter, the more she kicked herself for not having been brave enough to go see Bindhiya more to begin with. Maybe if she had, she wouldn’t have felt so pressured to seek Rahu’s help.

      But then she reminded herself why she had actually done it, and knew she would have always ended up going to Rahu regardless. Even in a universe where she was the richest and most loved person in Sark, she would have desperately tried to see him. Because he signified the connection she so desperately wanted. He had been the one person in town who had believed her and validated her feelings that the world had been unfair to her.

      At least... that’s what she had thought to begin with.

      Late one evening, a few hours after the sun had set, Maaya and Kim lay on an old bench about a block from their home, staring up at the stars. This was another thing Maaya appreciated about where she lived; there wasn’t nearly as much light as there was in other parts of town, which meant that she could see the entire starry expanse of the night sky whenever she looked up at night. She was often captivated by it, and would watch the distant glittering lights with a longing she had never been able to describe.

      “What do you think about when you see them?” Kim asked softly, breaking the silence.

      “I don’t know. It makes me feel small and lonely, I guess,” Maaya answered. “I think about how so much is out there that we’ll never see, and that maybe there are worlds like this one out there, just better.”

      “They make me happy,” Kim said, and Maaya could hear her smile in her voice. “I don’t know why. But they’re so beautiful, and they’re there for everyone, too. It doesn’t matter who you are. Anyone can look up and see the stars. That whole universe out there is just as much for us as it is for anyone else.”

      Maaya closed her eyes and gently exhaled through her nose.

      “That’s a nice way to think about it. Figures the one thing we all get is so far away.”

      “Why stop there? If the universe is for everyone, this world can be, too.”

      “Not inside these walls.”

      “Then we’ll leave them. There has to be more to the world than this place!”

      “You are definitely the optimist,” Maaya laughed. “I like you.”

      “And maybe you’re not, but that’s okay. I like you too. I’m really glad I met you.”

      They fell back into silence, and Maaya stared back up at the stars so high above them. She tried to see them the same way Kim did, but no matter what she did, their beauty only reminded her of everything she didn’t know and couldn’t get to. They might as well have been the rest of the world for how inaccessible they were.

      Maaya frowned. Was she really so bitter? She never thought herself a pessimist, and she acknowledged her unhappiness when she felt it—which she had to admit was often—but she wasn’t so bad as to feel only misery when confronted with the beauty of the universe, surely.

      “You know... I haven’t given up,” Maaya murmured. “If I thought this was all there was, I really would have given up years ago. But I still have my good dreams.”

      “Like what?”

      “Nothing big, I guess. I just dream of always having enough to eat, maybe a few different clothes to wear, a warm bed at night, things like that. Maybe to live somewhere people actually like me and smile at me, you know?”

      “That’s nice! See?” Kim exclaimed, sitting up and sitting closer to Maaya. “You can be an optimist too.”

      “People make fun of optimists, don’t they?”

      “Yes, and people can be wrong.”

      “Were you always like this? Even when things were really bad?” Maaya continued. Kim’s presence near her was comforting; no matter what they talked about, she seemed to have that effect on her.

      “Kind of. I was definitely sad a lot, and scared. But whenever I’d lie down to sleep I would imagine myself in a happier place where everything was okay, and it really helped.”

      “So like... daydreaming before you fell asleep?”

      “Yeah!” Kim said happily.

      “Does that count?”

      “Well, you have to be some kind of optimist to have those daydreams in the first place, don’t you?”

      Maaya smiled again.

      “I guess you would.”

      Maaya slowly sat up, returning her gaze to the world much closer to home. The streets were still dark and empty, and somehow she felt a little worse to be reminded that a place like this existed.

      Luckily, a light to her left coming quickly into her field of view told her Saber was coming, and she glanced gratefully up at the ghost.

      “Hi, I’m bored. Do you want to go visit Styx? Staying here much longer is going to kill me all over again.”

      “Oh, yes! Can we? I want to go back on the river,” Kim pleaded, and Maaya, who had already been inclined to agree, nodded immediately.

      “Can we get food?” she added.

      “Yes, I can get you food. It’ll be a little out of the way, but I can get you some warm bread left over from one of the bakeries if we hurry. I’ll grab a roll for Styx, too.”

      Half an hour later, the girls made their way out to the dock, half-eaten rolls in their hands and another in Maaya’s pocket. Maaya knew her coat was going to smell like a bakery for several days, and she wasn’t sure if she was okay with that or not. She could appreciate it in the moment, however, and was absolutely not going to complain about bakery fresh food. Saber had been helping them get more food recently by way of sneaking food into Maaya’s pockets, and it had become very efficient, even if Saber didn’t always tell Maaya when to expect a sudden extra weight. Maaya wasn’t sure how much she was okay with that, either, but between retaining her food security and listening to the angry shouts of confused vendors, many of whom had been very rude to her in the past, she decided not to say anything about it.

      They soon made it to the dock and found Styx in his usual place, this time chatting with a ghost Maaya was vaguely familiar with. Milo had been a thief in his day, though that had been decades and decades before Maaya’s time, back when it had evidently been common practice to kill thieves and then dump their bodies into the river. Milo was one such unlucky victim, and in addition to the frightening past already implied by his death, he had a large metal spike where his left eye used to be, which had assuredly not been a fashion decision of his own.

      Milo was the first to notice them coming, and he gave them a cheeky grin as they walked up to him.

      “Ah, evenin’! Well, I know one of you. You all right, eh Maaya?”

      Maaya nodded. Milo was acceptable company in that she didn’t actively loathe him, but she liked that he spent most of his time in the river or with Styx and not with her.

      “Hey, Milo.”

      Styx turned around in surprise and smiled widely as he noticed Maaya and the others.

      “You made it back already! It’s only been a week or three, thought you might still be too busy for me. Kim’s still here, good, good. How’s everything?”

      “Everything’s great! I missed you,” Kim said, not hesitating to give the giant man a tight hug.

      “Look at us, eh? Got a right full party here now, even if it’s a small one. Been a while since I had four others to talk to all at once here, and even longer since at least a few of ‘em were alive.”

      “And even longer still since they had a brain a’piece between them, I know,” Milo quipped.

      “Aye. The brain usually dies with the person, but with you lot it was far before, I’m sure,” Styx grunted, then turned back to the others. “I’d say we was talkin’ about anything exciting, but we really wasn’t. What’s going on with you kids? Still running errands all over town?”

      “You make it sound like we’re going grocery shopping or something,” Saber teased.

      “I wish it was that exciting,” Maaya added. “But yes, still running errands. It’s not so bad, you know. Four of the places we found are home for other people now.”

      “Are you the ones living out of that guard post?” Milo asked, and when Kim confirmed this, he continued, “Thought so. Just wanted to make sure I had my stories straight. Who are you, anyway? And the cute new dead one?”

      “Excuse me, I—” Saber started hotly, but Maaya quickly intervened.

      “Sorry, he’s just an idiot,” she said hastily. “He’s a nice one, though.”

      Saber raised an eyebrow.

      “The first part was obvious, but if you of all people are going to vouch for him, I’ll give him a shot. My name is Saber, and this is Kim. I hold the illustrious title of Maaya’s best friend, and Kim is a more recent addition to our family.”

      Maaya glanced at her in surprise. She hadn’t thought of using that word to describe them before.

      “Gotcha. All’s great to meet you for sure. How’d you die?” Milo asked Saber with interest.

      “I wish I could say. The instant I find out, I’ll be letting everyone know. What’s your story?”

      “A short one, luckily! I remember this hurt quite a bit, but not for long,” he replied, gesturing to the spike in his eye. “You know why they chose this eye? It’s the one I used to wink at a lovely woman I saw. That’s not why I died, but when they were killing me for completely unrelated things, that’s what they decided.”

      “Completely unrelated my arse,” Styx said. “The lady you winked at was the same one you stole that pearl necklace from.”

      “I didn’t wink at her because I stole from her! You don’t think I’d be smarter than that?”

      “Oh, we covered that plenty o’ times already,” Styx chuckled.

      “Fair. Anyway, I figure the kids want to get out on the river themselves, what do you think? Time to go sailing?” Milo suggested. “I can wake up Alfred for you!”

      “Don’t you bloody dare,” Styx sighed, getting to his feet. The dock rattled dangerously in the process, but held firm. “A’ight you lot, hop in!”

      Kim got in first, looking beyond excited, and Maaya followed. They took the same seat near the front and held on tight. Styx followed soon after, causing the bow to rise several inches; Kim let out a nervous squeak as it seemed for a moment the boat might sink so low it would start letting it water, but as always, it somehow stayed afloat. Maaya wondered if there was some kind of magic holding it together, and if it was the same kind of magic keeping Styx together. She might have scoffed at the thought before, but now that she knew magic was real, she supposed anything was possible.

      They soon set off, with Saber and Milo hovering slightly behind and overhead. Saber still looked like she didn’t want to have anything to do with Milo, but she wasn’t actively avoiding him, which was better than usual. She was also keeping her displeasure to herself, which in itself was almost unheard of.

      “You’re really lookin’ much better than I remember, Maaya,” Styx said warmly as they made it out to the center of the river and began to slow. “Havin’ all this company around is doing you well. You getting enough sleep? Eatin’ all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Maaya laughed. “We’re a little tight on food, but Saber’s helping with that.”

      “Ah, ‘course she is. She’s got a good head on her shoulders, that one. I’m glad you gave her a chance after all.”

      “I’m glad you talked me into it. If I hadn’t, I don’t know where I’d be right now. Things are still tough, but I guess I feel like I’m doing better than before.”

      “You look it. What about you, Kim? How’s life with these two?”

      “It’s... different. But in a good way!” Kim answered. “I never thought I would be friends with a ghost, and I never thought there was anyone else in town who could see what I saw. They’ve been teaching me a lot. Maaya is just always so confident, it’s really made me want—”

      Maaya laughed so suddenly she started to cough.

      “I’m sorry. Did you just say I was confident?”

      “Yes! Aren’t you?” Kim asked, confused.

      Maaya shook her head determinedly.

      “Not even close. Just ask Saber.”

      “I heard my name, what’s going on?” Saber asked, looked eager for an excuse to come down closer to the others.

      “Kim thinks I’m confident. Please correct her,” Maaya said.

      “Hmm.” Saber rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “You are in a way. You get scared, but you do what you need to do anyway rather than finding a way not to do them or to escape from them. But there’s definitely room for improvement.”

      “I’ll take being half right!” Kim said.

      Soon they reached the opposite side of the river, and Kim clambered out quickly. Though she had seen Styx several times by now, they had rarely gone all the way across the river, and there was still plenty for her to explore. Milo still seemed intent on sticking around, and Saber did not look at all pleased by this, so when Milo and Kim ran off ahead, she and Saber stayed behind, taking a much slower walk up one of the old paths into the low hills.

      “My sympathy to Styx for having a friend like that,” Saber grumbled.

      “He’s not so bad. He’s just... strange, I guess.”

      “I’ve met strange. I am strange. That isn’t the word I’d use to describe him. He just doesn’t seem to be malicious like so many of the others.”

      Maaya stopped.

      “You okay? You sound a little—”

      “I’m agitated. Not because of him, but I suppose he reminded me of things I already feel agitated over,” Saber said, a rare bitterness in her voice.

      “What’s wrong? Talk to me?” Maaya pleaded.

      Saber looked left and right, then nodded over at a cluster of large rocks overlooking the river.

      “Not here. Come sit with me.”

      Maaya followed the ghost off the path and through the weeds that grew thick over the hills. When she made it to the rocks only a few moments later, she was already picking small thorns out of her socks. The ghost sat on the edge of the largest rock, and Maaya did the same, letting her lower legs dangle over the side.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about some things recently, and every time I’m reminded of them I realize I’m having a harder time with them than I thought,” Saber admitted. “The truth is, I... I’m having a difficult time with the fact that I don’t remember anything about who I was before I died. I’m not able to answer any questions about myself, not even something so simple as a name or where I’m from. It’s turned from a point of interest into something that’s deeply frustrating, and I’m not sure what I can do about it.”

      Maaya opened her mouth to reply, to suggest something helpful, then realized she had nothing. She wasn’t sure how she’d go about trying to help Saber find out who she had been. With no details whatsoever to go off of, it would be impossible to narrow anything down, and considering Maaya only knew two other people who could see her—neither of whom were artists—there would be no way to ask anyone if she looked familiar. Searching the entire world for a girl who had already passed when they had nothing but a physical description of what she looked at when she died was a daunting idea.

      Saber caught her expression and sighed.

      “Yeah, exactly. I’ve been trying not to let it get to me because I know it won’t do any good to agonize over this, but I can’t help it. Every other ghost gets to know who they are. Why am I the only one who can’t remember? I see little hints here and there in the things I say and do, but nothing enough to help.”

      “I’m sorry... I had no idea it was bothering you this much,” Maaya said, biting her lip. She wasn’t used to seeing Saber this way.

      “Because I know you would try to help, and I just don’t want to bother. It’s better to accept the inevitable fact that I’ll never know and come to terms with that rather than to hold some aimless hope of something that will likely never happen. I refuse to let myself waste away over a future that will never be.”

      “Hey, it doesn’t have to be that way. There has to be something we can do! We can try to—”

      “It’s fine. There’s just not a point to it,” Saber interrupted gently. “Besides, we aren’t in a place where we can go exploring the mysteries of my identity anyway. We’d have to go gallivanting around the world for something like this, and we can’t do that when we don’t always know where your next meal is coming from. At most we can say we’ll deal with it later, but I’m wary of suggesting even that in case it gets my hopes up.”

      Maaya edged closer to Saber and put her arm around her shoulder, drawing the ghost in for a hug.

      “We don’t have to do anything you really don’t want to. But I want to remind you how you’re the one who got me from feeling miserable all the time to trying to think about the future. Maybe I can do the same for you.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re my best friend; I look forward to every day because you’re in it. Still, while I don’t want to say it’s impossible, it’s pretty close. And anyway, I’m more upset by the unfairness of it all rather than the specific details. For those who come back, it’s like they get a second chance, but for me it’s like I never even had my first.”

      Maaya rested her head on the ghost’s shoulder as they looked out over the cold blackness of the river.

      “We’ll do our best. I thought a lot was impossible before you showed up. I’ll do anything I can for you, you know that.”

      “I do, and it’s why you’re my favorite person in the world. Thanks for hearing me out. I know I’m not usually one to be glum, but it’s been heavy upon my mind for a while.”

      “Hey, it’s okay. Your reason is as good as any. And I hope you know that, whoever you used to be, I think you’re pretty amazing now.”

      “I’d like to think so. But enough of that for now; Kim’s going to start suspecting something if we’re both here moping by ourselves,” Saber said, getting up and holding out her hand for Maaya.

      They remained out for a few more hours, which was the longest they had spent with Styx in a long time, and for the moment, Maaya could forget the rest of the world existed. Even Saber’s hesitance about Milo didn’t mar the night, and it was only when Styx reminded them that the sun would be up in an hour that Maaya, Kim, and Saber finally decided to go home. The town had just started to wake up when they returned to the guard post and fell asleep to the morning’s first light.

      When Maaya awoke late that afternoon, she looked forward to an evening of doing nothing but resting and hopefully easing the soreness in her limbs that came from the previous night’s excitement. She turned over to see that Kim had already gone, and she closed her eyes, thinking that she might even go try to go back to sleep if she could. Saber, however, seemed to have other plans; a moment later, she popped her head through the wall and peered down at Maaya, and as soon as she saw Maaya was awake, smiled and began pulling her blanket off her.

      “Morning! We’ve got a busy night ahead, and there’s something I really want you to try.”

      Maaya whined and tried to pull the blanket back, but the ghost was stronger.

      “What could you possibly want me to do? I’ve been awake for maybe a minute, let me be!”

      “Okay, so I was reading the book—”

      “I’ve heard enough already, I’m not doing it,” Maaya complained, grabbing her pillow and holding it over her ears.

      “—and you remember the card I mentioned that can hurt ghosts? It looks pretty good,” Saber continued undeterred. “I thought you might want to practice it before we have to deal with our next haunting. Oh, and the best part is they won’t hurt you no matter how many times you use them.”

      Maaya peeked her head out from under the pillow.

      “Not at all?”

      “Well... not a lot.”

      “Nope.”

      Saber grabbed the pillow out of her hands as she tried to hide under it again.

      “It’s really not that bad! All it needs is your blood.”

      Maaya stared up at the ghost in shock.

      “How is this better than the others? It’s sounding worse by the second!”

      Saber settled down next to Maaya, still keeping the pillow out of the girl’s reach.

      “From what I read, it’s really not that bad. You know how you drew the designs for the other cards with ink? This time you’ll be drawing the design in blood. The design looks pretty simple, so I can’t imagine you’d need to do more than prick your finger. Apparently that’s necessary for the purpose of the card, and it’s one of two cards ghosts can’t use,” Saber explained.

      “And what do they do to ghosts? How do I use them?” Maaya asked, hating that she sounded intrigued.

      “I’m not exactly sure on that. The book describes them as absolutely necessary when combating ghosts, and apparently all that’s necessary is contact. You hit a ghost with one of those cards and it seems like it’ll knock them for a loop. Hopefully it’ll be enough to get them to realize you mean business. That would have really helped on some of Rahu’s tasks, and considering we have another one due within a few nights I thought we might try these out.”

      Maaya looked hopelessly between the ghost and her very comfortable and warm bed, even though she already knew what the answer was going to be. At the very least, Saber wouldn’t let her choose anything else.

      “Ugh, fine. I’ll get ready to go.”

      Saber beamed, then quickly flew out of the guard post as Maaya started to get dressed. By the time she was ready, Saber had returned with a clean inkwell in one hand and the book in the other. Maaya stared skeptically at the inkwell.

      “Who are you putting out of business this time?”

      “They’ll be fine, now sit down,” Saber said dismissively. As Maaya sat and Saber followed suit, the ghost took Maaya’s left wrist gently in her hand. “How’s your pain tolerance?”

      “What do you mea—? Ow!” Maaya yelped, and she tried to pull away, but Saber held tight.

      “It’s already over, don’t worry,” Saber said soothingly. “I wanted to surprise you. I knew if I left it up to you, we’d be here all night with you shaking in fear.”

      Maaya glanced up at her stinging finger. A small droplet of blood had formed at the tip of her finger, and the pain was fading quickly. Saber quickly held her finger over the clean inkwell and squeezed gently, letting a few drops fall into it.

      “That should do it,” Saber said happily, finally letting go of Maaya’s wrist. “That should give you at least one, but make however many you can with that. Not so bad, eh? Oh, you should probably write them out before it dries.” Saber pulled the book over to Maaya and opened it to a page with designs Maaya had previously glossed over, then quickly shoved a piece of paper in front of her. “Here you are, let’s get to it!”

      “This is happening so fast,” Maaya moaned. She was too filled with adrenaline from Saber pricking her finger to be sleepy anymore, but it was the principle of the thing.

      “Welcome to life with me,” the ghost said brightly. “You and I both know that it would have taken you forever to work up the nerve. And you probably would have been complaining the whole time, too. ‘I need dinner, Saber!’ or ‘Don’t you know what time it is, Saber?!’”

      “Those are both very valid problems,” Maaya grumbled, dipping her quill into the inkwell. “And I wanted to be awake for more than five minutes before jumping into the strangest thing I’ve ever done.”

      “What, stranger than accidentally summoning your dead future best friend out of jewelry you stole from an abandoned house and naming her after a sword? Inaccurately, I might add.”

      “Second strangest thing, then, and don’t argue with me when I’m trying to draw.”

      Maaya would never admit it, but the ghost had been right to rush her. By the time she finished drawing up the card in her own blood, she realized she hadn’t even had time to second-guess her designs. The lines were a little rough, but once it was complete, it was clear that it had come from the design in the book.

      Maaya managed to make two more before her quill was too dry to continue. Maaya waved the cards gently in the air to dry them, then stared down at them in her hands. She was starting to think that summoning Saber out of her jewelry might actually take second place by the end of the night.

      “Beautiful. And interesting,” Saber mused, peering down at the cards. “I can’t wait to see what these will do. What do you say to doing some ghost hunting tonight?”

      “Only if I get dinner first,” Maaya said pointedly. “And I can’t push it tonight, you know I have more scouting with Hari tomorrow before Rahu’s job.”

      “I know, I know. Now that you’ve become a proper working woman of society your schedule is so much less fun. Tasting anything in particular?”

      “As long as it’s food, I don’t care,” Maaya replied absently, unable to tear her eyes away from the cards in her hands. She wasn’t sure if she ought to feel worried or not. She no longer had any doubts as to whether the magic was real or not, but now that it had reached the point of her using her own blood, she wondered if perhaps she was engaging in some kind of forbidden witchcraft or something of that sort.

      Then again, she thought, so what if she was? No one had ever been able to say why witchcraft was such a bad thing.

      A few hours later, once the town was deep into darkness, Maaya and Saber headed out. Kim, who still hadn’t adjusted to being up all hours of the night, had remained behind to sleep. Maaya felt bad for not telling her what was going on, but felt she still had much more exploring of this magic of her own to do before she shared it with anyone else—and she wasn’t entirely sure their friendship was so secure that it wouldn’t cause a rift between them or put Maaya in any danger. Kim shared her life experience of being able to see ghosts, but not of gaining superhuman speed and strength and drawing designs with her own blood. That would have to come later.

      After an hour, Maaya began to regret leaving the post, however. They hadn’t come across many ghosts, and none of them were what Maaya might consider troublesome enough to try to harm. What’s more, Saber had developed something of a reputation amongst the dead in Sark by that point, so many of the ghosts simply cleared out of their own accord.

      “It figures that ghosts spend a lifetime bothering me when I don’t want to see any of them, and now that I do, I can’t find a single one worth using these weird cards on,” Maaya grumbled.

      “They’re all so well-behaved tonight. That is quite out of the ordinary,” Saber said. “We’ve met some real pieces of work the past few years, so you’d think some would be around. Then again, we’ve literally made a career of telling them to get lost.”

      “I think about them sometimes. Remember the couple who died who went off to explore the world together? I wonder where they are now,” Maaya said.

      “I envy them. I’m glad they got to do that, even if it took a little convincing,” Saber replied with a small smile. “The longer I’m here as a ghost, though, the more I wonder if we’re really doing any good.”

      “What do you mean? We’re helping all those people who are having their houses haunted.”

      “Sure, but that’s not what I meant. I meant I wonder if we’re doing any good for the dead. I’ve been around not even two years now and I’m starting to feel like Sark is too small for me. When you’re alive, you have a finite time to explore the world and see everything, but what are such arbitrary constraints to the dead? Eventually you’ll have seen it all.”

      “That’s a long, long time though, don’t you think? And the world is always going to change. There will always be new things.”

      “Not here there certainly won’t be. I suppose you have a point, but even with that in mind, I worry. I’ve become quite fond of you, if you haven’t noticed, and I’ve been thinking about how you and Kim age and I don’t. It’s just—”

      “Saber, please, I’m fifteen, this is way too early to be having that depressing talk,” Maaya interrupted with a shudder. “Let’s wait until I’ve started getting really old. Like... twenty or something.”

      Saber snorted.

      “Right. You know, sometimes I forget how old you are. You’ve got the bitterness of a middle-aged woman and the face of an eight year old, so I—hold on.”

      Saber held out her hand, and Maaya stopped walking, looking around for what Saber could have been looking at. A moment later she noticed the familiar glow of a ghost headed quickly in their direction. Then she noticed the ghost looked familiar.

      It was Len.

      Maaya instinctively took a fearful step back. Saber moved in front of her, a cold and angry expression on her face.

      “Keep right on going. We don’t have words for you.”

      “My two favorite people in town,” Len said nastily. “I was really disappointed you made it out alive, ghost girl! But there’s always next time. Who knows what kind of crazy things will happen with lots of people around to see? Unless, of course, you’ve changed your mind about never talking to ghosts.”

      Maaya wanted to speak, but for some reason she couldn’t. Logically she knew he was no different from any other ghost; he wasn’t even the most annoying or malicious she’d ever seen. But something about his face and voice reminded her of the terror she’d felt when he had almost gotten her killed, and so all she could do was look helplessly at Saber.

      “You need to leave,” Saber started threateningly, but Len laughed.

      “Or what? You’ll bother me? I don’t think you understand. I’ve been wandering this world for almost a century and have been going slowly, ever so slowly, quite mad. Have you never lived this emptiness? Before you found ghost girl there, weren’t you ever worried you’d face eternity alone?”

      “No, I haven’t. First of all, I’ve only ever known her in my undeath; I didn’t have time to contemplate not having her around. Second, as hard as it is, I would just find someone else to enjoy my company rather than bothering the ones who have already said no. I understand that’s not possible for someone nobody likes, though,” Saber said icily.

      “Of course. You have the swagger and confidence of ignorance,” Len shot back. “I never wanted anyone to get hurt. But after this long without any human contact I have come to crave it. Even being antagonized is more recognition than I ever had before! Yell at me, insult me all you wish, it’s the remedy I need! You can’t threaten me with your company, because I’ll take anything you can give me.”

      At this, Maaya finally found her voice.

      “You think you’re the only ghost to feel like this? A century isn’t a lot. Some of the people I’ve seen don’t even remember what it’s like to be human. They’ve lost their minds and just wander around the world only knowing how to put one foot in front of the other—”

      “I’VE SEEN THEM. I fear BECOMING them,” Len roared. “You would so easily dismiss me because you don’t feel like talking to me even as you recognize the person I might become if left like this!”

      “I’m sorry! I know your situation is terrible, but why does that mean it’s my responsibility to—?”

      “Because you’re the only one who can,” Len interrupted viciously. “And at that point I care as little for your comfort as you care for mine. You didn’t ask for the lot you have in life, and I didn’t ask for the lot I have in death. But I can promise you I’m far more dangerous than you. What threat have you against a man with nothing to lose? Give me what little I need or I will see to your death one way or another, and I know you know there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      “Isn’t there?” Saber said, crossing her arms.

      Len waved his left hand back and forth through his torso.

      “Somehow, I don’t think so. So, ghost girl, what is it going to be?” Len asked, rounding on Maaya. “Do you live with my company or die alone?”

      “If you want my unbiased opinion, Maaya, dying without this man anywhere near you is obviously the preferable choice,” Saber quipped. “Oh, but show him what we’ve been working on. I think he’ll like it.”

      Maaya started, suddenly remembering what she had in her coat. She reached into it and pulled out the cards made of her own blood.

      Len stared down at them, unimpressed.

      “Please tell me you’re aware ghosts can’t get paper cuts.”

      “This is something a little more special. All right, Maaya, let him have it!”

      There was a pause, during which Maaya looked between the cards and Len, and then back at Saber.

      “Uh... how?”

      Saber opened her mouth to reply, then furrowed her brow, puzzled.

      “Huh. I don’t know. Hit him with it?”

      “With a paper?”

      “Well obviously the paper won’t hurt him, it’s what’s written on it.”

      “Okay, and I suppose I just ask him to please stay still while I go hit him with the magic paper?”

      “Ladies, let’s not get off topic. I believe someone still has a decision to make,” Len interrupted tiredly. “You have ten seconds before I start causing a racket the likes of which you’ve never heard.”

      “That’s not true, we’ve both heard you talk before,” Saber returned.

      Len had only made it down to eight when Maaya suddenly dashed forward, one of the cards in hand. Before she could reach him, however, he flew straight up, far out of Maaya’s reach.

      “I thought you were saying I couldn’t hurt you?” Maaya growled.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m going to let you embarrass me. Seven, six...”

      “What use are these papers if I can’t reach the ghost I’m trying to hurt?” Maaya called to Saber helplessly.

      “That does seem like an oversight. Maybe we should back out; I don’t want a repeat of last time.”

      “Four, three...”

      Maaya looked quickly down at the cards as though they might tell her what to do. There was nothing in the designs that hinted at how they were supposed to be used, and Maaya had certainly read less than Saber of the book that was supposed to tell her how to use them.

      Then she gasped. The cards suddenly felt warm in her hands, and she nearly dropped them in fear, but the warmth was somehow calming. And suddenly, she knew what to do.

      “One—”

      Before Len could finish, Maaya took the card between her first two fingers and flung it upward at the ghost. Rather than immediately catching air and fluttering uselessly back down, it shot up straight up like an arrow. Len didn’t have time to even react before the card struck him—and burst into a shower of blood-red sparks.

      Maaya yelped and leapt out of the way, shielding her head with her arms, but the sparks bounced off her harmlessly before quickly disappearing. Maaya regained her bearings and whirled around to look for Len, but the ghost was nowhere in sight.

      It took a few moments for Maaya to realize what happened, but when she did, she dropped the other two cards and jumped back from them as if afraid they might try to bite her.

      “I killed him... I killed him! Oh no, I killed him, I didn’t mean to, I wasn’t trying to kill him, I didn’t think I... oh, this can’t be happening, I just killed someone, I murdered him—”

      Even Saber looked stunned, but she quickly floated down to Maaya and took her by the shoulders.

      “Don’t panic, okay? Just breathe. You didn’t kill him. He was already dead.”

      “You know what I mean!” Maaya whispered desperately. “Did you know that was going to happen?”

      “If I did, I assure you, I would have told you. No, that was... that was more than anything I expected. Still, I suppose we had the best possible test subject.”

      “Test subject?!” Maaya whimpered, horrified. “He wasn’t—!”

      “No, I know. Sorry. I’m just being crass because I hated him. He tried to kill you, and in my opinion, turnabout is fair play.”

      “I did this with my own hands, my own blood, I... oh, and what if one touches you? What if one did touch you before we knew what they did? I could have killed you! I could have—”

      “Stop. Take a deep breath, that’s it. Come sit down.”

      Maaya sat down on the nearby curb, resting her face in her palms.

      “This is too much. I can’t do this. I didn’t know that would happen, I didn’t mean to. I didn’t want to. I just wanted him to go away. This magic is too much!”

      Saber bit her lower lip pensively.

      “If it helps, you just did him a huge favor.”

      Maaya looked up at the ghost, stunned.

      “How?”

      “You heard him. He was mad at everyone and everything. He didn’t want to be here. That guy was the epitome of an angry spirit who didn’t move on and started taking it out on everyone else. He didn’t want to be here. You just did something I thought wasn’t possible: you sent a ghost to the afterlife. And now that he’s gone, our world is a better place for it, though I think the afterlife just got worse—”

      “But I didn’t mean to,” Maaya said breathlessly. “He didn’t ask me to do this! How am I supposed to think this was good when I... okay. I need to think about this. Every time I’ve tried to use this magic it’s been a disaster and I don’t think I can keep going.”

      “Maaya, you’re catastrophizing,” Saber said gently. “Let’s not worry about this now, okay? Let’s go back home so you can get some rest and we’ll figure out how to deal with this another time.”

      Maaya felt her anxiety clawing at her insides, determined to blurt out every fear she’d ever had and possibly many she hadn’t yet thought of, but she managed simply to nod. Then, with great effort, she stepped over to the cards she had left lying in the street and picked them up. The warm feeling returned, and despite all her inner turmoil, the warmth seemed calming still.

      She placed them carefully inside her pocket where she was certain they wouldn’t fall out, and then slowly started walking home with Saber by her side. She couldn’t help but replay the incident over and over in her mind. One moment Len had been there, threatening her, and the next he was simply no more. There was one less ghost in the world, and even if he had been a cruel and dangerous person, it was all her fault. It would have been one thing if he’d asked, but he hadn’t. And as far as she knew, this wasn’t something she could undo. She’d found a way to strike back against the ghosts who had harmed her, and somehow this made her feel worse than before.

      “Saber... do you think I’m a bad person?” she asked quietly.

      “Of course not. Why?” Saber replied concernedly.

      “It’s just... I don’t want to hurt anyone. I don’t want to do bad things to other people. Not even dead ones. But I just did. How can that not make me bad?”

      “Aside from the fact that you had no idea what it was going to do, your reaction should be all the proof you need. We can talk about this at length later, but for now I think you’re in shock, so I’ll just say that I absolutely do not think you’re a bad person in the slightest. And I know bad people, trust me.”

      “Thanks,” Maaya said uncertainly. She wasn’t sure if she believed it, but she knew Saber to be honest to a fault. If there was anyone she could trust, it would be her.

      Maaya felt calmer as they continued to walk along in silence, and what had at one point seemed like a life-altering disaster now seemed more manageable, though she knew it would definitely have to be something she dealt with after she had gotten some sleep. Things that took an emotional toll on her tended to be even more exhausting than things that tired her out physically, and she thought she would quite prefer a long day’s work doing menial labor rather than panicking over the thought that she had just killed someone.

      As they reached a point only a few blocks from home, Maaya heard a commotion nearby. She wasn’t sure what it was at first, but the sound of raised voices made her nervous. She slowed her pace, feeling her muscles tense as she looked up and down the nearby streets, both for the source of the fight and for an escape route if it became necessary. Unfortunately, taking another route home would add several more blocks to how far they had to go, and as cautious as Maaya was, she didn’t feel like doing that. Not tonight.

      As they turned a corner, she noticed one of the street vendors she was somewhat familiar with chastising two boys who had their backs to the nearby wall. The man had several scones in his hand and was gripping them like he had just taken them away. One boy, who was taller and looked a little older, stood slightly in front of the other, holding a protective arm out in front of him, a defiant expression on his face. The smaller boy looked exhausted, like the only thing keeping him on his feet was his fear of the man before him.

      Maaya dared to walk closer, and she could make out with the street vendor was saying now.

      “...ever catch you near my carts again I’ll break both your hands! See if you can steal anything when you can’t move your fingers, how’s that?”

      “We haven’t stole anything,” the older boy said angrily, refusing to give an inch.

      “Tell me again where you got these scones then, aye? Lead me to the person you bought them from fair and square as you said, and we’ll have a nice chat then! They should be able to back you up.”

      “We don’t have to prove anything to you.”

      “That’s true, and you don’t have to eat anything either!” the vendor said, and he flung the scones in his hand to the ground and smashed them with his shoe against the pavement. “Remember what I said. When I catch you again, you’ll be wishing I’d called the police instead. Or maybe I ought to do it now? Maybe the pain will make you a little more honest in the future.”

      For the first time, the older boy looked somewhat uncertain.

      “Look, we don’t want any trouble, and you already took—”

      “You don’t want trouble? How’s that? Seems to me you wanted trouble plenty well. Or did you just not want to get caught?”

      “We wanted to eat. It’s been days!”

      “That gives you no right to steal. Times are hard enough as it is and I need to make ends meet too. Go get some honest work like the rest of us instead of taking the easy way out. Now, which of your hands would you like broken first?”

      Just then, he noticed Maaya walking toward him and paused. Maaya wasn’t sure what to do; her first instinct was to try to do something to protect the boys, but she knew that she stood no chance at all against an older man twice her size.

      Her presence alone seemed to tip the scales, however, and the vendor glanced between her and the two boys, evidently trying to decide if he felt like potentially fighting off three people at once, even if they were only teenagers. His decision came quick, and he spat on the ground near Maaya’s feet.

      “They’re probably with you, aren’t they, Ghost? You teaching them some of your tricks?”

      “What are you talking about?” Maaya asked, stunned.

      “I don’t know how you do it, and I don’t have proof, but I know you done it. Food goes disappearing, and all it takes is you walking by.”

      “You’re calling me a thief now? I just got here, and I don’t even come near—”

      “Just you stay away, all right? We’re trying to make a living here even if you scum want to live your lives here. You may have gotten what you want for now, but one day we’ll catch you in the act, and you’ll be sorry then.”

      Before Maaya could reply, the man stormed off, leaving only swears and crumbs from his boot in his wake.

      Maaya’s first thought was to ask Saber if she had any idea what the man had been talking about when he had called her ‘Ghost,’ but she didn’t feel safe doing so with the boys nearby, even if they seemed preoccupied. The older one had turned to kneel down next to the younger one, who was now sitting on the sidewalk, resting against the wall.

      As Maaya got closer, she could see now what she couldn’t before. The older boy had a stocky build, though he looked thinner than he should from lack of food. His dark hair that he had clearly cut himself was pushed messily back, revealing deep blue eyes. The younger boy was thin and small, with short brown hair and brown eyes. He looked so tired Maaya was worried he might pass out there on the street.

      “I’ll try again somewhere else,” Maaya heard the older boy say. “Don’t worry. We’ll eat like kings before the night is through.”

      “What about sleep?” the younger boy asked tiredly.

      “I’ll figure that out too. How’s a nice thick mattress and lots of blankets sound?”

      The younger boy laughed.

      “Even I’m not falling for that.” He became more serious again. “Did he really mean what he said? That we’re taking the easy way out?”

      “Nah, he’s a complete idiot. He doesn’t know what it’s like. This doesn’t feel easy, does it?”

      “No... I’m so hungry. I actually do wish we...”

      The boy trailed off as Maaya approached.

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt. Are you okay?” Maaya asked worriedly. The younger boy especially did not look well, and she was all too familiar with what he must be feeling at the moment.

      “I think so. We’re just hungry, that’s all. My friend, he gets tired easy, it’s harder on him. Have you got anything to eat? I’d find a way to make it up to you,” the older boy inquired. Maaya was familiar with the tone of desperation in his voice, too.

      “I don’t, not on me. But I could get you some,” Maaya said.

      The older boy looked only slightly disappointed.

      “I don’t want to put you through trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble. I know what you guys are dealing with. Food’s been hard for me to find sometimes, too,” Maaya said kindly.

      Before he could respond, the younger boy raised his arm, pointing behind Maaya.

      “Who’s your friend?”

      Maaya turned around in confusion. There was no one else in the street that she could see.

      “Sorry?”

      “Your ghost friend. She is your friend, isn’t she? I just thought since you were walking up the street together—”

      “I thought so,” Saber chuckled as she floated up to them, and she gestured to the older boy. “This one’s a little better at hiding his gaze, but you, my young friend, are not. My name’s Saber, by the way, and my living friend is Maaya.”

      Saber shook his hand, and was halfway through introducing herself to the older boy before Maaya had fully processed what was going on.

      “You can see her?!” she nearly cried.

      “Yeah, can’t you?” the younger boy asked.

      “Obviously, otherwise she’d be asking who you were talking about,” the older boy answered.

      “You’ll have to forgive Maaya, she’s not used to meeting other living people who can see me. For that matter, I’m pretty taken aback myself. How have we not run into you before?”

      “Dunno. Lots of people live here, don’t they?” the younger boy said.

      “What are your names?” Maaya asked softly, impressed that she managed to put a sentence together through her shock.

      “I’m Kalil, and this is Sovaan,” the older boy said, giving Maaya a firm handshake. There was either confidence or stubbornness in his grip and Maaya couldn’t tell which it was. “I did think it was weird we hadn’t seen anyone else who could see what we saw yet. We just figured either the town was so big we hadn’t met anyone else yet or that other people were just pretending because they were afraid they’d look crazy.”

      “They’re plenty crazy without, I assure you,” Saber said derisively. “Are you not familiar with the way this town treats people who can see us by now?”

      “Only sort of. I guess I didn’t think it was everyone... is it everyone?” Kalil asked.

      Maaya and Saber nodded together emphatically.

      “Even I could have told you that. I just haven’t gotten any good at pretending, myself,” Sovaan said. He then attempted to get to his feet, but collapsed a moment later. Kalil rushed to his side and grimaced.

      “I’m sorry, could I ask that favor of you? I’m afraid if he goes without eating another day...”

      “Say no more,” Saber announced. “I’ll be back with something you won’t find on any of these carts; the secret to theft is to rob the people with so much money they won’t notice anything is missing.”

      “And to be invisible, yes?” Maaya smiled.

      “That might help a little, sure. Back in a bit!”

      As Saber soared off and Kalil helped Sovaan back into a sitting position against the wall, Maaya sat on the sidewalk next to them. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and she was surprised at how normal this all seemed. This didn’t seem to be the life-changing event for them as it was for her. They had said they weren’t as familiar with the way Sark treated people like her, but had they never felt as alone? She supposed they might not have if they had spent any amount of time together. Their friendship seemed close enough to hint that they might have grown up with each other. She couldn’t help but feel a spark of envy. How nice it would have been to grow up like that rather than having her childhood filled with doubt and misery and gaslighting.

      Maaya shook her head. She was fifteen. It was far too early to be mourning a lost childhood.

      “How long have you and Saber been friends?” Sovaan asked once he had recovered enough to speak.

      “About a year and a half, I suppose?” Maaya guessed. “She’s the first ghost I let myself be friends with. She’s really nice.”

      “She seems like it. She’s really pretty, too. Where’s she from?” Kalil asked.

      “No idea. She doesn’t know either; she doesn’t remember anything from when she was alive. She isn’t happy about that, so don’t mention her past around her, okay?” Maaya advised.

      “Okay! I want to know about right now anyway,” Sovaan answered happily. “Do you think we could be friends?”

      “I’d like that a lot.”

      “At least we’ve got food figured out,” Kalil said, sinking back against the wall and closing his eyes with relief. “Finding a place to sleep is a lot easier than finding something to eat.”

      “Do you know Bindhiya?” Maaya suggested, but she received only blank looks in return.

      “Who?”

      Maaya paused. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that they wouldn’t know Bindhiya, but it was rare, even for those who chose not to take advantage of her services. They were young, sure, but not so young that they wouldn’t have cause to know her—or to understand how the people of Sark felt about people who could see ghosts, for that matter. For now, that explanation would have to wait.

      “Er, have you been living on your own long?” Maaya asked instead.

      The boys looked at each other quizzically.

      “About a year, I think,” Kalil said finally. “It wasn’t so bad at first. People were pretty helpful. But then they got mean. They don’t help us anymore. We weren’t stealing because we like it, it’s just the only thing we can do anymore.”

      Maaya couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I know the feeling. But... only a year? Were you in the orphanage?”

      “Only for a little bit. Kalil got in after me. That’s where we met,” Sovaan answered proudly. “We got along really well. We didn’t last long in there, though. There was a really mean ghost in there who said that if we didn’t pay attention to him he’d make everyone hate us.”

      Maaya stared. That sounded a little too familiar. Even as she felt a twist of guilt in her stomach, she couldn’t help but think that if this wasn’t a coincidence, that ghost wouldn’t be bothering the boys anymore.

      “How long have you been out here?” Sovaan continued.

      “Over two years now. I guess it feels like a lot longer,” Maaya sighed. “I didn’t really have any friends and everything was just so bad. If Saber hadn’t come along I’d probably still be hungry and sad somewhere, or I’d be...”

      She didn’t have to say it. The boys nodded in understanding.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Kalil said gloomily. “I’m not going to give up, not when Sovaan is with me, but it’s really hard. We can never think about tomorrow, just today. We’ll eat tonight, thanks to you, but I don’t know what we’ll do tomorrow, or the night after...”

      “And we don’t know where we’ll sleep. I don’t want to sleep on the road anymore, it hurts,” Sovaan said sleepily.

      Maaya opened her mouth to respond, but then she had a thought. Maybe it was too quick to suggest something like this, but these were unusual circumstances. They would have been even if the boys couldn’t see ghosts, but as it happened, they could. And Maaya was still so excited at finding more people in town who were like her and all of the emotions that came along with it that she couldn’t help herself. She was sure Saber and Kim wouldn’t mind too much.

      “Hey... I think my other living friend and I have some space where we’re staying. It might be a little cramped, but it’s comfortable. What do you think?”

      The boys looked at each other again, this time with excitement.

      “Are there mattresses?” Kalil asked.

      “And blankets?” Sovaan added hopefully.

      “We have both! Kind of. And my other friend can see ghosts, too. It’s not a big place and we still struggle to get by, but we’re managing okay.”

      Before Maaya could explain any more, Saber flew back to them, holding a warm bag full of baked goods.

      “They were switching out their inventory so I took a little extra,” Saber said happily. “I included some caramel toffee scones purely for the sake of irony, and they look so delicious I’m jealous.”

      Kalil and Sovaan wasted no time digging in. Even with Maaya helping herself to some, she knew there was no way they could finish the whole bag by themselves. Oh well, she thought. At least Kim would have something delicious for breakfast.

      “Hey, Saber,” Maaya said as the others continued to eat, “I was wondering... if you think it’s okay, I mean, and maybe if Kim agrees too, and it doesn’t have to be permanent if you don’t want—”

      “They can sleep over, sure,” Saber said casually.

      “I—huh? How did—?”

      “From the moment I realized they could see me I assumed you were going to ask if they could stay with us. I guess I should have given you preemptive permission,” Saber snorted. “I’ll bribe Kim with delicious food and see if I can’t think of a way to arrange things so four people can sleep comfortably in the post for the night. Though now I’m realizing that, despite being the oldest living person among us, you’re still the shortest.”

      Maaya glared.

      “What does that have to do with—?”

      “Nothing, I just think it’s cute. And amusing. Anyway, I’ll go talk to Kim just in case.” Saber stretched, then gave them all a wave. “See you at home, kids!”
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      March in Levien was beautiful to every sense, and Adelaide remained so taken by it that she had the fleeting thought of simply retiring there. The city truly was enormous, and it never seemed to lose its brilliance by night or day. When the sun was up, its light glittered off the populated sidewalks and distant skyscrapers, and by night, half the city’s windows seemed to remain alight, leaving not a pocket of total darkness for miles around. The city sported parks, museums, art galleries, and displays of some of the latest steamsmith technology available. Salespeople offered photos from modern cameras, and mechanical birds of all sizes flew around the city at all hours.

      Perhaps the most amazing of Levien’s landmarks was its freight-bearing superstructure, a gargantuan steam-powered system of metal, conveyor belts, and pulleys responsible for efficiently moving large containers to and from the port and its central processing system. Metal arms in the port received picked up large containers from shipping vessels and placed them onto a belt that moved them as far as two miles into the city’s distribution center, and the same process happened in reverse for packages and containers headed out of the city. Adelaide had only seen the like in one of Krethus’ cities, and the sorting structure there had been half the size of Levien’s at best.

      She had immediately fallen in love with the city, however, and while her crew had seemed slightly perturbed at the delays in paperwork that kept them nearby for some weeks, Adelaide delighted in the opportunity to explore. Even as she felt overwhelmed by the sheer number of people walking about at any given time, she took long walks through the city on a daily basis, taking in everything she could. It seemed as though, without her parents’ influence, she saw even the city itself in a new light. She was here on her own and could do whatever she liked, and she reveled in it.

      Being around crowds of people again meant more opportunities for Adelaide to practice talking to people, and she threw herself into it once again. To an extent, Levien was a clean slate for her; nobody here knew her name or recognized her face, which meant that she had an opportunity to create a reputation here that was all her own. Though she was determined to try, she wondered if such a thing was even possible; there were simply so many people here it seemed impossible to stand out.

      After visiting Levien’s main library one afternoon, she headed back toward the port to meet up with her crew again, her long coat keeping out the cool wind of early spring. As part of their foray into Selenthia, Inga had organized the delivery of new uniforms and insignias, which Adelaide now wore in the form of four golden pins on the collar of her coat. It had felt strange at first, but she had acclimated quickly; the knowing looks she got from dockhands and the personnel from other ships, as though they were communicating shared experiences in a single glance, helped Adelaide feel right at home.

      She had made it a few blocks before she encountered a small group of people in front of her. By the looks of things, two of them had clearly just been married. A tall man in a well-tailored tuxedo stood next to a woman wearing a beautiful red and gold lehenga choli, and they had paused nearby to have their picture taken by a cameraman.

      There was a sudden flash and puff of white smoke, and everyone burst into applause, and even Adelaide found herself catching the excitement.

      Entirely on a whim, before the party moved onward, she walked up to the couple before her nerves could tell her to do otherwise.

      “That’s a beautiful dress! I love the colors,” Adelaide said with a smile even as her heart felt like it might self-destruct from anxiety in her chest. “I just had to say congratulations.”

      “Oh, thank you, dear! Thank you very much,” the woman answered giddily. “I spent nearly half my savings on it, but I think it was worth it. We had to get a big venue, too. Jaisal’s family is just so big.”

      “And you’d better believe they all found a way to make it no matter how far away they lived,” Jaisal laughed. “I was afraid we’d still run out of seats.”

      “Not with my mother’s side of the family refusing to come,” the woman said, rolling her eyes as she faced Adelaide again. “They said I’d regret this, that I wouldn’t end up happy. And gosh, wouldn’t you know it, they were right. I’ve had just the worst day today.”

      “Oh. I’m... sorry to hear that,” Adelaide answered, slightly confused. The woman definitely didn’t look like she’d had a terrible day.

      “Hm? Oh, no, dear, I was being sarcastic. This was the best day of my life! And once they receive these pictures they’ll see what they missed out on.”

      “I know how family can be. Good luck!” Adelaide offered, and the happy couple departed with smiles. Adelaide took a moment to gather her thoughts before moving on. She wasn’t sure she’d ever truly get the hang of sarcasm even if she understood it in theory.

      With no reason to rush, she took a scenic route back toward the ship, walking down a sidewalk next to an iron gate that separated pedestrians from the loading docks of much larger cargo ships. She loved watching everything at work, though on some level it made her slightly uneasy. Being here in Levien, it was almost possible to forget the struggles of the rest of the world. The war had damaged both countries, and their economies were still in trouble. It almost didn’t feel right to be surrounded by this level of wealth and activity when so many were struggling.

      While she walked, she couldn’t help but focus on the dockhands hard at work, many of them sporting curious devices over one or both of their arms. They looked like metal sleeves of sorts, stretching from shoulder to wrist. Adelaide had seen them used often, and eventually discovered that they served as a sort of strength-enhancing exoskeleton; these metal augments were fastened securely at the torso, and with the help of steamsmithing technology Adelaide didn’t quite understand, they offered much more strength to the wearer, or at the very least took off some of the strain of hours of hard labor. Adelaide wasn’t entirely sure for what purpose she herself would use one—especially since she had libris that did a much better job—but after seeing how well they worked, she decided that, at some point, she was going to get one of her own.

      A few guards on the docks nodded at her as she approached, and she walked unhindered back up to the Windfire where David and Inga were there to greet her.

      “Pleasant day?” David asked, looking very much like he had something else to say.

      “Er. So far. Have you got news?”

      “Finally. Our representative sent us a bird earlier this afternoon saying we should be good to go by tomorrow. That’s when we’ll receive our first official voyage charter. That they know of anyway.”

      Adelaide let out a sigh of relief that had been a long time coming.

      “Thank goodness. Have we loaded up, then?”

      “We’ll have the last of it by tonight.”

      “To that end, we’ll need to discuss logistics, Captain. While all our paperwork has checked out and everything will be finalized, our crew has little experience transporting cargo,” Inga added.

      “We can do that. Let’s have an officers meeting in an hour and we can talk about breaking down responsibilities,” Adelaide instructed.

      “Halvar’s in town, but otherwise we should be good to go. Not like we’ll be missing anything,” David grunted.

      Adelaide glared at him.

      “He’s one of the two people who organized this whole thing. Don’t be disrespectful.”

      Entering Selenthia had proven to be a little more troublesome than Adelaide and her crew had anticipated. While their paperwork went without question, their lack of cargo and lack of any current orders had led to the government needing to double check things with the fake business Inga and Halvar had created in a southern Selenthian town. While this too ended up working out, they had only just barely managed to scrape together a viable story. Further, Inga had surmised that if the government looked too close, they would discover that the crew was being paid wholly through Adelaide’s wealth, and that while this in itself was not necessarily problematic, the fact that it was all Krethan money would surely raise eyebrows. To that end, they had decided that in order to increase their legitimacy, they would have start getting income from their “business” on paper—in effect, becoming an actual merchant vessel.

      Adelaide couldn’t help but be amused. They were working so hard at their lie that they had somehow ended up actually doing the thing they were only pretending to do.

      Still, there was no specific requirement for how much work they had to do, and Adelaide had no intention of letting this fake business getting in the way of their explorations. They would do what work was necessary to look legitimate on paper, and this would serve as just the excuse she needed to travel. Beyond that, it gave them all something to do, and with at least something of a goal in mind, the crew had been willing to take on the work.

      With their new status as traders, their new uniforms, and their new tasks, they were also sailing under a slightly modified name using the Selenthian designation LSV: Levien Speed Vessel. Choosing Levien as their main port of business came with a variety of benefits, and the harbormaster had seemed only too happy to oblige. After hearing the speeds the Windfire was capable of reaching, he had practically signed the order on the spot.

      While the processing time had still kept them around Levien for some time, the crew had welcomed the chance to explore a completely new city on the other side of the world. She had no doubt a few of them might even complain about having to leave the next day.

      The next morning, bright and early, Adelaide set out into the city again, ready to have one last day of exploration before they were due to leave. With so many ships coming in and out of port—several hundred every day if pleasure vessels were included—there needed to be more specific windows of entry and exit to prevent accidents. As it was, getting in and out of the crowded docks was difficult enough between the narrow spaces and other vessels traveling about.

      Before anything else, she headed for a small restaurant near the docks, a place she had discovered a week before where she had tasted some of the most wonderful soup she’d ever had in her life. The restaurant was always busy, but as she had found on a few occasions already, many Selenthians were willing to let sailors, and especially captains, step ahead of them, which was a benefit she decided not to argue.

      Despite the number of people who surely passed through the shop’s doors every day, the man at the counter looked up at her, then did a double take as he recognized her.

      “Back again! I’m honored. What can I get you? The usual?”

      “Please,” she affirmed, positively overwhelmed with delight that she had already come here enough to have a usual. “I’ll be heading out on assignment in a few hours and wanted to make sure I left port with the best food around.”

      “Butter me up all you like, you still have to pay,” the man returned, but he was smiling. “Will you be off long?”

      “A few weeks at least, I think.”

      “And you’re how old again?”

      “Seventeen.”

      He whistled.

      “A seventeen-year-old captain with one of the finest ships I’ve seen in the harbor. Your family must be some phenomenal traders for you to follow in their footsteps so... er... soon.”

      “They’re definitely good at the business thing,” Adelaide agreed, though her voice had taken a slight edge.

      “Well, I’ve got a line of hungry customers, so I’ll have your food out shortly. And be safe out there, hear?”

      “Always!” Adelaide replied, smiling.

      Twenty minutes later, after a delicious bowl of shrimp and tomato soup served in a large bowl made of bread, she double checked the time before moving on her way. She had an hour to kill, and she wanted to make every minute count. The night before, she realized she had hardly thought of Krethus at all after she had finally arrived. The trip over, which was full of brainstorming and planning and empty seas, left her little time to think of anything else, but Levien had been just the distraction she needed, and she credited this for her recent wonderful mood.

      Still, during the few times it had come up, the thought passing idly by in her mind like a distant ship, it made her think of home in a way that made her realize this feeling was not going away any time soon. They would need to return home soon to see about hiring more sailors. She wondered if there was anything waiting for her once they returned, such as a letter or message of any sort. The thought that she had been all but forgotten already filled her with dread, even as she acknowledged that feelings like this were exactly what she was hoping to get over by leaving.

      She returned to her ship ten minutes before they were set to leave to find the crew finishing up their preparations.

      “Have we got everyone?” she asked as she jogged up the boarding plank.

      “Now that you’re here, yes. You’re cutting it a bit close.”

      “I was having fun,” Adelaide responded, raising an eyebrow as if daring him to challenge her. David seemed to sense danger, and simply nodded.

      “We’re just about ready to depart. Will you take us out?”

      “You bet. Give the order to loose moorings and set topsails. I’ll be at the helm.”

      Adelaide had brought the Windfire in and out of the harbor enough times now to feel somewhat comfortable, though everything still felt too limited for her liking. She wasn’t one to feel claustrophobic, but she wasn’t quite comfortable with the precise sailing it took to maneuver a ship the Windfire’s size through such a crowded port. She had spent several nights trying to think of a better way to get it done, but the only alternative she could think of was to let someone else take the helm, and that was absolutely not going to happen.

      Their destination was approximately forty miles to the north, and they had been given four days to complete the trip. Adelaide, feeling somewhat ambitious but also impatient, hoped to get it done in one.

      That evening, an hour after sunset, Adelaide was at her desk focusing on several of her ship’s blueprints when she heard a knock at the door. Expecting Theo to tell her he was beginning his rounds, she opened it to instead find Inga standing across the threshold, a large plate of food in her hand.

      “Good evening, Captain. May I enter?”

      “Oh, yes. Come in.”

      Inga crossed the room and set the plate on Adelaide’s desk, shooting her a knowing look.

      “It wouldn’t do if you were to forget dinner, especially after you already forgot lunch.”

      “O-oh. I did, didn’t I? Thank you.”

      Inga nodded, then did a double take as she looked around the cabin.

      “I think your quarters could also use tidying if you—”

      “Ah ah,” Adelaide interrupted, wagging her finger playfully. “You get to scold me for one thing at a time.”

      “In that case, you know what I will say tomorrow,” Inga said, amused. “What has held your attention so severely that you’ve been without a meal since breakfast?”

      “Sailing, mostly. We were in the harbor so long I just had to. Beyond that... just brainstorming, I guess. I don’t think I like guiding the ship through crowded harbors like that. Maybe I’m just not used to it, but I’ve been looking over the Windfire’s blueprints to see if there’s something I could be doing differently, something that might give us more fine control.”

      “Mechanically speaking, I think you’re doing everything by the book. You utilize the right sails in the right situations and use every wind to your advantage, and you’re quite good at anticipating what corrections are necessary to keep us on course. Much of the rest simply comes down to experience.”

      “I suppose,” Adelaide sighed as she sat back down and began to eat. Inga sat down across from her, peering down at the blueprints with vague interest. “I was thinking... I know we’ve just started, and I know we talked about doing at least a few deliveries before we head back to Krethus, but I’ve been feeling a little... impatient.”

      “You’d like to return upon completing this voyage?”

      “I think so. I haven’t been thinking much of home, but there’s still enough there to get me... I don’t know if worried is the right word, but I feel like I have to get back and see what’s going on.”

      “That’s understandable. I don’t think you’d meet much objection from the crew. We need to fill the rest of our positions now we know what we need, and we were delayed longer than we thought we might out here. Everyone on board still has families back home they’d no doubt like to reach out to.”

      Adelaide nodded, fighting back the urge to point out that there was one exception sitting right in front of her.

      “How do you like Levien?” she asked instead.

      “I’ve always been quite fond of it. It’s busy, but there’s something appealing about it. In such a large and busy city, there’s always something new to see or experience, and I can appreciate that.”

      “Wait, ‘always been’? Have you been there before?”

      “I have indeed. In years past when I sailed on my own, it was a favorite of mine,” Inga said, a flicker of a mischievous smile on her lips.

      Adelaide leaned back and folded her arms.

      “Small wonder you knew so much about how Selenthia works. Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “My voyages were simply personal excursions. I didn’t want to say anything that might imply I had some greater expertise.”

      “Uh huh. And it’s not because you’re just being mysterious as usual?”

      “The mystery is unintentional. It tends to be a byproduct of the caution I exercise in professional situations.”

      Adelaide groaned.

      “Can you tell me who you traveled with? If they were personal trips, did you go with family?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      “Ingaaa.”

      “Apologies, Captain. I’m sure more will come in good time. In the meantime, please eat.”

      Adelaide shot her a withering look, then resolutely continued with her meal. Over the course of a half hour, they talked more of business, their plans for the short-term, and life back home. Adelaide found she could hardly wait to start back, but at the same time, that she felt nervous. Some of her anxiety over being pursued was returning, and now that it had, she wasn’t sure how safe she felt even across the sea. She imagined her parents reaching out to the Selenthians to report her missing or even dangerous, and worried that the next time they made port she would be arrested as a spy, imprisoned on the other side of the world for the rest of her days.

      Eventually, their conversation was interrupted by another knock at the door. This time it was Theo, announcing he was starting his rounds. After he departed, Inga stood to leave.

      “I’m afraid I’ve stayed past my bedtime.”

      “That’s all right. Sorry for keeping you. I appreciate the company, though,” Adelaide said as she walked her out to the deck.

      “I’m always happy to join you. Halvar will be maintaining course overnight on quarter sail, so we should reach our destination sometime tomorrow in the early afternoon. If you aren’t already awake, I’ll come wake you an hour before we arrive so you can ensure... Captain?”

      “Huh? Er, sorry, I... was distracted.”

      “Is something the matter?”

      “Oh no, not at all. It’s... well, it’s silly, don’t mind me.”

      “Now I’m all the more curious.”

      Adelaide sighed, then looked back up at the sky. Out in the darkness of the ocean, she could see every star in the sky, gleaming and twinkling from horizon to horizon. She had caught herself staring at the sky almost every night since they’d made it across the sea, trying to figure out where the strange feeling inside her came from. They were the stars she knew, and yet...

      “I was just looking at the stars. I know them, I learned them, I recognize them, but... I guess I feel like I’ve never seen them this way before. It feels different, but it also feels... good.”

      Inga smiled lightly.

      “It sounds like you’re seeing them with new eyes. Going through such a tumultuous change in your life can do that to you.”

      “It’s strange. What happened didn’t feel good, but everything I see seems a little more beautiful. I would have thought it would made everything seem more dull.”

      “If I could guess, I would say it’s because you’re able to look at the world the way you want to now. It’s not your parents’ world, nor your tutors’ world, nor anyone else’s but yours, and you’re able to see everything without their influence. It’s what you see when you’re able to choose your own way, and it’s quite a sight.”

      “Could I ask how you’re so good at this?”

      “You could, but my answer will have to wait for another time. I must get to sleep. Pleasant dreams, Captain.”

      Inga gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder, then started off for the officer’s quarters.

      Adelaide returned slowly to her cabin, focusing on random objects around her as she did so, trying to see if she noticed anything different. But for now, it seemed, the magic of the moment had faded, and after she found herself staring off into space, she decided to go to bed instead. There was work to do the next day, and she didn’t want to go into her first-ever delivery looking and sounding sleep deprived.

      Still, as she got into bed after turning off her lamps, she felt a lightness in her heart. She couldn’t quite figure out how to describe it, but she didn’t entirely mind. The feeling was with her, and it was hers whether she could put words to it or not.

      

      Two and a half weeks later, near the end of March, the Windfire slowly came to stop in a port town a few miles south of Unshala. The crew cheered uproariously as the vessel was secured to the docks, and they impatiently lined up on deck, eagerly awaiting their dismissal.

      “Go on! Have fun. Don’t misbehave too much,” Adelaide called to them, and everyone started their way off the ship to complete errands and enjoy their leisure time.

      After traveling all the way back from Selenthia, their stores were starting to run low, mail needed to be delivered and received, and other more boring things taken care of with the harbormaster’s staff. Halvar volunteered to handle much of the paperwork, and Adelaide had immediately agreed, choosing instead to head into town in search of something sweet to eat. Her decision to add more ingredients to the stores for special desserts had been overwhelmingly popular—so popular, in fact, that the crew had eaten through them far faster than she had anticipated. She made plans to have more purchased this time around, but in the meantime, she needed something in her stomach immediately, and a lot of whatever that something turned out to be.

      As she walked through the town, she felt a lingering unease, as if she was trespassing into the memories of a past life where she should not be. Already, what happened only a few months prior seemed like it had happened years ago, if it had ever truly happened at all. It wasn’t a negative feeling, but it was disconcerting enough. She wondered if this was the start of the healing process. Wounds tended to itch as they got better, she thought. There was no telling how the brain processed events like the ones she had been through.

      Just then, she saw a young man and young woman nearby, pointing at her and talking to each other in whispers. When they noticed she had seen them, they stood up straight, guilt painted all over their features. After a brief pause, they walked over to her.

      “Uh, sorry, you... you wouldn’t happen to be Adelaide Sol, would you?” the young man asked.

      “Yes, that’s me,” Adelaide answered, confused.

      “I told you,” the young woman scolded him quietly.

      “Well it’s just, no one’s seen or heard from you in weeks, so I people say. They were starting to worry. They said this province lost two elites all at once. I didn’t expect to see you, uh... on a ship.”

      “He’s so nosy, I’m really sorry about him,” the woman said hastily, tugging on the man’s arm. “No filter whatsoever, I swear sometimes I—”

      “No, it’s all right,” Adelaide interjected, and the woman paused.  “I got this ship about a year and a half ago, and when I wasn’t on patrol I was either sailing for fun or suffering in school. Things changed a little recently so I’ve had to spend more time away, but I’m definitely not gone.”

      “Oh, that’s good... I was worried there weren’t enough elites around and we might die or something,” the man said casually. “What changed?”

      “Family stuff. It’s complicated, and I don’t really want to go into detail, but it made me want to run away, so I did.”

      “I hope it helped. Sometimes I wish I could do the same thing. Did you feel bad about it?”

      “Definitely. Mostly guilt. And I still feel that way. But I’m working on figuring it out. But from what I know of the other elites they’ll make sure everything’s covered.”

      “Why does it make you feel guilty?”

      “I just feel like running away from my problems maybe isn’t the best way to handle them. But I honestly can’t think of anything else to do. I keep trying to return to what’s normal, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      It was at this moment she realized the young man’s companion was staring at him in horror.

      “Elim! You can’t just ask such personal things!” she gasped.

      “Huh? It’s fine, I don’t mind,” Adelaide said, taken aback by her alarm.

      “You really don’t?”

      “Not at all. Why would I?”

      “It’s just... it’s rude to be so blunt and invasive like that.”

      Slowly, belatedly, Adelaide understood. She had fallen so easily into this conversation that she had forgotten that most people thought it was inappropriate to talk that way. But she appreciated Elim’s candor and how it came without malice or ulterior motive; its utter lack of niceties and ceremony made it accessible, if not outright enjoyable.

      Elim looked suddenly self-conscious, seeming to realize that he, as Adelaide had done so many times, had committed a faux pas. Refusing to let him go too far down this road, however, Adelaide intervened.

      “It wasn’t rude. Not to me. I like it when people are straightforward. It makes everything easier to understand.”

      Elim looked up at her, suddenly hopeful.

      “Yeah. It really does. Thanks for talking to me.”

      “Any time!”

      As they parted ways, she couldn’t help but notice that Elim seemed much happier than he had been only a few moments before. She almost felt like running after him, not wanting to say goodbye to someone who seemed to understand this part of her so well, but she was worried about offending the woman he was with—and her stomach was now adamantly proclaiming that it would only wait so long for sweets.

      When she returned to the ship a few hours later, having eaten her fill of delicious food and taken a long evening walk, Gunnar jogged up to greet her.

      “Bird for you, ma’am. It’s waiting in your quarters for you.”

      Adelaide paused, suddenly feeling nervous.

      “From who?”

      “Ah... your father, ma’am.”

      Adelaide turned on her heel and made straight for her cabin, her heart pounding hard as though she had just sprinted a mile. Why was her father contacting her now? When had this happened? How long had it been waiting? What did it say?

      She burst into her cabin and locked the doors securely behind her. A small mechanical bird sat on her deck, cocking its head slightly as she approached. She recognized it as one of her father’s birds almost immediately.

      “What’s the message?” she asked it hoarsely.

      The bird’s eyes lit up red, and its beak opened, playing Felix’ voice from within.

      “—sure how to do this, dear. Oh! It’s recording. Ah, well, I hope this message finds you well. Your mother and I have been very worried about you. We haven’t wanted to pry or push, and we thought you might reach out to us first, but we haven’t heard from you in a long while. I’m hoping you’ll let us know you’re all right. Your mother and I have been talking since... since what happened, and we wanted to tell you we want you home. I know you probably don’t feel like it, but we’re hoping we can reach a compromise. You said seven days a week of lessons is too much, and that’s okay. We can cut it back to five, maybe even four. If you want different tutors because you don’t like the ones you’ve got, we can look for others. I know things have been difficult, but we want to show you we’re willing to work with you. We’re hoping you can show us the same. You’ve got a big job ahead of you, but we want to be flexible. Well, I think that’s about it, I don’t want to talk your ear off so suddenly. We love you, my darling, and we hope you’re all right. Please send a reply soon.”

      Adelaide set the bird down as its eyes dimmed and its beak closed. It perched on her desk, looking up at her expectantly.

      She didn’t know what to think. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but she was reasonably certain it hadn’t been... whatever that was. He hadn’t apologized, which she had been hoping for, but he didn’t sound angry. If anything, he just sounded worried, hopeful that he might hear her voice again soon. She wondered how worried they had been, how many sleepless nights they might have had as they waited to hear from their daughter, all while she was off on the other side of the world having a good time. He even seemed to want to compromise, too; what he’d said didn’t sound anything like what she wanted, but at the very least, he seemed willing to listen.

      But then she stopped herself. No, she thought. No, they didn’t want to listen. They wanted to get her back under their control. He was using the same language he always had, talking about how much they loved her and all the things they would do for her—but in the end, they wanted the same thing. All of this was contingent upon her going obediently back home and resuming her lessons and getting back to the life they wanted her to have. He’d even said it himself: “You’ve got a big job ahead of you.” As if that was something she was still working toward. As if everything that had happened was just a small snag, a minor phase, in the greater plan they’d set out for her.

      She slammed her fist down onto her desk in sudden anger with such force that the bird nearly lost its footing and scrambled to stay upright.

      “Reply,” Adelaide said, her voice shaking with quiet fury. The bird looked up at her attentively. “Before anything else, I want you to know that I’m safe and okay. I’ve been more than okay, actually. I’ve been having a great time with my crew of... how did you call them? Criminals? But I’m safe, so you don’t need to worry about me. Second, I can’t believe this is the message I get after not hearing from you for months. You are still completely missing the point. If you think the reason I left is because of mean tutors or too many lessons, you weren’t listening to anything I said. And I’m not going to say it again. I told you enough times. Figure it out, then try again. Until then, I’m not coming home. Message complete.”

      “Recipient?”

      “Felix Sol.”

      The bird hopped onto her outstretched hand, and she carried it to the door. As soon as there was space to open its wings, the bird took off swiftly into the night. Adelaide felt a thrill of terror as she watched it disappear, much like she had when her father had confronted her the night she’d left, and for a moment she wished she could call the bird back and reply with something else once she’d calmed down.

      But somehow, deep down, she knew that what she said was exactly what they needed to hear.

      Still, she knew she wouldn’t feel comfortable until they were safely out of port. She glanced around deck to see Halvar standing nearby, munching on a sandwich he had clearly just brought aboard.

      “Ahoy, cap’n. Any good news from father dearest?” he asked as she approached.

      “Not really. On that note, as soon as everyone’s back... take us out again. Far enough away from shore that we can’t be spotted in the dark. And have Theo keep an extra sharp eye out. I... I need some time by myself.”

      “You all right? They aren’t after you, are they?”

      “Not at the moment, but I didn’t exactly send the nicest answer back, so I want to be ready to move in case that changes.”

      Halvar nodded, looking impressed.

      “Aye, I’ll make sure we’re safe and sound. But good on ya, cap’n. Give ‘em what for.”

      “I really don’t think I should push my luck with them of all people.”

      “That’s fair. I mean, if you make them really mad, you might have to run away or something!”

      Halvar laughed as Adelaide turned to go back to her cabin. The night was still young, but suddenly she felt the desire to do nothing but lock herself in her cabin and hide away and try to get some rest. She got into bed, leaving one of her lamps on, but didn’t manage to fall asleep until hours later when she felt the Windfire moving out to sea.
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      Maaya had to admit to herself that, regardless of how hopeful and ecstatic she felt at the discovery of two more people in Sark who could see ghosts, she wasn’t sure exactly how she felt about the prospect of the two boys staying over. She thought that it might last for a few nights at most; after all, the abandoned guard post was small, and she already had a comfortable situation going on with Kim.

      Four months later, however, Kalil and Sovaan hadn’t left, and Maaya couldn’t be happier. It wasn’t just the company, though she was quite fond of this, too. It was the fact that, in one very important way, they were just like her. Maaya could talk about any of her experiences, no matter how strange, and she would be met with sympathetic or even understanding looks. They knew what it was like to live the way she had, and while they commiserated often over how unfair it was that no one else understood or that they were treated poorly for something unusual they had no control over, for the most part it was talked about as simply a fact of life. It quickly became so normal to talk about being able to see the dead that on several occasions Maaya nearly forgot everyone else in the world wasn’t like them.

      This company brought Maaya a sense of solace and love she had never before experienced. No matter when she woke up or came home, she was surrounded with people who lived with her and who enjoyed her company. Theirs wasn’t the amicable relationship she had with Hari, where they got along mostly so long as they were on the same side, and not like what she had with Roshan, who was a close and valued friend but who lived a life so very different from hers that their chances to catch up only happened every few weeks or so at most. This was something new, unusual, and wonderful thing, and she wondered how she had ever come to be so lucky.

      They quickly began to help each other in turn; with four mouths to feed rather than just one, each of the three others would go out and do what they could to make sure they could all eat comfortably each night. Some days were harder than others, and Maaya was often uncomfortable with what thievery they had to resort to, but they had better nights as well where odd jobs here and there paid off, or when Rahu was exceptionally generous.

      The fact of the matter was, however, that the guard post was simply too small to house them all comfortably, and so one day Maaya resolved to talk to Bindhiya once again to ask for help. She hoped what she planned to ask for wouldn’t be too much; larger living spaces were almost unheard of even if she had multiple people living with her. She knew it had happened in the past, but Hari had been right; there were fewer volunteers these days, and the slowdown was sometimes painfully obvious.

      But if anyone could come through for her, Maaya thought, it would be Bindhiya.

      The day Maaya chose to visit her was on a day she wasn’t expected to be in. She spent a few nights a month with Hari, and was usually the one to make her report the following day. Hari had offered to do this for her because her schedule more often kept her up at night, but Maaya saw how exhausting it was for him to be up at night as well as during the day; this for him was unusual, while for her it was almost normal. The hour or so it took to deliver her report was worth helping Hari get some rest, and while she wouldn’t admit this to him, her growing ability to read and write helped her offer better reports than he could.

      Saber happily joined her as she made her way toward Bindhiya’s apartment, humming a happy tune as they passed through crowded streets where Maaya didn’t dare try to hold a conversation. Maaya was feeling pretty good herself, and as she stepped through the doors into the building’s labyrinthian hallways, she realized all of the nervousness she had once felt when it came to the prospect of seeing Bindhiya had all but vanished.

      When she knocked on the door and one of the girls inside opened it, they didn’t look at all surprised to see her, and they quickly ushered her in. Without having to ask why Maaya was there, the girl went over to the door leading to Bindhiya’s bedroom and quickly peeked her head inside. The door hadn’t even closed again before Malika stepped out and waved Maaya over. Before they could go inside, however, Malika stopped her.

      “She’s not feeling well today. I want her to rest as much as she can.”

      “Oh. Should I come back?” Maaya asked hesitantly.

      “No, no. She already knows you’re here and wants to see you very much. But try to keep it short, okay?”

      Maaya agreed, and Malika showed her in.

      Bindhiya lay in bed, resting as she usually did against several pillows, but today it was clear that she had little strength of her own to keep herself upright. She looked exhausted, and Maaya wondered if she had gone another night without sleep.

      Nevertheless, Bindhiya brightened noticeably as Maaya entered, and immediately gestured for her to sit on the bed nearby.

      “Back so soon! I was just saying I felt so lucky,” Bindhiya said happily. Her voice was somewhat hoarse, like she was just gaining it back after an illness. “How are you? You look happier than usual.”

      “I am. Happier than I can remember,” Maaya agreed with a smile, but it faded quickly. “What about you? What happened?”

      “Oh, just an off day, that’s all. I’ve been instructed to go easy today, and while I might normally argue, I’m inclined to agree today for some reason,” Bindhiya said airily.

      “By that she means she’s not strong enough to get out of bed even if I would let her,” Malika added, amused.

      “I’ll get out of your way soon, don’t worry,” Maaya began, but Bindhiya shushed her.

      “If I had my way you’d be here all the time; I’d rather be tired and full of joy than slightly less tired and lonely,” she said, and Maaya felt her smile return. “What can I do for you today? Are you just here to chat?”

      “I wouldn’t mind that, but I also wanted to ask for some help, if that’s okay,” Maaya said, glancing between Bindhiya and Malika. The latter didn’t argue, so Maaya continued. “I’m living with three other people now, and it seems like it’s going to be that way for a while. I don’t suppose... do you know of any place to stay that’s bigger than the guard post we have now?”

      Maaya’s voice quieted as she finished, and she was suddenly afraid that she might sound ungrateful, that Bindhiya would in turn scold her for asking for something more when she was already so lucky to have what she did. But Bindhiya only looked thoughtful.

      “I don’t think we have anything bigger currently available, but I’ll definitely double check. Er, another time, that is,” she added hastily as Malika raised her eyebrows. “Three people, though! Your home gets a little bigger every time I see you, it seems. Who are they, if I may ask?”

      “Two new friends, Kalil and Sovaan. I met them a few months ago on my way home; someone had caught them stealing, and one of them collapsed from hunger. I invited them to stay the night and now it seems like they’re staying for good,” Maaya explained.

      “Oh, I see! Doing a little of my work on the side, are you?” Bindhiya chuckled. “You’ve a lovely heart. Are you all getting enough to eat?”

      “We get by. We all help each other. It’s really nice to have a safe place to come home to with people who like you and care about you,” Maaya said, feeling a comfortable warmth rise in her chest at the thought.

      “I understand completely. I’m so happy! It doesn’t feel like so long ago you were doing everything alone and when it was only the threat of winter that brought you back to me. But now you come to see me just for fun or to offer your help, and on top of that you’ve got a little family of your own.”

      There was that word again. Maaya wondered whether it was one she could safely use or if it might seem overzealous; families gathered around warmly lit tables during holidays and grew up in the same houses, where husbands and wives came home from dinner and children came home from school before settling in for the night together. It was a dreamy idea, one Maaya had kept for so long that to use the same word to describe what she had now seemed wrong somehow.

      Then again, she realized, she had also once thought friendship was never something that could be shared with a ghost.

      “Yeah. I guess I’ve been feeling pretty lucky lately, too,” Maaya said.

      They caught up as much as they were able before Malika said it was time for Maaya to go. This time Maaya was sure no more than ten minutes had passed, but as she looked back at Bindhiya to say goodbye, she wondered if even that had been too much. Maaya tried not to let her concern show on her face, and she departed, promising that she would again join Hari the next time it was time for them to go out.

      “I worry about that girl,” Saber commented as they left. “I appreciate some good work ethic but she needs a vacation. A year-long vacation.”

      “She would never let herself do that.”

      “Which is exactly why she needs it. Surely someone else can manage things while she’s gone.”

      “Then the question becomes where does someone who lives in Sark go on vacation?” Maaya smiled.

      “It’s all in how you advertise. Come see Sark’s lush woods! Take your tent and pitch it by the cozy river, surround yourself with trees and hills, and take a ride across in a ferry to explore the native wildlife!”

      “All the trees are dead, the hills are full of ghosts, and the ferry is a small wooden boat owned by a man who looks like a bear,” Maaya giggled.

      “That’s why no one has hired you to advertise for their shop.”

      “I’m sure that’s the only reason. Anyway, I’m not as tired as I thought I would be... what do you want to do?” Maaya asked, kicking a pebble down the sidewalk as she went.

      “I’m open to anything, but let’s not do anything too strenuous; you’ve got another busy night tonight, don’t forget.”

      Maaya grinned. At Saber’s urging, Maaya had continued practicing her libris, and had now reached a point where she was comfortable using her strength, speed, and sometimes healing cards. She had also used her blood cards during several of Rahu’s more recent assignments where the ghosts inhabiting the places they visited were a little too stubborn for their own good. But it was the ghosts who asked for her to use those cards on them that had really changed her mind about their use. For many ghosts, given the choice between continuing to wander the world or finally be at peace, they chose the latter, which subsequently put Maaya’s mind at ease.

      She had to admit that some of her own biases came out in her work all the same. When she chased a particularly nasty or obnoxious ghost, she was reminded of so many of the ghosts who had bothered her when she had no way of fighting back or telling them to leave. There were certainly some ghosts who were simply lonely or who meant well, but even after she cast aside her bitterness at the struggles she had gone through because of her ability to see the dead, there was no denying that some of them were simply petty, annoying, and deliberately harmful. Stories about haunted houses weren’t entirely baseless.

      And so, for the first time in her life, Maaya felt like she was in control. This magic, whatever it was or however it worked, set her on equal footing to so many of her former tormentors, and while she took care not to let any desire for revenge motivate her, she couldn’t deny it was exhilarating and freeing. She had spent several nights taking to the streets—and rooftops, since her newfound strength gave her the ability to reach places she couldn’t before—to search for ghosts causing trouble and seal them away.

      “Though you know, I’ve been thinking maybe we can brainstorm about how to help you keep a lower profile when you go out to do your magic,” Saber continued thoughtfully as they headed toward home.

      “What do you mean? I already only go out at night,” Maaya replied, confused.

      “Lit up like a glowing rainbow, yes,” Saber said pointedly. “Don’t get me wrong; I don’t think anyone would know who you are even if they did see you. I’m just worried that enough people will see something that they’ll start investigating. You’ve already got another unpleasant reputation building because food just happens to vanish when you’re in its vicinity.”

      Maaya chuckled.

      “I think I like my new nickname. It’s ironic.”

      “It is, and I can appreciate that as well, but catching the attention of too many people has historically not been a good thing. I just don’t think you should take too many risks, especially since you’ve now got three other people living with you who our lovely townspeople would jump at any opportunity to go after.”

      “Aren’t I doing them all a favor, though? I’m going around getting rid of ghosts; maybe people will stop being so superstitious after long enough with fewer hauntings, which is good for people like me.”

      “Oh, that brings up something else I’ve been thinking about,” Saber said, and her tone made Maaya nervous. “I don’t expect most people to be bright enough to draw a connection between a decrease in hauntings and an increase in sightings of the mysterious luminescent stranger. But I do know that, thanks in part to you, there is someone in town who usually gets informed about strange happenings of any sort. And not only is he absolutely smart enough to draw that connection, he’s perhaps the one single person in town you don’t want to do so.”

      Maaya’s blood ran cold. She hadn’t thought of that.

      “What do I do? Should I stop doing this after all? Do you think it’s already too late?” Maaya asked anxiously.

      “I wouldn’t worry just yet. I may even be overthinking this myself; I just worry about you. And about the others now, too. All we should need to do is fool everyone in town but Rahu, and I think the odds of that are pretty good. He doesn’t even know where we live.”

      “I guess that’s an advantage to moving around a lot. Even if he did know where I lived, that might change,” Maaya sighed. “I don’t need him having another way to bother me.”

      “About that,” Saber started almost apologetically, and Maaya groaned.

      “I don’t want to tell him where I live!”

      “No, it’s not that. I was just thinking, will you ever tell Rahu about the others? Getting ahead of him finding out on his own might be a good idea, and them being able to see ghosts might work in their favor. Besides, he still thinks you’re on your own, and the amount of food he gives you reflects that.”

      “I’m not telling him about the others. Not ever,” Maaya said flatly. “I was stupid to get myself involved with him, but I’m not doing that to the others. They deserve their freedom.”

      “As loath as I am to disagree on a technicality, you have your security to think about. So long as Rahu’s giving you food, you don’t have to worry about getting in trouble by getting caught stealing. That’s just as much a risk as it ever has been. Working for Rahu might be terrible, but considering you’ve already gone and made that mistake, you might as well take the near legitimacy that position grants you.”

      Maaya glared at the ghost, then turned into an abandoned alley before answering.

      “It is terrible. Terrible to the point where I’d rather go back to the way things were before. Right now, the others aren’t trapped. If things get tough, they can move on. I can’t. They still have the freedom to disappear. I know we can’t do a lot with freedom when we live like this, but that makes it even more important. I can’t think of Rahu doing to them what he did to me.”

      “I suppose. I guess I feel like principles lose to pragmatism when it comes to staying alive; principles do the dead little good. All the same, from living with you this long I understand why the former is still important. It makes it hard to figure out what the best option is.”

      Maaya grimaced.

      “There is no best option. Welcome to Sark.”

      “Well, so long as you’re this firmly opposed, I won’t push it. It’s not like I don’t understand feeling protective. It’s a good look on you,” Saber said, a smile playing at the corners of her lips.

      “Someone has to be! Besides, I’m the oldest, so it might as well be me.”

      “I’m not complaining! Bindhiya’s right, though; you’re really taking after her like this. What’s that she said today? That you have a lovely heart? It’s no wonder she likes you.”

      “I think I’ve learned a lot from her. I’d be so lucky as to someday be half as good as she is,” Maaya said, averting her eyes as she felt her face grow hot.

      “Who says you aren’t? You like her already, don’t go putting her on a pedestal unless you’re putting yourself beside her.”

      “I’ll never come close to doing half the good she’s done.”

      “Hum. So goodness is measured by deeds done, then? I don’t think you should mention that to her; it sounds rather shallow.”

      “No! That’s not what I... I don’t know. I just look at her and I see someone who works herself so hard just for the sake of other people. And it’s not because she’s trying to be nice, that’s just who she is. I want to be like that.”

      Saber made a tsk sound and folded her arms.

      “Would you ever admit to yourself that you accomplished that if you did? Or would you feel that admitting to yourself that you are such a person requires a level of sanctimony that disqualifies you, thereby making this standard literally impossible to achieve?”

      Maaya spluttered.

      “It’s different when I say it about someone else. I couldn’t ever say that about me.”

      “So you’d accept it if someone else said it about you.”

      “I suppose.”

      “In that case, you are a wonderful human being with a kind and generous heart, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      “You are such a frustrating person to talk to.”

      Saber teasingly blew her a kiss, then started out of the alley.

      “What say we visit Roshan? It’s been a little while, and last I was there he says he misses you. You need to show off how you can read and write now, too. I think he’s tired of only having me for a pen pal.”

      Maaya’s mood improved immediately at this suggestion, and only brightened further a moment later when she realized she had an idea of her own.

      “You know, I wouldn’t mind if he knows where I live.”

      The rest of the afternoon and early evening passed uneventfully, but served enough of a distraction for Maaya to get through the day. She enjoyed only a short visit with Roshan, for no matter how much they wished to spend time together or how long it had been since the last time they saw each other, Roshan was kept too busy with work to spend more than ten minutes or so on break. She wondered if she and her friends had, without her notice, reached that point of adulthood where free time was so hard to come by that leisure had to be scheduled around the mundane responsibilities of life.

      Still, they made the most of what time they had. Maaya shared her new reading and writing skills with Roshan, who was delighted and impressed; he in turn shared stories about being visited in the night by Saber, and how surprised he had been to see one of his ink pens dart around the room in frustration, searching for the paper he had forgotten to leave out.

      “Then my dad tried to come in to say good night, and I thought I might have a heart attack,” Roshan laughed. “But we figured it out in the end.”

      “Saber said you’re getting tired of only having her for a pen pal,” Maaya suggested teasingly. Saber playfully smacked her shoulder.

      “Oh, not at all. If anything, I wish she’d come around more often! This is still the strangest thing I’ve ever experienced, but I like it,” Roshan assured her. “I assume she’s with you, so if you heard that, feel free to come over more often.”

      “Tell him I’ll gladly do so on a night we aren’t spending running around town,” Saber responded.

      Maaya relayed the message, and Roshan frowned.

      “Running around town? At night? Don’t you think that’s kind of dangerous?”

      “Yes,” Maaya and Saber replied together. Maaya continued, “It’s complicated. Some of it is looking around for places for people to stay, and some of it is doing Rahu’s work.”

      “I keep hoping I’ll have heard that man’s name for the last time,” Roshan said darkly. Maaya hadn’t gone into detail about exactly what Rahu had done to her or how he was treating her, but Roshan seemed to understand all the same. “And there’s still no way to call it quits?”

      “Nope. Not as long as I’m useful to him. I tried telling him no and that didn’t go very well,” Maaya sighed. “Maybe someday. At least if I’m doing what he says he won’t hurt me again.”

      Roshan clenched his hands into fists at his sides, but kept his tone level.

      “Does he know about Saber?”

      “No. As far as he knows, I only ever see ghosts when it comes to working for him, and I want to keep it that way. The less he knows, the better.”

      Just then, Roshan’s father called to him, letting him know that break time was over.

      “I’ll see you soon, okay? Oh! Before I forget, I want to tell you where I’m living,” Maaya said, and she hurriedly gave Roshan directions. “I know it’s a bit of a walk, but you can visit any time you like. Just so you know, I have three other people living with me, so it’s a little crowded.”

      “Three?” Roshan asked in surprise.

      “Yeah, long story. Oh, and if you do come over, don’t mention Rahu, please; I haven’t told them about him and never plan to.”

      “Uh, right. Okay. Anything else?” Roshan asked, amused.

      “I don’t think so. I’ll understand if you can’t make it. Anyway, get going before your dad gets mad at both of us.”

      Roshan departed with a friendly wave, and Maaya and Saber headed back home.

      Maaya spent the rest of the afternoon and into the evening resting at Saber’s insistence, and before she knew it, she had fallen asleep in the guard post. She only realized she had fallen asleep when she slowly opened her eyes, suddenly aware of the smell of cooking food, to see that the sky had gone dark. She rubbed her eyes and sat up, feeling around for her shoes where they lay near the door, already well aware of her growling stomach.

      She opened the door and stepped outside. Saber was nearby near the temporary grill they were using, as well as her four living friends.

      Maaya paused, then rubbed her eyes again.

      Four living friends?

      “Oh, you’re awake! I was going to come wake you soon, dinner’s almost ready,” Kim said brightly as she came over. “Your friend is a really good cook.”

      Maaya walked over to the grill and saw a bubbling pot of chickpea curry with spinach, biryani, and tofu, and a plate of naan sat to the side. The smell was heavenly, and she was so impressed with the amount of food being so well cooked on such a small metal grate, and with so few cooking tools available, that she momentarily forgot to look at who was cooking it.

      “I hope you’re hungry. I can never measure rice to save my life,” Roshan chuckled. “Your hair makes it look like you slept well!”

      Maaya hurriedly ran her fingers through her hair and smiled.

      “I didn’t expect to see you so soon! How long have you been here?”

      “I came over as soon as I cleaned up after work. I thought you might still be awake, but you were long asleep by the time I got here. Your friends are really nice, though. Uh... they can all see ghosts, apparently?”

      “Yeah. That’s part of why they’re here; we sort of bonded over that,” Maaya said. “I was looking forward to introducing you, but I take it you already got to know them?”

      “Sort of. Kalil and Kim, I think? They went off to get some food the moment I offered to cook,” Roshan continued with a grin. “Sovaan and I had a good chat, though. He’s crazy smart. It’s like he’s got the entire town memorized, did you know? I told him the area I live in and he gave me six more efficient ways to get both here and back.”

      “I didn’t know that much!” Maaya said, turning to face Sovaan. “How did you learn all that?”

      “I dunno! I just remember where I’ve been,” the boy replied, looking embarrassed.

      “That’s how we got by so well,” Kalil added, walking over to look impatiently at the food on the grill. “I would get the food and he’d plan where to go and how to escape. He’s so much better than I’ll ever be. He’s got a map in his head.”

      Once dinner was ready, they sat in a circle near the fire and talked long after they had all finished their food. It was some of the best Maaya ever had, and she lamented that her stomach would only let her eat so much before refusing any more. Between the five living friends, however, even with the copious amount of rice Roshan made, they managed to clean every plate.

      “Make sure Roshan knows I now hold a grudge against him for cooking that in front of me,” Saber said, and Kim laughed and passed along the message.

      “Does that mean you’ll haunt my house more? Because I miss you writing letters to me,” Roshan returned.

      “How are you so calm about ghosts?” Kalil asked curiously. “It doesn’t bother you?”

      “Nope. I mean, I thought it was weird when Maaya first started telling me about it, but I’ve been friends with her for years, so I’m kind of used to it now. She introduced me to Saber, and that was definitely new, but I think by this point I can’t really be surprised by much,” Roshan chuckled.

      “You’re just so relaxed about it. I was afraid at first. Saber said you two had talked before, but she always says weird things so I wasn’t—”

      “I do not say weird things!” the ghost protested. “I just say normal things so bluntly everyone thinks they’re weird. If you think about it, that’s everyone’s fault but mine.”

      “Has your house ever really been haunted before? Not by Saber, I mean,” Sovaan asked.

      “I don’t think so. I mean, some strange things used to happen at home. When I was a kid I used to be afraid of the toilet because it would bubble when someone else in the building was using water, but I eventually figured out the drains were just clogged,” Roshan said, and everyone laughed.

      “I think the funniest thing I’ve ever seen a ghost do was... hey, Sovaan, you remember the dead old man who came to the orphanage that day? He got really mad and tried to hit his head against a wall, but he tumbled right through it,” Kalil snorted.

      “Oh yeah! Except, we were the reason he was mad, weren’t we? We were arguing with everything he said while pretending not to be able to hear him at the same time,” Sovaan agreed, nearly beside himself with mirth.

      “I saw a ghost try to haunt some people once,” Kim remembered. “He was shouting ‘Boo!’ at people for a while, and I think he realized no one could hear him, because no one was reacting. So he finally took out a piece of paper and wrote ‘Boo’ on it, and then people saw it and started to scream.”

      They went on sharing their favorite stories, and Maaya let the others have the spotlight. She didn’t feel like she had anything substantial to offer; maybe she had seen things that might have been considered amusing, but her entire outlook on being able to see the dead in the first place prevented her from being able to appreciate any of them. Still, she was able to take this moment to reflect on how much had changed. The fact that her best friend was dead was a good indication.

      As the night went on, Sovaan began to yawn, and Roshan wasn’t far behind.

      “I think I should get home so I can be ready for work tomorrow,” Roshan said, standing up and stretching.

      “Oh, yes! Are you going to be okay getting home?” Maaya asked as she and the others got to their feet.

      “I’ll be fine. I think I’ll try what Sovaan suggested and see how fast I can get home that way. If it makes it that much easier, I think I’ll come over more often,” Roshan said cheerily.

      “And cook more”! Kalil said, and the others cheered.

      “Hey, he’s walking all this way, maybe we should cook for him,” Maaya scolded them playfully. “Can you wait a moment, Roshan? I’m going to make sure Sovaan gets to bed at least.”

      “I need to sleep, too, I’ve been up longer than you,” Kim said tiredly. “Are you leaving for the night?”

      “Not yet. I’m just going to talk to Roshan for a little bit,” Maaya answered. Kim looked skeptical, but she seemed too tired to argue, and she and Sovaan began to get ready for bed while Kalil went about cleaning up with Saber’s help.

      Maaya and Roshan stood for a few moments in silence around the embers of the fire, and soon all was quiet save for the sound of crickets and a distant owl. Maaya pulled her coat tighter around her as a cool breeze brushed against her.

      Maaya sighed happily. Her position on ghosts hadn’t been the only thing that had changed over the past few years. If she had told herself a few years ago that she might someday be sitting with a bunch of friends both living and dead as they shared dinner and happy stories, she might have thought herself mad. But here she was.

      “Are you sure I can’t convince you to stay home at night? Maybe act like a normal person and sleep while the sun is down?” Roshan asked, his tone a mix of amusement and concern.

      “It’ll be fine. I don’t go alone and I keep to myself. And I know I admitted it was dangerous, but it’s not so bad if you know what you’re doing.”

      “And you do?” Roshan continued, raising an eyebrow.

      “I do! Mostly. I mean, if I didn’t know how things worked by now after living out here all this time I’d wonder what was wrong with me.”

      Maaya meant it to be something of a joke, but Roshan looked crestfallen.

      “It’s really not fair. You shouldn’t have to live like this,” he said quietly.

      “Hey, it’s really not so bad,” Maaya said quickly. “I’m in a better place than I’ve ever been. I’m not alone anymore and I have a roof over my head... sort of.”

      Roshan turned to look back at the abandoned post.

      “I guess that’s true. And I do feel a lot better knowing you’ve got four others watching your back now. They’re really nice, your new friends.”

      “I think so too. I’m lucky to have met them. And really, I should be worrying about you,” Maaya teased.

      “What? Why me?”

      “You’re a normal kid from a normal family working a normal job. What will the townspeople say if they catch you hanging out with the likes of me?” she continued in mock surprise, placing her hand to her chest. “Vagabonds and witches and the like! Maybe it’s best you only come to visit when it’s dark so no one has to see.”

      “Oh stuff it, I’d be glad to be seen with you,” Roshan laughed. “If they can’t appreciate your company that means more for me. I’d rather spend time with you and dead people than half of the living people in this town.”

      “Careful not to let the dead people hear that, they might threaten to take you up on that offer,” Maaya giggled.

      “That’s a good point,” Saber said as she floated up to them. “We can be utterly obnoxious, and while I’m sure they prefer people who can see them, some of them would be all too happy to spend time with someone who can’t but accepts them anyway.”

      Maaya passed the message along, and Roshan grinned.

      “So long as they’re nice I don’t know if I’d mind.”

      “You’ve already set the bar too high, my friend,” Saber continued.

      “Why don’t ghosts just hang out with each other? I mean, ghosts can see each other, right?” Roshan asked.

      “The ratio of living to dead is massive, which means the few ghosts who are around aren’t always good company for each other,” Saber explained as Maaya continued to speak for her. “What’s more, there’s a psychological aspect to it. When you’re dead and struggling to accept that you are, being around other dead people is like twisting the knife. They want validation from the living. There are plenty of ghosts who have accepted their lot and seek company from their fellow dead, but they rarely get any attention because they aren’t constantly bothering the living.”

      “Huh. Do you have any dead friends?”

      “Not yet. I do, however, have dead acquaintances I don’t entirely loathe,” Saber answered thoughtfully.

      “What’s so funny?” Maaya asked suddenly as Roshan chuckled.

      “Oh, it’s just that I’m standing here casually talking to a dead person I can’t see about her social life,” Roshan replied, looking almost incredulous at the words coming out of his own mouth. “And I don’t even feel that weird about it. It makes me wonder if I’ve gone crazy.”

      “I’d make a comment about how acceptance always seems crazy in a closed-minded world, but you are talking to the dead, so... yes, I’m afraid you have,” Saber said seriously. “I’ll visit you soon in case you start feeling a little too normal.”

      Roshan left shortly after, giving Maaya and Saber a promise to visit again soon. Maaya was just about ready to try to get some more sleep, but Saber was too quick.

      “Time for some more ghost chasing, yeah?” she said excitedly, and Maaya acquiesced, simultaneously due to her own anticipation and her lack of energy when it came to arguing with the ghost. “Great! I’ll check on the kids and then we can get going.”

      With three other people living with her, it had been harder than usual for Maaya to hide her book and her libris-related belongings. Maaya had taken to making many of her cards in advance when the others weren’t around and stuffing them in her pockets. It wasn’t ideal, as this often left the cards looking bent or crumpled, but Maaya wasn’t sure what other choice she had. She strongly suspected the others couldn’t read, but it’s not like that would mean much if they decided to start snooping; after all, she had decided to take it based on its pictures alone. The other three were smart, and she knew it wouldn’t take them too much effort and brainstorming to figure out what was going on.

      Saber returned and gave her a thumbs up, and they started walking at a casual pace away from the guard post. There was an alley not far from them that no one could see down unless they were almost upon it, making it a safe place for Maaya to use her cards while Saber kept watch. Truth be told, she was less worried that random passersby might see her and more than her friends might see instead. They were growing increasingly curious about where she went so often at night when she wasn’t doing any work with Hari, and while she could occasionally make some excuse about Rahu’s work—they knew she did something to bring home food every once in a while, after all—the regularity of her trips and her ambiguity about all the details was becoming less and less satisfactory for them. It was only by playing to her authority as the oldest among them that she got them to finally stop asking her questions.

      The alley had another benefit than just privacy. The buildings on the right side as she entered were only one and a half stories tall, due to the second “floor” being little more than a crawlspace. This happened to be just about as high as she could jump with the help of her strength augment, and about as far down as she felt she could safely jump without hurting herself once the night was over.

      Maaya entered the alley, and Saber paused at the entrance to keep an eye out. While Maaya would still never claim she was any kind of expert or even good, her movements were smooth and practiced. She pulled one strength and one speed card from her pockets and burned each one upon her limbs, closing her eyes as all of her exhaustion and pain of any sort instantly disappeared, replaced only with the sensation of strength, power, and control. When she re-opened her eyes, she saw purple libris lines hovering just over her arms, and green lines over her legs.

      It was time to go.

      “Catch me if you can!” Saber called from the alley’s entrance, suddenly darting off over the rooftops. Maaya smiled, gave the ghost a moment’s head start, and then gave chase.

      Wind rushed in her ears as she leapt lightly from rooftop to rooftop. What had at first been a horrifying exercise in agility and strength had quickly turned into something she couldn’t wait to do nearly every night. The rooftops made traveling through the town quicker than she had ever thought possible, and the fact that she felt so comfortable doing so brought a smile to her face. Even after months of practice she marveled at just how far her strength could carry her and how swiftly she could move. Saber, who could at any other time make Maaya look like she was standing still due to her own ability to fly and pass through walls, was now struggling to stay ahead of her.

      It had been Saber’s idea to make this a regular exercise, and although Maaya had started out coming home with scrapes, cuts, and bruises, she felt more confident than ever. She knew most of the rooftops in her area by now, knew most of the streets below, and knew the best shortcuts.

      Saber suddenly darted left, and Maaya followed, her shoes just barely sliding on the stucco rooftop as she quickly changed course. Speed was one thing, but agility was another, and she had quickly learned what kind of moves she could safely make on different surfaces. Before she had perfected this, she had taken quite a few tumbles, several of which had left her dazed. Maaya also kept track of how far she traveled and how fast she was moving. She knew well enough by now that even though her libris made her feel invulnerable, she most certainly was not, and she had been getting better and better about finding her limits. If she didn’t catch Saber within a few blocks, she would have to stop to rest.

      A narrow street a block ahead of them cut to the right and perpendicular to the main road. Maaya shifted ever so slightly as she ran. Saber could continue down the main road, but the upcoming street was a challenging turn, and Maaya suspected the ghost might try to lose her there. If she wasn’t prepared, the turn would take her by surprise, but if she was correct...

      Sure enough, at the last moment, Saber veered hard to the right. Maaya, already prepared, changed course comfortably, putting herself on a parallel course. Clotheslines and canvas awnings covered the street below, but Maaya could just make out the glow of the ghost fleeing just below her. Up ahead, Maaya saw a clear area just large enough for her to jump through. She pushed ahead, took one last glance at the ground below, and jumped.

      Her timing was true, and she passed through the clearing, only just barely brushing against some shirts that had been left out to dry. She just had time to register Saber staring up at her in surprise before she hit the ground, rolled smoothly to avoid injury... and tagged Saber on the shoulder.

      “Yes! Got you,” Maaya said victoriously, pumping her fist but still taking care to keep her voice down.

      “That was wonderful. You’re really getting good at this,” Saber answered approvingly, and she had a smile to match. “After a run like that you’re sure to need a break, so let’s take it easy for a few minutes.”

      Maaya nodded, and after a moment, the libris lines over her limbs flickered, then faded away. She was hit with the sudden sensation of being out of breath, and her legs burned like she had just sprinted a long distance. But this was a feeling she was growing more and more used to, so rather than collapsing in pain, she let herself breathe deeply as she sat down against the wall of the alley. She pulled a small pouch from her coat pocket and unscrewed the cap, taking a welcome gulp of cool water.

      “If you keep up like this long enough, you’re going to be in amazing shape,” Saber said amused. “I’m not sure what we’ll have you do for training now since you’re able to catch me while literally running over rooftops.”

      “I’m sure I could still use more,” Maaya panted, taking another swig of water. “I can’t catch you every time yet.”

      “I don’t expect you to. You still can’t pass through walls like I can,” Saber teased. “Once you get even better I might start using some of the cards myself. Maybe I’ll fly incredibly quickly or I’ll get extra strong. How’d you like me to carry you through the sky?”

      “I would not,” Maaya shuddered. “The rooftops are enough, thank you.”

      “What about the elements? I could flood the town if I wanted. Oh! I could throw fire around! How cool would that be?”

      “You want to set our house on this time?” Maaya snickered, and Saber placed her hands on her hips.

      “Fine, I’ll let you have that one, but I know I would be much safer with fire than you’ve been.”

      At this, Maaya burst into laughter, and Saber glared.

      “I said safer, I didn’t say less dangerous! I’ll happily burn houses down, just not my own. Anyway, how are you feeling? Do you think you’re up for more, or do you want to get home?”

      “I’m ready for more,” Maaya said eagerly as she got to her feet.

      “You’re going to be a mess tomorrow, that’s for sure,” Saber said.

      “I’ll just sleep all day since that’s what I’m apparently doing now anyway,” Maaya replied casually. “Anyway, I need more practice with my elementals first, especially if I’m going to be putting out your fires all over town.”

      She pulled out two cards, one purple and one green like before, and burned them on her limbs.

      “If we’re going to do that, let’s get out of town. If you’re worried that people are going to see you all lit up like this, they’re definitely going to notice fires or if it starts raining,” Saber suggested, and Maaya easily agreed.

      They kept at it for several hours more, which was both good practice and a testament to how well Maaya was learning her limits. The elementals didn’t tire her out like the strength and speed cards did, though they took great concentration and effort all the same. It had taken Maaya much longer to get over her fear of using these, but she was glad she had. With orange lines burning over her arms, she guided bursts of fire here and there. They swayed and crackled under her command, and so long as her movements were smooth and her concentration unbroken, the fire did as she willed it.

      It was the same with water, and the act of moving quiet streams of water back and forth and all around her was calming and almost hypnotic. Just as it could be calming, however, it could be powerful; Maaya sent a burst of water with as much force as she could toward a small dead and rotting tree and nearly succeeded in toppling it over.

      Before too long, Saber finally got impatient, and finally came down from where she had been watching nearby.

      “I can’t take it anymore. Watching you do this without me is all I can take. May I try a fire card?”

      Maaya looked at her skeptically.

      “Do you promise not to set anything on fire?”

      “Don’t ruin my fun! You’ve got water right there!” Saber complained, but under Maaya’s relentless stare, Saber eventually averted her gaze. “Fine, fine. I promise. For now.”

      Maaya guessed that was about as good as she was going to get, so after making sure her blue libris lines were still comfortably burning, she handed Saber one of her orange cards. Without waiting even a moment, the ghost placed the card over her left forearm. The paper burned away quickly, leaving orange lines swiftly crisscrossing the ghost’s arms.

      “Fascinating,” Saber murmured in awe. “So this is the power of libris. I like it already. Now let’s see what I can do.”

      “You need to focus on where you want it to—” Maaya began, but broke off with a yelp as a massive burst of fire nearly singed the top of her head.

      “Ha! Wonderful!” Saber cackled. “I can get used to this.”

      Ignoring Maaya’s protests, the ghost soared twenty feet up, then stopped and began moving her arms in sweeping motion. Flames emanated from her arms and spiraled around the ghost, practically encasing her in a moving orb of fire. The wheels of fire surrounding her grew and shrank, then turned into streams of fire that she guided around and above her, each following the movements of her arms. As one came close, Maaya felt the searing heat against her face, and she instinctively took a step back.

      Gradually, Maaya began to feel like it was probably safe to leave the ghost to her own devices, and she soon continued working on her own. Slowly, ever so slowly, she started to feel like she was gaining more control. She wondered how much utility she could get from the elemental cards; speed and strength were certainly a must when it came to trying to deal with ghosts, let alone anything else, but control over fire and water seemed somewhat less helpful. From what she had read of the book, which admittedly was not even close to the whole thing, there didn’t even appear to be anything special about the elements that would make them any more useful when dealing with the dead.

      She paused for a moment, then laughed. She had discovered a way to control fire and water with her mind and body and here she was thinking that it wasn’t quite special enough. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about never getting used to her powers.

      “Hey Maaya, look. I want to try something,” came Saber’s voice from behind her.

      Maaya turned around—and shrieked as she saw a ball of fire moving slowly toward her. She leapt backward, but the flaming ball pursued her, moving only as fast as a person might walk.

      “Saber! What are you doing?” Maaya cried, turning and running away from the flame.

      “Just put it out!” Saber replied lazily.

      Maaya looked down and realized her blue libris lines were still glowing over her arms. With a yell of panic, and some irritation, she thrust her hands forward and sent a torrent of water forward the fireball. The water collided with the fireball, and in a great burst of steam, the fire disappeared.

      Maaya stepped back as she felt the heat of the steam cloud brush against her, but a few moments later, it was gone, the last wisps of steam fading away into the darkness.

      “Very nice!” Saber said, floating down to join Maaya.

      “What were you thinking? You might’ve killed me!” Maaya demanded.

      “Oh, hush, I wouldn’t have let it hit you. I was just curious about something,” Saber replied nonchalantly.

      “What in the world could you have been curious about that had to involve throwing fire at me? Which is precisely the reason I didn’t want to give you one of my fire cards, by the way,” Maaya protested.

      “I wanted to see how the two elements interacted with each other. Normally, all things equal, I would expect water to put out fire, but considering these are magical, I wondered if they might work in tandem. They seem to work like their natural counterparts, however, so it makes me wonder how much magic might be in the elements themselves. I also just wanted to see if you’d be able to put out something with magical water if I set it on magical fire.”

      “That’s interesting and all, and I’m glad I could stop your destruction if I had to, but I still don’t see why you had to throw fire at me.”

      “I wanted to test your reflexes, too. They need work.”

      Maaya groaned.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were getting a little too impatient with me for still being alive.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic; there’s not even a guarantee you’d come back anyway.”

      “I’m completely reassured now,” Maaya replied, glowering at the ghost. “Can we go home? This has really worn me out.”

      “Sure! All kidding aside, you did good tonight. You’re really showing off how well this magic can work in the right hands.”

      As they started back toward town, their libris lines vanished, and Maaya felt the familiar wave of exhaustion wash over her. She might have fallen asleep if not for the knowledge that the others would worry about her if she didn’t come home; there weren’t any creatures inside or outside town that could do her any harm. The thought of her comfortable bed kept her going, even if it was somewhat cramped. To her, however, this was only a source of further comfort, and she would take it over an empty and lonely space any day.

      She soon made it back to the post, though to her slight surprise, she saw a dim light coming from inside.

      “Do they normally wake up this early?” Maaya whispered, and Saber shook her head.

      As they got closer, however, the light suddenly went out, and Maaya heard the sound of whispers beyond the door. Saber, as though sharing Maaya’s concern, went ahead and peeked through the wall, withdrawing her head only a moment later.

      “It’s all right. The kids are just pretending to be asleep. Maybe you can act like you had no idea when you come in; Kalil especially is really putting some effort into looking convincing.”

      Maaya heard a muffled complaint beyond the door, and she smiled as she opened the door.

      “Is everything okay in here?” she asked as she bent down to take off her shoes.

      “F-fine!” Kim stammered. “We, uhm, we just woke up because Sovaan had a bad dream, that’s all.”

      “Uh huh,” Maaya said, raising her eyebrows. “Well, you’ve got me convinced. You guys didn’t break anything, did you?”

      “No! Nothing broken,” Kim replied quickly, directing a sharp look at the boys, who looked like they also wanted to answer.

      “Oookay, well, as long as everyone’s okay, then I guess we can get back to sleep, right?” Maaya continued suspiciously.

      “Yes, sleep, that’s a good—” Kim started, but Sovaan finally spoke up.

      “Can you teach us your magic?” he asked excitedly.

      Maaya’s jaw dropped in surprise. Beside her, Saber gasped quietly.

      “Yeah! It’s a lot of fun, isn’t it? Getting all glowing like that?” Kalil added.

      “I said don’t say anything!” Kim hissed, but the boys were already on a roll, and they paid her no mind.

      “Can I pick what colors I get?”

      “I bet I can jump higher than you!”

      “I’d be the faster one, though.”

      “Wait, wait,” Maaya uttered, hearing her voice crack. She felt a sudden wave of nausea come over her, and she was afraid she might be sick with dread. “How did... how do you know?”

      Even in the dark, Maaya could tell Kim was absolutely mortified.

      “We were just wondering where you—”

      “We followed you!” Sovaan exclaimed.

      “Sort of. I mean, it’s not like we could keep up with you after you started moving so fast, is it?” Kalil said.

      “It’s not like that!” Kim protested. “Maaya, I’m so sorry, I promise we weren’t trying—”

      She broke off as Maaya got up suddenly and opened the door, stepping out onto the sidewalk. Maaya felt the cold concrete through her socks, but she felt so warm that this didn’t come close to calming her. She fell to her knees, her palms hitting the sidewalk a moment later, and she closed her eyes, willing herself to breathe.

      Maaya was vaguely aware of the others coming out after her, their voices quickly changing from excitement to concern. Then she heard Saber’s calm but firm voice telling them to give her space.

      A moment later, she’s felt the ghost’s gentle touch at her back.

      “Deep breaths. Everything’s okay.”

      Maaya wasn’t sure she agreed, but she wasn’t in a position to argue or even attempt to rationalize her thoughts. All she knew was that multiple people knew about what was perhaps the one thing that was worse than being able to see ghosts. She had always felt that the town’s accusation of witchcraft was unfair, but if they were upset at her already, she couldn’t bring herself to think about how they’d react if they saw her doing actual magic. These were her friends, and she wasn’t actually sure if that made things better or worse. On one hand, it potentially made them less dangerous since they knew her better than most. On the other, however, it meant that she had more to lose.

      After a minute or so spent desperately hoping she wouldn’t vomit, Maaya finally felt calm enough at least to sit back against the wall of the post. She pulled her legs up against her chest and rested her forehead on her knees, unwilling to look at anyone else.

      “Maaya...?” came Kim’s voice, soft and afraid.

      “What happened?” Sovaan asked quietly.

      “Your complete lack of tact made her panic,” Saber informed them.

      “What do you mean? We just think it’s cool!” Kalil replied, affronted.

      Saber sighed, and even in the state she was in, Maaya could tell it was taking the ghost a lot of effort to be understanding.

      “It’s the world we live in. What you saw her doing is something that could be very dangerous if discovered by the wrong people.”

      “Are we... the wrong people?” Sovaan asked.

      “No, but Maaya was trying very hard to keep this a secret, and coming forward so casually about this let her know that her efforts to keep it secret have not been successful,” Saber explained patiently.

      “That’s why I said not to mention it,” Kim said softly. She sounded devastated with guilt, and when Saber replied, her tone was gentler.

      “I understand. And I’m sure Maaya understands that you aren’t the ones who would do her harm. All the same, it’s good to be conscious of these things.”

      Maaya finally looked up, her gaze still falling short of her friends’ eyes, and the others fell silent.

      “You don’t hate me?” Maaya asked, her voice trembling from nerves and exhaustion.

      The others shared a befuddled look.

      “Why would we hate you?” Kalil asked.

      “For... doing magic,” Maaya answered, forcing herself to say the last word aloud.

      “That’s silly. I think it’s really neat!” Sovaan said. “I mean, the way your arms and legs did that light up thing, and you were running faster than anyone I’ve ever seen, and how you were jumping so far...”

      “Yeah! It looked amazing,” Kalil agreed, looking relieved now that Maaya was talking again. “If people are saying magic is bad then they don’t have to do it, but they’re missing out.”

      “We couldn’t hate you. I know you must have some secrets from us, but we know what you’re like! Besides, we’re in no place to judge. We’re here because we can see ghosts. How many weirder can anything else get, really?” Kim finished.

      Maaya breathed more slowly as relief swept in, taking most of her anxieties out with it like the tide. She thought she might cry or pass out, or maybe even both in quick succession. It wasn’t often she went on such an emotional ride over the course of five minutes.

      “I’m so glad,” she breathed, still not quite looking up. “I’m sorry I got scared. It’s just like what Saber said, I was trying to keep it a secret, and now...”

      “You aren’t going to stop because of us, are you?” Kim asked worriedly.

      “I can’t think about that now. I’m barely conscious enough to put sentences together.”

      “May I give it a try?” Saber offered, and Maaya nodded. “Maaya needs to sleep on it, but she probably won’t stop. She needs to process this, then we need to plan where to go from here. In the meantime, she would appreciate it if you would apologize for following her to see what she was up to. Her secrets are hers to keep regardless of how much you want to know what they are. Finally, I don’t think she’s opposed to you learning this magic, but it requires much more care and discussion than she can handle right now. With that in mind, she would very much like to go to bed and not have to think about quite literally anything until at least after noon. Sound about right?”

      In response, Maaya flashed the ghost a tired thumbs up.

      “You can just talk for me from now on, considering you can read my mind,” she mumbled with the slightest hint of a smile, feeling particularly grateful for Saber’s presence.

      “I’m really sorry, Maaya,” Kim said immediately. “I know it was wrong. I really do trust you, I just... I worry about you. I didn’t think you could be going out at night for reasons that weren’t bad or scary and I didn’t think I could ask.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Kalil said sheepishly. “I was so caught up in it I didn’t even think about how you might react. Guess that was kind of rude, huh?”

      “We won’t do it again!” Sovaan promised, and the others agreed.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it,” Maaya said. “I trust you guys too, I hope you know that. I only didn’t share this because I was afraid you would hate me for it and that I’d lose you. I’m still new to this, too, and I’m not used to... this,” she said, gesturing vaguely around her. “I’ll get there. Thanks for being patient with me.”

      With that, it was officially bedtime, and Maaya was all too happy to collapse into bed along with the others. She heard them fall asleep one by one, and listened to their slow and steady breaths.

      Saber soon left for her nightly explorations, leaving Maaya awake and alone with her thoughts. Now that her panic had passed, she realized she felt incredibly lucky. Not in the way she did when it came to a narrow escape, or when some curious good fortune seemed to miraculously come her way. This was different. This was the kind of luck she thought she would never experience, the type that brought her a home, a best friend, and three other friends she shared a bond like she could share with no other. She almost couldn’t believe it was real, but here she was.

      As the first light of morning peeked into town, Maaya finally fell asleep, thinking still how remarkable it was that she could be here in a safe and comfortable place surrounded by her friends.

      Her family.
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      The July sun burned away the cold mornings of winter and spring, and almost every morning out sea started with clear skies and a heat that rose quickly before noon. The sparkling blue waters of the sea became not just the road upon which they traveled, but a source of welcome respite from the heat. On particularly hot days, Adelaide and her crew would swim for hours and dive off the mainmast yards, seeing who had the best form—or conversely, who could make themselves look as ridiculous as possible on the long fall down.

      It was moments like these that reinforced Adelaide’s confidence that she had made the right decision to avoid returning home. Every so often she would feel spikes of apprehension as her brain automatically defaulted to thinking of assignments she needed to do or people she needed to meet or the general wrath of her parents that was soon to come when she returned home. She would catch herself in these moments, reminding herself that there was no such danger out here and that she had none of those obligations to worry about, but clearly there was more to escaping her situation than just moving physically away.

      Today, however, no such thoughts plagued her mind; she was simply too busy having fun.

      She pushed herself above the water’s calm surface, tossing her long red hair behind her, then swam over to the side of the ship where indents in the hull and a rope hanging down over them served as a ladder to get back to the deck. She could smell smoke from meats being cooked on deck as part of their celebrations, and she suddenly felt very hungry. The air was filled with the sounds of relaxed talk and gossip and shouting as the crew enjoyed their swimming, the level murmur of conversation occasionally punctuated with a shriek as someone flung themselves from the yards above, trying somersaults and tricks before they hit the water. One particularly loud SLAP was followed by roars of laughter. Adelaide turned just in time to see Halvar making his way up the ladder, wincing with every step.

      “What’s the matter? You getting a little old for this?” Adelaide teased.

      Halvar groaned, not looking well enough for one of his usual retorts.

      “I’m afraid my stomach tried to fight the ocean’s surface straight on and lost, cap’n. I’ll just set to writing up my will and then pass on peacefully in my sleep if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Are you sure? You’ll miss out on skomakarlåda. I’ll eat your portion.”

      Halvar glanced longingly at the grills near the foremast, then over at the doors leading toward the officers’ quarters.

      “Bah, all right. I suppose I could fit in a last meal if it’s your birthday wish.”

      “You’re too dramatic for this early in the day.”

      “I just got gut-punched by the sea goddess, I think I’m entitled. Look here, see, my skin’s gone all red.”

      “Oh put your shirt down, Halvar.”

      There were only a few days to go until Adelaide’s eighteenth birthday, but since they needed to get back to Selenthia soon to pick up more work, they had decided to celebrate a little early. Gunnar had suggested a cookout and a whole day of casual fun for the crew, and Adelaide obliged with only a little hesitance. While she had been feeling much more comfortable around her crew to the point where talking to most of them on a whim wasn’t a source of great anxiety, she wasn’t sure she had reached a level of comfort where actively taking part in an all-day casual celebration was something she was capable of. But at least so far, she was surprising herself.

      After some time back in Krethus, they had managed to pick up roughly two dozen more sailors. Finally, the Windfire was feeling more like a well-staffed and capable ship. The newest sailors were still getting used to how everything worked, but they had integrated well and were picking up things quickly. With a larger complement, the crew was able to work in more comfortable shifts and accomplish more tasks simultaneously. Åkesson, the ship’s gunner, had been thrilled at the addition of eight new men and women to help him manage the ship’s weapons, and set about training them immediately. With new additions to the crew meant more drills, but at this point, they were mostly a formality. At this point, Adelaide felt like they could overcome any obstacle they came across.

      That was when she noticed the ship in the distance making its way toward them off the port side. She squinted, trying to make out what she could of it; it appeared to be a standard brig, roughly half the length of the Windfire and with two square-rigged masts. They weren’t coming on directly, but making their way slightly downwind. The only thing that concerned her was that the ship appeared to be flying no colors.

      “Gunnar, what do you make of that ship?” she asked the lieutenant, walking over to where he stood near the stairs to the helm.

      Wordlessly, Gunnar focused on the ship, his ocular implant whirring quietly as he did so.

      “Looks like a brig, hundred or so feet long, rough complement of twenty, and what looks like fourteen guns in all. Her course puts her thirty degrees past us; at closest I’d say she’ll pass us half a mile off.”

      “Does anything about it seem suspicious to you?” Adelaide asked quietly, hoping no one else could overhear. She was well aware that many of her anxieties stemmed from her persistent belief that she was being pursued and that she would fall into trouble as a result of running from home, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something here was wrong. “What about her lack of colors?”

      “That is a bit odd, especially as we’re still in Krethan waters, but by itself that doesn’t have to mean too much. Her course isn’t threatening, and we could outrun her besides. I’d guess just an inexperienced captain who might—”

      “Captain, we’ve got two ships coming up on us, one from starboard and one from the port quarter.”

      David walked up to her, then nodded in the direction he had come from. Adelaide and Gunnar followed his gaze. Sure enough, two more ships nearly identical to the first were headed in their general direction. Neither of them were headed on an intercept course, but this did nothing to calm her.

      “What do you think?” Adelaide asked warily.

      “I think we’d best get the crew on board and ready to make an escape,” David suggested darkly.

      “You think they’re after us?”

      “None of their courses put them on a direct path; there’s nothing aggressive about their movements,” Gunnar added.

      David let out an impatient breath.

      “One to one, we can outgun them and outrun them. Now I’m not saying with all certainty that they’re aware of this and positioning themselves to cut off our avenues of escape so they can surround us and overpower us three to one, but to my eyes, this looks damned suspicious.”

      Adelaide felt her heart drop as she looked between the three ships. Certainly, by themselves, their courses presented no threat to the Windfire; they wouldn’t even put them in weapons range. But the longer she looked, the more she realized that if they kept moving the way they were, the Windfire would be surrounded equally on three sides, and that the wind advantage would be to the brigs.

      She didn’t hesitate.

      “Incoming ships! All hands to your stations, let’s go!” she shouted, her voice carrying across the ship. “Full canvas! We’re heading south on a close reach!” Then she turned to David. “Do a head count as we get moving, make absolutely sure we’ve got everyone.”

      “Aye.”

      The ship came alive with activity as everyone in the water made their quickly back topside and ran for their stations. Adelaide headed straight for the helm, trying to keep an eye on the incoming ships as she went. They hadn’t changed course yet, but if they had malicious intent as David seemed to think, they would surely make to close in as soon as they noticed the Windfire attempting an escape.

      “Have we got everyone?” she called down to David as the sails dropped into place and caught wind.

      “All leads say aye!” David affirmed distractedly, and without hesitation, Adelaide spun the wheel, taking them hard to port.

      As the ship slowly turned, she bit her lip as she tried to think of what to do. Sailing on a close reach meant they wouldn’t be able to take full advantage of the Windfire’s speed, and that could conceivably give at least one of the vessels time to close into weapons range. The good news was that she knew they could outrun the other two ships; the bad news was there was a change they might not come out of this encounter unscathed.

      The Windfire quickly got up to speed, the crew managing the sails as they went to prevent them from losing any speed. But everything seemed to be moving too slowly; she watched as the ship nearest them started to turn, making to head them off, and she knew they wouldn’t be able to outrun them. Even though they were traveling faster, the brig had the advantage. She couldn’t go right, as this would take them into the wind and nearer the other ships, and she couldn’t go left, as their path was blocked by the mainland.

      She gritted her teeth.

      “Ready the starboard guns!” she shouted, and Halvar passed the order below.

      “Finally!” came Åkesson’s excited voice from the gun deck.

      She hoped the brig might pull away. One on one, the brig wasn’t much of a match for the Windfire, and its two allies were being left behind. However, the brig didn’t need to beat them in combat necessarily; if it could slow them down enough to let its friends catch up, that would be enough.

      She turned the wheel slightly, keeping the Windfire’s course drifting ever so slightly to port, hoping to keep as much distance as possible between them. In the distance, she could make out the shapes of sailors on deck, waving what looked like swords above their heads, shouting and taunting as they came ever closer.

      “Cap’n! Look there, dead ahead!”

      Halvar’s voice rang out across the ship, and Adelaide pulled her attention back to the water in front of her. Much farther off, but clearly making with all possible speed directly toward them, was the shadow of an enormous ship—one that looked familiar.

      “Is that who I think it is?” Adelaide asked Gunnar hurriedly. After a moment, he nodded.

      “That’s the Nocte Cadenza all right. Well timed on their part.”

      “We’ll make right for them. If Skarin wants to say we’re friends, I’m not going to complain right now.”

      “But ma’am, that puts us closer to—”

      “If they’re willing to risk fighting us and giving Skarin time to reach us, they’re more than welcome. We might need to deliver a volley. Make sure we’re ready to fire on my order.”

      “Aye.”

      As Gunnar headed below, Adelaide felt her heart pounding again. She had spoken so confidently, but she wasn’t feeling it. She had never done this before. Somehow, though she knew sailors with ill intent still patrolled the seas, she hadn’t imagined ever needing to use the Windfire’s guns, thinking they served as effective decorations at best and deterrents at the absolute worst. But despite the Windfire clearly being the stronger ship, the brig seemed determined to cut them off.

      Then, however, the brig changed course, suddenly pulling away from the Windfire. It looked like whoever was in charge had finally noticed the man o’ war in the distance, and with all possible speed, changed course to flee. The Windfire’s crew laughed and jeered as they moved off even as Adelaide felt like she might collapse with relief. She chanced a glance behind her to see that the other two ships were hastily changing course as well.

      “Heave to! We’ll let Skarin scare them off,” Adelaide ordered, and the ship began to slow as the sails were adjusted to keep the ship stationary.

      She couldn’t help but be impressed by the speed of the ancient warship, whether it was because they made good use of their wind or simply because a ship of that size moving so confidently toward battle was a sight that would impress even the most seasoned admiral of the armada. Her awe began to shift to confusion, however, when she saw that, even as the Nocte Cadenza approached and the other ships turned to flee, the warship was not slowing down.

      “You don’t think... is he giving chase?” David asked in disbelief.

      Sure enough, even as the brigs continued altering course to flee, the enormous battleship sailed swiftly by, showing no intent of stopping just yet. Then, just as the ship passed them, she heard Skarin’s voice call to them gleefully from the helm.

      “Join me, Captain! We’ll send a few more pirate souls to the depths this day and leave their smoking ruins as a lesson for the rest!”

      “When he puts it that way, I have to say I agree with him,” Halvar noted.

      “I... but they’re running away, they’re no harm—” Adelaide began, but David scoffed.

      “And had Captain Skarin not showed up they’d have tried to board and plunder. The seas can still be wild, and trash like this needs to be disposed of. If it’s not them, it’s us.”

      Adelaide hesitated.

      “Is it not enough to scare them off?”

      “It is. Until they come back next time when Skarin’s not around.”

      She bit her lip, then groaned.

      “Fine, point taken.” She raised her voice, calling out to the crew at large as she spun the wheel to take them into the Nocte Cadenza’s wake. “All sail and ready on the guns! We’re following them in!”

      Twenty minutes later, the Windfire and Nocte Candenza floated side by side near the flaming and smoking ruins of two of the brigs. Adelaide felt like she might be sick. Skarin had pursued them without mercy, and while Adelaide hadn’t fired a shot—refusing to unless it became absolutely necessary—it didn’t seem like the warship had needed any help. With a single well-positioned volley, both ships had been critically disabled, and with another volley, they had been completely destroyed.

      After both ships came to a stop, Skarin floated over to the Windfire flanked by two of his officers.

      “Captain Sol. A pleasure to see you again, and under even more pleasurable circumstances than before,” he rasped.

      “Captain,” Adelaide returned stiffly. “You let one get away.”

      “Someone needs to spread the word, don’t they? All those pirates will come to fear the Windfire and know to steer clear.”

      “You were the one who destroyed them, not us.”

      “All the same. Why attack the Windfire when her ally could appear at any moment? It’s important to develop a reputation out here. I thought you might like it; when people fear you, they’ll avoid fighting you.”

      “He’s got a point, cap’n,” Halvar offered. “It’s just like back in school. Best way to get the bullies off your back is to start beating them up.”

      “Exactly,” Skarin said approvingly. “You were moving quite a pace when we caught sight of you. Can I assume they didn’t get a chance to harm you before they tried to run?”

      “Yes. We were preparing to defend ourselves when they turned around. I... suppose I should thank you for that,” Adelaide said.

      “Don’t. I’ve no use for such politeness. Besides, I was pursuing them before I knew they were after you. Miserable scum, these pirates,” Skarin spat.

      “What’s a captain of a ghost ship got against pirates? They wouldn’t be daft enough to try plundering your ship, surely?” Halvar asked.

      “Don’t forget, I sailed in the Krethan armada for years. Pirates have always been a scourge in our waters, and more so now the armada is but a pitiful shadow of what it once was thanks to the machine. They’ve become more plentiful these days, and it warms my dead heart to run those cowards down like the dogs they are. To that end, Captain, you’ll need to be cautious. They’ll attack anyone they think they can overpower. Yours is a swift ship and should stand a good chance in a fight, but as you can see, sometimes they’ll have the advantage of numbers.”

      “Why would they attack a ship of Blackfins? Wouldn’t they be aligned?” Adelaide asked, confused.

      “Nay. Not all pirates are alike, and some may think it more profitable to go off on their own. The ones who were after you just now must have been at least somewhat successful with three ships working together.” Skarin scoffed. “It’s all the more satisfying taking down the ones who have spent all that time and effort building themselves up. Now, Captain... may we escort you to port?”

      She contemplated this for a moment, trying to think of the reactions of people in town if the Windfire were to show up under the Nocte Cadenza’s guard. The thought made her smile.

      “I think I’ll take you up on that.”

      Several hours later, the Windfire’s provisions were restocked, with some more than usual to prepare for their trip back across the ocean toward Selenthia. Adelaide had spent as much time as she could ashore; as much as she loved sailing, going at least two weeks without land beneath her feet was still taking some getting used to. She had simultaneously hoped and dreaded what correspondence she might find waiting for her once she arrived, but to her consternation, there had been nothing for her at all. By now she had almost given up ever hearing back from Annayet again, but she had wondered if her parents might have sent her a furious letter in response to her open defiance of their requests, but there was nothing.

      She headed back toward the ship as the sky grew dark, feeling more dismayed than anything. She should have been relieved, maybe even happy that there was nothing for her. It meant they weren’t hounding her and trying to convince her to do things their way. But all she could feel was that it meant she wasn’t worth the effort instead.

      Once on board, she made for her cabin, but before she had made it halfway up the stairs she heard a commotion from behind her. She turned quickly to see a stranger on the boarding plank, trying to make their way past Theo and two of his men onto the ship. She walked over, expecting a fight, but saw that the stranger had their arms open in a desperate plea.

      “Please, you have to let me aboard, I beg you, they won’t be far behind me now—”

      It was a man of about forty with a haggard beard and gaunt face. His clothes were tattered, and he looked like he hadn’t eaten or slept in days.

      By now, Inga and Gunnar had arrived, as well as several other sailors who were watching the scene warily.

      “Back off with you!” Theo grunted, pushing the man away. The stranger fell to the plank, his arms raised above his head as though fearful of being struck.

      “Please, my life is in danger. I have a silverpin, please, I must get out of here!”

      Theo, who had been advancing on the man, paused.

      “A silverpin, eh? Let’s see it now.”

      The man reached into his shirt pocket with a trembling hand and pulled out a small metal pin in the shape of a fish’s fin. Adelaide recognized it instantly, like all the ones her father owned. Felix’ collection was made of at least ten different bronze and silver pins for all the money he had given them in exchange for favors he could use to protect his family from the ghosts. This man, whoever he was, may not have been a Blackfin himself, but he had evidently done something to support them greatly.

      Theo hesitated, then glanced up at Adelaide.

      “Looks legitimate, Captain.”

      Adelaide strode forward slowly. While her father had earned favors from donations, not all were acquired through such innocent means. From the looks of things, this man was on the run, and she had half a mind from whom he was running.

      “What’s your name? And why do you want to get to Selenthia?” she asked.

      “Tagor, Captain,” the man stammered. “I need passage away from Krethus. They’re after me! I’ve escaped from jail, and if they get me, they’ll kill me.”

      “Jail? What were you accused of?”

      Tagor looked at her, confused.

      “N-not that it matters, but I... I killed someone. In self-defense. They didn’t see it that way. But my silverpin is legitimate, I swear to you. Please—”

      “Why should I let a murderer aboard my ship?” Adelaide asked incredulously.

      Before Tagor could respond, Inga gently took her arm and murmured in her ear.

      “I would speak with you.”

      Adelaide frowned, then nodded. They stepped a few feet away, keeping their backs to Tagor and the others.

      “What is it? Are you going to tell me to let this wanted man aboard?” Adelaide asked quietly.

      “His silverpin is real. His favor is owed.”

      “Just like that? No questions asked?”

      “We’re not his judge and jury. The silverpin is a mark of services rendered and a promise made. We don’t know his story, but we do know that we as Blackfins are honor bound to fulfill his request.”

      “But I’m not a—”

      “I apologize, Captain, but Skarin was right. You captain a Blackfin vessel. You’ve already used that to your advantage to hire a crew for your ship and to take us to Selenthia. Whether you fly this banner proudly or not is one thing, but this is a Blackfin ship, and in this case, I strongly urge you to accept this man’s request. I do not ask this of you lightly.”

      “I just don’t understand. Are we obligated to do anything that’s asked of us no matter what it is? Even if we’re not the ones who gave him the pin in the first place?”

      “Within reason. Asking for passage alone, to a place we were already going, is a simple thing—too simple a thing, frankly, for something like a silverpin. This man could have asked for almost anything, and in his time of need and desperation he is asking only for transportation. If you wish, we may have him under constant guard or whatever you feel necessary, but you must know the value of something like that. The whole system is reliant on upholding our word, and while in the end it is your call to make, it would win you ill favor to refuse.”

      Adelaide pursed her lips. This didn’t feel right. She didn’t know who Tagor was or anything about him, but she felt as though she were being forced into doing a favor for him all the same.

      Still, Inga had a point. She was happy to make use of her Blackfins contacts when it suited her, and these things had been done simply because she had willed it. And as much as she considered her crew to be respectful and reputable, one of the first major things she had done with this newfound power was breaking one of the biggest rules imaginable by crossing the world to enter the nation her home country was at war with to lie to its government for the purpose of simply being able to travel.

      This didn’t entirely comfort her, but at least for the moment, it helped her understand a little more.

      “All right,” she said begrudgingly. “Bring him aboard and have him questioned, and make sure he gets enough to eat and drink. I want a report when you’re done with him.”

      “Of course, Captain.”

      As Inga walked over to handle their new passenger, Adelaide couldn’t help but look at him again. He looked pitiful and scared, not someone who would pose a danger to her ship and crew. Her fears were somewhat assuaged by the knowledge that Inga would be taking care of things, but she knew she had a lot of thinking to do. This wasn’t entirely what she had been expecting when it came to sailing the world. Then again, so many unexpected things had happened already that this seemed one of the less interesting parts of their journey thus far.

      She turned and looked for another of her officers and found David standing nearby, watching what was happening as though something like this happened every day.

      “Get us moving as soon as we’re ready. If anyone saw him board, I don’t want to be around when the police come around.”

      “Got it. We’ll be under way shortly. Not going to do the honors?”

      “Not this time. I guess I have some thinking to do.”

      “That’s understandable. You’ll eventually get used to it, doing strange stuff like this.”

      “I hope so.”

      As she started back up the stairs, she heard Tagor call to her from behind.

      “Captain!” Adelaide turned and looked at him questioningly. His expression was full of gratitude and relief, and he looked so exhausted she thought he might collapse on the spot. “Thank you. My life is in your hands. You’ve saved me.”

      “Oh, uhm... of course,” Adelaide answered awkwardly, attempting a smile. Given the circumstances, she wasn’t sure if she should be taking his statement as a compliment or an insult. She wasn’t his judge and jury, and that was a fair point... but she wasn’t sure it was her place to put herself between them, either.

      The Windfire soon departed and headed back out to sea in the direction of Selenthia. Adelaide took her meal to her cabin to eat alone. These moral quandaries she had been finding herself subjected to over the course of her adventures did away with any of her desire to be social. She had to process first and be alone with her thoughts. This was a particularly difficult thing to accept. She generally liked the rules and liked following them; that kept things peaceful and orderly, and helped her understand what was right and wrong when she had trouble figuring it out herself. She wasn’t sure that extended to her being willing to enforce said rules, but in this case she wasn’t simply a bystander—she was actively taking part in this breaking of rules, and she wondered how quickly that could escalate when the bar was currently set, at the very minimum, at helping a murderer escape his home country to avoid punishment.

      There came a knock at the door, jerking Adelaide out of her thoughts.

      “Come in.”

      Inga entered quietly, shutting the door behind her.

      “I’ve come to give you my report on Tagor, Captain.”

      “Oh, right. Er, sit down, please.”

      Inga sat in one of the chairs in front of Adelaide’s desk. Adelaide tried to see a hint of what was to come in her expression, but it was professionally blank as always.

      “We gave him food and drink, and he seemed recovered enough to tell his story,” Inga explained. “He was arrested and charged with murdering his sister’s boyfriend; he has yet to be taken to trial. His accusers say he killed the man in cold blood because he hated the man, but Tagor claims he was defending her from him. Evidently he was attempting to pressure her to marry him before she was ready, things became violent, and Tagor stepped in. The man died in the ensuing struggle, which Tagor says was accidental. But the man he killed was beloved in his community as an up-and-coming businessman, and so the community quickly turned on him.”

      “Right... self-defense. That’s a new one. What do you think?”

      “He is either telling the truth or a very good liar. I believe it is the former.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “The crew’s deck. I offered him my bed, but he was too frightened of David to agree.”

      “Why are we doing this?” Adelaide asked after a brief pause. “Is it our place to do this?”

      Inga nodded, as though she had expected this.

      “You remember I explained how many Blackfins join in search of community and open-mindedness. We exist in greater society, but also ended up forming one of our own. This gives us the freedoms we enjoy, but not all of our rule bending and breaking will be for pleasure. Occasionally, we will need to defend our own in situations like this. That’s how our unity works. We look out for others, and someday, they will look out for us. His silverpin is representative of that—by itself, it is just a piece of metal, but it has great meaning because hundreds of thousands of people across the world have decided it does. This is what we do. To pick and choose out of personal discomfort alone undermines the foundation upon which our unity and cooperation is built.”

      “To what end? How far does that go?” Adelaide asked quietly.

      “Lines can be drawn, of course. We are not heartless or lawless. I urged you to accept his silverpin because you are still new to this and I did not want your reputation sullied so soon, but in the end, you may stand by your principles if you wish. But it will affect the trust others have in you one way or another.”

      “I suppose. I understand what you mean, and I know that this won’t always be happy or easy. I just don’t know about directly helping a man escape the police like this.”

      “Who said anything about the police?” Inga asked.

      “He did, didn’t he? He said if they found him, they’d kill him.”

      “He said he would be killed, yes. But while I’m sure the police are after him, they’re probably trying to get him back to protect him.”

      “...okay, you’ve lost me.”

      “He ran from jail, not because he feared the law, but because he feared the community that turned on him. It was they who were after him, not the police.”

      “What? They would kill him even though he’d already been arrested?”

      Inga shrugged.

      “We’re not the only ones to operate outside the law when we feel it doesn’t suit us. The only difference is we have a name and an emblem. And this isn’t to influence your opinion either way as to whether Tagor was justified in his actions or not. It’s only to explain why it’s sometimes important, if not necessary, to do things we may not like to help our own. Our most important asset is our word, and without the trust and honor under which we operate, we become nothing.”

      Adelaide leaned back in her chair. Usually when she and Inga talked about something difficult, she came away feeling as though she understood more or that an answer had become clearer. Now, however, she felt all the more conflicted.

      “I suppose I’ll have to make difficult choices no matter what I do or where I go.”

      “Indeed. But that’s not part of being a Blackfin. That’s just life,” Inga said, a comforting tone to her voice. “Once we reach Selenthia, he will no longer be our issue. However, I would suggest you prepare yourself for this to happen again.”

      “Is it common?” Adelaide asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “To an extent. A war between two nations separates many people, and some flee for safety while others want to reunite with family or simply go somewhere new. Transport is a common favor to call in, though you won’t often see it done for a silverpin. He must have been truly desperate to use something that valuable for something like this.”

      “What would a silverpin get him normally? I only know my father had a lot.”

      “Hmm. That’s rather vague, but silverpins have been used in the past to obtain seats of power, to clear large debts, to have entire families relocated, and in more extreme cases, to put hits on individuals. They aren’t used lightly.”

      “Put a... you mean... you could ask for someone to be killed?” Adelaide asked in a harsh whisper.

      “For one of those? Yes.”

      “If someone can get all that from a silverpin, I’m afraid to ask what someone could get with gold. Even my family doesn’t have any of those.”

      “Ah, now that would be something. It’s hard to quantify a favor, but if you consider that a copperpin could be used to escape a war, a goldpin could be used to start one.”

      “Wh... how? Has that ever happened?” Adelaide continued, alarmed.

      “A few times in history. Blackfin captains of old used to use goldpins to muster entire fleets to go to battle. Such a thing doesn’t happen often anymore, but the power of a goldpin is unrivaled.”

      “And... what do you have to do to get one of those?”

      Inga hesitated.

      “Unspeakable and enormously consequential things. Such great power comes at great cost, and the things that were done to obtain said power were often the things that gave the Blackfins their worst reputation. While I have examples, it’s best we not speak of them if you want to sleep soundly tonight.”

      “You realize that leaving this up to my imagination is just going to make things worse, right?”

      Inga chuckled.

      “I’m sure you’ll be all right. I know this probably didn’t help you in the moment, but I hope it will start to sink in over time. And of course, if you ever have questions, I’m more than happy to help.”

      “I know. Thanks. Oh, wait.” Inga, who had just been pushing in her chair, stopped. “I know some of this is still new and confusing to me, but... what do you think? Am I doing an okay job so far?”

      Inga smiled.

      “Without a doubt, you are doing just fine. Good night, Captain.”

      

      After the Windfire reached Levien, Tagor disembarked so quickly that Adelaide didn’t catch a glimpse of him before he was lost in the crowds. She wondered if it was better that way. Though Inga was probably right that everything would sink in over time, two weeks wasn’t quite enough.

      They resumed their business, and Adelaide quickly forgot all about Tagor as they traveled from town to town along the western coast. Selenthia had its similarities to Krethus, but there was an air about it that was distinctly unique. The people were different, the food was to die for, and the architecture of ancient buildings that slowly gave way to modern designs was like layers of rock in a mountain, showing more and more history the older it became.

      What’s more, almost everyone she met was friendly. She had been slightly worried that it would be more than obvious she wasn’t from Selenthia, but either she blended in better than she thought, or people simply didn’t care. When she smiled, they smiled back. She couldn’t have asked for better.

      There was something about Selenthia that made it easier for her to talk to people, too. She supposed it was the fact that it was quite literally across the world from where all her problems and negative associations used to be. Whatever weight had been on her shoulders, the one she’d feared would soon come back, and had never returned. Her smiles and laughter were genuine now, with no filter keeping them at bay for fear of causing offence. She wondered if she had always been so positive, and if her life as it had been had simply weighed it down, a heavy hand on the lid of a pot of boiling water. Sanna and Annayet both seemed to have picked up on that quickly, and she wondered if she had ever done as good a job trying to hide it all as she’d thought.

      Midday on a lazy Thursday, during their third consecutive delivery trip since returning to Selenthia, Adelaide was patrolling her ship. She walked through every deck to see how things were organized, talk to the sailors on duty, and make sure everything was just the way she liked it. She had made a valiant effort at keeping her micromanaging to a minimum, but after a point, she couldn’t help but step in. The stores had to be arranged just so, inspections performed on the dot, and the main deck kept especially organized. Occasionally there was method and efficiency to her methods, but in other cases it was simply because things just had to be a specific way or it would remain on her mind until it was fixed. She had been questioned several times, and she found herself no closer to being able to explain herself.

      As she walked through the gun deck, making sure all the gun port hatches were shut equally tight and secure, she heard a call from the main deck.

      “Incoming ship from starboard!” came Brahe’s voice.

      Adelaide snapped to attention and made her way quickly topside. Her officers and sailors were making their way to their positions, though she couldn’t detect any immediate urgency or fear in their voices or movements. Still, she didn’t feel like waiting around this time.

      “More pirates?” she asked as she jogged over to Gunnar, who was already inspecting the oncoming ship, with Halvar standing nearby.

      “Not the kind you’re worried about, ma’am. They’re flying something, I just can’t see what from this distance. Moving on mainsails, and their course will put them behind us. Not a very aggressive move so far.”

      “The others weren’t, either,” Adelaide cautioned.

      “True enough. Just a minute and I should be able to see... ah. It’s a Blackfin vessel.”

      Adelaide squinted at the distant ship even as she knew she wouldn’t be able to see as far as Gunnar could. She supposed she had been shaken by her experience with the pirates, which had already compounded her preexisting anxieties about being pursued, but she wasn’t sure this discovery made her feel much better.

      “Recommend we fly our own colors so they know we’re friendly and not a target, cap’n,” Halvar suggested.

      “Do it,” Adelaide agreed, and Halvar immediately moved off. “Gunnar, what kind of ship are we dealing with?”

      “It’s a smaller two-masted schooner. I’d estimate her complement to be about forty, with six to eight guns. The Windfire’s more than a match if necessary, ma’am.”

      “All right. I’ll be at the helm. If they make any aggressive moves and you think we’ll need to defend ourselves, let me know,” she said, then made her way up to the helm, where David had taken manual control.

      “Good to see we’re not being set up again, but there’s something strange about this. Blackfins don’t usually fly their colors so openly or without cause like that,” he mused.

      “Maybe they do have a cause and we just don’t know it?” Adelaide wondered.

      “I just wonder what it’d be. If they were thinking about attacking, they’d wait until they were closer to avoid letting us know. They also couldn’t have known we were friendly. Maybe Selenthian Blackfins operate in different ways.”

      “I guess we’ll find out soon,” Adelaide said, letting out a nervous breath.

      The schooner began to slow as it approached, purposefully avoiding taking an aggressive posture as it came. As it got closer, Adelaide could see that its guns were still stowed and that the crew didn’t appear to be armed.

      Within a few minutes, the ships had pulled alongside one another and came to a stop. Adelaide’s crew looked wary, and Theo and his men stood ready by the starboard rail, keeping a close watch on the newcomers. Adelaide slowly made her way down from the helm, approaching the other ship; if they wanted something from the Windfire, they’d be expecting to talk to her. Inga fell in quietly at her side as she did so.

      On the other ship, an older grey-haired man with a scraggly beard and tired eyes saluted to them.

      “I have business I’d like to discuss with your captain! I request to board,” the old man called.

      “Should I?” Adelaide asked.

      “If he comes unarmed and brings only one officer with him,” Theo suggested, and Adelaide nodded. The gangway was extended, and the schooner’s captain and one of his officers came with him.

      “Captain Kacper Nowak of the Orklan. Pleasure to meet you,” the old man said, holding out his hand. Adelaide took it; his grip was strong despite his age. Up close, his skin looked sun-darkened and leathery, marked with scars and an odor suggesting hygiene was not the captain’s highest priority.

      “Captain Adelaide Sol of the LSV Windfire. The pleasure is mine,” she said, repeating the basic greeting she had heard so many times in her life from her family’s events and gatherings. “How can we assist?”

      “I wasn’t expecting to see another Blackfins vessel out here. At the least, not one like yours. She’s a good ship. Looks like she can handle herself well enough in a fight.”

      “We’re hoping that won’t be necessary,” Inga said, a dangerous tone barely detectable in her words.

      “Not from us, no. But you must know the seas are still infested with pirates.”

      “Yes. We’ve encountered a few,” Adelaide said. “But you didn’t come just to compliment my ship, surely?”

      “I wish I was here for something so pleasant. But I have a point. I’d like to discuss the details privately, but in short, we’d like your assistance dealing with this pirate problem, Captain.”

      “I’m... not against that in theory, but how could I help?” Adelaide asked, confused.

      “There’s a reason I suggested your ship might be good in a fight,” Nowak said. “The problem has reached a point we can no longer ignore or deal with individually. The Blackfins are going to war.”
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      “On your left! No, hold on, right! Damn, left!”

      “Just pick one, Saber!”

      “I’m right every time, he’s just that fast. Oh, duck!”

      Maaya ducked low just in time to avoid a lamp that had been thrown by a very angry, and in this case, very fast, ghost. The lamp shattered behind her, and Maaya whimpered. They were supposed to get this job done with as little damage as possible, and things had been looking good up until a crucial mistake on Maaya’s part.

      The ghost stopped to laugh, then zoomed out of the room at a speed Maaya had never seen a ghost travel at before. Then again, she thought miserably, no other ghost she’d been up against had managed to steal one of her libris cards.

      Saber swore and made to go after him, but Maaya stopped her.

      “Let’s wait. He’ll have to come to us if he wants us out of the house.”

      “And then what? We do this song and dance all over again? We need to set up a trap of some kind.”

      “How? What do we have to trap him with?” Maaya asked hopelessly, wincing as she heard what definitely sounded like a chandelier dropping in another room.

      “I have an idea,” Saber said, staring down at Maaya’s arm.

      Tired of carrying around all her cards in her coat pockets, Maaya had started using a simple pouch Saber had stolen for her that fitted around her left arm. With her cards inside, it only took Maaya a matter of moments to draw out a card and use it, which was much more convenient. The button that sealed it closed had been cumbersome at first, and Maaya thought that it was probably safe to leave it unbuttoned. Now, however, she was regretting that pursuit of simple convenience.

      It was this very pouch that Saber was now staring at, however, and Maaya shook her head quickly.

      “No way. Him having one is bad enough, I’m not even going to chance—”

      “He won’t make it. Your bloods travel faster than him even with his magic, and if it looks like he might get close, I’ll knock him out of the way to give you a second shot if you fire fast enough.”

      “Saber, I can’t—”

      “We have nothing else to try to get him with, and you know he won’t be able to resist this!” Saber said firmly. “He’s so excited about that speed card he’ll love a chance at taking, say, a fire card.”

      “Of course you pick fire. Of course.”

      “Just an example! I think he’s coming back, so hurry and get set up. Pretend you’ve dropped it or something. I’ll hide in the wall. Go!”

      Muttering curses under her breath, Maaya took out a fire card from her pouch and lay it on the floor, then took out a blood card and held it discreetly in her palm. Then she took several steps away from the card, sincerely hoping that Saber was right and that they wouldn’t soon be dealing with a dead man speeding around the house while also throwing fire. She had a sneaking suspicion Rahu and his client would be disappointed if the house burned down. At the very least, it was a matter of pride. She wasn’t going to have two burned houses on her record.

      The ghost quickly re-entered the room, clearly disgruntled at the fact the girls hadn’t chased him through the rest of the house. He made to pick up a paperweight from a nearby desk, but then faltered as his gaze made its way across the floor to the fire card.

      His eyes darted between the card and Maaya, calculating how far they both were from it. Maaya pretended to look horrified, and let the ghost see her look of dread, hoping it was convincing. Then she darted forward toward the card, and her desperation was only partly an act.

      The ghost dashed forward immediately, and Maaya knew that she could never hit him with how quickly he was moving. Still, he was close.

      Whether it was Maaya’s luck or the ghost’s greed, the ghost stopped as he picked up the card and made to put it on his arm—which was just enough time for Maaya to throw her blood card with a fierce yell. The card hit the ghost just as his arms began to light up orange, and the ghost disappeared in a shower of red sparks.

      Maaya fell to her knees and let out a heavy breath.

      “Never... again,” she said, running her fingers through her hair as Saber came out from within the wall. “So help me if another ghost ever gets their hands on my cards I am just giving up and letting it wreak havoc on the world. Never again!”

      “Not letting them get hold of your cards is also an option,” Saber said airily. “It’ll be fine. This was a learning experience like any other.”

      “At least he didn’t completely destroy the house,” Maaya grumbled.

      “This level of damage should make Rahu happy. The client will be nice and spooked, and Rahu will commend us for getting rid of an especially dangerous ghost. We’ll leave out the part about how it was your fault.”

      “I’m too tired to argue. Help me do a little cleanup at least. If the house is too much of a mess, Rahu will be angry no matter what.”

      “Sure thing,” Saber said as she moved over toward the lamp the ghost had thrown at Maaya. “Rich people are a weird bunch. As if we can do something like what basically amounts to an exorcism without getting the rug dirty.”

      “Makes you wonder how much he’s paying Rahu to make a request like that, doesn’t it? Not that it matters a whole lot to us, anyway,” Maaya continued bitterly.

      “At least we’ve got some food at home so you can get a nice breakfast before going out again. At least before we run out of food a week or two ahead of schedule again,” Saber said idly.

      Maaya ignored her. Saber hadn’t brought up introducing the others to Rahu yet, but she still made it clear in her own way that she thought it would be a good idea. Every so often the ghost would mention how little food they had even after Rahu gave Maaya her latest supply, or make not-so-lighthearted comments about how difficult it was to steal a steady supply of food enough for four people without drawing too much attention. As it was, Saber said, she was likely contributing to Maaya’s up-and-coming reputation among many shopkeepers and street vendors; Maaya had heard the name Ghost thrown her way a few times more since she came to Kalil and Sovaan’s rescue, and she was starting to understand why.

      It frustrated Maaya that Saber had a point, and she knew that what they were doing wasn’t sustainable indefinitely. However, she was more determined than ever to prevent Rahu from ever finding out about her friends, much less their ability to see ghosts like she could. The man wasn’t omniscient, and if he had yet to find out about libris, there was no reason he had to find out about the others. Whatever hunger or pain she had to put up with, she never felt a doubt in her mind that she would gladly endure it so long as her friends didn’t have to.

      It was an early hour of the morning as usual, and with only an hour or so until sunrise, Maaya quickly grew impatient. After trying and failing to put together a large chair the ghost had somehow managed to snap in two, Maaya threw up her hands in frustration and stood up.

      “I need sleep. Are you ready to go?”

      “Oh, I’ve been ready. Let’s get you home so you can sleep off some of the bags under your eyes before you see Bindhiya later.”

      “I wonder if she finally has a new route for us. Things have been a little slow,” Maaya said worriedly.

      “It’s not quite winter yet; I’m sure once the cold really hits, things will pick up.”

      Maaya made her way quietly out of the house as Saber flew ahead to make sure the coast was clear. They had done this so many times by now it was almost second nature, though she wasn’t sure her fear of getting caught would ever truly go away.

      It didn’t take her long to get home, and when she arrived, she found the others still fast asleep. Taking care to stay quiet, she entered the guard post, slipped off her shoes, curled up under her coat, and quickly fell asleep.

      The next thing she knew, Saber was waking her up again. Maaya groaned sleepily; it couldn’t have been more than five minutes since she had gone to sleep. Even as she rubbed her eyes, however, she saw the daylight of mid-morning shining under the old wood-panel door, and when she slowly sat up, she saw that the others had already gone.

      “Sorry. I waited as long as I felt I could. You all right?” Saber asked.

      Maaya didn’t respond immediately, her waking brain struggling to process the ghost’s words.

      “I... tired,” Maaya answered finally, yawning widely.

      “I know, dear. But we’re seeing your second favorite person in the world today, so let’s get to it. If you take too long she might start to worry.”

      Maaya perked up immediately as she remembered what it was they were doing that day, and went to grab her shoes. She misjudged the distance to the door and promptly fell off the mattress and face down onto the floor.

      Saber took just enough time to help her up and move her shoes closer to her before ducking out of the post. Maaya could hear her laughter echoing down the street. She grumbled as she felt her face turn pink from embarrassment, but something about an embarrassing fall against a cold floor worked well to wake her up quickly. She only hoped her face wouldn’t still be red when she went to see Bindhiya. Not that this would be entirely out of the norm.

      Before stepping out of the post, she quickly grabbed a small breakfast roll from a bag nearby. The others were fonder of meats and fruits for breakfast, which suited Maaya well, as baked goods and treats were her favorite. The roll in one hand, she opened the door with the other, and stepped out onto the street.

      “How’s my hair?” Maaya asked through a mouthful of bread.

      “A disaster. Do you want to fix it before we go?”

      “I’ll do it later. I’m probably just going to nap when I get back here, anyway. Besides, I’m too impatient to wait.”

      Her trip to see Bindhiya that morning was unlike most other trips she had taken to visit. On almost every other occasion, Maaya had gone to visit of her own accord, but this time was different. A few days ago, one of the girls who regularly worked with Bindhiya stopped by the guard post and greeted Maaya, telling her that Bindhiya wanted to see her. Maaya had attempted to press her for details, but the girl knew little more than the request she had been asked to convey, and so Maaya had been left disappointed and slightly nervous. What’s more, another job for Rahu the day after meant that Maaya had to wait, and she had been hardly able to focus on her work that night. Whatever Bindhiya wanted to see Maaya about evidently couldn’t wait, and being forced to do just that was driving Maaya into a near frenzy of nerves.

      Maaya walked quickly enough to attract some stares, but she didn’t mind. It didn’t take long to reach Bindhiya’s apartment, and when she arrived, the door had barely opened before she made her way inside, staring around as though afraid she might see the signs of some disaster she had barely missed. But everything seemed to be business as usual; she saw a few boys and girls near the map, switching pins and writing notes, and a few others moving in and out of the room without any sense of urgency.

      “Maaya, really, I told you you’re working yourself up for nothing,” Saber commented, and Maaya let out a slow breath. Maybe the ghost had been right. She wasn’t even sure what she had been expecting to see.

      Her anxiety hadn’t abated completely, however; she still had to see Bindhiya herself.

      She crossed the room and knocked lightly on the door to Bindhiya’s room. It opened a moment later, and Malika invited her in. Maaya tried to see if anything was different about the girl’s expression, but it was impassive as usual.

      “You’re here! I’m so glad you made it so soon. Are you well?” Bindhiya asked cheerfully.

      Maaya didn’t answer immediately, instead looking the older girl up and down, looking for any signs of injury or perhaps illness. Did she look paler than usual, or was that just her imagination? She looked more tired for sure, that must have been it. Maybe she was recovering from something that had already happened, something Maaya would have been able to help with if she had been here when Bindhiya’s messenger had actually requested it, but she hadn’t made it, and Bindhiya had been forced to deal with it alone—

      “Maaya? Are... you okay?” Bindhiya asked quietly, her smile partly fading.

      “Oh! Uh, sorry, I uhm— I’m okay. I think. Are you? Did I get here in time?” Maaya answered, fully aware of how not okay she sounded.

      “I’m fine! Even more than usual, actually, and I’m excited you came so I can tell you why,” Bindhiya said, unable to hide a hint of skepticism. “Please, come sit. You look tired. Have you been sleeping all right?”

      Maaya sat obediently, hoping her nerves would put themselves at ease before she made a total fool of herself. At least as much as they could without answers. “I’ve been sleeping all right, I suppose. I’ve just been busy.” She decided to leave it there. Bindhiya and the others had never learned of Rahu or how she was involved with him, and she intended to keep it that way.

      “I’m sure you have. It’s no longer just you, is it? Living with three others and keeping up with everyone’s necessities is bound to keep you on your toes. How are the others, by the way? Is everyone still safe and in good health?” Bindhiya continued warmly.

      Despite everything else, Maaya couldn’t help but smile instinctively as she thought of the others.

      “They’re doing very well. I wasn’t sure how well we’d all get along at first, not over a long period of time anyway, but it’s wonderful having them there with me. Kim is one of the most compassionate and optimistic people I’ve ever met, and Kalil is kind of stubborn but he cares about everyone so much. Sovaan still struggles a little, as I suppose the youngest always does, but he’s already so much more confident and happier now he’s got all of us. The boys are a bit of a handful sometimes, but...”

      She quickly lost track of time as she told Bindhiya everything she could think of about the others. Bindhiya seemed just as interested as Maaya was, and was soon sharing stories of her own. Maaya felt connected in a way she hadn’t before. When she had been on her own, she had loved talking to Bindhiya about anything—when she wasn’t too afraid to even walk up to her door—but their dynamic had always been different. Now, however, they had something in common. Now they could share in the mutual struggles and joys alike of keeping a safe home for the ones they loved, what it was like to live with others the world looked at the same way. Maaya felt like she was starting to understand what it was like to have created her own little world inside the one that had always looked down on her, and all the good that could come with it.

      The more they talked, the more Maaya saw a little of Bindhiya in Kim. They both had the natural optimism and compassion that Maaya wished she could have. They never seemed like the world brought them down, for as much as they might occasionally feel scared or angry or upset, those emotions only came second to the very lenses through which they viewed the world. When Maaya and Kim had stared at the stars, Maaya had seen them as things that reminded her of how small and alone she was, but Kim had seen beauty that was there for her just as much as it was for anyone else. She hadn’t been taught to think that way, and by all accounts Maaya wouldn’t have blamed her for hating it, but she didn’t. That was simply who she was, and Maaya adored her for it.

      “Still, I suppose it’s easier for me to deal with the struggles of my situation when I have a big enough bed to do it all from,” Bindhiya chuckled as she finished another story. “I don’t quite recall the dimensions of your guard post, but I do remember it was intended for one, not four. Is it uncomfortable?”

      “It isn’t too bad. It took some moving around, but I think we’ve figured out a way for us all to sleep mostly comfortably,” Maaya explained.

      “I’m glad! Though that is still not ideal. On that note, I wanted to tell you that I haven’t forgotten about your request for a larger space eventually. Do you have any ideas as to what a proper space for the four of you would look like?”

      “I haven’t thought much of it, I guess. So long as it’s a little bigger and has a roof of some kind I think that would be all we need.”

      Bindhiya made a tsk sound.

      “You can hope for a little more than that! What about a source of heat? Winter is coming up, you know.”

      “Well, if the floor is solid, we could have a little space to make a fire safely,” Maaya said thoughtfully, but Bindhiya shook her head.

      “Maaya, dear, dream a little. Don’t make yourself settle for the bare minimum—at least for the purpose of this little talk.”

      Maaya frowned.

      “If I’m dreaming... a house would be nice. There would be space for all of us, walls to keep out the cold, and a roof to keep out the rain. We could have a table where we could eat our meals so we wouldn’t have to put our plates on the floor. Maybe we would even have a little fireplace so we have something nice to look at during summer and something to keep us warm during winter. And we would have proper beds, too, not old mattresses just strewn about over the ground. I know that’s a big dream for someone like me, but it would be nice and safe. The others deserve something like that, too. They’ve had it harder than me in a lot of ways and I... what?”

      Maaya broke off as she caught the expressions of the others in the room. Bindhiya looked like she was trying to hide the wide smile that had broken out across her face, and Malika looked like she was trying, and failing, just as hard to hide her amusement behind a facade of exasperation.

      “I’ve always thought you have a beautiful mind,” Bindhiya said airily. “And to think that your first thought when listing these comforts would be your friends! You’ve always been so kind no matter what your other struggles may be.”

      “Chechi, if you don’t tell her in the next minute, I’m going to tell her for you,” Malika said firmly.

      “You wouldn’t!” Bindhiya protested, looking slightly horrified.

      “Look at her face, she can’t take it much more. I can’t take it much more and I know what you’re talking about.”

      “What’s going on?” Maaya asked warily. Their expressions didn’t exactly hint at disaster, but in the events that information was withheld from her, it was rarely because it was good.

      “I have a surprise for you,” Bindhiya said slyly, and she nodded slightly at Malika, who left the room. “Maybe my biggest surprise for you yet. I’m quite proud of it!”

      “What is it?” Maaya persisted. She felt the twinges of anxiety that so often preceded a quavering voice that would give her away.

      “Like I said, I remembered your request for a different place to call home after you brought your friends to stay with you. That was a challenge, though I don’t have to tell you twice. You know what it’s like in this kind of work. The basement you had prior to your current home was a rare enough find in itself, but I wanted to do the best I could for you! Especially since it’s more than just you now.”

      Malika re-entered the room and took her position near the bed once again, saying nothing, and only giving an affirmative nod to Bindhiya.

      “Does this mean... have you found something?” Maaya asked hopefully. Someone needed to give her something definitive soon or she was going to lose her mind.

      “Have I ever!” Bindhiya exclaimed. “I wanted to see what you thought would work well for the four of you so I could see how well my find matched up to your dream, though I’m afraid you so often set your sights too short. You’re worth so much more than your dreams let you believe.”

      Maaya said nothing; she only bit her lip and remained politely silent even as her heart thudded almost painfully inside her chest. She was no stranger to finding a new place to stay, but Bindhiya didn’t tend to make a big deal of something for no reason. If anything, the girl had a tendency to downplay things, no doubt to prevent people from being disappointed in what she had found.

      “Malika, would you please?” Bindhiya continued. Malika stepped forward and motioned for Maaya to hold out her hand. Maaya did, and Malika opened her hand over her palm. Maaya felt something metallic fall into her grasp, and as Malika pulled her hand away, Maaya noticed... a key.

      Maaya’s heart skipped a beat.

      “This is... but you can’t mean...?”

      “I can!” Bindhiya said delightedly, clapping her hands together with joy. “I’m sorry I couldn’t have had this for you sooner, but this was a very difficult find. Do you remember the small chapter of volunteers we had providing living spaces for the ill and disabled?”

      “I do,” Maaya recalled. She hadn’t interacted with them directly; all she knew of them was that they had “ownership” of a location or two in Sark with several beds each, primarily for those who needed shelter but couldn’t survive on their own. “But... what’s this? Do you want me to go work with them now, or—?”

      “No, my dear, I found you a house,” Bindhiya said, beaming. “The volunteers no longer had need of the venue we were providing them, and so over the past few months were in the process of finding something new—and, in the process, vacating the old premises. The premises which is now yours.”

      Maaya let out a sound that sounded like a mix between a gasp and a cry she might utter if she stubbed her toe. Malika grinned.

      “That’s about what I was expecting.”

      “But you told me... you said they get entire buildings to themselves! Multiple rooms and everything!” Maaya said, dumbfounded.

      “That I did. Now, this isn’t a mansion by any means, but it has a living area before a fireplace, a small kitchen, a bathroom, and two upstairs rooms which are adequate for proper beds. There are a few cabinets for storage, and a few windows. All in all it’s an old and dusty place, and I’m afraid we never did get all the stains out, but it will keep you warm and dry and safe. It should still be mostly furnished, though you may need to pick up a few odds and ends here and there.”

      Maaya was floored. She might have believed it a prank had she not been holding the key in her hand, and even then she wasn’t sure what to think. She knew Bindhiya was a master of her work and had a heart to back up what she was claiming to have done; that part was absolutely believable. If she had found a way to come up with an entire house, even if it was old and previously abandoned, then that was what happened.

      But all this... for her?

      That was where her brain stopped short and refused to consider any more. That was where reality turned to fiction. For there was no way that, out of all the people in Sark, Maaya could ever be on the receiving end of something like this. There were too many people who were worse off than her, who had tried harder and been better despite struggling every day just like she had. There were people who spent time helping others or trying their best to survive alone on cold and cruel streets while Maaya spent her time being bitter and angry. Bindhiya must have seen that. How could anyone not see it? If they didn’t, they would soon. Anyone who thought highly of her simply didn’t know who she really was.

      This was where those faceless and nameless strangers had been right. Maaya was selfish and bitter and desperate, that’s all she was. Sure, maybe she hadn’t had the best of luck, and maybe the town didn’t like her, but in retrospect, she hadn’t given them much reason to. She had taken every excuse they had given her to be as judgmental and angry as they were, and she had become consumed by it. In turn, she found that she liked herself about as much as she liked the world. It was gestures of pure kindness like this, from people who were themselves pure and kind, that reminded her of that truth about herself she so often refused to confront.

      In the end, it was simple. She could think of no one less deserving than herself.

      Maaya felt a droplet of water touch her hand, and when she looked down, she realized a tear had dripped from her cheek.

      “Wh... why me?” Maaya whimpered. “There are so many people, why...?”

      “Because you need it,” Bindhiya said gently. “You need a safe and warm place to stay, and you have three others with you who need the same. It’s an excellent fit for your situation; there are no others who need the space like you do, and I know you could put it to good use.”

      “What about other volunteers? Or people who are sick, or...?”

      Malika looked almost concerned now, all traces of her amusement gone. Bindhiya on the other hand looked like she had been expecting something like this, and Maaya wasn’t sure if that made her feel better or worse.

      “All of that factored into my decision. Those with other needs will still be taken care of, but this house really will be best with you and your friends. Beyond that, I admit to some bias. I like you a lot, and my heart aches when I feel you may be in danger or hungry or scared. Likewise, it is put at ease when I know you are all right. But I don’t want you simply to survive as you have for so long. I want you to be happy!”

      “But I don’t deserve to be happy,” Maaya blurted out before she could stop herself. Bindhiya looked shocked into silence for the moment, and Maaya could think of nothing else but to continue. She had started, and there was no point letting the rest go unsaid. “All I’ve ever been is sad and angry. I don’t like Sark, I don’t like myself. I’m just so unhappy all the time. I haven’t been able to appreciate what I’ve had and what you’ve given me because I’ve been too busy being upset at everyone else. How am I the person who deserves this? I can’t be! I belong back out there on the street, I’m too much trouble for anyone to bother looking after, especially someone like you who’s so amazing and kind and—”

      Before she knew it, Bindhiya had gotten to her feet and taken her in her arms. Maaya couldn’t say any more. She tried, until she realized that she was crying, her whole body shaking with sobs. She fought the urge to run away as she felt Bindhiya’s tight embrace, determined that she was unworthy even of a gesture like this, but it took no effort to stay. She felt defeated, unable even to speak, and all she could do now was wait it out, come what may.

      She wasn’t sure how long she cried, nor when they had moved to the bed, but when she began to regain control of her faculties, she realized she was sitting down. Bindhiya was next to her, her arms still around Maaya. Maaya was trembling, a wave of exhaustion rolling slowly over her in the wake of her tears.

      “I want you to think about what you’ve done since you first started coming back to me two years ago,” Bindhiya said softly, the warmth of her voice enveloping Maaya like a blanket. “Think of how far you’ve come. You were afraid then, as so many are. You may still be afraid now, but you took what I had for you then and made wonders of it. The girl who required the height of winter to come visit me again is now a girl looking for a home for others, one who has taken her misfortune and turned it into a desire to do good. You’ve volunteered for me to help others, you’ve taken in those less fortunate, and you’ve been brave enough to push yourself to ask for help when you felt you were undeserving all this time.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything, everyone’s here to help,” Maaya attempted, her voice hoarse from crying, but Bindhiya hushed her gently, placing a finger to her lips.

      “I’m not typically one to speak ill of others, but I’m afraid I must to illustrate how far you fall outside the norm,” Bindhiya said, her voice was tinged with regret. “I won’t mince words: this is a hard life for us. Some take it with grace and some don’t, but it wears on all of us. You happen see the best of us because that’s who you spent your time with. The volunteers, the leaders, the givers. You don’t see the ones who demand more and more even as they give nothing, or the ones who steal because they’re concerned with saving themselves at the expense of others. I’ve had people destroy their homes before even thinking of giving them up for others. I’ve seen violence, I’ve gotten threats, and I’ve had valuable resources for our most needy taken by people with grudges or people who were driven to desperation. Some people channel the cruelty they’ve received outward onto the very people who are trying to help them or who share their plight.”

      Maaya stared. She knew it must not all have been easy and unquestioningly altruistic, but somehow she had never imagined the situation being quite like that. The person she knew the best was Bindhiya, and with someone so kindhearted and generous at the head of all their operations, how could anyone working with her be anything but? What’s more, how could anyone on the receiving end of her generosity be anything but grateful? With as hard as it was to survive in Sark, what other reaction could there be to someone whose entire existence was dedicated to helping others giving them safety and security and asking little in return?

      “You look surprised. I thought you might be,” Bindhiya said, forcing a smile. “It’s not hard to see why; from what I know of you, you could never imagine acting like that. You would sooner endure difficult situations rather than harm others. But that’s unfortunately what has happened, and happened often.”

      “I can’t imagine it,” Maaya affirmed softly. “You work so hard and you give so much. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”

      “That’s why I wanted you to know. If you’re going to compare yourself to others, you might as well know what some of the others are like. What I’ve seen in you has been a dream for me, do you know that? You did what I hope everyone might do. You asked for help, and as soon as your situation began to stabilize, you used that stability to help others. And this isn’t to say that anyone needs to live a certain way in order to get help, but it is to say that you are so, so hard on yourself for reasons that simply aren’t true. You speak so well of me while being so hard on yourself when I suspect that the only difference between us is that of resources, not attitude. If you were in my place, wouldn’t you do as I do?”

      “I would. I would try, at least,” Maaya said. “I don’t know if I could do a good job.”

      “That isn’t important. Right now, intent is everything, and I know what yours is.”

      “But I’m still so miserable. You’re so optimistic and cheerful and I’m just... this,” Maaya continued, unable to meet Bindhiya’s eyes.

      “Sark can be an awful place and its people not much better. I wouldn’t ask anyone coming from the streets to wear a smile to be considered worthy of help.”

      “So, what? Are you saying that nothing I’m doing is wrong at all?” Maaya asked almost irritably.

      In response, Bindhiya pulled her in closer.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “I don’t...”

      “You believe you don’t deserve to be happy, and for what? Because you aren’t optimistic in the face of a life that has been little else but difficult and trying? Or because you don’t hold yourself in the highest of esteem after being put down for years? Forgive me, but these are completely normal ways to react to what you’ve been through.”

      “But you—”

      “I don’t matter. I don’t exist as an ideal to hold yourself to. Don’t get me wrong, I’m always happy to hear that you like me for one reason or another, but I’m not the standard you need to meet. You aren’t deserving based on who or what you aspire to be, you are deserving because you are you. Right now. As you are. You’re allowed to be sad and to be angry, whether it’s at the world or at yourself, or both. And I know you’ll resist this, I know your mind will tell you I’m lying or wrong or that I don’t actually understand, but I do.”

      From behind her, Maaya heard Saber utter a murmur of approval.

      Bindhiya was correct. Maaya was resisting. It didn’t feel right. Bindhiya was saying all the right things, and it made her uncomfortable. There was no way she could understand. She still must have been fooled. By what, Maaya couldn’t say, but there was no way she could be saying what she was right now if she actually knew the truth.

      As if she knew what Maaya was thinking, Bindhiya smiled.

      “That’s okay. You don’t need to believe me right away. But think on it, okay? If nothing else, think of how happy it would make me if you let yourself believe you were as deserving of the world as I believe you to be.”

      Maaya sniffed and nodded, suddenly feeling very silly.

      “I’m sorry,” she said with a watery chuckle. “You surprised me with such good news and I’m here crying on your bed.”

      “It’s all right, I understand. I knew you would have a difficult time accepting this. But you haven’t said ‘no,’ so I’m happy!”

      “Did you think I would?”

      “I was afraid you might. Not that I wouldn’t keep pushing, but considering it was hard enough to get you in here when you had been sleeping out in the cold without eating for days...”

      Maaya felt a pang of guilt, and was suddenly struck by a feeling she hadn’t often felt before. This was what it felt like when others wanted to do things for her but she refused. No matter how undeserving she might have felt, the fact remained that people like Bindhiya disagreed and wanted to give her help anyway—and this was what it felt like to them when she didn’t accept. In a way, she was depriving them of something every time she denied their kindness.

      She steeled her resolve and sat upright.

      “Thank you. For everything. I’m going to make the best use of this that I can.”

      Bindhiya giggled.

      “I know. But let yourself just enjoy it, too. This is your home now! No strings attached. If you’re happy, that’s all I could ever ask for.”

      “I think happy is an understatement.”

      “Then the same goes for me. Come here.”

      They shared another hug, and this time Maaya gladly wrapped her arms around the older girl. She still couldn’t believe everything Bindhiya was telling her, but at the very least, she wasn’t going to refuse what she was being given. As hard as it was, she was going to accept this. She smiled as she imagined the looks on her friends’ faces when she told them the news. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to see them. She wondered if this excitement was also what Bindhiya felt at the prospect of delivering good news to people she cared about.

      She remained for a while longer and they spoke of happier things, not wanting to leave on a sour note, and Bindhiya seemed all too happy with her company. Malika, for once, didn’t seem willing to intervene even as Bindhiya began to look progressively exhausted, and Saber seemed only too happy to wait.

      When it was clear that Bindhiya couldn’t last much longer, Maaya reluctantly got to her feet, playing with the key in her hand as she had been doing for the last twenty minutes at least.

      “I wish I could walk you to the door, but I hope our long talk together makes up for it,” Bindhiya said, offering a smile even as she collapsed back against her pillows with Malika’s help.

      “That’s okay!” Maaya assured her hastily. “Please get some rest. You know I’ll be back.”

      “I so love hearing those words from your lips. Malika will help you get sorted with all the details of the house, and if you have any trouble at all, please let someone know so we can get things sorted for you,” Bindhiya finished, still looking as gleeful as ever.

      They said their goodbyes, and Malika led Maaya out to the main room like she had done so many times before. It felt surreal this time, especially because of how Malika was acting like this was just any other time she had helped Maaya with the details of a new place to stay. As if Maaya wasn’t moving up from an abandoned guard post that somehow fit four people to an actual slightly furnished house that had been used as a shelter already by people who worked with Bindhiya. As if the very existence of a key didn’t mean that there was enough of a door to use it in.

      “This place will put you in a different neighborhood than the one you’re in now, but it will be more isolated. It’s in the back streets, still near the wall, so no one should even see it unless they already have business being in that neighborhood,” Malika informed her as she pointed to one of the pins on the giant map on the wall. “The door is sturdy and should keep anyone out, and it’s a safe enough place to begin with, but I thought I’d mention it. It’s very old and was previously left to rot, but because we had to use it for our own purposes, we made sure it was taken care of, so it will keep you warm and dry. The only potential hazard is that the front door is the only way in and out unless you feel like jumping out a second-floor window, so please be careful with candles.”

      Maaya tried desperately to keep her expression neutral as Saber laughed behind her.

      “Is there anything else I should know?” she asked hurriedly.

      “I don’t think so. If anyone is still there by the time you head over there, they should just be clearing out the last of what they need and shouldn’t give you any trouble. Apart from that, just let us know if you have any questions or problems, but come back soon either way so you can tell Bindhiya how much you like it. I’m honestly afraid she won’t sleep until she hears back from you.”

      “Was she really that excited about this?” Maaya asked, amused.

      Malika shot her a weary look.

      “You have no idea. You’d think it was the biggest thing she’s ever done, like all her work before this was just practice for setting up a big surprise for you. It’s kind of cute how she gets so involved, but I feel like I’ll need to retire after working with her like this. Oh, but before I forget...” Malika lowered her voice and glanced around to make sure no one else was nearby. “I think this will be good for you, and I’m happy you said yes. If nothing else, you made her year.”

      “She really is amazing, to be so happy about giving other people things,” Maaya mused. “What about you? Would you have said yes?”

      “Definitely,” Malika said without hesitation. “Sark will try to convince people like us that we’re not worth anything, and I refuse to accept that. Every time something good happens to me, even if I struggle with it on the inside, I think about how mad it would make some rich idiot if they knew, and that helps. You should try it.”

      Maaya laughed as Malika grinned. Maaya couldn’t help but think of Rahu and how it would eat him up inside to see that she was still finding ways to live and be happy despite his attempts to keep her wholly dependent on him. She immediately felt more inclined to enjoy what she had been given.

      “That’s actually more helpful than I thought it would be.”

      “See? When you grow up like we do, our happiness makes the people who hate us upset. I end up being happy out of spite. If they lose sleep over it, I’ll sleep better. So if you start doubting yourself again, just imagine them laying in their stupidly huge beds, staring at the ceiling and grumbling in rage as they try to fall asleep. We aren’t here to suffer for them, and I’m going to be happy.”

      “Can we adopt this one next? I like her,” Saber commented approvingly.

      With nothing left to handle logistically, Maaya left the small apartment and headed back toward home. She couldn’t stop looking down at the key in her hand, and more than once Saber had to gently guide her out of the way of someone walking in her direction to prevent her from walking straight into them.

      When she got home, she realized her good news would have to wait; all three of her friends were gone, and with only a general idea as to when they might return and where they might be, Maaya was left with little else to do but rest. She sat down with her back against the guard post, the sun-warmed stone comforting enough to get her feeling like she was in danger of dozing off. She hadn’t expected to get so emotional earlier, and it had exhausted her.

      “I was going to ask if you wanted to check out the place before everyone else gets home, but I think I know the answer,” Saber teased.

      “I don’t know how people do it. I’m already exhausted at the thought of moving, and I don’t have anything to move,” Maaya replied.

      “I don’t suppose most people have a crisis the morning of, but it is a lot to deal with for certain. We might not have much to move, but for that reason especially I was thinking we could brainstorm what household essentials we’ll need to pick up and how we should prioritize them,” Saber added thoughtfully. “We’ll need some kind of kitchenware for starters, containers for water, maybe some towels for the bathroom, we’ll need to make sure the beds are adequate and have bedclothes for each, and a first-aid kit is a must for any place you four spend time in...”

      “Getting... even more... sleepy,” Maaya said dramatically, then laughed as Saber glared at her.

      “Fine, fine. I suppose we don’t have to plan immediately,” the ghost scoffed. “I’m just excited. Honestly, if you want to nap, I may go check out the place myself. I’m still a little in shock myself.”

      “I don’t know what I’ll do. I don’t think I’ll really feel like this is real until I actually see it myself, but... something tells me that won’t help.”

      “It is a bit of a walk, so if you want my honest recommendation, I think you should rest a bit. You had a tough morning.”

      “I feel ridiculous,” Maaya groaned, hiding her face in her palms. “Bindhiya worked so hard to give me this big surprise and I had an emotional breakdown in her bedroom.”

      “And everyone saw it coming. Even she said she knew you would have a hard time accepting this.”

      “You were right, though,” Maaya said quietly. “I guess it’s not really important if I feel like I deserve something or not. She thinks I do. So do you, and Malika, and other people, too.”

      “We do. That’s the thing, though. It’s not a huge shock that you feel the way you do after growing up here. If you spend long enough hearing that you deserve nothing, that’s what you’ll believe. So when you start hearing otherwise, you won’t believe it. That won’t stop us from trying, but it also means that you crying your eyes out in response to someone doing something nice for you isn’t something no one has ever seen before. It’s an unfortunate part of life for too many people, not just you.”

      “That makes me feel better and worse at the same time,” Maaya said, letting a short laugh escape her lips. “I guess it’s good that no one’s going to think I’m crazy, but... the only reason they don’t is because it’s so common, and that’s horrible.”

      “It is, but that misery doesn’t go uncontested. There are people like you and Bindhiya in the world fighting against it every day whether you’re aware of it or not.”

      “I think I’ve said this before, but I like it when you talk,” Maaya continued, rubbing her eyes as she fought her exhaustion. “You and Bindhiya and Malika... I’m kind of overwhelmed.”

      “I understand. Just don’t cry anymore, you’re probably already dehydrated,” Saber replied with a grin. “But please get some rest. The sooner you go lie down, the sooner I can be the first to explore our new home.”

      “Oh, go have fun then. I’ll tell the others and make sure they’re ready to start moving things once it’s safe,” Maaya agreed.

      Saber helped Maaya to her feet, and remained just long enough to see her safely enter the guard post before she soared off in the direction of the house. Maaya wished she could join her, but could barely remember lying down before she had fallen asleep.

      

      A week later, Maaya still found herself smiling every time she woke up. It was still hard to get to sleep sometimes; whenever she lay down, she found herself staring at the ceiling, the fireplace, the kitchen, the stairs. She couldn’t believe it was true, but it was. This was home.

      She had taken it all in over several days, examining every inch of her new home whenever the light allowed. The windows were a little grimy, the wood was old and stained, and most of the floorboards creaked when they were stepped on. The stairs were a little precarious, worn smooth from decades of use, and the rooms upstairs seemed more like small attic spaces, with barely enough space in them for a bed and chest of drawers. There were also only two actual bedrooms, so while the boys had claimed one room while Kim claimed the other, Maaya was left with a large overstuffed couch near the fireplace. There wasn’t much furniture to speak of, and the kitchen counter didn’t offer them much more space than they’d had near the guard post.

      In other words, it was perfect. Every cracked floorboard or post, every squeaking hinge, every sign of wear and imperfection was personality. It was a sign of love, a sign that everyone who had lived here before her had worn in this home with their presence, and that Maaya was only here to add to it in her own way. She couldn’t have possibly asked for anything more, and she thought that she would always choose a place like this over any glittering mansion in the world.

      Kim, Kalil, and Sovaan had been beside themselves with joy and disbelief, and had raced up and down the stairs and between the few small rooms in the house, touching everything they could as though afraid anything they weren’t in constant physical contact with might disappear. They had fought over the exact position of the kitchen table and its faded chairs, had tried their best to clean the windows and only made things worse, and had each taken a turn locking and unlocking the door with Maaya’s key, eager to experience what it felt like for the first time in their lives to have a place like this to come home to. She wasn’t sure any of them slept the first night.

      The day after moving in, all five of them had taken to the streets, taking up abandoned candles and old bedclothes and anything else they could think of to make their home even better. Several sheets that were too worn to put on any bed were used as window curtains, blocking out the sun, and, more importantly, the eyes of curious onlookers. It was hard to keep quiet and to hide their excitement when out of doors, and though the neighborhood itself was hardly sparsely populated or wealthy, Maaya thought it best to avoid drawing attention to themselves as much as they could. And so, over the course of the next week, they had done their best to make their home resemble their haphazard assortment of dreams. For her part, Maaya finally felt like she might be in a safe enough place in her life to start having them.

      Late one evening, Maaya and Saber headed home, having just completed another job for Rahu. These were becoming routine and most were none too challenging, especially not with Maaya’s growing mastery of libris, but she was exhausted all the same. The magic exhausted her, as did traipsing all over town to do Rahu’s myriad jobs. They were becoming more frequent and more diverse in their locations, and his deadlines were becoming stricter. Maaya’s success was working against her; the better she did, the more clients Rahu got, the faster he wanted them done, and so it went.

      But Maaya had an idea of her own. Ever since her friends had discovered her magic, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the possibility of teaching them how it worked. Teaching them libris would involve much more than the magic itself—eventually they would have to know the greater context of the world they lived in, what the magic was used for, and perhaps most importantly, what Maaya in particular used it for. She had even thought about inviting the others to help her with Rahu’s work, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to go down that road. If they knew what she did to get them the food they lived off of, they would inevitably get curious, and Maaya still didn’t want to risk any possibility of Rahu and her friends finding out about each other. Nothing good could come from that.

      Still, the idea of having others involved in this secretive aspect of her life intrigued her. What’s more, she felt bad whenever she deceived them, even if her only deception was withholding information. Kim was vocal about her concerns over Maaya constantly going out at night, and while Kalil and Sovaan focused mostly on how wonderful they thought her magic was, she knew they worried, too.

      So she had begun to teach them. They had only been going for a few weeks now, slowly and carefully outside the town walls whenever Maaya had time, but she saw promise in all of them. For all their enthusiastic appreciation, their excitement gave way to cautious and respect when it came to handling libris, which was all Maaya could have hoped for. Not only did they seem to have a proclivity for it, but they had mindsets to match, and Maaya was becoming increasingly excited at the prospect of taking them out at night with her when she went seeking out ghosts outside of Rahu’s work.

      In fact, she was thinking of suggesting just that tonight. At least no one could say she never had surprises of her own.

      “I’ll go ahead and make sure the kids get ready to go; it’s already late, so they may already be off to bed,” Saber said.

      “That wouldn’t matter. They’ll be out of bed and dressed before I even finish asking if they want to join us,” Maaya giggled.

      “Kind of has you longing for the limitless energy of your youth, doesn’t it?” Saber continued.

      “Oh, yes. Now I’m sixteen today I feel my bones creaking and joints aching. That explains why I’m wandering the streets at night and trying to use magic on dead people: I’m having a mid-life crisis.”

      Saber laughed.

      “Okay, stop. You’re getting too good at that. Don’t forget, you’re still younger than me. I think.”

      “Someday that won’t be true, and I’ll never let you forget it.”

      “And we’ll wander the world together for eternity, a grandmother and a teenage girl, causing all the trouble we’d tried to prevent when you were alive.”

      “I would never.”

      “You’ll find being dead too boring to keep up with laws that don’t apply to you anymore. I’m telling you, this is why hauntings happen.”

      “Is it bad I thought for a moment about wanting to be dead now if only so I could haunt Rahu?” Maaya asked with a grin.

      “I’ll allow it. But stay alive for now, we can do ever so much more to him while we’re alive. Besides, if he comes back after he dies, we’re going to need to seal him. I’m almost sad we got rid of Len; that deranged ghost following Rahu around for eternity and shouting at him about how sad he was would give me ever so much satisfaction.”

      “With any luck we’ll be able to cause him trouble in this world and the next,” Maaya grumbled. “Anyway, weren’t you going to go make sure the others are ready? We’re getting close.”

      “Right you are! Think happy thoughts and don’t rush yourself. I’ll see you at home!” Saber agreed, and dashed off toward the house, quickly vanishing through a nearby wall.

      The rest of the walk didn’t take long, but Maaya appreciated the time to be alone with her thoughts, even if they had left off their conversation talking about the one person in the world she probably hated most. Somehow she had felt more afraid of him lately, and she wasn’t immediately sure why. Then she realized what it was. After getting the house, she had started to feel good about herself again. She had made friends and secured a wonderful place to call home, and from past experience, the more she had to lose, the worse it felt when she inevitably did. It was going to happen somehow, she knew it. And if anyone in her life had the power to cause such a thing, it was Rahu.

      She shook her head. There would be time to worry about him later.

      A few minutes later, she reached the front door. She saw bright lights from inside, and to her surprise, smelled the faint scent of something cooking. She turned the handle, but found it locked.

      Maaya fished in her pocket for her key, then fumbled with it as she fought to insert it into the lock. When it finally clicked, the door swung open, and the brightness and warmth of her home enveloped her as though welcoming her home. Something smelled wonderful, and her senses immediately took in the sound of something sizzling in a pan, the rich smell of curries and meats, and the lights of a warmly lit kitchen.

      She opened her mouth to comment on how she couldn’t wait to eat whatever was cooking when she was interrupted by several voices at once.

      “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

      Maaya yelped and stepped back, almost colliding with the still-open door. Kim, Kalil, Sovaan, and Saber stood nearby, but to her utter surprise, Roshan was there too. He set down the ladle he had been holding and made his way over to her, smiling as he pulled her into a hug.

      “I don’t see you for a few weeks and you get yourself a house! What a way to start your sixteenth year, huh? Oh, you’re cold. Come sit by the fire.”

      Maaya let herself be guided over to the couch, where she noticed a roaring fire in the fireplace nearby. Its warmth washed over her, and she might have fallen asleep right then and there had she not been full of questions.

      “What is all this?” she asked incredulously.

      “We weren’t going to let you go without celebrating your birthday!” Kalil explained almost indignantly. “You didn’t even tell us! We had to find out from Saber, and by then it was almost too late.”

      “Imagine my surprise when I wake up to find a note from her telling me there was going to be a party. Strangest invitation I’ve ever gotten,” Roshan chuckled. “It had to happen, though. You’ve never celebrated before, have you?”

      “I... not... I haven’t,” Maaya said slowly, her eyes still wide with surprise. “Saber, you did this?”

      “Someone had to,” the ghost said simply. “You’re in a new house with friends and family and you’re telling me you weren’t going to do anything for your special day? Absolutely not.”

      “I got you something,” Roshan said happily, pulling a small parcel wrapped in brown paper and string from behind his back. He handed it to her, and Maaya held it in her hands as though she had no idea what to do with it. When she looked up at him helplessly, he laughed and continued, “It’s a gift! Open it.”

      “Roshan, how did...? You can’t be serious. A gift!”

      “Yeah. You know, a birthday present? Kind of one of the oldest traditions ever?” he teased.

      Maaya glared at him as she slowly began to unwrap the parcel. A moment later she held up a pair of brand-new gloves. They were smooth and soft, made of a leathery suede material, but she could tell they would also do wonders at keeping out the cold.

      “You can’t have! These are beautiful,” Maaya said, utterly dumbstruck. “Oh, Roshan...”

      “I’m glad you like them,” Roshan chuckled, patting her on the shoulder. “Saved up for a while to get those, I did, but it’s worth it seeing the look on your face. Besides, I thought with winter coming you ought to have something else to keep you warm apart from that coat you always wear. That was before I knew you’d gotten an entire house to yourself, of course.”

      Maaya felt tears threatening to well in her eyes again, and she blinked them away. She had done enough crying lately, even if some of it had been for good reasons.

      “Thank you so, so much,” she said emphatically, clutching the gloves to her chest. “I can’t believe this. All of this, I never thought...”

      “All the more reason to make it happen,” Saber said.

      “We couldn’t get you anything, but we helped make dinner!” Sovaan announced proudly.

      “You should have told us before. You know our birthdays,” Kim added in a not-quite-scolding tone.

      “I didn’t think of it. I wasn’t trying to avoid it, I just... I’m not used to doing anything at all. It’s always just been another day to me,” Maaya explained. “Come here, all of you.”

      She stood and pulled her five friends into a group hug. There were a few moments in her past she would always remember for being some of the happiest moments of her life, and she could tell this would become another such memory. And though she still struggled with the thought of what she had every single day, it was moments like these when she thought she might actually start to believe she was worthy of this.

      “Dinner’s almost ready, so let’s get set up before any of it gets cold,” Roshan said, and the others gladly headed to the table. Almost every pot and pan they had managed to pull together was now in use, and Maaya’s stomach growled as she walked over to the counter to grab a plate. She hadn’t been long without a meal, but for once she found herself thankful that her previous meal hadn’t been too big. Had she known she was going to eat Roshan’s cooking for dinner, she might have avoided eating anything at all.

      The night went on, and Maaya barely registered the passage of time. All she knew was that she was sitting at a table in a house she now called her own, surrounded by five friends she had made over several years and under the strangest of circumstances. Celebrating the day she was born.

      She had never given much thought to birthdays. Celebrating being born required some sense of self-worth that Maaya simply lacked. She had never thought of them as anything negative or worthy of derision, but she had never thought they were for her. Not knowing her parents only added to that feeling of apathy.

      Now, however, she felt that changing. She was experiencing a taste of what could be, something she thought would never be hers, and she was falling in love with it. Here and now, she thought it was an appropriate thing to celebrate this day. If she hadn’t been born, she wouldn’t be in this moment and sharing it with her loved ones. That was reason enough.

      Eventually, Roshan announced he had to go home to get up for work the next day, and though the others were disappointed, they could not argue; somehow it was almost midnight, and none of them had noticed. After several hugs and more goodbyes and promises of future visits, Roshan departed with a kind smile, shutting the door behind him.

      “Did you like it? Are you happy?” Sovaan asked immediately, staring up at Maaya from the table where his thoroughly cleaned plate sat before him.

      “More than I can say,” Maaya answered warmly. “You guys are all amazing; thank you so much for this. You’ve made my day.”

      “I’m so glad. We love you!” Kim exclaimed, pulling Maaya in for a tight hug.

      “Yeah, who knows where we’d be without you? Never thought we’d be living like this. Especially not when we were living so rough just a few months ago,” Kalil agreed heartily.

      “We’d have both had our hands broken, that’s for sure,” Sovaan chuckled. “And all over some scones! Joke’s on him, we’ve got as many as we could want now, and even better ones.”

      “I wouldn’t change any of this for the world. I hope you know how much I love having you in my life,” Maaya said. “And as it happens, I have a surprise for all of you, too.”

      “Oh yeah? Gloves for everyone, is it?” Kalil chuckled, and the others laughed.

      “I think you’ll like this more. You know how you’re always nagging me about where I go at night and what I do and how it’s so unfair that you can’t join me?” Maaya said, taking pleasure in dragging out the reveal slowly.

      “How could we forget?” Kim smiled.

      “Is that your surprise? You’re going to stay home with us tonight?” Sovaan asked hopefully.

      “Even better. But first, let me explain what I do when I go out. Sometimes I have things I have to do, but the rest of the time I’m going around town looking for ghosts. I use libris to get rid of the ghosts who are causing trouble.”

      “You do that so often!” Kim said in surprise. “And troublesome ghosts, too. Haven’t you been in danger?”

      “Oh yes. Actually, one time a ghost stole one of my libris cards and used it on himself. They can do that, you know.”

      The others stared at her, eyes wide with total interest. Maaya bit back a smile.

      “So what’s the surprise? You didn’t bring home a dangerous ghost to play with, did you?” Kalil asked impatiently.

      “Please, one is enough,” Saber said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Well, you’ve all been doing so well with your practicing, and I’ve really noticed you guys improving,” Maaya continued before the discussion could get out of hand. “And I was thinking we could do a little more practice tonight, just in a new way.”

      The others were silent, their confusion visible on their faces. Sovaan was the first to understand.

      “You mean we’re coming with you tonight!”

      The others instantly began talking all at once, and their excitement grew to cheers when Maaya simply nodded.

      “I’ll get my shoes!” Kalil exclaimed, but paused as Saber held her hands up for quiet.

      “We’ll need to go over some rules and talk about safety before we go; wandering around Sark lit up with libris makes you a beacon for unwanted attention, and our job is to stay as unseen as possible,” the ghost said. “This is new territory you’re venturing into, and we need to make sure we function cohesively and cautiously.”

      “And, of course, to make sure we have a lot of fun,” Maaya said brightly. “If this works out, I’d love it if you would join me more often. It does get kind of lonely out there sometimes. No offense,” she added with an apologetic look at Saber.

      “Oh, no, I’m fully aware my company is exhausting. It’s your own fault, really; you’re so easy to tease,” Saber retorted. “Anyway, kids, gather round so we can get the boring stuff out of the way. Then it’s off to attack some dead people!”

      “Aren’t you offended by any of this?” Kim asked, taken aback by Saber’s enthusiasm.

      “Not at all. Some ghosts are terrible, and sometimes I feel like they’ve all congregated here, so I have no trouble hoping to see them sealed away. Besides, we’re doing them a favor anyway.”

      “All the living people here are mean, that must be why there are so many mean ghosts,” suggested Sovaan, and the others instantly agreed.

      “That does explain a lot,” Maaya said, sounding more exhausted than she intended. “Now, grab your cards while Saber and I explain how this works...”
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      The coming of fall brought cooler breezes, rougher seas, and turning leaves. Adelaide welcomed the cooler weather, often humid as it was. The heat did little to help her anxieties, especially when it affected her sleep. She had spent a few too many nights trying to get comfortable, trying to find the elusive solution to how she could position herself and her blankets to stay warm but avoid waking drenched in sweat. One she had tried sleeping on the cool wooden floor, but after waking up feeling like she had been thrown into a wall, she decided not to do it again.

      However, while normally the cooler weather would likewise improve her mood, she found herself too distracted by other more dangerous matters to truly appreciate the beauty of autumn.

      Late one night, and hour after sunset, Adelaide and her officers—with the exception of Malthe, who had remained behind to take care of the ship—walked down a narrow street in Levien. This area of the city was sparsely populated, especially at this time of night. The streets were lined with tall apartment and storage buildings made of ancient stone, dotted with grimy windows and old clay roof tiles lined with moss. Any strangers they saw didn’t make eye contract. Nearby, an old man muttered to himself in the dark, staring at a wall. If not for the presence of her officers, Adelaide would have felt frightened. She wasn’t used to this.

      As if sensing Adelaide’s discomfort, Inga moved closer so that her arm brushed against her, a helpful reminder of the physical barrier between possible danger and the captain. Adelaide said nothing, afraid to break the silence, but hoped Inga could feel her gratitude.

      “We’re here,” David grunted, motioning to an unobtrusive wooden door.

      Unlike with many of the buildings nearby, this door was not lit by a lamp nearby, and she might have missed it if not for David pointing it out. At first glance she guessed it might be a back entrance to a business or apartment, but considering what they were there for, she couldn’t be sure about anything.

      “You’ll need to go first,” Inga instructed quietly, nodding at Adelaide.

      “Huh? Me? I’ve never been here before.”

      “You’re the captain.”

      “I guess. Do I knock?”

      “No need. Just enter, and we will follow.”

      “O-okay. Here we go.”

      Adelaide pushed the door handle immediately, choosing to follow the same logic she did when approaching strangers to speak to them: if she moved before thinking, she wouldn’t have time to doubt herself.

      The heavy door swung open, its hinges squeaking with rust and effort, giving way to a small room that looked like a bar. A wide counter stood directly across from her, lined with bottles of all shapes and sizes. It was lit more brightly than she had expected from a place so difficult to find, but this did little to ease her nerves. What did help, however, was the fact that not a single person in the bar looked up when they entered. Only the bartender, a young man with handsome features and a smile that said he knew a little too much, turned to greet them.

      “Ah! Good, you’re here. Right this way,” he said. He spoke with an eerie pleasantness, as though his forced professionalism had been polished just a bit too much, letting some of what lay beneath seep through.

      Adelaide followed him as he opened one of the doors behind the bar that led to a dark and musty hallway. Here was yet another door, one that led to a spiral stone staircase that led down into darkness.

      “This... this is it?” Adelaide asked uncertainly.

      “It is, my dear captain,” the young man replied, still smiling. “Not everyone is here yet, so at least you won’t walk in last. Good luck.”

      Adelaide nodded, then cautiously began walking down the stairs. They had been worn smooth from hundreds of years of people walking up and down, and had become almost slippery. Only a black iron railing was there to help her keep her footing.

      Her eyes adjusted to the dark as they made their way slowly and quietly down the stairs, and she soon saw that there was a source of light at the bottom; a single flaming torch was placed in the wall outside yet another door, one so inconspicuous it might be mistaken for a broom closet. For a moment, Adelaide wondered if someone was playing a joke on them—surely this couldn’t be the important place they had been asked to go to.

      She glanced briefly at her officers. They all looked expectant, as though what was happening was not only completely normal, but important. This was enough to convince her. As much as her crew loved their fun, she knew they wouldn’t take part in a joke over something so serious.

      Adelaide pushed the door in and stepped inside, and almost stopped in awe of what she saw.

      She stood in a short hall that opened up to a wide circular room with several rows of seats that all faced the center. A single round table of dark polished wood had been built in a circle near the center, with large cushioned high-backed chairs placed a few feet apart. On either side of the hall was a narrow set of stairs that led up to what looked like a second floor. The room was dim and smoky, and the crimson carpet was so dark it almost looked black. A massive chandelier hung over the center of the room, but the only light came from lamps and sconces along the first and second floors, as well as dozens of candles. So fascinated was she by a room this size hidden in such a hidden and ordinary place that for a moment she didn’t realize the room was crowded with people.

      A few of the seats at the round table had been taken, and the seats directly behind them had all been taken. It seemed like there was some order to how people were seated, but Adelaide couldn’t even begin to guess what it might be. She froze, suddenly uncertain, but Inga was at her side immediately.

      “You’ll be sitting at the head table with one of your senior staff; the rest will sit directly behind you,” Inga explained in a voice barely above a whisper. “Traditionally, your first officer will join you.”

      “Oh. Uhm. Could you... could you join me instead? Is that allowed?” Adelaide returned quietly, almost desperately.

      “If that is your wish. It is not customary for Blackfins to be judgmental of a captain’s choice during a meeting like this.”

      “Hear that, Commander? You’ve been demooooted,” Halvar murmured gleefully from behind them, followed swiftly by a quiet smacking sound.

      “Which seat is mine?” Adelaide continued, trying her hardest to ignore the others.

      “Whichever you choose. I suggest you do so soon; you’ll begin to attract attention standing here too long.”

      Adelaide bit her lip, then strode forward, trying as hard as she could to look like she belonged. But while she could convince herself in other situations that she ought to feel that way regardless, this time was different. She didn’t think she was a Blackfin no matter what Skarin or Inga said. This could only ever be a game of pretend.

      She sat down in one of the comfortable chairs at the table with Inga to her right, trying not to look at the others who were already there, all the more grateful that Inga was at her side. With any luck, she’d be able to stay mostly silent until it was over and then leave immediately.

      This idea had hardly come to mind before it fell apart. Someone sat in the chair directly to her left, then reached over and tapped Adelaide’s arm. She nearly jumped, then looked over to see none other than Captain Nowak.

      “Glad you could make it,” he said, looking genuinely enthused at seeing her there. “First time, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Ah, well don’t you worry. Should be a lot of fun. It’s always nice to have new faces at these meetings anyhow.”

      Over the course of the next twenty minutes, a few more captains filtered in, taking seats at the round table while their staff took the seats behind them. There appeared to be at least ten, though in the darkness of the room Adelaide wasn’t completely sure who was who. Still others who didn’t seem to belong to ship or crew filled more seats until there was hardly one to spare. Adelaide remained determinedly silent, thankful for the low murmur of chatter around her that drowned out the sound of her beating heart.

      Suddenly, a loud curse cut through the noise like a thunderclap.

      “Skies above! We’ve got electricity, you heathens. Turned the damned lights on, I just about acquainted my face with the floorboards.”

      An echo of laughter rang out as the room suddenly brightened. Adelaide looked up to see that the chandelier was now aglow, filling the room with light. She looked back down again just in time to see an aged man making his way down the stairs toward the round table, followed by at least ten men and women in officers’ dress. He took a seat and leaned comfortable with his elbows on the table, looking quite at ease. In the light, she noticed his scarred face, large beard, and hard, black eyes. He looked every bit the pirate captain of the storybooks of her youth.

      “Captain Vanhanen! I was afraid you wouldn’t make it,” one of the other captains chortled.

      “Shut yer mouth, Digman. Even when I’m dead I’ll only ever run slightly late.” This drew more laughter, which Vanhanen waved off. “Have we got everyone? Shall we get started?” A chorus of “Aye” came in response, and Vanhanen grunted in approval. “Right then. You all know what we’re here for. But first let’s see who’s here. Captains, sound off.”

      Each captain announced their name, their ship’s name, and their officer’s name, and Adelaide was thankful she hadn’t gone first. By the time Nowak spoke, she was sure she was physically trembling even as she rehearsed what she was going to say over and over again in her mind.

      “Captain Adelaide Sol of the Windfire. This is my lieutenant commander, Inga Strand.”

      She could hear every flaw in her voice, how it cracked slightly from nerves, the way she pronounced her words so incorrectly, and she was sure in the silence that followed that everyone was going to start laughing—but then the next captain spoke, and it was as though she hadn’t said anything at all.

      “Good, we’ve got a fair number this time. Some people I don’t recognize, that’s good, too,” Vanhanen said once the others had all introduced themselves. “Not that I haven’t done my research. Captain Brix, Captain Sol, Captain Lyng, good to have you. We’ll need all of you out there.”

      “We’ll need more than this if we want to beat back those marauders. You promised seventeen,” said Lyng, a young woman of about twenty-five.

      “We won’t be the only fleet out there, but we represent our respective chapters, so we’ll be discussing strategy,” Vanhanen said dismissively. “We have twelve here. At least twelve ships will be enough.”

      “Let’s not act so confident. Their consortium has expanded to fill the gap the Krethan armada left behind, and the Blackfins have done a poor job keeping them under control. They’ve grown in number and power enough to threaten us,” another captain argued.

      “Why is why we’re here. Thank ye for bringing us back to our main point,” Vanhanen said smoothly. “The question is what we do about them. They do have numbers, which is why it’s foolish for us to be going alone. A fleet, however, now that’s another story. We sail together and systematically take out their little groups of twos and threes.”

      “A pitiable congregation of sloops and ketches does not a fearsome fleet make,” another captain jumped in. “We might overwhelm the first few we come across, sure, but once they wise up they’ll put together their own force, and then what?”

      “Besides, if we mass up, that gives the marauders free reign anywhere we’re not. All they have to do is avoid our fleet,” chimed in another.

      “Bah! We’ve some powerful ships between us,” Vanhanen said, then to Adelaide’s mild horror, he gestured at her. “Captain Sol commands a fine frigate if I do say so myself. We’ve at least two brigs and a galleon, and I have two caravels at my disposal.”

      “Sol looks like she’s twelve. No offense,” said Brix.

      “I’m eighteen,” Adelaide answered flatly before she could stop herself.

      “Our captain has proven herself worthy of her position irrespective of her age,” Inga added calmly. Brix looked like he wanted to argue, but Vanhanen was already speaking.

      “She’ll do just fine. If you knew more about her, you’d know what I mean. Come to think of it, Captain, have you any ideas on how to address our little problem? With a ship like yours, you must have had plenty of dealings with them.”

      Adelaide sat up a little straighter. She did, in fact, have ideas as to how to deal with the pirates. The Windfire had been pursued several times, leading Adelaide to hold meetings with her officers to discuss tactics. This had only been intended for her ship, and mostly for the purposes of fleeing or self-defense, but it was something.

      “I have some,” she said, clearing her throat nervously. “Our problem isn’t one of numbers, it’s one of strategy. From my experience they get the upper hand by taking us by surprise. We need to know how to get the upper hand whether we’re by ourselves or with others.”

      “Examples?” Vanhanen continued.

      “Most of their ships are fast, but not very powerful in an equal engagement. If they can’t surround you, they’ll have a harder time of it. We’ve escaped a few times by making a beeline for one; they don’t expect the direct approach and they’ll falter, and we can get away. Or we can feign distress to get them to let their guard down, then take advantage.”

      “While all valid points, these are better suited for skirmishes than for war,” Lyng said.

      “A war is just a bunch of small battles, no?” Nowak offered.

      Adelaide sighed inwardly as the other captains bickered. This was going nowhere quickly, especially if they all wanted to fight over the definitions of words they hadn’t even all agreed to use. What’s more, she felt uncomfortable adding much to this conversation; she hadn’t agreed to go to war, only to meet to discuss the pirate problem. The fact that most of them were talking as though it was a sure thing only made her want to leave. This was a lot to ask of her, and Nowak had left out the part where she herself was expected to take part.

      She wondered if that was the right way to think. The safety of her ship and crew were important considerations, but she had to admit there was still the element of wanting to avoid anything to do with the Blackfins unless it was something she could use to her advantage. She had excused this for a long while by saying that she wasn’t a Blackfin, but now that she had taken advantage of what this position granted her, and now that she was quite literally sitting in on a secret meeting of Blackfins of all things, that excuse seemed more flimsy by the day.

      She didn’t want this fight to be hers. All she wanted to do was travel, and to do so safely. But the pirates had been after her too, Blackfin or not. And there was a part of her that didn’t feel right trying to sit this one out as the very people who had made so much possible for her struggled and fought and maybe even died against a common foe.

      Besides, she wasn’t out of ideas just yet.

      “Look. We’ll be sharing the seas with these marauders for a long time coming; it’s not realistic to think we’ll get rid of them all,” Brix said loudly, causing the others to at least temporarily fall silent. “Maybe we should think about falling back and stabilizing the territory we already have, building up our fleet, and—”

      “I’ll not cede an inch to these bilgerats!” Vanhanen roared. “Even when the two mighty fleets of the world fought, the open seas were ours. I will fly my flag proudly and fight with all I have.”

      “And go down with your ship, perhaps,” a thin man with a patchy brown mustache shot back. “I hate them as much as you, but not so much I’ll willingly go to my death over—”

      “I have an idea,” Adelaide spoke up, more loudly than she intended. All eyes were on her now, and she fought the urge to tell them never mind, that she had made a silly mistake and that she’d like to disappear back into her chair now. “Part of the problem is these pirates feel bold enough to attack us openly, and—”

      “Marauders, Captain. The title of pirate is something far more respectable and worth keeping its good name,” Vanhanen said, but he seemed amused more than angry.

      “Right. Marauders. They act like they can just come right up to us for a fight. We don’t scare them like we should. I think we should try to change that. Captain Brix is right: we can’t reasonably destroy all of them. But we can make them so afraid of us that might not be necessary. Someone taught me early on that reputation on the sea is important, and we need to fix ours.”

      “That’s a good start. I like it in principle, anyway. How do you propose we do that?”

      “Pull together our fleet and destroy every pir— er, marauder’s ship we see. If they raise their own fleet against us, we don’t back down. And since I know our numbers are a concern, I... I think I can bring in another ship. A warship.”

      “What kind of warship?” Brix asked, skeptical but clearly interested.

      “An older man o’ war modeled after the Krethan armada’s ships of the line at the time,” Inga explained. “It has a complement of roughly four hundred, and over seventy guns including multiple bow and stern chase guns. It also has a unique advantage that makes it very difficult to fight against in that the entire crew is dead.”

      Whispers passed through the room, as though the description of this ship was familiar to at least several of these Blackfins. This suspicion was confirmed when she heard someone nearby murmur the name, “Nocte Cadenza” in a tone of awe and fear.

      “You... know of that ship then,” Vanhanen said, his voice subdued, and the whispers quieted to silence. “She’s no enemy vessel for certain, but many of us know that ship of the dead. Just as we know her captain to be an utterly ruthless man. He bears no ill will toward us, for which I am thankful, but why should I think he would ally with us? He avoids contact even with those Blackfins who can see him.”

      “Captain Skarin and I are... friendly,” Adelaide explained, deciding not to use the more personal friends at the last moment. “I think if I asked him, he’d join us. He saved my ship from pirates once, and I learned that he hates them as much as anyone here.”

      The captains and their officers shared look that were equal parts skeptical, disbelieving... and hopeful.

      “So we may charge to our deaths,” the thin man said.

      “You don’t have to come with us,” Lyng retorted.

      “Hold on now, let’s not get swept away in debate again,” Nowak said, getting to his feet. “If Captain Sol wants to make a stand, I’m with her. If she brings an ally, even better.”

      Vanhanen pounded his fist on the table.

      “Agreed! This fearful talk is nonsense. We’re Blackfins, not pessimists and quitters. Since when have we operated out of fear? Small wonder the marauders have taken such control with talk like that. Captain Sol, my ships will fight beside yours to the last.”

      Several other captains voiced their approval, and as they did so, their officers shouted from the seats behind them, raising their fists. Their support seemed to rouse the others, and soon, all but two captains were on their feet.

      Adelaide might have appreciated this gesture, but she was too overwhelmed. She had only just accepted that she was willing to fight back rather than flee. The fact that so many were willing to do this, especially with the possibility of Skarin’s help, wasn’t what surprised her—it was that they seemed to be backing her rather than her idea.

      “All but two, eh?” Vanhanen said as the noise faded again. “What’s yer excuses then?”

      The thin man, who had remained determinedly in his chair with his arms crossed, spoke first.

      “Let’s say we do get us all together. Let’s say other fleets take part around the world. Let’s even say we get the ghost ship with us. We still won’t win. The Blackfins are a shadow of what they used to be, and it’s too late to come back from it. I’m not in this to charge to my death over my pride.”

      “Yer a damned coward, Cyril, and you always have been,” Vanhanen grunted, then turned to the next man. “What about you Teros?”

      “I’m afraid I have to agree with Cyril. I’m not keen on letting these marauders take over our seas, but we’re at a disadvantage in just about every way. It doesn’t seem a hopeful scenario,” Teros answered.

      “I see. Ye’ve got it into yer heads that they’re stronger than they actually are. Like there isn’t a whole room full of us right now with several capable ships ready to fight. I can’t tell if you think highly of them or little of us. But that’s not so important. I think I can convince ye.”

      “It’s not happening, Vanhanen,” Cyril snarled. “Go on your death march without me. I’ll already have to suffer for the results of your ‘war’ once it’s over.”

      Vanhanen chuckled.

      “Nah, I’ve got ye. Both of ye. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to do this, but...”

      He reached into his coat, and for a moment Adelaide tensed, thinking he might be reaching for a weapon, but then he tossed his hand out toward the table—and two goldpins clattered across it, coming to rest in front of Cyril and Teros.

      A sudden roar of shock and excitement echoed around the room. People leapt out of their chairs and leaned forward for a better look, shouting and jeering as they did so. Adelaide glanced around nervously, wondering if the room might descend into total chaos, but then she did a double take. Vanhanen didn’t seem at all bothered by the noise. In fact, he seemed to be enjoying it. He stood there, his arms casually crossed, and though he didn’t smile, Adelaide could feel it from where she stood. He knew he had won.

      She began to understand what was going on. Whatever it took to get something as important as a goldpin was apparently so terrible that Inga had feared it would disrupt her sleep with the mere knowledge, but Vanhanen had just tossed out not one, but two goldpins, as if they were little more than pocket change. This was a demonstration of power, one that said that if these captains would not be motivated by words, then they would be motivated by force.

      Teros picked up the pin with fascination, then slowly got to his feet. Cyril, however, looked murderous. He stared incredulously between the pin and Vanhanen, looking like he wanted to shove the pin down the other man’s throat.

      “This is low, even for you,” Cyril spat.

      “I know. But you’ll take it, won’t you?” Vanhanen chuckled.

      Cyril remained still, and he looked like he might launch himself across the room in a vituperative fury, but then he reached out and snatched the pin and got to his feet with such defiance he might have been moving against his will on strings.

      “Good, good. I knew you’d fall in,” Vanhanen said easily, but then his expression hardened. “If you’re a Blackfin, you’d better damn well act like it. If you want to play the coward, you’re welcome to join the marauders. You keep up this attitude and I’ll take great pleasure in sinking you and your ship to the deepest trench in the sea.”

      “I... will join you in the fight,” Cyril hissed, and he clearly wanted to say more, but evidently thought better of it.

      “Wonderful. Now then, Captain Sol.” Vanhanen turned to Adelaide, and she unconsciously took a small step back from the table. “You’ve succeeded at least in getting this miserable bunch together. I can see you’ve got a few captains who will follow your lead, and I like that. I like someone who plays well with the team. But that ghost ship of yours will be a big part of our fight. You go and find it and bring it back. I would hate for you to disappoint me.”

      “I won’t,” Adelaide answered, her voice cracking slightly with nerves. “When I find him, er... how should I—?”

      “I’ll send ye a bird soon so you know how and where to contact me. We’ll need to move quickly. Whether you get that ship or not, we’ll take our fight to them by year’s end. All of ye who’ve pledged your ships and crew by this fight, I expect ye to be ready.”

      The rest of the meeting lasted only ten minutes or so, but Adelaide no longer had the focus to keep track of what was being discussed. So long as it didn’t concern her, all was well.

      When the meeting adjourned, Adelaide decided to wait until the room was mostly empty. Nowak, Brix, Lyng, and Vanhanen passed her encouraging words as they passed, but she hardly heard them. Now that the meeting was over, the gravity of the situation was starting to sink in.

      Once most of the crowd had gone, Adelaide got to her feet and made her way wordlessly toward the exit as her officers fell in behind her. She heard them chattering as they went and wondered how they felt about what she had just done. Not just what she had proposed and volunteered for, but what she had volunteered them for. She had been so focused on what she was thinking that she hadn’t actually considered who else would be involved, save for a bunch of captains she’d hardly seen before today.

      They reached the street, finally giving them room to spread out comfortably. She saw others who had been in the meeting with them disappearing down back streets and into the shadows, none of them acknowledging each other. It was as though they were simply several strangers passing each other in the night, and soon, Adelaide and her officers were the last ones there.

      A hand fell on her shoulder, and she jumped in surprise. Halvar was at her side, and for a split second she was afraid he was furious with her, but then she saw the smile on his face.

      “—managing these Selenthian Blackfins like that, they aren’t so tough, eh cap’n?” she heard him say, suddenly aware of his voice. “Thought for a while Nowak, bless his heart, was going to derail us harder than a freight train falling off a bridge—”

      “I’m more worried about our timetable. A few months isn’t an eternity, but it’s plenty of time for the marauders to sniff out what we’re up to,” David interjected.

      “Bah, so what if they do? Just gives us more to shoot at.” Halvar grinned, then peered at Adelaide, and his smile faded somewhat. “You all right cap’n? Looking a little unwell.”

      “Are you all okay with this? Going to fight this ‘war’ and everything?” Adelaide asked uncertainly.

      The others nodded in unison.

      “You bet. What’s not to be okay about?”

      “It’s just that I volunteered my ship and crew to fight in this thing. I put you all in danger just by suggesting it.”

      “Hell yeah you did. Kind of feel a little sad about it myself, given that I was hoping to keep running from every fight and living a dull existence without ever taking part in another exciting battle in my life.”

      “That’s what I mean. I don’t know. Maybe I can talk to Captain Vanhanen again and see if he’ll let us back out, I don’t want—”

      “He was being sarcastic, ma’am,” Gunnar said, throwing Halvar an exasperated look.

      “Huh? Wait, so...?”

      “Oh yeah. While running away has been great and everything, a lot of us have been itching for a fight,” Halvar explained cheerily. “Not that I don’t think we all possess a healthy amount of self-preservation and all, but we could do with a little less peace and quiet on occasion. You being the one to firmly propose and support a battle like this? That’s going to earn you some heavy favor for sure.”

      Adelaide stopped and looked at him suspiciously.

      “I can’t tell if you’re just joking again.”

      “Much as I hate to agree with Halvar on anything, he’s right,” David added. “Blackfins can be anything they want, really, but soft and peaceful seafarers they usually aren’t. Not that anyone’s dissatisfied with the way you’ve been handling things, but we love a good fight. And a captain who isn’t afraid to volunteer for it.”

      “I... see,” Adelaide answered slowly. Clearly she still had much to learn.

      “And you made a good impression with Vanhanen and several other captains. Definitely not a bad start,” Gunnar continued.

      “I’ll take it, even if I don’t completely understand it,” Adelaide said, relieved. “Anyway, I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. Anyone want to join me for dinner? My treat.”

      “Free food? I just don’t think I could accept,” Halvar said dramatically.

      “He’s doing it again,” Gunnar jumped in as Adelaide made to protest.

      “I ought to send you back to the ship just for that,” Adelaide said, rolling her eyes, and then she frowned. “Actually, you can all go ahead and save us a table. I’d like to speak to Inga for a moment. I was thinking The Hook and Claw near the docks, that sound all right?”

      “Sounds like it’ll hit the spot, cap’n. See you two soon!” Halvar said happily, and then he and the others headed off with him, talking animatedly as they went.

      “Is everything all right, Captain?” Inga asked curiously once the others were out of earshot.

      “I’m still confused about something. Mostly the way people were treating me in there. Like I wasn’t a newcomer, but that I had a lot to add. Nowak and the others were even backing me up. Why?”

      Inga nodded.

      “The Blackfins respect power and what you can bring to the table. We’re all equal in that we fall under the same umbrella and are there for each other, but they tend to defer more toward those with more power of many sorts.”

      “What power do I have? Sure, my ship might be a little bigger than some, but I’m still new to all this.”

      “You’re the eldest daughter of a wealthy and influential family, the captain of a swift and powerful ship, and a libris elite. These are all things that boost your standing. It’s as simple as that. They recognize what you will be able to do for us.”

      “That’s pleasantly straightforward,” Adelaide sighed. “I guess now we just have to worry about finding Skarin.”

      “And that we can do. But let’s get food in your stomach before you worry that far ahead.”

      Adelaide agreed, and they started off after the others.

      

      The night of the meeting, the Windfire set sail almost immediately for Krethus. A slow two weeks later, they finally arrived in Lanki just after noon. By now, the unboarding process had become so streamlined that Adelaide had hardly left the helm before the crew was running their inspections and lining up on the main deck to prepare for dismissal. It would have gone even faster had Adelaide not wanted to take part in the inspection herself, but with how tired she was and how ready she was to be back on her home soil, she simply waited for everyone to line up, then dismissed them immediately.

      Once the ship was clear and Theo set a rotating watch for as long as the Windfire was in port, Adelaide headed straight into town. Her first order of business was to check the mail, then to get something to eat. She had been so caught up in all her other business that she had forgotten there might be something waiting for her when she got home, and considering how she had left off with her parents, she knew she wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else until she saw if there was something waiting for her or not.

      Still, there was something about being home that lifted her spirits, and she smiled. The warmth of the sun felt more familiar here, and the winds brought with them memories rather than mysteries. It was these lands she knew the best, its soil comforting like a pair of worn-in shoes, and she felt some of her tiredness fade away.

      Despite the growling of her stomach, she made straight for the post office, already thinking about what she’d like to eat. Just outside, however, she did a double take as she noticed what looked to be a boy and a girl, both about her own age, standing nearby. She wasn’t sure why, but something felt wrong. Though she couldn’t see the girl’s face, she saw her hands clasped tightly in front of her, her shoulders hunched, her head lowered.

      Cautiously, Adelaide took a step closer, not wanting to intrude on a situation before she had gained any context.

      “...few hours, that’s all. I’ll take you back to my place and show you around. Maybe if you like it enough you could spend the night.”

      “I don’t want to,” came the girl’s meek reply, so quiet Adelaide almost didn’t catch it.

      “Yeah you do. You said yourself your dad’s not around right now, right? You’ll need someone to look after you. I mean, without your dad here, who knows what could happen?”

      “Please stop. Let me leave.”

      “Hey, not so fast now, you haven’t agreed to come with—”

      The boy had put his hand on her shoulder, pushing her back against the wall. Before Adelaide had even registered what was happening, she felt a rush of anger rise within her. She grabbed the boy’s arm and spun him around, sending him staggering a few steps before he caught his balance. The smile had vanished from his face, and she could see him sizing her up.

      “What the hell do you want?” he said nastily.

      “I want you to go away,” Adelaide answered simply, though she felt adrenaline flooding through her body, and her muscles tensed, ready for a fight. “She asked you to stop. You heard that, right?”

      “Mind your own damn business. You want to get into it with me, is that it? If you really think—”

      But Adelaide wasn’t having it. As he spoke, she reached into her pocket, pulled out a purple libris card, then applied it to her arm. The boy’s words jolted to a stop as the glowing lines spidered across her limbs, the last few syllables of his threat falling over themselves in his surprise like the last in a line of dominoes.

      “What I really think is that you need to leave,” Adelaide said with emphasis, keeping her voice even. She was well aware that she was attracting stares, but for the first time, that didn’t bother her. She knew what her country thought of the elites. She wouldn’t be in danger here. “No arguments. No justifications. Just leave.”

      The boy opened and closed his mouth three times, each carrying the hopeful prospect of a clever retort that would never see the light of day. And then he turned and stalked away, muttering curses under his breath.

      She waited until he had passed out of sight, then let the magic fade, letting out a slow breath as she did so. She hadn’t feigned her bravery—and her past year and a half spent as captain added to the confidence that already came from being trained in libris—but conflict was still a source of some anxiety. However, she couldn’t help but notice that she was calming down much faster than she might have in the past.

      She turned, half expecting to see that the girl had rightfully fled at the first chance she got, but was surprised to see her still standing there, staring up at Adelaide in awe.

      It took her a full moment to realize who she was looking at.

      “Adelaide?” Annayet said quietly. “Is that... really you?”

      Adelaide’s mind immediately fell into chaos, and though she opened her mouth to speak, she hadn’t any idea what to say. What was appropriate for something like this? Ought she apologize? If so, what for? Did she need to walk away and give her space? Was she intruding just by being nearby? Was Annayet going to be furious at the sight of her?

      The next thing she knew, however, Annayet had rushed forward and hugged her tightly, the only possible reaction that confused Adelaide even more than she already had been.

      “Oh, Adelaide, I’m so, so very happy to see you,” Annayet exclaimed. “How has it been so long and yet I still recognize you as though I only left yesterday? I was terrified I’d never see you again. I’m so sorry. Please believe me, I’m so terribly sorry. You deserve far better than what I’ve done to you.”

      “What you... huh? What are you talking about?” Adelaide asked, pulling away and staring down at her in alarm. Annayet fidgeted, looking anywhere but at Adelaide, looking for the first time as scared as uncertain as Adelaide had often felt.

      “I got your message warning me about your parents and what they were planning to do. I thought of running away—I had time, after all, thanks to you—but I decided not to. And, well... things have been a little chaotic ever since, though they’re finally starting to calm, but I... I couldn’t bring myself to write to you. I tried so many times. I would get halfway through a letter and think it terrible or worry about what you’d have to say and crumple it up. I wasn’t scared of my father, I was scared of you. Even more than that, I was scared that it was all my fault. I knew that every day that went by I was making things worse, but I couldn’t...” She broke off, cleared her throat, and seemed to compose herself. “You deserved to hear from me. I didn’t write you because I was afraid you would reply and tell me you hated me. I thought that if I didn’t contact you I could spare myself that anguish. But I should have done it regardless. It was awful of me. I’m truly sorry.”

      “So you don’t... you... okay. Give me a second to process this.” Adelaide shoved her hands in her pockets and took a few steps back and forth before finally returning to face the smaller girl. “You don’t hate me?”

      Annayet’s eyes widened in mild horror.

      “I could never! Why would I ever hate you?”

      “For getting you in trouble? My parents only found out about the game we were playing because I left our letters on my desk in plain sight. I got in trouble because of that, but even worse, I got you in trouble. I ruined everything for both of us.”

      Annayet looked as though her heart might break at that very moment.

      “You did no such thing. It was bound to come out eventually, we both knew that. It was just a matter of when. Besides, from my perspective, it gave me the courage I needed to finally get moving. It was unintentional, as I’m sure it was with you, but... thanks to you I at least had a few hours’ warning. That all aside, however, I do not and could never hate you. I’ve been stricken with anxiety and fear ever since by the thought you might feel that way about me.”

      Adelaide let out a laugh of relief, the release of months and months of terror and misery she’d only been too aware of nearly every day. It had been so long that she had started trying to convince herself that she would never hear from Annayet again, feeling that the only comfort she would find was in convincing herself to embrace the horrible emptiness she had been avoiding.

      How unexpectedly things found a way to turn up.

      They shared another hug, one that lasted much longer, and they didn’t speak. However much they had to share could come later; for now, all they needed was this mutual reassurance, and to be as close to the other as possible after over a year thinking they would never see each other again.

      Finally Annayet pulled away, looking slightly overcome with emotion.

      “How are you here? I never expected to run into you here of all places.”

      “Oh, I’m traveling all over right now. This happens to be the port we’re in right now to restock and give the crew a break,” Adelaide explained. “How are you here?”

      “Well, I... oh, it’s a long story. But I’m here right now because I was planning to go to the post office here. To send a letter. ...to you.”

      “Oh! Then I guess I came to the right place at the right time,” Adelaide chuckled. “But... this is far from home for you. You said you chose not to run away, right? How did you end up here?”

      Annayet sighed, then looked around, her eyes settling on a nearby bench.

      “Sit with me?”

      Adelaide obliged, and they sat together, close enough that their arms brushed against each other, needing this constant comfort.

      “This is the long story. The reason I didn’t run is because the thought of you being in trouble made me... well, angry. So I marched down to speak with my father. I told him everything that night, and said that in a few hours he would be getting a letter from your parents saying the same thing. Or at least, the part about us agreeing to lie for each other’s benefits. I told him this wasn’t what I wanted, and that he could punish me however he liked, but that I wasn’t going to lie down and do as I was told any longer. I wanted my freedom.”

      Adelaide stared at her in amazement.

      “And... uh... how did he take that?”

      “Not so well at first. He couldn’t speak for a while he was so overwhelmed trying to gather his thoughts,” Annayet said, smiling faintly at the thought. “When he finally collected himself, he asked me if it was really true that we had gone through so much effort to deceive him, and I said yes. I said I felt it was necessary. I thought he’d be angry, but he seemed hurt by it. He said he needed time to think and to talk to him the following morning. I hardly slept that night, and it didn’t seem like he had either. But when we spoke over breakfast, he said what bothered him most was that his daughter felt the need to go to such ends, and that it made him feel like he had failed. He said he wished I felt like I could talk to him about these things without resorting to such a scheme, as he called it.”

      “But you had tried, hadn’t you? Wasn’t that why we did all that in the first place?”

      “Oh, yes, I told him that, too. I tried to explain that me wanting to get away and find someone of my own to love wasn’t just the passing whim of a teenage girl, but something I deeply and truly wanted. Something I wanted so much I was willing to run away under the cover of night to escape. As guilty as he felt, the truth was he had never quite taken me seriously. But this is the good part: he said he was willing to listen and work with me.” Annayet smiled brightly, lost in her reminiscence. “We talked for hours, and he still wants me to be a part of the business, but says I get to choose what I do. He also says he will let me live wherever I like and fall in love with whoever I like. In the end, what was most important to him was that I remained a part of the family, and with that in mind, I was willing to work with him, too. I do love my father, you know, and now he understands the only reason we did what we did was because we felt we had no other choice. He gave it to me then.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Adelaide said cheerfully, though she felt a smoldering envy inside her. Oh, if things could have only turned out the same way with her own family. “Are you living somewhere else then?”

      “Yes! I have a home not far from here. A little cottage right by the beach,” Annayet answered, nearly beside herself with glee. “You must come see it when you have the time! I’ve made it all my own, and I’m so very happy there. Actually, today was the first time I ever had any sort of negative interaction with anyone, as frightening as that might have been.”

      Adelaide put a protective arm around her shoulder.

      “Hopefully it will be the last. If it’s not, you know who to call.”

      Annayet gave her a measured smile.

      “Well, look at you. Now I must really hear your side of things. When last we met you were so worried and doubtful, and now you stride in so confidently to not only speak to a stranger but to confront him. Tell me, please?”

      Adelaide launched into the story of everything that happened since the night Sanna died, from how her father had confronted her so angrily to her late-night escape to all the places she had visited since. She told her about how she had picked up a crew, sailed across the world, and even attended a secret meeting full of Blackfins who were eager to go to war with the marauders that threatened them.

      When she finished, Annayet looked stunned into speechlessness. Adelaide couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Yeah. It’s been an adventure.”

      “I’m... so sorry.” Annayet spoke quietly, and to Adelaide’s surprise she looked like she might cry. “I’m sorry your friend died and that your parents have been so cruel to you despite everything. I was hoping they might have been understanding like mine tried to be. And now you’re sailing around the world and you’re in danger. Please don’t get me wrong, I’m so happy to see you and to hear that you’re doing so much better, but it sounds like you have endured much pain to get where you are now.”

      Adelaide nodded and sighed.

      “I can’t deny that. I miss Sanna. And I wish things with my parents were better, but you know how they—” Adelaide broke off suddenly, remembering what she had come into town to do first. “Oh! I was going to check the post office to see if my family had sent anything. I’ve been away for a while.”

      “I’ll say you have!” Annayet exclaimed. “Please, don’t let me keep you. I’ll wait right... uhm...” She glanced up and down the street, then got to her feet. “Actually, I think I’ll come with you.”

      Adelaide snickered, then led the way inside. Thankfully, there were few enough people inside that Adelaide didn’t need to wait in line. She felt suddenly nervous as she approached the desk, wondering if she would have waited so long for nothing, but one of the clerks looked up at her knowingly just as she arrived.

      “Captain Sol, good to see you. You’ve had a bird waiting here for just over a week now. Would you like to take it to the listening room?”

      “Yes, please,” she agreed immediately. “Who’s it from?”

      “Let me see now...” The clerk picked up a small slip of paper that had been attached to the bird’s leg. “The Sol family. Always nice to hear from family once you get back from a voyage, right?”

      “Right,” Adelaide said distractedly as she took the bird, which hopped onto her wrist. “Is the room free?”

      “I believe so. Straight to the left there.”

      “Go on! I’ll be right here when you return,” Annayet encouraged.

      Adelaide nodded, then quickly turned and headed straight for the listening room. It was a small soundproof space that allowed people to listen to and record messages without fear of being overheard, and in her current state, it felt closed-in, making it hard to breathe.

      The bird peered up at her as she closed the door behind her and sat down.

      “Play my message, please,” Adelaide said quietly. The bird’s eyes lit up and its beak opened, and Felix’ voice spoke from within.

      “Ah, I’m not sure how to start these things. They’re so uncomfortable. Well, I suppose what I want to say is that we’ve been thinking about what you said. I suppose you might have had a point about us not really understanding, because it took longer than I’d like to admit to really see what you were getting at. Marit helped a little as well. I suppose she would understand better. There’s... a lot I want to say, and your mother as well. Instead of making statements, I suppose we should be asking questions and listening. If you’d be willing, she and I would like to meet you for lunch someday soon so we can discuss it all. The house has been awfully quiet without you, and while I know there is anger on both sides here, I’ve been quite afraid that perhaps we’ve lost you. Whatever our disagreements might be, if this is the result, we must be able to work something out. If and when you get this, please let me know if you can make it.”

      The bird’s eyes switched off and its beak closed, and Adelaide was left in silence.

      She saw there for a few minutes as she thought about what she had heard. They weren’t angry at her—at least, not angry enough to let that dominate the conversation. They seemed to be reaching out. And while he hadn’t said anything specific, it seemed he had gotten farther than he had before. At the very least, it was progress. At least, she thought as much.

      Before long, she remembered she couldn’t stay in the listening room forever. She stood up and made her way back to the front desk. The same clerk was there and waiting.

      “A reply for you?” he asked, and Adelaide shook her head.

      “No. I don’t think so, anyway. I have to think about it.”

      “That’s fine! We’re open for another few hours yet.”

      Annayet, who had taken a seat while she waited, quickly stood up and joined Adelaide as she walked outside. There was an almost uncontrollable curiosity in her gaze, but Adelaide said nothing until they had returned to the bench.

      “Well? What happened? Is everything all right?” Annayet asked the moment they’d sat down.

      “My parents want to meet with me. In person. They say they have a lot to discuss. But... it didn’t sound bad. My dad sent the message, and it sounds like he’s been trying to understand where I’ve been coming from, and it sounds like he made some progress.”

      “Oh. Well you should go then!” Annayet exclaimed. “Maybe they’ve come around!”

      “Maybe. Or they’re saying what they think will convince me to see them in person where they think they’ll have a better chance at taking me home.” Adelaide shrugged. “It’s great if they’re actually trying now, but I find it hard to believe, I guess. Like, if they really cared to try to understand, they would have done it before I left. It feels like they’re only putting in the effort now because they didn’t feel like they had to before.”

      “Oh yes, they can be insensitive dolts, of course,” Annayet agreed. “I suppose I’m thinking of my father. It’s not that he didn’t try. He was just trying in the wrong ways, and it took something serious to snap him out of it. Perhaps it’s the same with yours. Even when they were furious with you, didn’t they say they were trying their best for you?”

      “Yes, and what a convenient excuse that was.” Adelaide could hear the bitterness in her voice now and didn’t bother trying to hide it. “I just don’t think it should take something serious. That it does only shows that they didn’t bother until they were affected. When it was just me, they did whatever they liked, because what was I going to do? Run away? Cut them out of my life? I’m sure they cared, but they showed it in all the wrong ways. I don’t want to be cared for in that I’m forced to walk a path they think will lead to their idea of success. I want to be cared for in a way that gives me guidance and support and advice but that ultimately lets me choose what I want. And I know what I want. I’m going to take it whether they agree with it or not.”

      “And that’s what you should tell them,” Annayet continued warmly, placing her hands on Adelaide’s. “Tell them exactly that. Perhaps... not so brashly, but establish your boundaries, as I did. Tell them that you can still be a part of their life, but that they’ll need to accept you as you are if that is to happen. Don’t you see? This is your chance, like the one I had with my father!”

      Adelaide didn’t share her optimism, but forced a smile anyway.

      “Maybe you’re right. I suppose I should think about it at least, shouldn’t I?”

      “You definitely should. I’ll go with you! You won’t have to be alone, and I can back you up, and—”

      “No, but thank you,” Adelaide snorted. “I wouldn’t want to subject you to that. Besides, I know how to handle myself. But while I think it over, what do you think about getting lunch? My treat.”

      Annayet eyed her coyly.

      “A beautiful girl asking me to lunch? How could I ever refuse?”

      “You’ll learn once you see me eat,” Adelaide retorted, and they both laughed, then stood and made their way to a nearby restaurant. Despite the bird from her family and despite everything else that had been worrying her, she found she just couldn’t bring herself to feel anxious. With one of her major sources of anxiety now completely taken care of in the best possible way, she felt she could handle anything.

      

      Three days later, the Windfire pulled into the port of Unshala for the first time in over a year. The sight of it flooded Adelaide with all sorts of emotions she tried her utmost to keep at bay. She had to stay calm. Everything was going to work out somehow.

      Surprisingly, it hadn’t taken Adelaide long to agree to meet with her parents. Maybe it had been her excitement over seeing Annayet and the confidence high that came from it, or maybe it was simply the effect all of her journeys thus far had had on her. Whatever it was, she had returned to the post office before it closed and sent a bird to her parents asking them to meet her in three days’ time in Unshala’s oceanside square.

      When she had discussed the matter with her officers, she got the reaction she had expected: primarily doubt, concern, and irritation, but also at least a little hopefulness and optimism. Inga consulted with Theo, who agreed that the only way they would agree to letting her meet her parents in person was if she was to go under guard, and while Adelaide scoffed at the idea, she had to admit she felt safer knowing she wouldn’t be going in alone.

      Over the course of an hour before they were to meet, six of the crew headed out to the square, positioning themselves so that they would be able to keep Adelaide in sight, but be distant and spread out enough that a casual observer might think they were just shoppers milling about like everyone else.

      “You ready for this cap’n?” Halvar asked as Adelaide stood near the gangway.

      “Honestly, no. But I’m going to do it anyway.”

      Now the moment was upon her, she almost wanted to back out. But it had been a year, after all. Maybe her parents were due at least a chance to show what progress they had made, if indeed they had made progress at all.

      “You remember your signs to signal trouble if necessary?” Inga added, and Adelaide nodded. “Good. I wish very much that I could join you, but I’m afraid your parents already know who I am. But I know you will do well.”

      “Let’s hope they do too,” Adelaide said, and then with great effort, headed forward, leaving the safety of her ship to head into town.

      It didn’t take long to spot her parents. They waited near the docks, looking at the Windfire as though they were watching one of their biggest regrets manifest before their eyes. But when they saw Adelaide, cautious smiles appeared on their faces. Felix stepped forward to hug her, then held back, looking unsure.

      “Ah... hello, my darling,” he said awkwardly, thrusting out his hand for her to shake. She took it, and offered her best attempt at a smile.

      “Hi, dad. Mom. How have you been?”

      The ludicrous context of the situation somehow did away with all the concern Adelaide had held about conducting a conversation. Considering she had enough trouble with normal conversations, she thought, there was no reason to hold herself to any kind of standard with something like this. Oddly enough, this made her feel more confident, and she was afraid this might disappear if she questioned it too much, so she simply let it be.

      “Well enough, I suppose. Life goes on, as they say,” Felix continued with a short laugh.

      “We’ve missed you very much,” Cajsa added. “How have you fared? I see you’re still sailing.”

      “It’s been... interesting. Do you want to sit down?” Adelaide invited. Her parents shared a look, and they found a table nearby.

      Adelaide recalled the story of the past year, much as she had done for Annayet, and while at first she was tempted to leave out anything her parents might find egregious, she quickly resolved that she was going to tell them everything. They needed to accept her as she was, and that had to include everything.

      When she finished, she folded her hands in front of her on the table and waited for them to respond. She felt nervous, but was determined not to show it. Any weakness might come off as doubt, and she knew they would seize upon that immediately.

      “I don’t think I know what to say,” Felix finally admitted. “That’s all a lot to take in.”

      “It is a lot. Poor dear. I’m sorry I never got to speak with you about Sanna,” Cajsa added sympathetically. “How did you like Selenthia?”

      Adelaide barely stifled a laugh. Cajsa had asked this so casually it was almost as if she were asking her daughter how she had enjoyed her trip to the next town over for a night.

      “It’s bigger than I remember. I like it there a lot, and I like the work we’re doing. It’s been a lot of fun seeing the world and going at my own pace.”

      “I’m sure it has been,” Cajsa agreed, her smile not quite genuine.

      “And then there’s all this... marauder nonsense, was it? I hate to think of those criminals out there pursuing you and threatening you! I don’t suppose you could stay near land until all this blows over?” Felix asked hopefully.

      Adelaide chose not to point out how it was he who had called her own crew criminals, deciding that probably wouldn’t go very far toward keeping the peace.

      “Unfortunately not. But don’t worry. The Windfire is a fast ship, and when we can’t outrun someone, we can outgun them. And when we can’t do that, we’ve got friends looking out for us.”

      Felix offered a pained smile.

      “Yes, well, I suppose that’s the best we can hope for under the circumstances—”

      “Is there something specific you wanted to talk to me about?” Adelaide interjected.

      Her parents shared another look, and she was already remembering how much she hated it when they did that.

      “We were hoping to talk to you about the future, and about us,” Felix said slowly. “We want you back in the family. You left a hole that can’t be filled. I know you weren’t happy with the way things were, so we don’t just want to tell you to come back and pick up where you left off. At the same time, we’d still want to lay down some ground rules and other things, of course. But we’re not just going to tell you what to do. I was hoping this could be... well, a discussion.”

      He looked so hopeful that Adelaide almost agreed right then and there. She did want to go home. She hated feeling as though she had no home to go back to. But she remembered how her home had always felt like a dangerous place, and how it never felt like they had done anything about that. No, this was going to take a little more effort than that.

      She nodded, choosing her words carefully. Annayet’s recollection of her own experience had been motivational, but now she had to make it work with her own family.

      “I’m not against it. Not completely. My concern isn’t what it would take to make us all happy. It’s more that I’m still afraid I won’t be listened to.”

      “Why would that be a concern? We’re here, aren’t we?” Cajsa asked, confused.

      “Yes, but the problem is you’re only here because I did something drastic. I feel kind of hurt that it took me doing something this serious to get you to listen. It was only the threat of me not coming home that got you to listen, and it still took months. The last night I came home, I was bloody and hurt and in shock because one of my only friends had been killed, and do you remember what happened? Dad?”

      Felix looked distinctly uncomfortable, and he shifted in his chair, avoiding her gaze.

      “I understand your anger,” Cajsa said diplomatically. “I know you think we were unfair, and I know you didn’t like what we were asking of you. Somewhere, somehow, we weren’t connecting, and it was our job as parents to do a better job communicating. But please, dear, you must understand—if you didn’t then, perhaps now—that we were only ever doing what we thought was best. You may not have liked your lessons, but an education can help you go far in this world. You might not have liked the personal arrangements we made for you, but connections are equally important.”

      “See, all of those things sound great on paper, but I guess it’s hard for me to believe you actually cared when you never listened. When everything I said was just called an excuse. Yes, those things probably do lead to success for most people. But I didn’t want to be a statistic. I didn’t want to be the binary between success and failure in human form. I just... wanted to be your daughter. I wanted to be part of the family and be loved for who I was, not to have your love contingent on me only doing the things you told me to.”

      Her voice cracked slightly as she spoke these last few words, and she cursed inwardly. She was not going to cry. Not in front of them.

      “Of course not, darling, of course not,” Felix said, his voice strained. “That’s never how it was supposed to feel. It’s just difficult, you know, finding the balance between being flexible and enforcing the rules.”

      “Yes, exactly,” Cajsa added hastily. “We never wanted to rule with an iron fist. We just had to try what we could. We sent you to school, but you did poorly. We had you meet other people, and you lied to us. What I struggle with is how we’re at fault for punishing you when you were the one who broke the rules.”

      Adelaide bit back a retort, trying very hard to suppress the flash of anger that rose within her at these words.

      “The rules weren’t working for me. I tried to explain why. The existence of rules isn’t the problem, it’s that there were no alternatives. You didn’t work with me. When I did poorly in my lessons, you didn’t ask why, and you called me lazy when I tried to explain. Then you punished me by giving me more of the work I already struggled with. Don’t you understand? I was trying, I always was. But it wasn’t working out, and I felt like I had no other options. Part of me felt like you were trying to live through me. That I wasn’t a success unless you could brag about me and my accomplishments.”

      “Perish the thought! We never—” Cajsa started, but Adelaide cut her off.

      “Can you honestly say it never crossed your mind? That you didn’t enjoy talking about all the things I’d done and that I was going to do?”

      “You have the wrong idea, dear,” Cajsa said. “It wasn’t that we wanted you to do things so that we could brag about them. It’s that the things worth bragging about were what would get you the safe and successful life we wanted for you.”

      “I admit I don’t think I can truly understand what it is you’re dealing with or what you’re talking about, but I think after all this I’m starting to see it wasn’t so simple as I’d originally thought,” Felix said quietly. “And that’s what I’m trying to get at. I would go so far as to say I understand why you left. What I’m hoping is that you aren’t so far gone you won’t consider coming back.”

      Adelaide let out a heavy sigh.

      “Look. I’m not opposed to still being part of the family or even being part of the business if that’s what you really want. But if I do that, I’d need to find something that fits me rather than being forced into a role I can’t do. I need to love the person I think is right for me, not the person other people want me to love. I know I was lucky to grow up with everything I had, but the one thing I felt I never had was a choice. If I don’t have that, then I can’t do it. That’s where I need to draw the line. I’m my own person, and I need to be treated like it.”

      “I... think that’s fair, certainly. And you know, we knew you wouldn’t be a child forever. Some of this was going to come with age regardless. I hope you understand we never wanted to make you feel like this, much less like it was going to last forever. But I think we can work with this.”

      “How about you come home so we can discuss this in greater detail, dear?” Cajsa suggested. Adelaide shook her head.

      “I can’t. I’m sorry. I have other business I need to attend to. And I do appreciate you listening to me and taking me seriously, I just... I think this needs to happen slowly. We can figure this out as time goes on. I still very much want to be part of this family, but I can’t go back. Not yet. I hope you understand.”

      Cajsa pursed her lips, but then she nodded and got to her feet.

      “I understand. Please keep in touch.”

      Felix remained at the table as Cajsa moved off, and the hurt in his eyes was almost enough to make Adelaide change her mind on the spot.

      “Right, well... yes, I suppose you must be off again. You’ve got work of your own now and all sorts of adventures to go on,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I’ll keep thinking about what you’ve said. Maybe that will make it that much easier to figure out as time goes on. In the meantime, I hope you find what you’re looking for. Oh, and... be safe, darling, yes? If things ever get too tough or dangerous, you’ll always be safe here with us.”

      “I know. Thank you.”

      They stood up together, and after an awkward pause, shared a hug. Adelaide could feel in his grasp that he didn’t want to let go. But then he did, opened his mouth to speak again, then simply gave her a smile and walked away after Cajsa.

      Adelaide stood there for a full minute, watching them go. Somehow it felt like saying goodbye all over again, and she wanted to run after them, to apologize, to promise to do better this time, and to do whatever they wanted so long as she could just go home again.

      But she turned away. Even if she really didn’t have anything else to do or anywhere else to go, she knew she couldn’t go back. Problems like this weren’t fixed so quickly, and she had just as much learning about herself as her parents did. But it had gone better than she’d thought it would. It hadn’t been what she wanted, nor did it match up to the dreams she would never admit to having, but it was a start.

      With this finished, she gave the signal that their meeting was over. Six figures positioned around the square began moving back toward the ship, and Adelaide led the way. Now her biggest issues in Krethus were taken care of, she needed to return to sea in search of a ghost ship to prepare for war.
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      The rest of the year was something of a blur, and the phrase “time flies when you’re having fun” came to mind whenever Maaya glanced at a calendar and realized an entire week passed by when she’d thought it had only been a few days. It was either that or all the extra sleep she had been getting compared to what she was used to. Now that everyone had more space and more consistent warmth throughout the night, Maaya often found herself waking hours after she usually did, sprawled out across the comfortable couch in front of the fireplace, her blankets draped over her. Their makeshift curtains kept out most of the sun until midday, and Saber was kind enough to tend to the fire when she got back from her nightly explorations. Maaya almost always woke slowly, feeling warm and safe, as she listened to the quiet bustle of the streets outside.

      There was also the small fact that Maaya’s nights had never been busier. Between her jobs for Rahu and occasional nights volunteering with Hari for Bindhiya, she and the others were also going out more regularly. Seeking out ghosts was good practice, both for their use of libris, and for getting used to working as a team. The latter was something of a challenge to all of them, though Kalil and Sovaan, already used to working together on the streets, had the best cohesion. Maaya thought her experiences with Saber would aid her, but she found herself struggling. Working with other living humans using libris was different than working with a single ghost, at least for what they were doing now. Maaya was also having difficulty adjusting to the role of the group’s leader, something she was not at all prepared for, but seemed the best equipped for all the same.

      Luckily, their nightly adventures weren’t as difficult as she thought they would be. They all communicated well and showed both passion and respect for the magic, which was what Maaya had been most worried about. Teaching the others came down to working on two things: their abilities with libris itself and their individual personalities when it came to the group.

      Each of her friends had different personalities and strengths and weaknesses to match. Kim showed the greatest affinity for libris across the board, but she was almost too cautious and perhaps timid, often choosing to hang back. This contrasted with Kalil, who was protective to a fault. He would often charge in at the first sign of trouble, always ready to take a blow if it meant preventing someone else from taking it instead. As a result, he wasted much of his energy early on and caused the others to take more risks to stay together. Sovaan was also skilled, like Kim, but often had to use more of his physical augments to keep up with the others and was hesitant to speak up out of fear of holding the others back.

      On the other hand, Maaya knew few others who were as dedicated as her friends were. They didn’t let the cold or exhaustion stop them, and whatever their individual strengths and weaknesses may have been, it was clear that their first thoughts and priorities were each other. Whether they were chasing a particularly troublesome ghost or running from a night watchman, they all tried their best to ensure they all made it home safe and together.

      So it was that one night, several weeks later, Maaya and the others found themselves just outside the town walls, having chased a ghost they had caught breaking several houses’ windows down a nearby street. Maaya had almost feared they would be caught after several homeowners stormed out in the street to catch whoever was causing the damage, and in the confusion, the ghost managed to slip away from them. Maaya and her friends now waited, huddled in the dark, their libris temporarily gone to help them stay out of sight, in hopes the ghost would return.

      “If we end up waiting too long, I’ll just go find a window somewhere and taunt him with it. He won’t be able to resist,” Saber mused quietly.

      “I know you’re joking, but I would actually love to see you walking around just carrying a window so I could see everyone else’s reactions,” Maaya whispered.

      “We can just tell them it’s the ghost of broken windows coming to ruin their stuff because they weren’t careful enough. You know they would buy it,” Kalil snickered.

      “I am the ghooost of windows past!” Sovaan said, putting on a mocking deep voice. “Tonight I will have my revenge for the pane you caused me!”

      “It wasn’t me! I was framed!” Saber returned immediately. “You can’t sill be mad at me about that handball accident from years ago.”

      “I shutter to think of how many other windows you’ve broken in all these years.”

      “Don’t come too close, I warn you! I know magic, and it’ll be curtains for you!”

      “Both of you, stop, I beg you,” Maaya interrupted, shooting them both an exhausted look. Saber and Sovaan shared a gleeful high five, then returned to the watch.

      Several minutes passed in silence. Maaya looked out for the ghost as best she could, though she had to admit she was more worried about the townspeople than a mischievous spirit at the moment. They’d had a few close calls here and there, and while the others seemed to be bothered less and less each time it happened, it only made Maaya more anxious. Every time someone just barely missed them in their peripheral vision, or every time she heard voices nearby when she thought they were safely alone, she remembered the feeling of hands clutching at her arms, holding her still, preventing her from escaping while they prepared to kill her. The thought of that happening again, especially to her friends, was almost too much to bear. The others seemed not to recognize the danger they were constantly in, and Maaya understood. After she had gotten used to being Saber’s friend, it had become almost too comfortable. She had gotten used to it. She’d let her guard down. And she had almost died.

      “I see something,” Kalil said, his quiet tone suddenly all business. “There, across the path in the trees.”

      Maaya squinted, attempting to see any sign of movement in the dark. It only took her a few moments to see what Kalil was focused on.

      She couldn’t make out any of the ghost’s features from a distance, especially with all the dead trees between them. The ghost moved quietly and slowly, almost casually, in a path that suggested aimlessness or boredom. Or, Maaya thought, an attempt to get us off his trail.

      “Go?” Kalil whispered, but Maaya held up her hand.

      “Kim, Sovaan, go left. Saber, Kalil, go right. Circle him, but stay at a distance. I’ll get his attention on me, and once he’s looking at me, take him from all sides. Don’t rush in or he’ll have a hole to escape through.”

      The others nodded and silently moved off. Maaya was impressed by how little noise they made; had she been closing her eyes, she might not have realized they had moved at all. They stayed low and moved slowly, Saber taking a more roundabout path to avoid being seen herself. Not being able to use libris without being spotted like a beacon was a disadvantage, but at least their blood cards could be used without such a problem. Right now, that was the only card they’d really need.

      The ghost didn’t seem to spot any of them, and continued walking this way and that, pausing here and there. Their movements were almost too casual, like they genuinely had no idea they were being pursued any longer. Surely the ghost had to have seen their libris lines and know the threat Maaya and the others posed. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that the ghost had no clue what they were up against, but even the dead generally thought twice when dealing with magic, even if they didn’t know exactly what that magic did.

      With the others nearly in position, Maaya crouched down and began moving directly toward the ghost. Their movements were erratic, but not so quick that it made them difficult to corner. She slowly reached for a few blood cards from the pouch on her arm, making sure she would be ready to throw another in case she missed the first time. She could see the others doing the same nearby, their eyes all locked on their target as they slowly tightened their circle.

      Finally, deciding they were close enough, Maaya leapt out from her hiding place several paces in front of the ghost, her blood cards in hand.

      “Now!”

      Her voice faltered, turning from a command to a question mid-syllable. The ghost before her was not the one they had been chasing, and in fact looked so different up close that she wondered how they could have made this mistake.

      She didn’t have much time to think on it before three blood cards soared through the air toward the ghost. Maaya thought at least one of them must have hit their mark, but she didn’t get a chance to find out. Before she knew it, her vision had gone dark. She wondered for a split second if she might be passing out, but then she heard what sounded like the cry of a crow, and felt the curious yet unmistakable sensation of feathers in her face.

      Maaya gasped and fell backward, flailing her arms. It wasn’t the most graceful or tactful of maneuvers, but she’d had little experience with what she assumed was being attacked by birds. Stranger things had happened, but not many, and not frequently.

      Though at least one of her senses was now otherwise occupied, she was vaguely able to tell that the situation had quickly descended into chaos. She saw flashes of lights that she recognized as libris, followed by the shouts of her friends. She held up her arms, trying to keep the bird’s talon’s and beak away from her face, though she soon realized the bird seemed to be interested more in distracting her or fending her off than causing her harm.

      “Hey! Leave the girl alone, you bully. I’m all right.”

      Maaya didn’t recognize this voice, but the bird suddenly let her be. Before she knew it, Saber was at her side, helping her to her feet.

      “Did you see that? I’m not crazy, right?” Maaya asked, her voice trembling slightly.

      “We may all be. This is a very strange situation,” Saber answered uncertainly.

      As Maaya walked over to join the others, she was now able to see the ghost they had surrounded and attacked. The ghost was a girl who looked close to Saber’s age, dressed in purple silk pajamas that looked a few sizes too big. She had perfectly straight hair that fell to her waist, an inquisitive and calm stare, and almost concerningly pale skin that had nothing to do with her being dead.

      Maaya was so surprised by the girl’s appearance that it took her a few moments to register a few very important things. First, this was absolutely not the ghost they had been trying to track. Second, the bird that had attacked her—a one-eyed crow—was perched on the ghost’s shoulder. Third, the girl was still here despite the abundance of blood cards that had been used on her.

      “She, uh...” Kalil started, then finished the rest of his sentence with a vague gesture, as though anything beyond these words simply couldn’t be explained.

      “She’s still here,” Kim said in clear confusion, staring between the ghost and one of the few blood cards she had left. “The cards didn’t work. They should have worked, right?”

      “I don’t recall the book listing any exceptions,” Saber said, then turned to face the new ghost. “Who are you? And why is your pet there attacking my friend?”

      “Sylvia. And it’s probably because you attacked me first,” the girl answered. She sounded somewhat distant, as though she wasn’t quite awake enough to entertain the conversation as best she could. “He gets a little defensive sometime. I apologize for his behavior.”

      “What’s his name?” Sovaan asked, looking more excited than concerned.

      “He doesn’t have one,” Sylvia explained. “I don’t know why he started following me, but we’re friends now. Why did you throw paper at me?”

      Maaya and the others shared a look.

      “That’s... kind of complicated,” Maaya said halfheartedly, but Sylvia didn’t seem at all bothered.

      “Lots of things are. Can you try anyway? It was funny.”

      “Uh, well...”

      “We get rid of ghosts for a living,” Saber jumped in. “We were chasing one and thought you might be him. The paper is magic, and I couldn’t tell you why it didn’t do anything to you, because it’s worked on every ghost up until now. I suppose we should have made sure first. Sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t suppose I would have minded. I might have liked to see magic,” Sylvia continued calmly. “Is that why you all look so bright and colorful?”

      The others glanced down at themselves. As if suddenly self-conscious, three sets of libris lines quickly flickered and then faded away.

      “That’s how some of it works, yes,” Maaya said trepidatiously. Sylvia seemed nice enough, but the fact that blood cards seemingly had no effect on her made Maaya uncomfortable. If there were exceptions to her magic, that could come as a nasty surprise during crucial moments.

      “You didn’t see another ghost run past, did you?” Kalil asked. “He’s an older man, short wavy hair, he’s got a vest on...”

      “I’m afraid not, I’m sorry. What did this ghost do to have you all chase him like this?”

      “He was breaking windows and causing trouble! I don’t know why... he must have been upset about something,” Sovaan said. “But that’s okay, you seem like you’re much nicer.”

      “I hope so. I don’t think I’d want to break windows or cause trouble,” Sylvia said thoughtfully, as though she were seriously considering the idea. “You’re talking about the town that’s nearby, aren’t you?”

      “The one and only,” Maaya said darkly. “Are you not from there?”

      “I don’t know where I’m from. I don’t know where I am, either. It’s very curious.”

      “What do you know?” Maaya continued intently.

      “I know my name!” Sylvia said brightly. “Do I need anything else?”

      “Yes, whatever would someone need with such trivial details?” Saber said coldly. “Regardless, it seems we’ve encountered another mystery.”

      “Are you okay?” Sovaan asked worriedly. “Do you feel strange?”

      “I don’t remember what it’s like to feel like anything else. Am I so mysterious? You seem to know of ghosts already,” Sylvia said, tilting her head slightly.

      “We haven’t known any like you. Those papers we used, they’re supposed to make ghosts... well, go away,” Maaya explained almost apologetically. “It ends a ghost’s existence here in this world and sends them to the next. We’ve done it sometimes for ghosts who cause trouble, and it’s never failed before.”

      “I see. Well, things were a little chaotic back there. Would you like to try again? I won’t move this time,” Sylvia suggested.

      Maaya’s eyes widened.

      “Would I like to...? Did you not understand what I just said? It would make you disappear!”

      “I understood. I’ve never disappeared before; it sounds like it might be interesting.”

      “I vote in favor,” Saber said immediately.

      “No! No, we don’t do that lightly,” Maaya broke in emphatically, shooting a quick glare at Saber. “That’s a serious thing to do, so I wouldn’t want to do that unless you absolutely wanted me to.”

      Sylvia tapped her chin with her finger.

      “In that case, I suppose I would like to stay here. I just met you, after all; I wouldn’t want to disappear before I even learned your names. I’d like to get to know you better if that’s all right! I only have two friends out here, after all.”

      “I want that too!” Sovaan said, and Kim and Kalil quickly agreed. “Wait, who are your two friends?”

      “My first friend is him!” Sylvia answered, gesturing to the crow on her shoulder. “He isn’t very talkative, though. My other friend is... well, he might be strange, even to you. He spends most of his time near the river here, and he can see me even though he’s alive. If I could describe him in one word, I suppose it would be... ‘tall.’”

      “That sounds like Styx,” Kim said, and Sylvia clapped her hands.

      “Yes! Are you friends with him, too?”

      “Good friends,” Maaya said, smiling. Sometimes the world being so small wasn’t a bad thing. “Actually, we were thinking about going to visit him again after we took care of that ghost we were chasing.”

      “We don’t have to chase him anymore, do we? I mean, he could be anywhere by now,” Kalil asked hopefully. “We can just take care of him when he shows up again.”

      “Yeah! And we need to make more bloods anyway,” Sovaan added.

      “I think it would make the most sense to just go see Styx and conserve our energy. Besides, we made a new friend! We can’t well just run off on more errands now,” Kim finished, and the boys nodded.

      “I guess that’s that,” Maaya laughed. “Saber?”

      Saber sighed, looking anywhere but at Sylvia.

      “In the spirit of democracy, I’ll join you. I’ll even behave for the most part. I do miss Styx, anyway.”

      The others cheered, and only relented when Saber hushed them, reminding them of their proximity to Sark.

      “Hey, uhm... no hard feelings, I hope?” Maaya asked warily as they started walking, watching the crow.

      “Oh, he’ll be fine now. I’m sure he’d like to be friends, too,” Sylvia said reassuringly.

      Maaya hung back slightly as Sylvia joined the others, falling into step beside Saber as they headed toward the path that would take them down to the dock.

      “You okay?” Maaya asked quietly.

      “I think so. This girl Sylvia has an odd air about her,” Saber answered, frowning slightly.

      “Do you not like her?”

      “I think it’s more accurate to say I’m wary of her. For all the trouble ghosts cause, they all work the same fundamental way when it comes to reacting to libris. She, however, does not. And I don’t know what that means, if anything. I suppose I get the feeling she’s not a real ghost.”

      “She seems ghostly enough to me,” Maaya continued, staring ahead at the girl. Her appearance was a little strange, as was her personality, but she also seemed like every other ghost Maaya had ever seen—at least in terms of being able to fly and being slightly see through.

      Saber addressing the issue so directly did make Maaya a little uncomfortable, however, and she couldn’t put her finger on why. Sylvia seemed pleasant enough, and with how complex and confusing Maaya’s magic and the world of the undead was to begin with, the fact that they might someday encounter something they weren’t incredibly familiar with wasn’t entirely out of the question.

      “What do you suppose would cause something like this?” Maaya continued after a few moments of silence.

      “I haven’t the slightest idea. I think that’s what bothers me,” Saber said. “I like it when the world works the way it’s supposed to. She’s a reminder that it doesn’t always do that.”

      “Is that it?” Maaya said pointedly.

      “What else would there be?”

      “I just thought... well, she doesn’t seem to remember anything about her past either, so maybe—”

      “It’s not going to be something we bond over, that’s for certain,” Saber said, her voice taking on a sudden edge. “I don’t need any more reminders. But I don’t dislike her for it. I just need to get my own problems sorted out.”

      “That makes sense. Sorry. I guess I thought it might help a little if you talked to someone who had the same kind of experience.”

      “It very well may. I’m just not ready for it now. We’ve many bridges to cross first, and we’re nowhere near a river. And don’t you say a word; it’s a metaphor,” Saber added with a glare as Maaya opened her mouth to respond. Maaya giggled instead, and they moved on to happier subjects as they neared the dock.

      

      Maaya had hoped to get plenty of sleep that night as she so often did after a long night out, but when she opened her eyes the next morning, she was surprised to see the early morning sun filtering through the curtains. Maaya didn’t normally wake during the night unless there was a reason to, and for a moment she was confused, wondering what could have caused her to wake up mere hours after she had fallen asleep. And then she heard a knock at the door.

      Her tiredness instantly vanished, replaced by the focus and tension of fear. They’d never had a visitor before, and the area they lived in wasn’t one where strangers typically made house calls. Even people selling wares or spreading the word of their particular faith avoided the area.

      She glanced around hurriedly, hoping Saber might be somewhere nearby to take a look for her, but the ghost was nowhere in sight. Maaya bit her lip. She was sure the likelihood of danger was low, but with Saber gone and her friends asleep upstairs, she felt suddenly alone and vulnerable.

      The knock came again, slow, steady, and confident. Whoever was outside was certain they were where they were supposed to be. Maaya wasn’t sure she liked that.

      Maaya took a breath to steady herself, walked slowly over to the door, and opened it. When her eyes adjusted to the sunlight and the figure standing on her doorstep came into focus, Maaya barely managed to hold back her gasp.

      It was Rahu.

      “Ah, good morning. My apologies; I seem to have woken you,” Rahu said, sounding not at all apologetic. “Do you have a moment to walk with me? I’d like to speak to you.”

      Maaya opened her mouth to respond, but found herself too shocked to make a sound. She simply nodded, hoping her dread wasn’t too obvious. How had he found her? Why had he come all this way? Was she in trouble?

      Rahu led the way, taking her several blocks away from home, turning several times until her small house was completely out of sight. If her friends thought to look for her, they wouldn’t be able to find her quickly. This thought only made her feel more afraid, and she knew this was likely exactly the reason Rahu was doing it. She shivered, and suddenly realized she had forgotten her coat.

      “This shouldn’t take long. I just wanted to talk to you away from prying eyes and ears. How are you liking your new home?” Rahu asked casually.

      Maaya’s mind had gone completely blank. She was used to Saber being there to help her, though she was so terrified now that she wasn’t sure even the ghost’s invaluable assistance would help her speak. It was as though her vocal cords and her brain’s ability to turn raw thoughts and emotions into words were simply not working.

      “Am I... what?” she uttered finally, her voice trembling.

      “Liking your new home,” Rahu repeated slowly.

      “I’m... yes,” Maaya stammered. This was a trick question. It had to be. Something was wrong. He wouldn’t have come all the way to her house if everything was okay. And he knew where she lived. Gods, he knew where she lived.

      “Good, good. It seems more comfortable than your typical street corner, that’s for certain. I’m relieved for you. It should take good care of you over the winter. I admit to being concerned about your ability to work effectively once the cold hit.”

      “N-no, I can still—”

      “I know. I’ll be fair to you; you’ve almost always exceeded my expectations. If nothing else, you are reliable. It’s why I take such good care of you. Are you hungry?” he asked suddenly.

      Maaya gulped. This was too comfortable. He hadn’t come all this way to ask about breakfast. She wished she hadn’t opened the door, that she had pretended no one was home. Maybe Rahu would have gone away. Next time they met up she could pretend she had no idea what he was talking about. Maybe it would confuse him, maybe she could convince him he was wrong about where he thought she lived.

      “By the gods, girl, I’m asking you such simple questions. Are you still so tired you can’t process a response?” Rahu asked exasperatedly.

      Somewhere in Maaya’s mind, something seemed to click.

      “Oh, no, I’m sorry,” she said, her breath visible in the air before her. “I’m just surprised. I wasn’t expecting to see you until the next time we were supposed to meet. Is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine, and my clients for the jobs you’ve done so far have been nothing but pleased, as usual,” Rahu said dismissively. “But my question stands. Are you hungry? Are you getting enough to eat?”

      “I am, thanks to you.” Maaya could almost hear Saber’s voice in her head. Be sure to remind him you’re ever grateful for his ‘payment.’

      “Good, good. No more having to take to the streets to steal, right?”

      “No, not at all,” Maaya continued. She wasn’t sure where Rahu was going with this. She wondered perhaps if he thought he was giving her too much, and that if she pretended to be too satisfied, he would cut back on how much food he gave her. Still, she didn’t dare try to do anything clever, not without Saber. “It’s actually really helpful for me during this time of year, especially—”

      “Are you sure? You do look well, not too thin, but I’m perplexed how you can keep yourself so well fed using only what I’m giving you when you now have three other mouths to feed.”

      Maaya’s eyes widened.

      “I-I’m not sure what you—”

      “I know why you’re doing it, too. Life in Sark can be difficult when you can see ghosts, so the four of you who can might as well stick together.”

      Maaya froze, all hope of keeping her shock and fear off her face completely gone. She felt her heart pound heavily in her chest, and she suddenly no longer felt cold. How does he know?!

      “I suppose I should tell you you’re not in any trouble before you pass out. I’ve never seen you so pale,” Rahu continued evenly. “Think for even a brief moment before you panic. The whole reason I associate with you is because you can see the dead. With that in mind, what problem do you suppose I’d have if you make friends with others who can do the same?”

      “I don’t... I don’t know, I think I—”

      “You think your fear is ingrained in you because of years growing up in a place where any other person would attack you for finding out the very thing I did. You also think that you not being up front with me about your new situation could be seen as deceptive, which could spell trouble for you if it were to anger me,” Rahu interrupted lazily, and Maaya couldn’t help but think that Rahu’s ability to read people must surely rival that of even Saber’s. She wished even more that the ghost was there to help her. “But that’s not the case here, so put that fear out of your mind.”

      “I’ll try. Er, I mean, okay,” Maaya said, unable to meet Rahu’s gaze. He didn’t seem upset despite knowing as much as he did. This only made her more afraid. Something was coming. It had to be.

      “Really, Maaya. Haven’t we developed a relationship where you can be honest with me? As the one person in town who actually likes that you can see ghosts, I thought you’d be more forthcoming,” Rahu continued. “I thought you’d be overjoyed at the prospect of getting more food.”

      “M-more food?”

      Rahu sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose as though trying to fight off a headache.

      “I’ll speak slowly for you. I am rewarding you with resources because of your ability to see ghosts. You’re now friends with other children who can see ghosts as well. Now that there are more of you, what do you think you should expect?”

      Maaya furrowed her eyebrows.

      “But I’m still the only—”

      “At present, yes. Why not involve them?”

      “I guess I didn’t—”

      “Let me put it to you this way. If I have more people working for me, that increases the amount of work I can take on,” Rahu explained, and Maaya bit her tongue. She hated how he framed it as work he was doing. “When I take more work, I receive more pay, and I use that to provide more resources to the people working for me. That’s how business works, my dear.”

      Maaya paused, suddenly deep in thought. Rahu, against all odds, was providing her with exactly the opportunity Saber had been trying to convince her to ask him for. If the others were to help her with Rahu’s work, he would give them more food, once again helping them avoid theft and the insecurity and threats that came with it. The only trouble was getting the others involved with Rahu, something Maaya had always been firmly against. Then again, that was when she thought Rahu had no idea they existed. Now that he did, she wasn’t sure what her options were.

      Then, her heart sank as she realized what was going on. This wasn’t a proposition she could refuse. There was nothing to think about. Maaya had no choice in the matter, and never had.

      “That sounds like a good plan,” she said, trying not to let the anguish she felt seep into her tone. “I think we would all like that very much.”

      “You sound like you’re about to attend a funeral,” Rahu said snidely. “Nevertheless, if you promise to involve them in your assignments, then we have a deal. I only have one stipulation.”

      “What is it?”

      “Don’t speak ill of me to them. I plan to have a perfectly cordial relationship with them—the relationship you could have had with me had you not decided to take matters into your own hands. Don’t ruin things for them before we even get started, yes?”

      Maaya shuddered.

      “Of course. I won’t say anything bad,” she agreed.

      “Good, good. Now, if I remember correctly, we’re due to meet in three days for the results of your last job, and I’ll pay you then. You’ll start receiving your updated amount of pay at that time. I hope your stomachs will last until then.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Rahu started off. He was several feet away by the time Maaya remembered something.

      “Wait!”

      Rahu turned, staring her down as if she had just ruined his morning.

      “Yes?”

      “I just... how did you know? About them and what they can do?”

      Rahu’s expression remained unchanged.

      “I have my ways. Something you should keep in mind going forward.”

      With that, he turned and swept away.

      It was as though his absence reminded Maaya how cold she was, and she shivered, this time from cold more than fear. She started back toward home, though for the first time she felt almost as if she didn’t want to go back. Her home had been her safe place, the home she’d finally worked her way up to after all these years, the one she shared with her loved ones, and the one in which she could hide away from Rahu. Now that Rahu knew where they lived and what they were capable of, it felt almost like the walls of her home had been stripped away. What protection was there from him now?

      Maaya gave a bitter smile as she thought of her libris cards sitting on the counter inside the house. He didn’t know all their secrets.

      She stepped quietly inside, hoping she hadn’t woken the others. The house’s warmth embraced her as it always did, and while it was comforting as it always part, the heat was almost stifling now. She needed to breathe.

      “Maaya! Where have you been? Out in the cold with no coat?” came Saber’s voice from nearby.

      Maaya whirled around in surprise to see the ghost coming toward her from the couch, looking concerned. Her expression only became more worried as she looked at Maaya up close.

      “Sorry, I... had to step out.”

      “Are you all right? You’re shaking! Here, come sit by the fire, and I’ll get you some water.”

      Maaya gratefully took her place by the fire, which she belatedly noticed the ghost had tended to in her absence. The gentle popping and crackling of fresh firewood soothed her, and when Saber brought her a cup of water and pulled a blanket around her shoulders a moment later, she let that calm her, too.

      “You look dreadful. What were you doing out there?” Saber pressed.

      Maaya took a slow breath. This was going to be difficult to repeat.

      “Rahu came to see me. He asked me to follow him outside so we could talk.”

      As Maaya explained what happened, Saber’s eyes widened with surprise, then slowly narrowed. Maaya could tell she was furious, but the ghost remained silent until Maaya had finished.

      “It wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be. I thought for him to see me in person like this I’d have to be in trouble. If anything, things will be better than before, right?” Maaya asked, trying her best to sound positive.

      “If we’re looking strictly at numbers, I suppose so,” the ghost said icily. “But for him to ask you out into the cold like that...”

      “I was a little confused. He could have told me when we met in a few days. Wouldn’t that be easier for him? I don’t know where he lives, but he must live where all the other rich people do, and to walk all the way out here must be trouble for him.”

      “Well, were you scared when he showed up?” Saber asked. When Maaya nodded, Saber continued, “That’s why. This was a power play. When he discovered you were living here, and with others—however he did that—he might have worried that you were getting a little too comfortable or independent. What better way to put you in your place than by proving he knows far more than you think he does just by showing up at your doorstep?”

      Maaya’s shoulders sagged, and she leaned back against the couch.

      “You’re probably right. What am I doing? Why did I even think I could ever get away from him, even for a little?”

      Saber was silent for a minute, then spoke quietly, her gaze drifting to the stairs.

      “What are you going to tell them?”

      “I don’t know. I think I’ll just tell them that there’s a man I work for who gives us food in exchange for doing his work. They don’t have to know any more than that.”

      “Don’t you think they should know? What he’s really like, I mean. What he’s done to you.”

      Maaya shook her head fervently.

      “No. Never. They don’t need to know. Even if I didn’t think he would find out, it’s just... when I found out what he was really like, it ruined all the hope I had. I don’t want to take that away from them, too. Not when we all just got here and things are going so well. If they end up liking him, I’m fine with that, I guess. Whatever happens, I don’t want them to end up like me.”

      Saber sighed and sat down next to Maaya, resting her head on the younger girl’s shoulder.

      “You really need to stop talking like you’re some wizened old woman trying to help younger generations learn from your mistakes. You’ve been sixteen for two months now. Whether it feels like it or not, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. You all do. Somehow, things are going to be okay.”

      Maaya took a deep, slow breath as she tried to calm herself. Now that she was back in her house on her comfortable couch by the fire with Saber by her side, it was starting to work, and she felt her tiredness returning. All things considered, she thought, things hadn’t turned out so bad. Rahu knew about the others, but all he wanted from them was their effort, and in return, he would be giving them more food than before. This additional security would help, and there was no reason her friends ever had to know what kind of man Rahu truly was. They too had their whole lives ahead of them, and she wanted to see them embrace it with the optimism and passion they had already showed—the kind she wished she had.

      “I think I might try to get back to sleep. Rahu’s deadline is in a few days, but I’m volunteering with Hari tomorrow, so we might as well try things out as a team tonight.”

      “You think they’re ready?”

      “I think so. They’re really good, you know? We’re just figuring out how to work together and combine our strengths. I think it’ll help to start doing things like this rather than just chasing after random ghosts in our free time.”

      “Probably. But let’s not give up the latter; it’s far too fun.”

      “I don’t know how you’re so excited about going after ghosts like this. You do remember you’re dead, right?”

      “Oh yes, but I’m on your side, so it’s okay. And after bothering you relentlessly for years, I feel pretty confident you won’t turn on me. If nothing else, the ghosts we’re chasing are obnoxious and deserve it.”

      Maaya narrowed her eyes.

      “Maybe it’s best you can’t use blood cards.”

      “I know, I know. I’m ever a danger to society. Get some sleep. I’ll make sure the kids stay quiet until evening and then make sure they’re ready. I assume you want to tell them about Rahu yourself?”

      Maaya paused, deep in thought for a moment, then said, “No, go ahead. You’re so much better at explaining things than I am. Just remember not—”

      “Not to say anything negative about him, I know. I won’t talk him up, but I’ll make sure they come out of the conversation thinking of him as a generous and slightly mysterious businessman. You can field any questions once you wake up; I’m sure they’ll have more for you.”

      “Thanks,” Maaya replied with a smile, then started moving her blankets in preparation to sleep. Saber helped, as she had gotten into the habit of doing, and after making sure Maaya was settled, she moved to take care of the fire again. Maaya drifted off quickly, and remembered nothing more.

      When she woke again, she could tell by the light drifting in through the windows that it was only an hour or so until sunset. Relieved that she had managed to sleep so long after her tumultuous morning, she yawned and stretched, letting herself enjoy the comfort of her bed. She never got out of bed immediately if she didn’t have to. Even though her couch wasn’t a proper mattress, it was still by far the most comfortable bed she had ever slept on.

      Before she even opened her eyes, the smell of food caught her attention. This, too, had become common; on nights where Maaya herself didn’t cook—often the nights after she came home exhausted from a job—she frequently woke to the smells and sounds of cooking in the kitchen nearby. This and the warmth of the fire was bliss, and she might have fallen asleep again had she not slept so well... and had she not been so hungry.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Saber called over from the kitchen. The ghost was stirring something in a pan, looking quite bored. “Kim and Kalil are out getting some water from the pump, and Sovaan is upstairs finishing up some cards. He’s on blood duty tonight.”

      “Will that be all right?” Maaya asked, concerned. They had started using a system where one person made blood cards for the whole group, as it gave the others time to heal before having to draw blood again. It didn’t take much blood to create enough cards for the group, and so far the system had worked well.

      “It’s not ideal, but the others had their nights already, and fair is fair. Besides, this job is close, so he should be all right.”

      “What about me?”

      Saber frowned.

      “After the morning you had, you didn’t need something else to worry about.”

      Maaya opened her mouth to argue, then decided against it. It was already done. Besides, she was trying to get better about not instinctively denying every nice gesture that was done for her, and it was proving about as challenging as she could have expected.

      “Are we covering plans over dinner or on the way?” Maaya said instead.

      “Over dinner, I figured. When we’re on the way I’d like to scout ahead just to make sure we’re clear. It’s going to be that much harder to be discreet with this many more visible people.”

      Kim and Kalil soon returned together just as Sovaan came down the stairs, triumphantly holding several completed blood cards in his hands. The youngest boy was a better artist than the rest of them, and Maaya always enjoyed using his cards; they performed just the same, but somehow their designs were that much cleaner and sharper, like they had just come off a printing press.

      Once their plates were full, Saber began to explain that night’s mission.

      “You’re all in luck; we’ve got an interesting mission tonight. A farmer was complaining that his crops are haunted, and it’s going to run him out of business. He’ll wake up to vegetables having been pulled out of the ground, fruit trees dug up and overturned, all sorts of nasty things.”

      “That sounds like what an animal would do,” Kalil said skeptically.

      “Yes, but in this case, the vegetables are often laid out to spell very rude words I won’t repeat. I don’t know much of our wildlife to be literate.”

      “Oh! Can we see?” Sovaan asked excitedly.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, the farmer doesn’t leave them lying around like that,” Saber said, though Maaya detected the slightest hint of a smile. “The landscape will give us some advantages we haven’t had in other areas, but because of the size of the farm, we’ll have to be smart with how we approach it in case the ghost decides to escape.”

      “I’m thinking we pretend not to be able to see them until we have them in a good spot. If we go inside with libris active, they’ll see us coming a mile away,” Maaya added.

      “What if we trap them in a house? Then they wouldn’t be able to run as far,” Kalil suggested.

      “Ghosts can move through walls, duh,” Sovaan replied with a laugh.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “That’s why this is better for us. There won’t be as many obstacles that affect us, so it’ll even the playing field,” Saber continued. “Now, because of what the farmer has reported, I’m assuming this ghost will not be easy to deal with, and will probably not be kind.”

      “We’ll try diplomacy first, but if they try to hurt us, or if they refuse to leave no matter what, we’ll have to seal them,” Maaya said.

      “Have you ever had to deal with more than one ghost?” Kim asked, intrigued.

      “Yes, but they were always nice. I hope we never have to face more than one mean ghost at once.”

      “It’s bound to happen,” Saber sighed. “Anyway, that’s the plan. Sovaan, I’ll give you our destination so you can plan our best route.”

      “Kim, you can work with me to think of how we can approach this,” Maaya continued. “The farm is on the edge of town, so there won’t be many people around to see us. The only buildings there are a house, a grain tower, and a barn. Kalil, can you make sure all our supplies are ready?”

      “When we head out, I’ll scout ahead to make sure our route is clear,” Saber finished.

      As they began their work, Maaya thought, as she often did these days, that Saber surely would have been a better leader for the group. She understood why the others looked to her when it came to practicing their libris, but not when it came to leading the five of them across town and against ghosts. Saber always seemed to have all the answers, and Maaya couldn’t remember her to have ever expressed uncertainty about almost anything.

      For that matter, Kim was a good choice, too. She’d taken to her libris much faster than Maaya had, and she had a knack for coming up with several plans for each outing they took, accounting for issues Maaya would have never even thought of. Kalil was confident and self-assured, and had not once shown any sign of doubt. Sovaan, while not quite possessing strategic skills like Kim, had the uncanny ability to remember the ins and outs of every location, street, and building they came across, almost guaranteeing them the best possible entrance or escape.

      When thinking of her own strengths, all Maaya could ever come up with was that she had simply been the one to figure all these things out first. There was nothing particularly special about her; she had just been lucky enough to be in a stable position because of other people’s help, to have found the book, and to have been in the company of someone who could not only read it for her, but teach her to read, too.

      This perspective had never gone uncontested by the others, but while Maaya didn’t argue, she never let any of it sink in. As Saber had said, there were many bridges to cross, and while she may have been willing to make exceptions for Bindhiya, she was otherwise in no way prepared to start considering the possibility of thinking she was that good.

      Once everyone was finished, excitement hung heavy in the air, and Maaya resolutely led the way out of the house and down the street. Saber moved on ahead, quickly disappearing from view as she went to make sure their path was clear. They walked the route Sovaan had chosen for them, the young boy giving constant quiet directions as they went, while Kalil kept a wary eye on their surroundings. The older boy had made sure each of them had a weapon of some sort to defend themselves with in case of an emergency; these weapons, mostly knives, were hard, cold, and sharp, made for living opponents. Maaya hadn’t ever considered such a thing before, and was glad for Kalil’s somewhat overprotective considerations, even if she desperately hoped there would never come a time when they would have to use them.

      As they approached the farm, they slowed down and kept a more cautious eye on the farm and surrounding area. Everyone knew of Maaya’s plan to pretend not to be able to see the offending ghost until they were close enough to have some kind of advantage, and she hoped it would be enough. The farm wasn’t enormous, but there was enough space that, if the ghost attempted to flee once they saw Maaya and the others coming, the others wouldn’t be able to catch up in time, even aided with libris.

      And then they saw him. They were still too far away for Maaya to make out much, but she could tell he was a middle-aged man, too slender for the brown coat and slacks he was wearing. A pageboy cap rested slightly askew on his head, and his back was slightly hunched from what she guessed was years of physical labor. The man was floating here and there among rows of corn stalks, occasionally reaching down to grab one out of the ground and throw it aside with sudden anger. As they got closer, Maaya nearly gasped when she realized the man’s left arm was missing from the elbow down, the stains on his clothing hinting that it was an injury severe enough to have possibly led to his death.

      His movements were erratic, and every time Maaya thought she knew which way he was going, he would switch direction. Maaya frowned, then turned to the others, keeping her voice low as she went over the plan she and Kim had agreed on.

      “Kalil, Sovaan, head left down the block. Kim and I will head right. Look busy so he doesn’t realize we see him. When we’re properly spread out we’ll slowly close in. Have your bloods ready, and if you see Saber, tell her to keep out of sight until we move in.”

      They split into two groups, each of them discreetly pulling out their blood cards. Kalil and Sovaan were already talking animatedly, and Maaya knew it wasn’t just for show; the two of them could have been brothers by blood.

      “Are you okay?” Kim asked quietly. “I wanted to ask earlier but the boys were around.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?” Maaya asked curiously, hoping she wasn’t showing any of the discontent she felt from earlier that morning.

      “I just wanted to make sure. You got up late and you seemed like you had a rough night or something. Did you sleep okay?”

      Maaya bit back the response she wanted to give. That no, she hadn’t slept okay, because the man who had total control over her life decided to visit and shatter all of her meager hopes that she’d managed to keep anything a secret from him at all, and that she was terrified she had put her friends in danger by being careless.

      Instead, she forced a smile that came more easily than she thought.

      “I’m fine, don’t worry. How are you holding up? Are you nervous?”

      “Not really. Not with you here. Besides, we’ve done this before, haven’t we?”

      “I guess we have. It’s been fun, hasn’t it?”

      “Yeah! I never thought I would be doing something like this. Just five of us running around the town at night chasing after ghosts. Though the ghosts don’t matter as much, I just want to spend time with you,” Kim said happily, but then her expression became more serious. “Saber told me about Rahu. Why didn’t you mention him before?”

      Maaya nodded, thankful she had an answer ready. One that, if she was being fair, wasn’t technically dishonest.

      “It was just a lot all at once. You knew I could see ghosts, but then there was libris, and then there was Rahu, and I just didn’t want to share everything at once. Even though I thought you’d be okay with it, it’s all just scary stuff to talk about.”

      “Okay, I understand. It really is scary. But to think! A person in this town who can’t see ghosts who doesn’t hate us for being able to see them. I thought Roshan was the only one.”

      He might as well be, Maaya wanted to say.

      “It’s so nice of him to give us food, too,” Kim continued. “I hope I get to meet him soon.”

      “I’m not sure. He usually only meets me to talk about what his clients want, but that’s when it was only me working for him. I’m not sure how he’ll want to handle things now.”

      “That’s okay. Maybe he can come by the house sometime like Roshan does now!”

      “Maybe,” Maaya said shortly.

      They fell quiet, keeping an eye on the ghost. He glanced up at them once or twice, but quickly turned back to slowly tearing crops up from the field. He didn’t seem to care that passersby might see the results of his efforts even if they couldn’t see him.

      Not too far away, Kalil and Sovaan were making their way slowly across the field. As they did so, they slowly drifted apart, cutting off the ghost’s path. Kalil put himself between the ghost and the farmhouse, and Sovaan stayed slightly farther away near the sidewalk. With a subtle nod, they let Maaya know they were just about ready. Saber was still nowhere in sight, and Maaya had to admire her self-control.

      “Should we?” Kim asked quietly, and Maaya nodded. The girls walked slowly apart, each pulling out a few blood cards as they went. The ghost was still so busy pulling plants out of the ground that he didn’t seem to notice.

      Just as he made to kick over a wheelbarrow, however, he noticed Maaya and the others standing around him, equidistant from each other and blocking all routes of escape. When he made eye contact with Maaya, she knew it was time.

      “How are you seeing me, then?” the man asked, sounding more grumpy than surprised.

      “I don’t know. We just can,” Maaya shrugged. She’d gotten that question many times before, as if seeing ghosts was a skill someone could pick up with enough practice. “Why are you tearing up this field?”

      “Oh that’s a story in’nit?” the man said darkly. His voice was ragged and worn, as though he suffered a lifelong cold. “You here on ol’ Farmer Wilssen’s behalf then?”

      “We are. You’re ruining his livelihood.”

      “Yeah, well, he ruined my life, didn’t he? His blasted machinery. I told him it wasn’t working right, told him it was a danger to anyone who used it. That bein’ me. He didn’t care. Fixing it was too expensive, he said, and that if I wanted my wages I’d do more tilling and less talkin’. So I did, and two days later I lost my limb and bled out slowly all over his lovely crops. I left behind a wife and four kids. Watched them go hungry I did, watched my wife work herself to exhaustion to support them, and I could do nothin’. He’s lucky I don’t kill him like he killed me. He just gets to slowly starve like my family did.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Maaya said quietly. She saw Kim place her hand over her mouth, and Kalil and Sovaan shoot each other a doubtful look. But she had been here before. This wasn’t the first sad story she’d heard, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. “That’s rotten of him. Is your family okay now?”

      “The ones that are left. Wife got a better job, not enough for comfort, but enough to feed them. But we lost our youngest son. To be frank, I haven’t looked in a while. It hurt too much. Besides, all the more time I can spend destroying this man’s life. It’s cathartic ripping up crops he spent so much time planting, see? Used to be my job. You want to help? I figure I can make the oak over there fall right on his house with enough time. Then he’ll be in a spot, won’t he?”

      “We’re not here to help. I need to ask you to leave the farm and stop what you’re doing,” Maaya said directly. It was better to get straight to it; ghosts had a tendency to ramble when they encountered anyone who could hear their life and death story. “I know what he did was irresponsible and wrong, but is revenge really going to make you feel better?”

      “Absolutely,” the ghost replied instantly.

      “Er... well, it’s still not right,” Maaya continued, hoping Saber would come along soon now they had the ghost surrounded. “It’s not up to you to punish this man. If you want, we can maybe find a way to report him to the police and tell them about—”

      “They don’t care, I already tried when I was alive. Said they had better things to do than investigate farm equipment. Imbeciles,” the ghost spat. “I thought like you once. Law and order’s there for a reason, who am I to take that into my own hands? But the way I see it, I’m owed a little retribution. If we’re bein’ honest, there’s also not a whole lot you can do to stop me, so I suggest you save your breath. Mr. Wilssens has been busy planting, and so my night’s going to be a busy one.”

      “Please? There has to be some way I can convince you to leave him alone,” Maaya said emphatically, at the same time giving a subtle nod to the others, who began pulling out speed augments. “I don’t want there to be any trouble.”

      “You’ve got no leverage, so you’ve got nothing to convince me with. Spare me your moral arguments; I lost my sense of morality when I lost my family and my arm,” the ghost retorted impatiently. “I’ve no desire to listen to any more. Help me or get lost.”

      “Greens on,” Maaya said loudly, and together, the four of them placed green libris cards to their legs, the paper quickly burning away as glowing green patterns replaced it.

      The ghost tilted his head slightly in confusion, then stood up straight.

      “That’s a new one.”

      “One more time,” Maaya warned. “Leave this farm and don’t come back, or we’ll make you.”

      The ghost wiped his hands on his slacks, then made a motion like he was cracking his knuckles.

      “You ever angered the dead, my dear?”

      “Frequently,” Maaya said, determinedly meeting his gaze.

      “Then let me be the one who finally teaches you the lesson you should have learned before now.”

      Before Maaya could react, the ghost dashed to the side, heading toward Sovaan. Sovaan was ready and threw a blood card, but the ghost ducked to the side. Rather than attacking Sovaan directly, the ghost picked up a nearby rake and then gave chase. Sovaan didn’t have enough time to draw another card, and was forced to flee.

      The others immediately closed in, and while Maaya had at first thought they would have an easy time of it given the open terrain, she quickly realized the ghost was more crafty than she had initially give him credit for. He quickly leaned down and picked up a large empty burlap sack, which he draped around his shoulders. A blood card, which had just been thrown by Kim, hit the cloth and fluttered uselessly to the ground.

      “Keep the circle closed! Don’t give him any change to get away, but stay out of range!” Maaya called to the others, trying to think quickly. The ghost wasn’t completely invulnerable, but the fact that he was also holding a weapon made it difficult to get close. They also couldn’t frivolously throw their blood cards in the narrow hope of striking a weak point, as running after used cards on the ground would distract them and provide the ghost an opening.

      Keeping the circle closed was easier said than done, however, and the ghost seemed fully intent on causing as much harm as physically possible. Many ghosts, while mischievous, stopped short of trying to injure her, but this man didn’t seem at all bothered by the prospect.

      “I’ve got this!” Kalil shouted, and a moment later Maaya saw him rush toward the ghost, a streak of green and purple. Maaya opened her mouth to call him back, and her eyes widened with fear as she saw the rake swinging quickly at him, but a moment later, Kalil had caught it in one hand. The ghost tugged and pulled in vain, but with the help of Kalil’s strength augment, the rake didn’t budge.

      “This is a lot of fun,” the ghost said with a ragged chuckle, then ducked down low. Kalil, his efforts focused on keeping the rake out of the ghost’s grip, didn’t expect this, and he quickly found himself landing heavily on his back as the ghost pulled his legs out from under him.

      Sovaan scrambled out of the way as the ghost dashed toward him again, but then the man changed course and headed for Maaya instead. Maaya, who still hadn’t figured out quite what to do, was taken off guard and froze. The ghost made to strike her, but then he was jerked back as though his shirt had been caught on something.

      “If you lay a hand on her, I promise you I will make you so miserable you’ll wish your accident had killed you the way it should have.”

      Maaya breathed a sigh of relief as she saw Saber holding the man’s wrist in her grip. He fought to pull free, but Saber wouldn’t let go.

      “Now’s your chance!” she told the others.

      Maaya and Kim rushed ahead while Sovaan helped Kalil to his feet. Maaya’s blood cards were in her hand, and her arm was outstretched, ready to pull the sack away so she could use one—

      The next thing she knew, she was on the ground, a throbbing pain on her right arm. She looked up, dazed, to see a flash of purple moving in front of her. She heard Saber and Kim cry out, and at first, she didn’t realize what had happened. As her vision cleared, however, she saw to her horror that the ghost’s good arm was now covered in purple libris lines.

      “This... is wonderful,” the ghost said, holding up his arm to stare at the glowing lines spidering down from his shoulder to his wrist. “I can see why you like these. What should I steal next?”

      “How did—?” Kim started, but Maaya interrupted.

      “No time, get back! Everyone use your purples and regroup!”

      “Not so fast!” the ghost shouted, and, picking up the nearby wheelbarrow, he flung it easily at Kim. She almost managed to duck out of the way, but one of the handles struck her in the stomach, causing her to double over and collapse to the ground, her breath knocked from her.

      Maaya fumbled for her cards as Saber and Kalil made their own valiant attempt to keep the ghost at bay, but Kalil was being cautious now, making a visible effort to keep his own cards out of the ghost’s reach. Kalil would surely be a match for the ghost in terms of strength alone, but being dead gave the old farmhand an advantage, even if he was missing an arm. Saber’s efforts might well have been nothing but a nuisance for all her attempts to physically stop the ghost.

      She found her cards, then tried to find an opening to use one of her blood cards, but it was no use. The ghost was too well protected, and Kalil seemed too confused and overwhelmed to know what to do. Kim was still on the ground, and Sovaan seemed too frightened to get close to the now much-stronger ghost. He also appeared to be missing his cards, and Maaya slowly guessed what had happened.

      “Sovaan! Catch!” she called. Sovaan looked up at her just in time to catch the blood card she had sent streaking in his direction. At the same time, Maaya applied a purple card of her own to her limbs, then ran straight at the ghost.

      The next few moments were chaos. Hoping Sovaan would follow her lead, Maaya tackled the ghost with everything she had, his form still solid to the touch from his battle with Kalil. At first the ghost was too surprised to react, but once they hit the ground, he struck her in the shoulder in an attempt to push her off. Maaya knew she wouldn’t last long; even with her own augments, the ghost was stronger. But she held on, hoping that the distraction might be enough for at least one of the others to get in close, even as the ghost fought with her.

      And then she felt nothing. A burst of red sparks dominated her vision for a split second, and then she was on the ground, the cool soil soothing her pain.

      Almost immediately, she felt a pair of hands at her good shoulder, helping her into a sitting position.

      “Maaya, are you all right?!” Saber asked worriedly.

      “Fine, I think,” Maaya coughed. She felt a mess, and knew she would feel all kinds of sore the next day, but she felt content with a job well done. Or, at least, done at all. “Is everyone else okay?”

      “I’m okay!” Sovaan said, though his tone was timid. Behind him, Kalil was helping Kim to her feet; the girl’s arm was draped around his shoulder, and she winced in pain with every step. “I’m sorry, when he ran at me I panicked and he took my—”

      “It’s okay. It’s happened to me too,” Maaya interjected gently, giving the younger boy a smile. “We’ll do better next time.”

      Sovaan looked incredibly relieved, and Maaya could see the exhaustion in his features. It hadn’t been a long assignment, all things considered, but he looked like he had already about reached his limit. Maaya had a feeling they would all sleep well that evening.

      “I should have thought of that. Tackling that guy,” Kalil said approvingly.

      “I don’t mean to end our celebrations, but the rest should be done at home once you’re all clean and safe; I’m afraid we’ve made a racket out here that might draw some attention,” Saber said, and the others quietly agreed.

      Maaya, Sovaan, and Saber spent a minute gathering any libris cards that were lying about on the ground while Kalil remained with Kim, sitting against a nearby tree. Maaya kept her eyes on the surrounding streets, but luckily it seemed their fight hadn’t attracted anyone’s attention. She knew if someone were to come out now they would only see four children on the street, but she didn’t want to take any chances.

      An hour later, they sat comfortably at home near the fire, freshly bathed and wounds cleaned and dressed. Of the four, Kim had experienced the worst of it, and she gingerly held a hand to her ribs, breathing carefully as she tried to relax. Even her injuries were no match for their exuberance, however. Even though they had simply dispatched of a single ghost as they had done before, the greater challenge led to a greater sense of victory, and they reveled in it.

      “So Rahu’s going to be happy with this, right? Now that it’s over?” Kalil asked hopefully.

      “He should be. I’ll get to tell him you all did a really good job,” Maaya said, hoping the others wouldn’t detect how much effort it took to sound positive.

      “Maybe since we did a good job he’ll come to visit and tell us!” Sovaan exclaimed.

      “I never thought I would ever be doing anything like this. Going off into the night and hunting ghosts,” Kim said, smiling faintly.

      “Or using magic,” Kalil added with a grin.

      “It’s starting to feel almost normal to me by now, and I’m not sure what that says,” Maaya laughed. “It beats where I used to be, that’s for sure.”

      The others all nodded and voiced their quiet agreement. Sovaan was just about asleep already, and Kim looked like she would be next.

      “As much fun as ghost hunting is, I think I want a break from it tomorrow,” Kalil said sleepily.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’m the one who has something to do tomorrow night, but you can all rest as much as you need to. Tonight was rough for you guys,” Maaya continued. “Speaking of, maybe you should all get to bed while you can still get up the stairs.”

      “What do we have to do next, do you know?” Sovaan asked eagerly.

      “Not until I talk to Rahu. We’re all done until then.”

      Sovaan looked slightly disappointed, but then he stood up straight and raised a fist victoriously.

      “Whatever it is, the Ghost Hunters will be on the case! Every ghost in Sark should run scared.”

      Maaya giggled.

      “Is that what we are now? The Ghost Hunters?”

      “It is accurate,” Saber reasoned.

      “I like it! I’d like to think we’re the ones doing the hunting, especially after tonight,” Kim agreed.

      “All right then, my ferocious little ghost hunters, get to bed before you fall asleep on the couch,” Saber announced. “You all right, Kim?”

      “I’ve got her,” Kalil volunteered, and he helped Kim to her feet and up the stairs. Soon, the first floor was quiet save only for the crackling of firewood.

      “That means bedtime for you too, my dear,” Saber said gently to Maaya. “Here, I’ll get your bed ready so you don’t have to move.”

      “Thanks,” Maaya answered warmly. On any other night she might have argued, but tonight she was inclined to accept the ghost’s offer. “Tomorrow’s really going to hurt. I wish he would have just stolen a speed card.”

      “Just be grateful he wasn’t throwing fire at you.”

      “I already have experience with that.”

      Saber laughed, then floated back after she finished fluffing Maaya’s pillow.

      “I don’t suppose you could reschedule with Hari tomorrow?”

      Maaya shook her head.

      “He’s going with or without me; we need to get this done. Besides, it’s not any more than a slow walk around town; it shouldn’t be too bad.”

      “All right, all right. Only if you promise to rest for several days once you’re done.”

      “You really won’t need to fight me on that,” Maaya assured her.

      “Good. Now then, hop in. I’ll see to the fire and leave some water nearby in case you need it. And I won’t be gone long tonight, just in case.”

      “We’ll only be sleeping, you can still go out and have fun,” Maaya protested, already feeling the comforting pull of unconsciousness tugging gently at her.

      “Still, it’s not easy to watch your friends get hurt like that. It’s not something I have to worry about, but you very much do, so I’ll be taking care of you. And if you argue with me I will wrap you up in that blanket and tell Hari you won’t be able to make it after all.”

      “I think I could stand to be wrapped up and cozy like that,” Maaya mumbled drowsily. “And I don’t think I mind you staying close. I like it when you do that.”

      Saber paused, looking momentarily lost for words, but then she smiled and pulled the blanket up to Maaya’s shoulders.

      “You’re an absolute cheeseball sometimes. I’ve changed my mind; I’ll be here all night. Sweetest of dreams to you.”

      

      The next night, a few hours after sunset, Maaya and Hari walked quietly down a dimly lit street. The two of them had been assigned several blocks, which would already make it a long night, and Maaya’s pain didn’t help matters. Luckily, her upper body had taken the brunt of the ghost’s attacks, which at the very least let her walk without too much trouble. Every movement of her body hurt, however, and so she took things as easily as she could.

      By the next morning, Kalil and Sovaan seemed almost back to normal, but Kim was in even more pain than the night before, and so she remained in bed under Saber’s watchful and caring eye. Even still, Maaya was impatient to get back home.

      Hari passed her a sideways glance as they kept walking.

      “You holding up all right?”

      “For the third time, Hari, yes.”

      “Just want to make sure! You look like you’re in pain.”

      “That’s because I am. But I’m fine, so keep your eyes on the street, not me,” Maaya teased.

      “How do you managed to get hurt like that, anyway? No one’s giving you trouble, I hope?”

      “Oh, no! Not at all. Just an embarrassing accident,” Maaya explained. She didn’t like to outright lie, but she couldn’t think of any vague or reasonable response that included the truth without sounding as alarming as it had actually been. “It only happened last night, too, or I would have told you.”

      “That’s all right. Once we get Bindhiya this report we should be good for a few weeks at least.”

      “Really? During winter?”

      Hari stopped walking, placed his hands on his hips, and stared at the ground.

      “You remember I told you Bindhiya’s operation is getting a little smaller, right?”

      “I remember,” Maaya said uneasily.

      “I don’t think she wants anyone telling, but she’s been slowly losing volunteers. People looking for places can’t find them as fast and they’ve been getting frustrated and turning to other methods. A lot of kids out on the street now haven’t even heard of her, but you know even a few years ago we all knew her and what she did.”

      “I... I did think her apartment looked a little empty the last few times I was there, but I thought maybe I was just coming at a bad time,” Maaya murmured, feeling a crushing weight on her chest.

      “Nope. That’s the state of things. It’s a vicious cycle, too. Volunteers leave, so the other volunteers are more overworked, which means they get frustrated and leave, and so on. That’s why I’m out here doing shelter runs so much. Not many people doing it now, so she needs all the help she can get, and gods know I’ve got the time.”

      “Why did the first ones start leaving?” Maaya pressed.

      “Just the way Sark has been going. Things were all right when we had enough housing for enough people, but things are so bad that Bindhiya’s system got overwhelmed. That’s when people started getting fed up. Oh, and don’t tell her I told you any of this, okay? She’s still trying her best and I know she wants to set a positive example to prevent anyone else from getting too upset.”

      Maaya stared up at him, utterly crestfallen. She wasn’t sure what was worse: that she was hearing such ill news, or that it wasn’t a total surprise. All the factors Hari mentioned, combined with Bindhiya’s constantly worsening health, made for a system where demand far outpaced supply—which, to an empathetic soul like Bindhiya, must surely have been agonizing.

      “You give her a lot of hope, though, you know?” Hari added quickly, seeing Maaya’s expression. “She says you keep her optimistic sometimes.”

      “Me? How?”

      “Just that you’ve gone from being all by yourself to taking in others and helping them. I mean, that’s what Bindhiya is all about, right? You’re doing the thing that drives her passion, and she will not ever shut up about it. Oh, and you’re volunteering with me now, too, so there’s yet another thing,” Hari chortled.

      Maaya couldn’t help but smile. To think that she could ever have such an influence on someone who was so indomitably positive and hardworking was close to unbelievable, but she would take it.

      “Well, we’d better not disappoint her then, huh? There ought to be at least a few safe places in this area,” Maaya said, feeling a renewed sense of confidence. “Maybe if we go fast enough we can cover even more ground for her, she might like that.”

      “We’ll see. I haven’t forgotten you’re hurt, even if you are totally fine despite that somehow,” Hari laughed.

      They got to work, slowly making their way down each street they passed. Primarily they kept a lookout for abandoned buildings that looked potentially safe, but there were also potential places ideal for small movable tents. A good place needed to be hidden from view of the main road and most windows, which narrowed their options considerably. After four entire streets, they had only marked three locations as having potential and requiring future monitoring.

      “Well, three’s better than none, that’s for sure,” Hari said, running his fingers through his hair as they sat down for a brief rest. “One of them looks big enough to sleep three, so I hope it pans out.”

      “Every little bit helps, right? I’m just afraid it won’t help right away since these places will have to be monitored for a while,” Maaya sighed, biting into a slice of bread Hari had brought with them. “At least it’s something, and should make Bindhiya happy.”

      “Oh, it will. You know, I’ve been thinking about seeing if I can do more for her. There’s got to be a way to keep things going strong. I feel like if it wasn’t her, it’d be me; I actually really like this stuff.”

      “I’m really glad. Sark could use more people like you. And it’s been nice working with you like this, not like how we did before,” Maaya said warmly.

      “Yeah. Those were the days, huh? Some life for the kids we were.”

      “I’m glad they’re over. At least mostly over. I think about what I used to have to do just to survive and I don’t think I could go back to it.”

      “I don’t think that’ll happen,” Hari said confidently. “Even if you lost what you have now, you’ve learned a lot, yeah? You’d know how to get back to it. You just need to be able to pick yourself back up again and keep going.”

      “Well, I can see how you’ve made it this far,” Maaya snorted.

      “It’s true! I mean, you get farther along, you get to see what you’ve been missing out on. That’s why I do this stuff for Bindhiya, too. I’ve seen what it’s like to be in a better place, so I figure everyone should have the same chance. ‘cept the people who stole from her, of course. And the ones who said really nasty things. They can get stuffed.”

      Maaya narrowed her eyes at him.

      “How is it I always hear about her saying such nice things about me when she’s got you right there? Listen to yourself; you’re everything she could want even more than me.”

      Hari laughed heartily, shaking his head.

      “Oh, no. She’s got eyes for you and only you in that way, that’s for sure.”

      “What way is—?”

      “Hey! You two!”

      Maaya and Hari looked up in surprise, then leapt to their feet as they saw an officer approaching. Maaya had been so involved in their conversation that she hadn’t noticed him approach, and Hari looked just as taken aback.

      “Evening, sir,” Hari attempted with a smile, but the officer was having none of it.

      “Been hopin’ I’d catch you. I’ve ‘eard reports from multiple places sayin’ you two have been out and about late at night, skulkin’ around here and digging in people’s business. You hopin’ for something to steal? Wouldn’t be out of character for you, would it, Ghost?”

      “Why are you calling me that?” Maaya asked nervously, trying to keep her voice level. If the officer decided to come after them, Maaya wouldn’t be able to get away; she was still too hurt to move quickly, and she hadn’t brought any of her libris augments with her. She cursed herself for thinking a night volunteering with Hari was so safe that she could let down her guard.

      “Don’t play ignorant with me, girl, we’ve seen you. You walk down the street and things vanish into thin air without you so much as touchin’ them. Innocent people losin’ their livelihood and all, thanks to you. And now you’ve got your friends in on it, eh?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I can’t move things without touching them.”

      “Oh, we know you’re a witch,” the officer scoffed. “I ‘eard about what happened in the market. You got someone to stand up for you, but we aren’t all stupid. You thought we wouldn’t figure it out.”

      “Look, we’re just out for a walk, we’re not doing anything wrong. You can check our pockets, we haven’t got anything,” Hari said, raising his hands in a gesture of peace.

      “Please. You think you couldn’t hide a little stolen food or coin from me? Nah, I ‘ave all the proof I need from what I seen before. You’re coming with me, both of you. Let’s see your special powers get you out of steel cuffs, eh?”

      “Wait, please, we aren’t doing anything,” Maaya stammered as the officer fumbled on his belt. “Please, we’ll just go home and there won’t be any trouble.”

      “You’ve got that last part right. Can’t cause much trouble when you’re sittin’ in a dark cell,” the officer said gruffly. “Now, who wants to be first?”

      “I’m game!” Hari exclaimed, and without warning he leapt forward and shoved the officer as hard as he could, causing the officer to tumble backward. “Maaya, run!”

      Maaya didn’t need to be told twice, and she took off down the street with Hari, throwing a quick look over her shoulder. The officer quickly got to his feet and began sprinting after them. He was faster than most of the police she had encountered before, and she let out a frightened gasp as he approached.

      “We’re all right, we’ve got this,” Hari panted. “I won’t let him get you. Bank left up here, we can try to lose him in the lines.”

      They ducked left into a narrow alley between two houses, where they were confronted with several clothes lines attached to windowsills on either side. They had used this trick before; an unsuspecting officer would find himself tangled in clothing while they made their escape. Maaya and Hari leapt expertly under the lines and between towels and shirts and slacks, and heard an angry shout from behind them.

      “Split up?” Maaya suggested, breathing heavily, but Hari immediately refused.

      “I’m not leaving you behind. Here, we’ll take the next few fences then duck and run. Stay focused!”

      They had done this trick, too. A few fences gating off nearby yards were short enough to leap over with practice, which they had plenty of. The solid planks of wood also prevented anyone from seeing through them, which meant that after leaping a few fences, they could duck down and run to the side, losing any officer who wasn’t paying close attention.

      Maaya glanced back over her shoulder to see the officer still in hot pursuit, but they had gained enough space for their next trick. Maaya let out a quiet gasp of relief. He may have been fast, but he didn’t know their game.

      Maaya took the first two fences with ease, but by the third, her shoulder was burning with pain. As she slowed, Hari hung back.

      “It’s okay, we’ll take it here. Head to the right, quickly! We’re almost out.”

      Maaya clutched her shoulder and ran at Hari’s side through a narrow gap between two small buildings. Large trees grew on both sides, and the leaves and branches hung down almost low enough for Maaya to touch, which meant additional cover in the dark. She looked back for the officer again, but as expected, she couldn’t even see him now. He was likely still back near the yards, trying frantically to find out where they had gone.

      They sprinted out back over someone’s lawn and toward the street, Hari slowing his pace to stay with Maaya. Her breathing was ragged, not from exertion, but from pain; she knew if they hadn’t lost the officer yet, they would have to soon, or she wouldn’t be able to go any further.

      Just as she started to think they had made it, the officer came into view seemingly out of nowhere.

      What came next passed in a blur. Maaya screamed as the officer reached out for her, trying to twist out of his reach but knowing she was too late. Hari changed course to put himself between them, and the officer barreled right into him, both of them falling into a tangled heap on the cobblestones. Maaya fell to the ground as well, unable to keep her balance, and heard a sickening crunching sound as she did.

      Maaya sucked in a breath and tensed, waiting for the pain of a broken bone to hit, but it didn’t come. She struggled to get to her feet, to continue running, but for the moment, she couldn’t. The pain in her shoulder was too much, and her exhaustion and fear on top of that only made things worse. She waited for the officer’s tight grip on her arm, for the dread that came with finally being caught, but this too did not come.

      She looked up slowly to see the officer and Hari still on the ground. The officer had pushed himself to his knees and had his hands near Hari’s throat. For a moment she thought the man was strangling him, and she attempted to get to her feet, to save him any way she could. But then she noticed that the officer looked almost frightened... and that Hari wasn’t moving.

      “H-Hari?” Maaya uttered weakly. When he didn’t move still, her voice filled with desperation and terror as she cried louder, “Hari?!”

      “I wasn’t... I didn’t mean to,” the officer was mumbling almost to himself, his hands hovering over Hari as though he wasn’t sure what to do. “I only meant to chase, this wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      Her fear of being captured momentarily gone, Maaya fell to her knees beside Hari, and she made to call his name again, but she broke off with a frightened gasp, covering her mouth. The boy’s eyes were still open, staring blankly ahead. His mouth was slightly parted, and despite their exertion, Maaya saw no indication that he was breathing at all.

      Then she noticed the dark pool of blood slowly growing under his head, nearly black against the cobblestones in the dark.

      “No, Hari, please, please,” Maaya begged, her vision already blurry with tears. She took Hari by the shoulders and shook him, but he didn’t move still. She screamed his name and ended with a sob, clutching at his shirt as she broke down. It had to be a trick, she thought. She had only been running with him a minute ago. She had heard his voice. There was no way this could have actually happened. How could she have been too late when she was right beside him?

      For a few minutes she was unable to move or speak. A distant voice in her brain reminded her that the officer was still there, still fully capable of taking her, but she ignored it. That wasn’t relevant anymore.

      As her breathing slowed and she regained her faculties, she noticed the officer still hadn’t moved, save only to place his hands on his knees. He looked at Maaya with an indiscernible expression, but one she could have sworn was almost sympathetic and guilty.

      Somehow, this made Maaya angrier than if he had looked defiant or satisfied.

      “How could you?” she whispered hoarsely, unable to raise her voice any more than that. “If you thought we were only stealing or snooping around, why?”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “Is this justice to you? Is this what you think makes you better than people like us?”

      “Hold on now, this—”

      “You’re a killer!” she continued furiously, her voice cracking with the effort of merely speaking. “How dare you! How will you go home to your family knowing that you—?”

      “Enough,” the officer interrupted, and the anger in his tone made Maaya freeze. “I’ll not be spoken to like that, not by the likes of you. This was an accident. I... I need to take care of the body. Get out of here before I have time to take care of you, too.”

      “I’m not leaving. I can’t leave him here,” Maaya sniffed.

      “Don’t you understand? I’m giving you a chance to leave without any trouble just like you said you wanted. I’m suggestin’ you take that chance before I change my mind.”

      Maaya stared daggers at him, and she had already opened her mouth to tell him to do it anyway, she dared him. That he was lucky she was hurt and half his size or she’d give him what he deserved.

      But then she remembered the others who were still at home. She thought of her friends who still needed her just as she needed them, she thought of her fireplace and comfortable couch, and realized that, no matter how much it hurt, she would do well to take this chance.

      And so, with the officer’s eyes still on her, she turned and did just that. She blinked back tears as she ran home, hardly able to breathe from the pain in her heart that had all but entirely replaced the pain in her shoulder. She felt like a coward, running away from her friend before his body had even gone cold. She knew there wasn’t a whole lot she could have done, but it felt wrong to run. To save herself. To get away only because Hari was...

      She was home before she knew it, her cheeks streaked with tears and her body trembling with exhaustion. She fumbled for the key in her pocket and let herself in. She realized belatedly what a mess she must have looked like, but mercifully it seemed the others were either not at home or already asleep. Only Saber was downstairs, poking at the fire with an expression of utmost boredom.

      The ghost smiled as Maaya entered, but her smile quickly vanished.

      “Maaya? Stars, Maaya, what happened? Are you all right?”

      Maaya shook her head, and opened her mouth to explain what had happened, but suddenly she was crying again. She tightly grasped her shirt at her chest, wishing to any power there was that this pain might let her be even if she couldn’t speak the words to beg. Her home, which in any other situation felt safe and comfortable, now felt unwelcome. She shouldn’t be there, she thought. She had no right to be. It wasn’t right that she got to come home to the life she was familiar with when Hari was gone.

      She knew she could tell Saber about what happened, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to. Telling someone else meant it was real and that it had actually happened, which meant that she would be forced to confront reality when all she wanted to do instead was go to sleep and hide from the world until perhaps she could even convince herself it had just been a dream and she could continue on like before.

      But them she knew she couldn’t do that, even if she was only thinking of herself. The truth would gnaw at her and the guilt would only get worse until she shared what she had seen. Besides, there were others who needed to know. Bindhiya would be expecting to hear from him, and she would want to know why he wouldn’t come back. Why he wasn’t ever coming back.

      Maaya slowly calmed and steadied her breathing, feeling like she had the capability to speak even if she desperately didn’t want to. One look at Saber made her realize it needed to be done; the ghost looked nearly beside herself with worry.

      “Can you tell me? Please?” the ghost pleaded quietly. Somehow this felt worse than if Saber had scolded her or demanded answers.

      Maaya nodded slowly, then took a shaky breath. It was going to be a long night.
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      Thunder rolled in the distance, and the sea was a cold grey, silent but for the sounds of water lapping up against the Windfire’s hull. It was nearing noon, but while the early December sky was mostly clear above, the large storm clouds a few miles off came closer by the minute, bringing rain and lightning and winds with them. Every so often a gust of icy wind would brush across the deck, causing Adelaide to shiver. On any other day she might have retreated to her cabin, but today of all days, that was not an option.

      To the left and right of the Windfire floated thirteen ships, everything from schooners and ketches to the galleon that belonged to Captain Vanhanen, who had three total under his command. Every ship flew their Blackfins colors high in defiance of what was to come, and while at first there had been excitable chatter and strategic talk between the ships and crews, now it was mostly silent. As noon drew nearer, everyone had taken to searching the horizon for incoming ships. On the Windfire, every crew member had been armed with a sword and dagger, including Adelaide and her officers. She toyed with the hilt of the sword; while she’d had plenty of training in things like libris, using weapons like this was not something she had much experience with.

      But it helped drive the main point home: this was actually happening.

      “Anything yet?” Adelaide asked nervously to Gunnar, who stood to her left at the bridge.

      Gunnar looked again, using his ocular implant to look as far off as he could. A moment later, he shook his head.

      “Nothing, ma’am. I almost have to wonder if they’re playing a trick on us.”

      “Maybe. I’m more worried about the fact that Skarin isn’t here yet,” she continued.

      “Aye. You’d think he’d be first here at the prospect of sinking some pirates. But then, I suppose he’d say he didn’t actually promise he’d be here.”

      “If he doesn’t show, I promise I’ll sink his ship the next time we meet,” Adelaide finished darkly.

      It had taken three weeks for the Windfire to track down the Nocte Cadenza, and Skarin had seemed intrigued by the prospect of an all-out war with the marauders, but had stopped just short of saying he would join them for certain.

      “There’s a thrill to hunting them down on your own,” he had explained. “Taking sides isn’t quite my cup of tea; I have no business with the Blackfins and no reason to ally myself with them. I don’t know where I’ll be when this little war of yours goes down.”

      “Okay, then if you won’t do it for them, do it for me,” Adelaide protested. “You saved my ship once before.”

      “You could have gotten out of that on your own, and like I said before, I was after them before I knew you were involved. Before you whine too much, I’m not saying no. I’m just saying you’d best not pin all your hopes on me.”

      In the weeks that followed, Adelaide had set the crew about running battle drills. Rather than preparing to flee and defend themselves, they prepared themselves for offense and everything that entailed. When they next reached port, Sigríður and Iris picked up extra medical supplies, and Gunnar led a team of some of the more engineering-minded crew to make reinforcements to the hull and replace the existing rigging with flame-resistant rope. With some additional modifications that took a week in port, two chase guns each were added to the bow and stern, widening the Windfire’s firing arc. They stockpiled powder for the guns, and during several of their drills actually fired them, something Adelaide was yet unaccustomed to.

      They had performed emergency repair and rescue drills, and for her part, Adelaide held meetings with her officers to discuss strategy, both for themselves and for the fleet at large. On the side, she had created an extra stockpile of libris cards, especially healing cards, which she hoped she wouldn’t have to use too much of. On the whole ship, David was the only other person who could use them, and with the little skill he had, she wasn’t sure how much help he could give.

      “Ships in the distance!” cried a loud voice from the crow’s nest of a nearby ship. “The fleet is coming!”

      Thunder boomed, nearer this time. Adelaide glanced about, wondering if there were any other preparations they could possibly make, but everything had been done. All they could do now was wait.

      “How many?” Captain Vanhanen called from his galleon, which floated next to the Windfire.

      “Unsure yet, sir. At least a dozen. I’ll be able to tell more soon.”

      Vanhanen waved him off, then crossed the gangway between his ship and the Windfire, coming right up to the bridge to meet Adelaide.

      “Well, Captain, it seems war is upon us. Are ye prepared?”

      “As prepared as we’ll ever be,” Adelaide answered nervously. Vanhanen gave her a reassuring grin.

      “Haven’t seen much of battle, have ye? This will be a good way to get used to it. Learning to swim by jumping in the deep end, as it were.”

      “They likely outnumber us. Aren’t you worried at all?”

      “Not really,” he answered casually. “We’ll do what we can to avoid losses, but they are inevitable in war, so I don’t weigh myself down with what’s to come. Besides, ghost ship or not, I’m confident we’ll win. These marauders are used to sneaking and running, using the element of surprise against their victims. They will fall hard in the face of a direct assault. That’s what we’re good at.”

      “I hope so. I’ve prepared my crew and ship as much as possible, but... it’s hard not to worry. Is this really something you can get used to?”

      “Oh yes. For a time ye may be tormented by nightmares and the screams of yer enemies and allies, the smell of smoke and gunpowder, the fires of burning ships... but you’ll adapt. Ye might even come to love it.”

      “You sound a lot more like Skarin than I think you realize.”

      Vanhanen laughed uproariously and clapped her on the shoulder.

      “Perhaps that means we’ll get along then. I do hope he shows. His absence is the one thing about this that concerns me. It’s not something we can’t overcome, but it does make things that much more difficult.”

      “I did my best with that, too. He didn’t say he wouldn’t be here.”

      “Forgive me for not feeling so comforted. But I suppose I should be off; we’ll need to move our ships into position, and I need to speak with my officers. I’ll see ye on the other side of battle, Captain.”

      Adelaide tightly gripped two of the handles on the wheel in front of her as she watched the shapes of the distant ships approaching. Even from this distance she could tell they outnumbered the Blackfins, even if only by a few ships. They made their way steadily onward, fanning out slightly as they came.

      “Adjust positions! Forward and heave to, broadsides ready!” Vanhanen shouted from his ship.

      The Blackfins vessels began to move forward, spreading apart as they went, and when there was comfortable space between them, they stopped again, turning ninety degrees so that the full might of their guns faced down the oncoming ships. Being here first gave them the advantage, but the marauders’ numbers would let them set up a potentially deadly concave of weapons fire around them.

      Adelaide wasn’t sure she liked this kind of battle. The Windfire had plenty of speed to take advantage of, and that had been how they had escaped so many of the marauders before this. But to sit her in place, to make her an immobile target, seemed wrong.

      “Any sign of Skarin yet?” she asked Gunnar again, hoping against hope his answer might have changed. But he shook his head.

      “Not a one, ma’am. I’m sorry to say his ship would be visible from quite a distance, so even if he’s on his way, he’s running late.”

      “All right then. I guess we do this without him,” Adelaide grumbled. “Do a quick round, make sure everyone and everything is ready to go.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Adelaide tried to practice her slow breathing as the marauders approached. They looked intimidating when there were so many together, though they too had a wide assortment of ships, some of which didn’t seem to have guns on them at all. She suspected those would act as quick raiding vessels to board Blackfin ships and sow discord from behind enemy lines.

      The enemy ships slowed, then came to a gradual stop just outside weapons range. By now, Gunnar had returned, giving Adelaide the all-clear. She almost didn’t hear him at first, so focused was she on the line of enemy ships. The Blackfins still had the advantage in that the marauders would have to pass into the range of their guns to form their own line. She just hoped it would be enough.

      “All hands, stand at the ready!” Vanhanen called confidently. “The instant they make a move, blow them to splinters!”

      A roar of approval echoed across all fourteen ships, a sound that was motivating all on its own. But the marauders weren’t moving.

      “What are they doing?” Adelaide asked, narrowing her eyes. “Wait, what’s that?”

      A small dinghy appeared from behind the line of marauder ships, heading for Vanhanen’s galleon, flying a flag of peace.

      “Hold!” Vanhanen ordered, holding up his fist.

      The dinghy made its way across the space between the two fleets, and when it arrived, two men made to board, but Vanhanen’s crew refused to let them on. They shouted angrily up at Vanhanen, who appeared to listen intently for a moment before bursting into laughter. He waved his hand at them, and the two men returned to the dinghy, looking furious as they started their way back.

      “They asked for our surrender!” Vanhanen called, and riotous laughter and jeering followed his words. “I don’t think they liked what I had to say in return!”

      “Oh stars. It’s going to start, isn’t it? They’re going to fight,” Adelaide said, drumming her fingers against the wheel.

      “Looks that way, ma’am. I’m surprised they even tried that.”

      “I guess we should be thankful they didn’t choose to go to Cyril’s ship,” Adelaide said, then laughed despite herself.

      The dinghy disappeared once again behind the other ships, and Adelaide suddenly saw an increase in movement across the marauders’ decks. Sails were being unfurled and swords were being waved. It seemed now like a charge was imminent.

      A flash of lightning lit up the grey sky, followed soon after by a boom of thunder, and Adelaide felt a few light sprinkles upon her face. Because of course a storm would happen here and now, she thought bitterly.

      Then came the first signs of movements. A few of the ships were starting slowly forward, leaving the rest to fan out behind them, moving both left and right to provide more fire. On the Blackfins side, those on board every ship nearby were waving their own swords as they stood ready at their stations.

      “Anything?” Adelaide asked desperately, unable to tear her eyes away from the incoming fleet.

      “Still nothing. I don’t think he’s— wait, what’s—?!”

      Gunnar was staring at the water between the two fleets, and Adelaide followed his gaze. At first she saw nothing out of the ordinary, but then she saw something dark moving beneath the water. She wondered if it was a whale or some other form of massive sea life, and for a moment, she felt terrible at the thought of an innocent creature being harmed by accidentally stumbling into the middle of a war.

      But then it began to rise.

      Adelaide barely had enough time to register what was happening before the massive shape below suddenly burst through the ocean’s surface, a gargantuan silhouette that dwarfed several of the Blackfin ships put together. Her eyes widened in utter shock and amazement as she realized what she was looking at.

      “The hunting grounds are open, ladies and gents!” Skarin roared, even as seawater washed off his ship in a torrential cascade. “Ready the guns and bring hell itself upon these rats!”

      Only a few moments later, the warship let loose its opening volley.

      THOOM. THOOM. THOOM.

      The Nocte Cadenza’s guns erupted with such tremendous force that Adelaide would have mistaken it for a crack of thunder had she not seen the smoke and watched several of the marauders’ ships take heavy damage at once.

      “Another round! Keep the guns going until we have nothing left!” Skarin cackled, and then he glanced over at Adelaide, a knowing smirk on his face. “I suggest you join the fray before there’s nothing left for you!”

      “I really am going to kill him a second time,” Adelaide muttered through gritted teeth, but then she raised her voice as loudly as she could. “All ships forward! Assist the Nocte Cadenza!”

      “Aye! Full bore and onward into chaos!” Vanhanen called.

      Just like that, the battle was on.

      “All sail dead ahead! We’ll take the middle and hit them from both sides,” Adelaide ordered, and she heard a whoop of approval from Åkesson below.

      The marauders seemed for the moment in disarray as the Nocte Cadenza continued firing. As the Windfire moved forward, she caught a glimpse of all three decks of guns going off at once, and it was truly a sight to behold. The massive ship had already taken damage, but it was little compared to what it had inflicted; already, two of the small marauder ships were sinking, and another had lost its masts, looking critically damaged. Still, she knew the warship couldn’t last forever even if it’s crew couldn’t be killed.

      She felt the Windfire pick up speed below her feet as it caught wind, moving forward with such speed that soon it was at the head of the Blackfins fleet. She took her ship straight forward where there was a gap between two small schooners that hadn’t gotten moving quickly enough. Her heart thudded quickly in her chest as they got closer and closer; the marauders on board looked at the Windfire in surprise, and were scrambling to ready their defenses, but they were too late.

      “Fire all!” Adelaide shouted, and the whole ship vibrated from the force of all its guns going off at once. Smoke erupted on both sides, and the sounds of splintering wood, screeching metal, and shattering glass met her ears. “Another!”

      The Windfire managed one more volley before it passed through to safety. The two schooners hadn’t been disabled, but had taken heavy damage, and their crews were already rushing to try to get things under control. One last round from the stern chasers left a few more holes in their hulls, and Adelaide pulled the Windfire out of range before they could have a chance at returning fire.

      By the time she pulled the ship around, she saw the rest of the Blackfins had joined the fray, charging forward without a trace of fear. The air already hung thick with smoke and smelled of metal and sulfur; it stung her eyes, and the pounding of cannons made her feel like her whole body was vibrating. The scene before her reminded her of the tales her parents used to tell her when she was younger about the early days of the war, when the great fleets of the Selenthian navy and Krethan armada clashed and fought and burned in battles that darkened the skies. These stories had been told with reverence and awe, and Adelaide remembered thinking she would like nothing more than to be a brave captain leading her ship into battle.

      This, however, instilled quite a different feeling in her, and had she been alone, she might well have run from it all.

      But she wasn’t alone. Everyone on this ship was her responsibility, and everyone in this fleet was here at least in part because of her. There was no way she could run.

      Several times, Adelaide took the Windfire in for a strafing run on several marauder ships, making use of their speed and agility to sweep up on enemy ships before they had a chance to shift and put the Windfire in range of their weapons. But the marauders seemed to be wising up to their tactics, and were soon able to return fire with dangerous accuracy.

      The Windfire shuddered as her hull was struck by multiple eight-pound shots. These weapons weren’t as powerful as the Windfire’s twelve-pound guns, but even with their recent reinforcements, her ship wouldn’t last very long in a direct line of fire.

      Adelaide pulled hard on the wheel and sent the Windfire turning hard, just as another shot burst across the main deck, reducing part of the port rail to dust and splinters. Adelaide fought to keep her footing; it was raining heavily now, and the deck had become more slippery.

      “How do we fare?” Adelaide called down to Halvar. The man waited a moment to hear the report from below decks, then turned back to face his captain.

      “We’re hit well above water, cap’n. Nothing dangerous yet, but we should avoid more.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      With the two fleets having broken lines and met in battle, Adelaide could quickly see they would soon be out of avenues of attack if they kept moving. The ships had slowed, and sailors on both sides were drawing swords and making for whatever enemy ships were close enough to reach, even as the loud rumble of guns continued on. A few faster ships made more strafing runs, and as Adelaide searched for a positional advantage, she saw two smaller marauder ships headed right for Vanhanen’s galleon, which was already heavily under siege.

      “The marauders have more strafing ships than we do. They’ll wear us down with most of the fleet moving slowly,” David said from her side.

      “I was thinking the same thing. We need to do something about them since we’re still moving well.”

      “Have anything in mind? They do outnumber us.”

      “What about langrage from the bow chasers? We don’t have to destroy them—just slow them down.”

      “And that should keep us mostly out of harm’s way in the process, aye,” David agreed. “I’ll get us to it.”

      Adelaide pulled hard at the wheel again as David left to communicate her orders, and set her ship on a course slightly behind the two marauder ships, determined to keep them out of range until the last possible moment. They were light on weapons and crew, but Vanhanen’s ship was already nearly overwhelmed; it had been heavily damaged already, and its crew was busy fighting off attackers who had boarded from both port and starboard. The marauders’ numbers advantage was quickly starting to show itself, and even Skarin’s assistance only amounted to so much.

      The Windfire pulled closer and closer, coming in from behind as swiftly as possible. They were closing the gap, but Adelaide hoped it would be soon enough. If they didn’t get close enough to fire, then perhaps they could get close enough to get the marauders to retreat. Though the rest of the battle raged on, it was hard to focus on anything but what was right in front of her. But the ships held their course, and so did she, willing the Windfire with everything she had to move just a little bit faster.

      And then David shouted up from the main deck.

      “We’re in range!”

      Adelaide didn’t hesitate.

      “Fire!”

      The chasers went off with a puff of smoke, but rather than a typical shot, bursting cases of nails, bolts, and other small bits of sharp metal erupted from the guns, pelting the two marauder ships with shrapnel. This did little to damage the hull, but langrage had a different purpose.

      As a second round was fired, Adelaide watched as ropes snapped, and sails, suddenly torn full of tiny holes, began to flap in the cold wind. The two ships began to slow even as their crews set about frantically trying to keep their ships moving, and Adelaide felt a momentary swell of relief. These ships wouldn’t be moving swiftly any time soon.

      This feeling was short lived. Suddenly, one of the ships turned hard to port, setting it on a deliberate collision course with the Windfire.

      “All stop! All stop!” Adelaide shouted in a panic, turning the wheel as quickly as she could, but she realized with growing horror that the Windfire, going full speed as it was, would not be able to dodge it in time.

      A sudden deafening grinding and crunching sound met her ears as the Windfire came to an immediate stop. The force of the impact threw Adelaide against the bridge railing, and she toppled over it, landing hard on the deck below. She had only just barely managed to position herself in midair that she wouldn’t land on her head, but the wind had been knocked from her. Her vision was momentarily blurred, but as its clarity returned, she saw her crew stumbling to their feet from where they had fallen, rushing to return to their stations.

      She quickly got to her feet, willing herself to stay calm and keep attempting slow, deep breaths, just as she had been trained. Before her breath had even returned, she made for the railing to see what had happened. The ship in front of them was badly damaged, likely too much so to return to battle, but it had done its job; the Windfire was now completely stationary, and with the other ship closing in, there was no escape.

      “Report!” Adelaide called out.

      “We’re not taking on water, but our starboard bow’s integrity is shot and our bowsprit’s in pieces,” David said as he rushed over to her. “The other ship is coming around; they’ll probably try to board us or at least hold us here.”

      “Any way we can push through?”

      “Not in our current state. I don’t want to chance any more hull damage.”

      “Damnit. Maybe we can try to sink it, if we can—”

      “Man overboard! Man overboard!” came a cry from the rigging. “One overboard to port!”

      By the time David had looked back to where Adelaide had been standing only a moment before, she was gone. In one smooth movement, she pulled off her coat, then reached into her shirt pocket for her deck of libris cards, applying a strength augment to her limbs. Before the purple lights had spread completely across her body, she dove overboard in the direction of her shipmate.

      Thunder boomed overhead as she swam, and the waves had become choppier in the winds. Even with her greatly augmented strength, keeping above water and on course was a challenge, and she wondered if her spontaneity in this instance had been a bad idea. She knew she had to get in and out as quickly as she could; the middle of the ocean was not a safe place to run out of strength.

      She soon came close enough to her shipmate to recognize her as Brahe. The woman was keeping her head above water with skill Adelaide expected of a Blackfin, but was having trouble pushing against the currents.

      “Captain!” Brahe gasped in equal parts surprise and relief. “How—?”

      “Hold on tight and push with me,” Adelaide ordered firmly, putting one of her arms around Brahe’s back. “Let’s go!”

      Together, they swam back slowly toward the Windfire. The waves in this direction made getting back harder than it had been to swim away, and had it not been for Adelaide’s libris, she doubted they could have made it even when working together. But her fear of the ocean’s strength and the incoming marauders, combined with her determination to see Brahe safely back aboard, kept her moving forward. It wasn’t long before she saw the rope that had been let down the side of the ship. No sooner had she taken it in hand than she was pulled quickly upward.

      In a matter of seconds, Adelaide and Brahe collapsed onto the deck and were immediately surrounded by the five men and women who had pulled them up.

      “You two all right?” David asked, kneeling on deck before them.

      “I’m fine. Someone tend to her,” Adelaide replied quickly, getting to her feet and peering out over the water. The second marauder ship was close now, and based on its trajectory and the fact that its crew was waving their weapons about, she guessed what was coming. “All hands, prepare to defend the ship!”

      All around her, the Windfire’s crew drew their swords and rushed to cover the whole deck. Their primary enemy was the second ship, but she also had a feeling the crew from the ship they had collided with would cause them trouble if they weren’t attended to.

      As she reached for another card, Inga suddenly appeared at her side, looking slightly out of breath.

      “Captain, are you all right? Are you hurt?” she asked with an intensity Adelaide was not used to.

      “I’m all right, don’t worry. How’s the crew?”

      “We have six reported injuries, only one of which is serious,” Inga answered distractedly. “Captain, I suggest you retreat inside and let us handle—”

      “I can’t do that. The ship needs to be defended,” Adelaide refused. “Besides, now that we’re stopped, I’ve got other things to do.”

      “What do you mean?” Inga asked, and understanding slowly crept across her face as she watched Adelaide apply one each of her other libris cards. “You can’t mean to—”

      “I can, and I have to. This crew is in danger the longer this battle goes on.” Adelaide turned to David. “Commander, you have the bridge while I’m away. Keep our ship safe.”

      “Away? Where do you think—?”

      But Adelaide was already gone, acting before she could let herself become bogged down by distraction and doubt, as she had trained herself to do.

      With the lights of all four libris augments burning across her body, she leapt onto the first ship with a vengeance before she had even decided what to do. She decided against setting the ship ablaze; it was still so close to the Windfire that she didn’t want to risk setting her own ship alight as well. Upon closer inspection, she realized that the two ships were physically connected; the damaged bowsprits and rigging had become tangled, holding the two ships together. After only a moment, she dashed out of the way as multiple marauders converged on her. She had an idea.

      She moved below decks, pushing past sailors with such speed it was as though they were standing still. She moved until she reached the gun deck, where she pulled one of the loaded guns out of its position and aimed it as far downward toward the stern as she could. Grabbing a linstock from a shocked sailor nearby, she pressed it to the touch hole, and was gone by the time the gun fired.

      She repeated this process four times, flinging wayward sailors out of the way as they approached her and attempted to stop her. She wasn’t ready to kill, not yet, but they would not get in her way. Four times she lit the guns and four times they fired—and by the time she was done, she could hear the unmistakable sound of water rushing in below.

      But she wasn’t done yet. With the gun deck in a state of total disarray, she returned to the main deck, shoving a man out of her way with such force that he skidded halfway across the deck. Her sword drawn, she leapt up toward the tangled ropes and sails that bound the two ships together, cutting them apart with ease. She felt the smaller ship lurch slightly as the last of the ropes were cut. The Windfire was free, and not a moment too soon; the marauder’s ship was already tilting slightly aft, and the crew seemed to be growing aware of their ship’s imminent demise.

      The moment she ascertained the first ship was no longer a threat, she turned her attention back to the Windfire. Her heart leapt into her throat with shock and terror as she saw that the deck had become a battleground, her own crew fighting the marauders in close-quarter combat. She saw David, his own basic libris lights aglow, fighting off multiple men at once, but there was only so much he could do on his own. She saw a glint of metal from the rigging, and a moment later, one of the marauders let out a horrified shriek. Adelaide saw that Chronis had leapt from above and attached itself to the marauder’s face, its long metal legs wrapped around the man’s head; he dropped his sword and clawed frantically at the giant spider, but it would not let go.

      Inga was holding her own on the bridge, but it was clear they all needed help. A spark of anger coursed through Adelaide’s chest, and she made for her ship as fast as she could.

      She landed with a shout, barreling straight into an unlucky marauder who was sent flying back with such force that Adelaide could hear several of his bones snap. He fell over the railing and into the ocean, but Adelaide had already turned away to fight the rest. She struck hard at the enemies with a combination of fury and precision, for the moment completely forgetting about being careful of her physical limits. This was her ship, and this was her crew, and she would sooner throw herself in front of a blade than see any of them be hurt.

      The hilt of her sword connected with a man’s nose, and he stumbled backward with a cry of agony as blood gushed down his face and neck. In the next instant she’d jabbed her fist in a vicious uppercut to another marauder’s solar plexus; the woman gasped and coughed and fell to the deck in an instant. She made her way across the deck, not raising her blade to kill, but stopping just short of deadly in every action she took. It was an unreciprocated mercy, but one she did not fear enough to desire in return.

      With Adelaide’s return, she and the crew secured the deck in only a few minutes, cheering in triumph as the remaining marauders got to their knees, their hands raised in surrender.

      But still Adelaide did not rest. With a powerful leap, she landed on the deck of the enemy ship, where only a skeleton crew remained. Calling fire to both hands, she let loose a torrent of flame that even the heavy rain stood no chance against. The masts and sails caught fire almost instantly, and as the rest of the ship began to catch fire, the remaining crew dove overboard, wisely choosing to spare themselves than try to save their ship or fight the woman who brought this flame down upon it.

      Momentarily satisfied, Adelaide returned to the Windfire, and only then did she pause. As her anger faded, she was hit with the slow realization that her body would be very unhappy with her when this was over, but that was something she was willing to deal with. After they won their battle, she thought, she would simply have to become well acquainted with her very comfortable bed, and she could think of worse fates.

      Still, it did not escape her after a moment that the whole ship had gone silent, and that the crew was staring at her in utter amazement. Caught off guard, she forgot everything she planned to say.

      “Uh. Is everything all right?”

      “Cap’n, you, uh...” Halvar started, then seemed to lose direction.

      “You just wrecked two ships... by yourself,” Berglund continued for him, her mouth agape.

      “What? Oh, I— I guess I did, but I had help, what with all the—”

      “That was AMAZING,” Engström exclaimed, hopping slightly. “You sink that first ship from inside and then come back here and fight off half the marauders, and then set their whole ship on fire—”

      “With your bare hands!” Dmitri added, then paused, looking slightly confused. “I mean, I suppose it was with your hands. And the fire you were holding in them, that too.”

      “Okay, wait, stop,” Adelaide said, finally getting back on track. She hoped they couldn’t see how incredibly embarrassed she felt. “This isn’t over yet. Now the Windfire’s free, we need to get moving again. How’s the battle?”

      “The Blackfins are still holding their own well enough. Skarin’s sunk about five ships all by himself so far, but our side is wearing down, too. We’ve lost four,” David reported.

      “How’s Vanhanen?”

      “His galleon was one of the lost. He’s retreated to one of his other ships, but I don’t think he’ll be able—”

      He was cut off by the sound of a distant bell ringing frantically. Adelaide couldn’t pinpoint it at first, but then she saw a Blackfin schooner that had been cut off from the rest of the fleet, surrounded by no fewer than three marauder ships.

      “Ah, that’ll be the ship he fled to,” David continued, worried.

      “Is the Windfire in any state to help?” Adelaide asked quickly.

      “So long we don’t expose our starboard bow. We’ll need to be careful.”

      “Understood.” Adelaide raised her voice to the rest of the crew. “Everyone to stations and make all possible speed! We’re going to the assist. Theo, you and your men get these marauders to the brig. David, with me.”

      The deck came alive with activity once again as everyone rushed to get the ship moving again. As Adelaide returned to the helm, she couldn’t help but notice the rest of the damage the enemy’s shots had done, and she grimaced at the thought of her ship taking any more hits.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll be running off like that again once we reach Vanhanen?” David asked crossly as Adelaide took the wheel in hand.

      “I’m not sure. Depends if I need to or not.”

      David threw her a disapproving frown.

      “You can’t just—”

      “Commander, I am the only one of us who can, and I am not going to stand here aimlessly when I could do so much more elsewhere. If we find ourselves in any battles again in the future, I suggest you get used to this.”

      Adelaide surprised even herself with the tone of her voice. She had been slowly gaining more confidence over time, that much was true, but she wasn’t sure where this was coming from. After a moment of contemplation, she wondered if it was because this part of the fight had to do with libris. She had studied sailing for a while, but had only really gotten started with the Windfire almost two years ago. This, however, she had been doing for much longer, and to hear one of her country’s greatest elites say it, she was damn good at it.

      She felt the different in her ship’s movements as they pushed forward. The ship was a little more sluggish now, and it was as though the very wood beneath her feet felt different. The Windfire felt injured, but at the same time, determined as ever to do as her captain willed until she could no longer. Adelaide made a silent vow to make sure their battle would not reach that point.

      “All ready on the guns! We’ll give them a full volley when we’re nice and close,” Adelaide commanded.

      The enemy ships were close now, and the schooner was in trouble. Its masts were broken, its rigging torn, and it was tiling dangerously to one side. As the Windfire drew closer still, she could see the crew frantically trying to fight and keep the ship afloat at the same time.

      Luckily for Vanhanen, the marauders had noticed the Windfire’s approach, and were ever-so-slowly moving into position to attack. Caught unprepared, however, Adelaide calculated that the Windfire would get the first shot, perhaps even multiple shots, before they had time to return fire. She only hoped it would be enough.

      Adelaide grimaced. Up close, the three enemy ships looked more intimidating than they had from far off, and she could see that Vanhanen’s ship would be of absolutely no assistance in its current state.

      “Commander, when we pull closer and let off our broadside, slow us down and put us between them and Vanhanen. Keep us moving enough to avoid any shots we can, but slow enough they don’t change their minds and turn around to finish the job. If necessary, bring us about and draw their fire away from Vanhanen.”

      “Aye. You’re leaving, then?”

      “I have to. We won’t survive three on one otherwise.”

      David muttered something under his breath, then sighed.

      “I can’t argue with that, unfortunately. But next time—”

      “Next time you can go right ahead, and I will ignore you,” Adelaide replied, but then she flashed him a wink. “Enjoy the bridge while you can.”

      She started down the stairs toward the main deck just as the Windfire let loose a powerful first assault on one of the enemy ships. Splintered wood and debris erupted from it, mixing with the cloud of smoke from the Windfire’s guns. She heard Åkesson’s voice from below, urging his sailors to hurry and reload so they could fire again, and she heard the glee in his voice even from where she stood.

      And then, after taking a moment to calculate her trajectory, she was off again.

      For a short precious time, the crews of the marauders’ ships were so focused on the Windfire that they didn’t notice Adelaide appearing in their midst, and she took full advantage by flinging as much fire around the first ship as she could. By the time they noticed her, she had jumped to the second ship, attempting the same there, and she almost smiled with the satisfaction of watching so much wood and canvas go so easily up in flames.

      Her advantage was lost, however, and the ship’s sailors ran wildly at her. She knew that even with her augmented strength and speed that it was unwise to fight so many at once, so she dodged who she could, knocking several men to the ground as she pushed past. She thought to jump to the third ship to escape her pursuers, but saw that its crew was ready and waiting for her, their swords drawn. If she jumped, she would immediately be stuck full of holes, and the thought made her shudder.

      And so she turned around and set about doing whatever damage she could. There was no way she could attempt what she had with the first ship here, but for the moment, all she needed to be was a distraction. The ships weren’t in a position to board the Windfire, and with her here posing an active threat, their offensive capabilities would be diminished as well.

      She fought as hard as she could, parrying and dodging and striking where she could. Still, she felt the rumble of guns beneath her feet. She wasn’t trying hard enough. She had to do more. They were still attacking, which meant her crew was still in danger. Somehow, she had to stop them.

      Just then, she heard shouting from not too far away. She looked up to see that Vanhanen and what was left of his men had boarded the first ship and were now actively engaging the enemy crew in hand-to-hand combat. They were outnumbered, but they fought with a vigor the marauders simply seemed to lack. She saw Vanhanen himself lead the charge, visibly injured as he was, a complete lack of fear in his eyes, and this alone seemed to intimidate any marauder foolish enough to stand in his way.

      With this at least temporary assistance, Adelaide returned to the fight. Her defense was starting to get sloppy, her footing less secure. Even as her libris kept her fighting, she knew her body was weakening beneath the magic. But she had at least a few more minutes. All she had to do was keep going until the Windfire secured a definite advantage, and then she could—

      Adelaide gasped suddenly and fell to the deck, pain overwhelming her so suddenly that she saw stars. Her sword fell from her hand, and she understood vaguely that she should reach for it to defend herself, but her body seemed to move of its own accord, jerking and twitching with the sudden onset of searing pain and brutal fatigue. She realized belatedly that her magic had finally faded—and that she was in the worst possible place for it to happen.

      She waited for the inevitable feeling of blades piercing her or hands grabbing her as the marauders would surely capture her. A tremendous clap of thunder seemed to come from just nearby, and she felt the rain on her skin, as though nature was trying to soothe her. How foolish she had been. How furious Sanna would be if she knew about this. Sanna had always taught her that the fighting style that defined libris experts was to get in, get the job done, then get out quick. Now here she was, pushing herself to utter exhaustion with no thought of escape, and now she was going to pay for it.

      But many seconds passed, and she felt nothing.

      Slowly getting over her shock, she forced herself to lift her head and look around. The deck seemed empty at first, but then she noticed that the marauders had all gathered by the starboard railing. She squinted, willing her blurry vision to clear, just in time to see several of the Windfire’s crew, led by Inga Strand, charge across the gangway and onto the ship.

      She had never seen Inga in such a fury. A sword in each hand, the older woman made her way across the deck, her movements as smooth as they were deadly, clearly well-practiced in an art of battle Adelaide could neither place nor ever hope to emulate. When one sailor attempted to hold her at bay, parrying her blows as they came, she simply charged him, throwing him to the ground and quickly disabling him.

      The deck was soon secured, but Inga was already making her way over to Adelaide.

      “Captain! Speak to me, are you all right?” she asked urgently, her face full of concern.

      “I’m... fine. Magic just... wore out,” Adelaide gasped with effort.

      Inga breathed a heavy sigh of relief, closing her eyes as if this was the best news she had ever heard. The next thing she knew, Inga had lifted her into her arms, holding her to her chest.

      “I’m glad of it. You’re safe now. Rest easy, Captain. I have you.”

      The deck rumbled again beneath their feet again, and Adelaide squirmed.

      “We have to stop the guns, they’re pointed right at—”

      “We’re already on it. You’ve worried about enough.”

      The sounds and vibrations of the guns soon stopped, and Adelaide breathed her own sigh of relief.

      “Status of... other ships?” she breathed.

      “The first ship was disabled and taken by Vanhanen and his crew; I believe he intends it to replace his galleon. This ship has been secured. The third ship... well, you’ll have to see for yourself.”

      She helped Adelaide sit up, and Adelaide peered out at the third ship—or rather, where it had been. To her amazement, something had ripped the entire ship nearly in two, and it was sinking quickly. Just beside it, still and intimidating, floated the Nocte Cadenza.

      “What... happened?” Adelaide asked, stunned.

      “Captain Skarin evidently believed turning his ship to fire upon our attacker was a waste of time. He rammed the marauder vessel at full speed. The Nocte Cadenza is hardier than she looks.”

      Adelaide couldn’t pull her eyes away from the sight, and suddenly she realized that what she had thought was a clap of thunder just before had likely been the collision of the colossal man o’ war with the much smaller brig.

      “And the rest of the battle?”

      “Still ongoing, but I believe it will end soon. The Windfire alone took down four ships, and might have been five if not for Skarin’s timely arrival. Between that and their other losses, the marauders are looking weak,” Inga explained calmly, though there was something about her expression that made Adelaide feel something was wrong. For the moment, Adelaide didn’t have the energy to ask anything further.

      Within minutes, she heard the sound of horns blowing from nearby, followed by the victorious roar of hundreds of voices in unison. She forced herself to her feet to see that white flags had been raised on all remaining marauder vessels, of which there were only six. Not many more Blackfin ships remained, but for the moment, that was immaterial. They had won.

      “We should... sink this ship and get back to the Windfire,” Adelaide said tiredly.

      For only a split second, Adelaide saw something in Inga’s expression that worried her, but then it was gone, replaced by her composed and professional mask.

      “I will see it done. Allow me to assist you back to the ship.”

      Adelaide nodded wordlessly, allowing Inga to fall in closely behind her as she headed toward the gangway.

      And then she froze.

      The Windfire’s port side looked halfway destroyed; the railing had been obliterated, and so much of the ship’s side had been blown away that the first deck below was partially exposed. Three of the gun ports had been damaged so badly they were completely obstructed, the mainmast looked like it had been struck at least once, and broken ropes and torn sails drooped down over the deck.

      “I... Inga,” Adelaide said in a hollow, trembling voice, “what happened? The crew? Did they...?”

      Inga looked deeply troubled.

      “I don’t know. David will likely have a report waiting when you return.”

      Adelaide started ahead, faster than she ought to have under the circumstances, and she heard Inga protest from behind her, but she ignored it. The rest of the world no longer existed, and her brain threatened to turn to static as she boarded the ship, unable to tear her eyes from the wreckage.

      “Captain! Thank the skies you’re safe,” David exclaimed as he rushed over.

      “Tell me what happened,” Adelaide said quietly, desperately. “Tell me who’s still here.”

      David hesitated, scratching the back of his head, and in that moment, Adelaide knew.

      “Three dead, nineteen injured, six severely so. Iris, Olivia, and Grant are gone. We lost them in the marauders’ final volleys. They had us right in their sights and up close, and we didn’t have time to get away.”

      Adelaide clenched her fists, willing herself with all she had to stay present. She couldn’t let the static in. She repeated positive thoughts in her mind, forcing herself to focus on what had gone right rather than wrong—they had won the battle, Vanhanen had been rescued, the Windfire had been damaged but not destroyed—but she couldn’t fight it off completely. So many had been injured, and three were dead. There would be three funerals for people she knew and cared about, and they had died because of her.

      “Orders?” David asked, concern heavy in his voice, almost as though he were offering a suggestion.

      It took Adelaide so long to respond that he almost spoke again.

      “Take us... take us to rendezvous with the remainder of the fleet. We’ll need to meet with the other captains to decide what to do next. Have Gunnar make notes on the extent of our damage, we... we’ll need repairs in port. Halvar can lead a repair team to stabilize the ship and make sure we can make it back safely. Have Malthe do a head count, then see what assistance Sigríður needs. That’s all for now.”

      “Aye.”

      Adelaide stood still as the rain poured down upon her, wishing it would drown her. This was a failure. Whether she was on the seas or on land, she couldn’t stop death. She fought as hard as she could against it, but it happened still, taunting her, letting her know that she would never be good enough to save them all.

      “Captain,” Inga said gently from her side, “let’s get you inside where it’s warm and dry. I know you hurt, as we all do, but you must rest.”

      Adelaide wanted to argue, to say that she deserved this indignity of standing in the rain for all to see, but instead she simply nodded. She was not going to let her mind believe she deserved this.

      The Windfire slowly started moving again as Inga took Adelaide to her cabin, looked her over for injuries, and fetched her something to eat and drink. Adelaide followed along wordlessly, acknowledging the necessity of these procedures, but feeling completely numb. To her surprise, however, the static had almost gone. Somehow, she had fought through it, and all that was left was the typical process of coming to terms with what had just happened... if that were even possible. But then, she thought, this was not her first experience with death. And she knew that if she wanted to be able to carry on, she would have to let herself accept that it would not be the last.

      After what seemed an eternity, there came a knock at the door. Inga, who had stayed at Adelaide’s side the whole time, went to open it. David stood in the doorway, and behind him, Adelaide could see that the rain had almost completely abated.

      “The captains are meeting,” David said softly. “It’s time to decide our next move.”

      Adelaide nodded and got to her feet, heading toward the door.

      “One of us can fill in for you if you don’t feel well enough,” Inga offered.

      “No. But thank you. I need to do this. It’s my responsibility.”

      She stepped out onto the deck, her eyes automatically gravitating toward the damage that had been wrought upon her ship. Just looking at it made her feel as if she herself had been struck and damaged, and she knew she would not feel whole again until the Windfire was.

      The remaining Blackfin ships had moved close enough together that they had been lashed together and gangways extending between each. The rest of the ocean all around them was littered with burning and wrecked ships, all manner of debris, and bodies. She shuddered, trying not to look at them.

      “There she is! Captain Sol!” came Vanhanen’s excited voice. A moment later, the old man had put his arm around her, pulling her toward where the other captains had assembled. He walked with a slight limp and had a wide cut over his left eye, letting blood trickle down his face, but he seemed not to care. “A damned hero you are. Four ships your Windfire sunk, thanks in no small part to her captain daringly attacking a few of them on her own and setting them ablaze. And ye still had time to put yourself between me and those ruffians. I’ve got a new ship, thanks to you.”

      “This new captain certainly has a multitude of talents,” said Cyril.

      “And a powerful ship and crew,” Brix added. “Seriously, well done. Between you and the Nocte Cadenza, we won decisively.”

      “Speaking of... is Captain Skarin going to be joining us? I thought he’d meet with us here,” Vanhanen asked, squinting over at the man o’ war that floated nearby.

      As if on cue, Skarin and two of his flanking officers floated over to greet them. Based on the captain’s reactions, Adelaide guessed at least three of them could not see ghosts.

      “How do you fare? You’re still in one piece, and your ship is... mostly the same,” Skarin said as he arrived. “For never having fought before, you did an impressive job.”

      “We did a lot of preparation. The crew trained well,” Adelaide answered monotonously.

      “Clearly. I had some standards for you already, but you surpassed them all easily. You impress me, young Captain Sol. It seems I was right to join the battle.”

      “How did you do that, anyway? Come up out of the water like that at the start?” Vanhanen asked, looking slightly hopeful that Skarin would notice him.

      “That was a fun little trick, wasn’t it?” Skarin responded, amused. “We use external ballasts to weigh the ship down and fill them with water, honey, and molasses.”

      “Honey and molasses?” Adelaide asked, so surprised that she laughed despite herself.

      “Their density is greater than water, so it helps us sink. We store our vitals like gunpowder in waterproof containers and seal off several chambers so water doesn’t get inside, and then down we go.”

      “How do you move underwater? What’s your special solution or magic for that?” Vanhanen continued, intrigued.

      “My crew. I make them get out and push,” Skarin said, raising a mischievous eyebrow. “You’d be surprised how fast we can get going underwater with over four hundred men and women giving it their all. Once we arrive, we cut the ballasts, and the airtight compartments combined with everyone pushing lets us up fast enough. I do love seeing the look on my prey’s faces when we appear right in front of them.”

      Adelaide felt a slight shiver down her spine at the word prey. That certainly explained a lot about Skarin’s outlook on his enemies, whoever they might be.

      “Astounding. And... you know Captain Sol?”

      “Aye. We’re well acquainted. I’d go so far as to say she’s a friend. I don’t make a habit of it, so don’t get hopeful,” he added as Vanhanen’s eyes lit up at the word ‘friend.’

      “Right, well... I’m still very glad ye showed up. Without you, I’m not sure we could have won,” Vanhanen said, unable to hide his disappointment. Adelaide couldn’t help but notice how the other captains were looking at Adelaide with a mix of awe and envy, and she remembered that no one else had ever so much as spoken a word to Skarin—if they’d ever seen him in the first place—much less gotten any recognition in return. But then Vanhanen’s demeanor changed, and he looks excited again. “But this is wonderful. We’ve won handily and shown them what for. This calls for a celebration! Though that might have to wait until we get back to land; we’ve got ships in dire need of repair. But now... what to do about the marauders who are left?”

      Adelaide didn’t feel like celebrating. Not when there were three of her own dead and her ship had been blasted almost to pieces.

      But there was more to it than that. Now that her shock was fading, her other emotions were allowed in. She felt relief, of course, and a type of excitement that came with utter exhaustion. They had won, after all. But she also felt pride. They had just gone to war, and every member of her crew had stepped up to the challenge. They had fought hard and kept things moving, helping and supporting each other as they helped and supported their allies. Their performance had been nothing short of admirable, and she felt proud, despite everything else, to be their captain. While the context was tragedy, this show of working together and effort was exactly what Adelaide had always dreamed of.

      “...them leave, probably. They surrendered fairly. Set them back on what ships they have left and let them go in disgrace,” Brix was saying. Adelaide snapped to attention, realizing she had missed some of the conversation.

      “Bah. That doesn’t seem right,” Vanhanen scoffed. “But I suppose it would let them share the story of what happened here. Sol, what do you think? You saw your share of battle. What do we do with them?”

      Adelaide took a moment to compose herself. Ever since she first saw her damaged ship, she knew what she wanted.

      “Sink whatever ships of theirs we aren’t commandeering. All of them,” she said firmly. “Take the survivors to shore and let them go there.”

      “They’ve already surrendered though, haven’t they? Why sink what ships remain?” Brix asked uncertainly.

      “They did surrender, yes, and we’re letting them keep their lives. Their ships are a luxury they’re no longer entitled to,” Adelaide answered coldly. “We might as well take what we can from them before we destroy them.”

      Skarin glanced at her in mild surprise.

      “That’s bold of you.”

      Adelaide readily met his gaze.

      “I am a Blackfin.”

      “I like it. I like it a lot,” Vanhanen agreed jovially. “All right then, see to it! Pillage their ships, then send them to the deeps. Ours included. No purpose leaving a wreck here for others to crash into. We’re adjourned.”

      With this, the captains returned to their respective ships to begin the recovery process, all save for Skarin. When Adelaide threw him a questioning look, he smirked.

      “How do you fare, really now?”

      “I don’t know. I’m happy we won. But it hurts. It hurts so much,” Adelaide admitted.

      “Aye. Tides’ mercy on you that you never have to experience such a loss again, but I’d expect it anyway. Such is the way of the wild sea. Give it time and you’ll come around. You did well in your own right. Much better than I thought. You truly have impressed me.”

      “Why did you come, anyway? You didn’t seem certain, and I know you don’t like working with Blackfins.”

      “Most Blackfins,” Skarin corrected. “I found the invitation to a battle to the death between two large fleets too illecebrous a proposal to ignore, especially when it meant I could destroy pirates with abandon. But it isn’t only that. You see, I’ve come to realize I feel a mite protective of you, Captain. It’s not so often I see a promising young adventurer exploring the seas, much less one with such great potential. I don’t quite know why, and I don’t care enough to give it much thought, but I enjoy it. You don’t fear me, you don’t shy from a fight, and you’re good at what you do. The rest is... just a feeling. Now don’t go thinking I’m at your beck and call, now,” he continued as Adelaide grinned despite herself. “If anything, you owe me. We’ll see if I ever feel like calling you on it.”

      “Depending what it is, I might even do it for you.”

      Skarin chuckled.

      “Best you see your ship to port. The sooner she’s repaired, the sooner we can meet again. Ideally in combat, but I understand if that isn’t your preference after today.”

      “I’ll see you around then,” Adelaide agreed, and then departed with a wave.

      The next few hours were spent on recovery, pillaging the enemy ships and then sinking all the remains, and repairing their remaining ships so they could make it home safely. Adelaide, glad to see to the affairs of just one ship now, turned her focus to the Windfire. Their trip home would be slow with as damaged as she was, but she would make it and live to fight another day.

      As she set about tidying up her cabin, her own words to Skarin rang in her ears.

      I am a Blackfin.

      She had said it without hesitation. And what’s more, she realized, she had meant it. After today, there was no more separating herself from the rest of the crew and the rest of the people she had fought with. They had gone to war, and pulled through because of their teamwork and skill. They had fought the good fight under the banner which all Blackfins united, and though she knew the ultimate message of this fight was for the marauders, she couldn’t help but feel some of it herself.

      She was a Blackfin. And she was proud of it.
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      “Oh, I’ve got one. Do you believe in ghosts?”

      “Hmm... how about you tell me first? You must have a reason for asking.”

      “Do I ever. This is going to sound like an absolute lie, but I promise you it’s true.”

      It was a cool but comfortable morning in Levien, and Adelaide sat across an outdoor table from a young man she had met earlier that day. Still eager to continue her attempts at talking to one stranger a day, she had seen the man out walking his dog and decided to approach him. They had gotten to talking, and after he’d introduced himself as Tage, he had told her he was going to get some brunch and that she was welcome to join him. Never one to refuse an opportunity for food, she’d delightedly agreed.

      Now they sat at a small table, their food long since finished, talking about everything from their lives at home to their goals and aspirations. It was little more than polite idle chatter, but since this was one of the things she had historically had the most trouble with, she allowed herself to feel proud by just how easy this was going.

      Eventually, and perhaps surprisingly, the conversation had turned to ghosts. Not quite willing to disclose how just how familiar she was with them, she invited him to share his story first to see what an acceptable response of her own might be.

      “Well, go on! I can’t wait to hear this,” she laughed.

      “Honestly, I think I’m being haunted by the ghost of home improvement or something. It’s the wildest thing,” Tage said, and though he smiled, there was a look in his eye that told her humor had become something of a coping mechanism. “I had a leaking faucet for weeks and then one day it had fixed itself. Sometimes I’ll be too tired after work to do my laundry for a while, and then I’ll come home one night to find it’s not only been washed, but folded up. My dishes do themselves sometimes. I was terrified at first, but I feel like I’m starting to get used to it, and somehow that thought terrifies me even more.”

      “Why should it? They seem nice enough,” Adelaide answered before remembering she should probably sound a little more surprised than that. “Er, but that does sound unbelievable! You’re sure it’s not a nice neighbor or something?”

      “Nah. If only because one time I caught the dishes doing themselves. As in, they were floating in the sink as the sponge washed them.”

      “Oh my. That does sound like it could be frightening.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know what to do about it. I mean, it’s nice and everything, but I also feel like I’m living with my mum again,” he joked. “But she passed away months ago. This ghost takes after her well enough.”

      “You seem pretty calm about this,” Adelaide said.

      “I have to be. I mean, there’s a ghost in my house. If I don’t stay calm or laugh I’ll lose my mind. I’ve thought about what to do about it, but I don’t know if there’s actually anything I can do. I mean, exorcists don’t really work, do they?”

      “Write them a note thanking them for their work?” Adelaide suggested. Tage looked at her in surprise.

      “Huh?”

      “It sounds like you’ve got a ghost in your house doing a lot of chores and things for you. They might be dead, but they would still appreciate some recognition.”

      “W-well I was thinking more in terms of how to get them to leave, but I... I suppose that works too.” Tage waited a moment, then continued, “Speaking of being calm about this, you’re taking this a lot better than I thought. I thought you’d call me crazy for sure, but instead you’re telling me to give the ghost haunting my house a thank-you card.”

      “Then let me answer your question. I do believe in ghosts, at least a little. I don’t see any reason not to. And if ghosts are real and one is cleaning your house for you, they deserve some thanks! It’s only polite.”

      Tage gazed at her in wonder.

      “You are a fascinating girl.”

      “I don’t think so. I just got taught my manners growing up like most people, I figure.”

      Tage laughed, then adjusted the collar of his shirt, suddenly looking nervous.

      “I think I’ll do that then and let you know how it goes. But... say, would you want to get together again sometime? Maybe I can take you to dinner?”

      “That might be fun! I like going to eat with new friends,” Adelaide agreed, but Tage shook his head.

      “Well, the thing is... er, what I’m trying to say is, I uh...”

      Belatedly, Adelaide understood.

      “Oh! Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      Adelaide waited for what she hoped was a respectable amount of time. Most people liked to give these moments time to sink in, from her experience, but there was a sweet spot in between responding so quickly that she seemed almost disgusted and responding so late it made the other person anxious, and she had never quite been able to figure that out.

      It was a shame, too, she thought. Tage seemed like a pretty decent person. He opened up about things other people seemed afraid to talk about, was kind and funny, and had an admirable stability to his life even with the ghost in his house. The fact was, however, there wasn’t much more to him than that, and while she was sure he would make a fine addition to the right person’s life in the future, that right person wasn’t her. She would never tell him so, but she simply didn’t think he was capable of keeping up with her. She wasn’t sure she envied anyone who could, if she were ever to find such a person. Whoever could go through huge battles at sea, fighting the dead, and incredibly illegal operations against the governments of both the world’s nations and still come out liking her would have to be some kind of incredible, and perhaps also somewhat disturbed.

      “Well, look, I appreciate you being open about that with me,” Adelaide said finally. Tage clasped his hands in front of him on the table, looking prepared to accept the bad news. “But I don’t think I’m ready for something like that. It was truly nice to meet you, though, and if you’re okay just being friends, I wouldn’t mind seeing you around from time to time.”

      Tage was clearly disappointed, but he gave her a smile anyway.

      “Yeah. I think I’d like that. Thanks for coming with me and hearing me out.”

      “Of course! I’m always willing to—” She broke off as her eyes caught sight of a tall clock nearby, telling her it was ten minutes to noon. “Oh, stars, I need to get going. I have an appointment in ten minutes. Don’t worry about the bill. Have a nice day!”

      She hastily pulled several rial from her pocket, enough to cover their respective meals and leave a sizable tip and then some, and stayed just long enough while putting on her coat to see Tage’s eyes widen in surprise before she headed out. She felt bad leaving him so quickly, especially with the conversation they’d just had, and she hoped he didn’t think she had been making it up to escape the awkward situation. She did have an appointment, and it was one she was very much excited about.

      All things considered, it was turning out to be a good day. On top of her upcoming appointment, one of the harbormaster’s assistants had dropped by the ship early in the morning to inform Adelaide that their final repairs and inspections to the Windfire would be complete by the end of the working day, which meant that they would be able to sail out that evening. The Windfire had spent almost a full month in the docks, which had driven Adelaide nearly frantic with restlessness and impatience. It had required even more work than she’d thought; in order to make repairs, even more of the ship had to be systematically taken apart to make it safe to rebuild the damaged areas—which in the Windfire’s case, was almost the entire port side, along with all the other damage it had suffered during the battle.

      Still, this time ashore had given her time to do something that could not wait, and one evening after much of the city had gone to rest, Adelaide and the entire crew had stood in silence in a misty graveyard as three of their fallen had been lain to rest. Grant the assistant cook, Iris the medic’s assistant, and Olivia the boatswain’s mate had been buried, and then later that night, Adelaide had set about writing letters for their families. It had been a gut-wrenching experience, one she truly hoped she would never have to go through again, and it had left her feeling as though maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if they didn’t go sailing again.

      She had helped ground herself by watching the repair crews at work almost daily. They had worked from sunrise to sunfall seven days a week, which was apparently common in Levien, where keeping ships consistently operational was a crucial part of the city’s economy. Still, it felt like an eternity, and she would have offered to help had she known anything about making extensive repairs. As this wasn’t an option, she tried to learn by watching instead. It was a fascinating process, even if it was too slow. She liked watching the cranes move piles of supplies onto the deck, the scaffolding built along the Windfire’s port side, and the men and women working on several different parts of the ship at once, many of them equipped with the metal augments many of the dockhands used.

      After almost a week watching them work, she finally decided that there was something else that finally needed doing while she was here.

      She entered a large corner shop lit almost entirely by large floor-to-ceiling windows. A long counter sat against the far wall of the room behind which a door led to a back room Adelaide hadn’t been able to catch a glimpse of, and the walls were lined with an impressive variety of steamsmithing inventions and technology positioned neatly on tinted glass shelves. Adelaide saw everything from mechanical birds to different types of limb augments to all sorts of objects she didn’t recognize at all.

      But she wasn’t here for any of those things now. Today, she walked straight up to the counter, where a friendly old shopkeeper with unruly white hair and thick spectacles greeted her.

      “Ah, Miss Sol, yes yes, right on time. I have your item waiting here. Are you ready to try it on?”

      “I haven’t been able to think about anything else,” Adelaide answered happily, and the shopkeeper smiled.

      “Right this way, please. Let’s make sure this fits.”

      He grabbed a large cloth-wrapped container from behind the counter, then led the way through the door leading to the back room. Adelaide followed apprehensively, but she quickly became distracted when she saw what she was walking into.

      The back room was more like a large garage. Several multi-leveled tables set about the room, tools were scattered everywhere, and the rest of the space was taken up by large mechanical arms, pulley systems, and all sorts of heavy machinery. In the back was a massive door that took up most of the wall itself; she assumed this led out to an alley, though what the door needed to be this large for was beyond her. A few other men were hard at work in the garage, welding, sawing, and running tests on different pieces of steamsmithing tech.

      “Quickly now, that’s it,” the shopkeeper said, and Adelaide quickly got herself back on track. The man led her to a small inlet in the wall that looked something like a dressing room; a few mirrors had been hung on the wall, and it was separated from the rest of the garage by what looked like a hastily installed shower curtain. “Right then. I’ll get this out of its container for you, and I’ll need you to take off your coat. You can hang it right on the hook there.”

      Adelaide did as she was told, then turned to watch. Within the cloth wrapping was a metal arm augment, but rather than looking like one of the bulky models used by the dockhands where function had clearly been designed over form, this augment was smaller and more elegantly crafted. The dockhands’ augments covered most of their arms, but this augment was designed so that the “sleeve” was made of thin curves of golden metal, hardy enough to greatly increase her physical strength, but leaving plenty of breathing room. Though most of the augment was solid metal, joints had been installed at the shoulder for easy rotation, at the elbow, and at the wrist, each with small supporting gears and other components she didn’t recognize. Beyond that, smaller metal rods curved down into a glove shape with joints for each finger. The whole thing was attached sturdily to a harness made to fit around her upper body for support.

      “What do you think?” the shopkeeper asked, holding it up for Adelaide to see.

      “It’s... absolutely beautiful,” Adelaide said in a voice barely above a whisper. “It looks even better than I thought it would.”

      “I’ve heard that often,” the man continued proudly. “Let’s try it on. Normally this would go under your clothing, but since we’re just doing a quick test, we don’t need to with aesthetics. Let me show you how it works here...”

      Adelaide slowly slid her left arm into the augment’s shoulder opening, and to her surprise, there was no resistance as it slipped over her skin. She reached down her until her fingers were in their own individual encasements and the opening rested snugly on her shoulder.

      “Now, you’ll fasten it like this,” the shopkeeper continued patiently. “One strap comes down across your chest and fastens at your right waist. The over comes over your head just like this, that’s right, and this sits over your right shoulder and fastens at your left waist. Tighten both until they feel comfortable. There shouldn’t be any pinching. There we go. That will make sure all weight is distributed evenly across your body even though your augment is only one-sided. Now! Go ahead and test it out. Roll your shoulder, bend your arm, wiggle your fingers, do anything you like.”

      Adelaide slowly did so, watching the augment with total fascination. She was mildly afraid of the metal pinching her skin where it bent, but it was so smooth in its movements and free in its range of motion that she hardly noticed it was there at all. There was the slightest of delays to her movements as she felt whatever components that assisted in strength move in the direction she guided them.

      “This is amazing,” she continued. “How does this all work, exactly?”

      “It uses a swing-phase polycentric hydraulic system for stability and pressure distribution,” the man explained casually, as though this was something elementary that every customer would understand. “We substitute ball joints with reciprocating pistons to assist with strength and double-reinforced gear systems to provide the same range of motion as ball joints, but this will assist you in a much wider range of situations.”

      “I... I see,” Adelaide said slowly, wondering why she had asked in the first place.

      “Do you really?” the shopkeeper asked, amused.

      “I do not.”

      The man chuckled.

      “That’s all right. Few do, and that’s why I have job security. Let me see if I can put it another way...”

      Fifteen minutes later, Adelaide walked back out to the front of the shop, carrying her new augment in a box under her arm. Her brain felt slightly muddled from the shopkeeper’s several attempts to give her increasingly simplistic explanations of the augment’s mechanisms and functions, but after a while, they had mutually agreed that perhaps it was best simply to trust that it did work even if she wasn’t entirely sure how. Still, she was overjoyed. A simple strength test had proven that the augment had at least doubled her strength in her left arm, and all without the exhausting effects of libris. It wasn’t as strong as the models used by the dockhands, but she didn’t mind. It was beautiful, it was functional, and it was hers.

      “I do hope you enjoy that. It was quite the project! I’ve never worked on anything like that before, and it was far more work than usual getting it to your specifications, but it was very rewarding. I dare say I’d like to do something like that again.”

      “Maybe when people see this one they’ll come ask you about getting one, too,” Adelaide said, though she knew the number of people who could actually afford such a thing was likely small. The amount of money she had spent on this augment would have paid for a nice apartment downtown for several months at least. “Actually, I’m surprised you haven’t done something like this before. Based on what I saw around the store it doesn’t look like there isn’t anything you haven’t done.”

      “I don’t know if one can ever truly say they’ve done everything, but sometimes it feels like I’m closing in on that milestone. I’ve done everything from tiny mechanical hummingbirds to shipboard systems on some of the largest ships in the Selenthian fleet. Now those were impressive.”

      “Is there anything you won’t do?”

      “I haven’t yet had a request I’ve had to decline. Keep that in mind if you get any more good ideas, won’t you?”

      “Definitely.”

      Adelaide left the shop feeling absolutely elated, clutching her box tightly to her chest. She wasn’t used to getting gifts, but she felt like she had just given one to herself, and she felt very good about it. Part of her had worried that she had waited too late to made her request, that the Windfire would be ready to leave before she’d have it in her hands, but at least a few stars had aligned to make them happen on the same day. She couldn’t wait to get back to the ship and show the crew—especially since there was one more special feature she had yet to test out.

      She made it back to the ship in good time, slightly breathless from her quick walk and sheer excitement. Luckily, with a few hours yet to go until they were clear to depart, Adelaide wasn’t bothered by anyone about the minutiae of their upcoming voyage, so she was free to go straight to her cabin.

      Once inside, she set the box on her desk and took off her coat and shirt, taking the augment delicately from its packaging. Again she slid her arm into the metal sleeve, marveling at how it fit her so closely it could be a second skin but was also flexible enough that it offered no resistance. The feeling of the augment’s metal over her fingers made fastening the straps a task she knew would take getting used to, but within a minute, she had gotten it. It was comfortable, and she could feel the strength in the device’s mechanisms, ready for whatever action was to come.

      “Chronis? Are you in here?” Adelaide called out, and moments later, the large metal spider skittered out from underneath her desk, peering up at the augment in anticipation. “Look, it’s here! Come check it out.”

      The spider crawled up to the top of the desk, and Adelaide held out her arm to it. It lifted its head toward the augment, glancing it over suspiciously, before gingerly stepping onto her arm. After a few moments it seemed to find its footing, because it wrapped its legs around the augment—and almost entirely disappeared into it.

      Adelaide beamed. When she had gone to her initial fitting for the augment she had brought the spider with her, much to the fascination of the shopkeeper, who had remarked that he had never seen its like before. Adelaide had requested that her augment be built with special grooves for Chronis to fit into so that he could travel safely and securely by fitting himself into it. In this way, the augment had been made partially for the spider, and turned Chronis into something of a glorified watch. With the spider now wrapped safely around her arm, she could hold up the augment to see all three dial faces on the spider’s body with ease.

      “All right! What do you think?” Adelaide asked hopefully. The spider responded with an assortment of rapid, excited clicks. “Good! I hope it’s comfortable. Anyway, you don’t have to be here unless you want to, but I figured if you wanted to come with me for anything it’d be safer for you. Oh, but I just thought of something...”

      Adelaide glanced down at her coat. Its two long sleeves provided a great deal of protection from the cold, but would almost entirely cover up her brand-new augment. It wasn’t the most versatile of clothing articles, either, so all the range of motion that had been carefully built into the device would be lost.

      “I suppose that’s nothing a good tailor can’t fix. Or a nice pair of scissors,” Adelaide mused quietly to herself. She was no stranger to mixing impulsivity with fashion, and it seemed today was going to be no different. One less sleeve might leave her a little colder, but it’d be more than worth it.

      As the golden hour of late afternoon approached, the last of the repair crew left the ship, and the all clear was given for the Windfire’s departure. Adelaide, not quite willing to trust the word of total strangers alone, ordered a thorough inspection of her own, which she herself gladly took part in. Luckily, with the help of the entire crew, this didn’t take long, and after twenty minutes, she took her place at the bridge, all too happy to see them out again.

      Even once their course had been set, Adelaide remained on deck, watching the distant shore pass them by. Selenthia was a beautiful place, she thought. Even where the lands seemed devoid of most life, like the places she had visited years and years prior, there was beauty to its variety. The land held all sorts, and it wasn’t this way because of a wave of death, but simply its natural state, the result of the passage of time and humanity’s influence. There was no hidden enemy here, nothing threatening to consume them all, no fear of life suddenly ending and disappearing as though it had never been. She couldn’t help but find some solace in comfort in that, no matter how it presented itself. Even death here was natural, which was how it should have been.

      Once it started getting dark, Adelaide decided to retire to her cabin for some light reading before bed. When she entered, she searched her desk and bookcase for one of her books on libris, then remembered she had given it to Inga some time before. After their battle with the marauders where Inga had more than likely saved her life, Inga had expressed an interest in learning more about the magic her captain used so that she might better be able to assist her; Adelaide had rolled her eyes at the sentiment, thinking it just another way Inga liked to “anticipate her every need,” but had happily given it to her.

      She headed down into the officers’ quarters and checked to see if Inga was inside, but she appeared absent. This wasn’t too much of a surprise; if Inga had gone to sleep already, she was likely elsewhere. She rarely slept in the quarters that were given to her. Adelaide stepped inside the double-bunk room, looking around for any sign of her book. She glanced at Inga’s large trunk, then did a double take when she noticed a bit of fabric sticking out of it. Lifting the lid of the trunk, she made to slip it back inside, then stopped when she saw what the fabric was a part of.

      It was a small black coat, almost exactly like the ones she and her officers wore as part of their uniforms, save only for the lack of pins denoting a rank on its collar and the fact that it was far too small for any of her officers to conceivably wear. She had seen people wear coats like these before; the lack of rank typically meant they were an officer’s guest board whichever ship they were traveling on, but as far as Adelaide knew, they had picked up no such guests, much less one small enough to wear this coat.

      She stared at it, puzzled. Its design meant it was from—and for—Selenthian vessels. And Inga had said she had traveled here before. Suddenly, she realized what it likely was. Inga had been taken in by the Blackfins at a young age, and had also been to Selenthia before. This was probably her coat from when she had been much younger, and that explained how she had known so much about Selenthian procedure.

      “Inga, always full of secrets,” Adelaide murmured with amusement, then gasped in surprise as Inga’s voice came from behind her.

      “Captain? Do you need me for something?”

      Adelaide whirled around, suddenly very aware of how suspicious she looked holding Inga’s old coat with the lid of her trunk open.

      “I, uh, I was— I was looking for the book I lent you, and I saw this sticking out of your trunk so I went to put it back. I’m sorry for prying; I didn’t know you had this, and it took me by surprise.”

      Inga glanced between the coat and Adelaide, then carefully took it back. Rather than putting it back in the trunk, however, she held it out before her, staring at it fondly.

      “It’s something I was planning on showing you eventually. I suppose I was only trying to work up the nerve.”

      “Why nerve? You already told me you went to Selenthia. After that I’m not too surprised to find your old coat here. Sentimental reasons, right?”

      Inga looked up from the coat long enough to throw her a puzzled glance.

      “My old...?” Realization dawned on her, and she slowly nodded. “Ah. Yes, I can see why that might have been your assumption.”

      “Huh? Wait, am I wrong?”

      Inga momentarily didn’t answer, and then she set it beside her on her bed before sitting down and inviting Adelaide to do the same. Adelaide sat down on the bed across from her, suddenly feeling like she had missed something.

      “You were right about two things. First, that I have been to Selenthia before, and second, that this coat belongs to me—at least technically.”

      “Technically...?”

      Inga looked distinctly uncomfortable, and she took a steadying breath.

      “This will be a difficult story for me to tell, so I ask only that you let me finish before asking questions,” Inga said finally, and Adelaide nodded. Now she knew she had missed something. “While this coat belongs to me, I was not the one who wore it. This coat... once belonged to my daughter.”

      Adelaide’s eyes widened. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but it hadn’t been that. Inga spoke little of her past, and Adelaide often wondered why. Sometimes she thought about the fact that she wasn’t even sure if Inga had a family, or who they might be if she did.

      “Years and years ago, when I was on my own and my life was settling, I adopted a child. She was nearly a teenager when she came home with me, having been forgotten in Krethus’ foster care systems, and I was a single parent, but I was up for it. Her name was Celine, and she was the light of my life, young as I was. She quickly fell in love with sailing, and I began teaching her everything I knew, taking her on longer and longer voyages, just the two of us. Within a few years, I decided we’d had enough experience together to make the trip to Selenthia. And we did, many times. Nothing made her happier than going out to sea and exploring this new world and country.

      “But Celine was sick, and it was something doctors on both continents had a hard time properly managing. She was prone to seizures, and they only seemed to get worse with time. They were kept somewhat at bay by medication, but it was new and experimental at the time, so it wasn’t always available. But one day, seven years ago, we set out from Krethus to Selenthia again. She’d had several months free of seizures, so I thought she was strong enough to make it. I did everything I could to make sure the trip was a swift one, but we were met with a storm and erratic winds that left us sitting dead in the water for hours at a time.

      “And then, just when the weather cleared and I thought we would make it, it happened. Four days out from Selenthia, she had another seizure. A bad one. I gave her what little medication we had left in stores, but either it wasn’t enough or her condition had simply progressed beyond what this medication was capable of treating. She died in my arms that day, and I feel as though she took a part of me with her. It shattered my heart that she went where I could not follow. Most of her possessions I keep at home, but this coat... I was never able to travel on the sea again without it. It reminds me of her and makes me feel like she’s still close. It was only the knowledge I’d see her again someday that kept me going the rest of the way. Without that, I was prepared to throw myself into the sea and let it take me.” She clasped her hands neatly in front of her. “That’s why I keep this here with me. I did truly mean to tell you, but it has been difficult trying to find the right time and the nerve. But... now I’ve rambled on, have you any questions?”

      Adelaide sat still, stunned. There was nothing she could say after hearing something like this. She saw it in the woman’s eyes. Though her expression was calm and neutral as it always was, her eyes held unimaginable grief.

      “How... I... I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for your loss,” Adelaide said quietly, repeating what she had so often heard others say during periods of mourning, but now she was expressing them herself, they felt hollow.

      “Thank you. I have had ample time to grieve, and I have grown stronger and healed over time, but wounds to the heart like this are those that scar, not those that vanish. I can feel it still when I think about possibly adopting again; I know I am not ready. Not yet.”

      Adelaide felt like getting to her feet and rushing over to her, she wanted nothing more than to give the woman a hug and not let go, but somehow she guessed that wouldn’t help matters. And so she forced herself to remain still.

      “I can see why you’ve kept your past a secret. And I don’t want you to feel like you have to tell me things like this. I’ve no right to the details of your personal life even if I am your captain.”

      Inga smiled slightly.

      “It’s all right. I didn’t want to tell you because you are my captain. I wanted to tell you because I consider you my friend. And beyond that... I suppose I see a lot of her in you. It’s how I knew you would understand.”

      Adelaide let out a breath and rubbed her face in her hands. She had no idea how Inga was remaining so composed.

      After a few moments of silence, Adelaide continued, “Thank you for sharing that with me. That’s an important part of yourself to share with another person.”

      “You are the first. Now I’ve done this, I feel somewhat lighter. Perhaps I’ve been carrying more of a burden all these years than I realized. But I have a favor to ask.” When Adelaide looked up questioningly, she continued, “Would you keep this a secret for me? I do intend to share this with the others as well, but I would like the freedom to do this on my own time.”

      “Oh, of course. I won’t say a word.”

      Inga smiled again, then opened her trunk and put the coat back inside. When she was finished, she remained standing.

      “I’m afraid I must soon turn in. Thank you for hearing me.”

      “Always,” Adelaide said, and there must have been some hope or hint as to what she wanted in her eyes, because Inga stepped forward and pulled her into a hug. Caught completely by surprise, it took a moment for Adelaide to respond.

      When Inga stepped back, she glanced down at Adelaide, then chuckled.

      “Is this so rare a thing for you to be so surprised?”

      “Surprised? I-I don’t know what you mean,” Adelaide said unconvincingly.

      “Perhaps not. Perhaps there’s another reason the color of your cheeks matches your hair.” Inga winked.

      “R-right, well, I... yes. I should let you get some sleep then. Good night,” Adelaide said, and she made for the door, but then something made her pause. She turned back to Inga, who had started pulling down the covers of her bed. “So then... when we were in Nalmar and the guards stopped us, and you told that story about me so they would let us pass...”

      Inga nodded.

      “That’s another thing about telling good lies. They’ll often contain some element of truth. Good night, Captain.”

      Adelaide returned slowly to her cabin. Before now she had thought about perhaps getting something sweet to eat before settling down for the night with some of her puzzles, but now all she could think of doing was going to bed herself. She had so much to think about she knew she wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else. More than anything, she hurt for her friend, and she suddenly felt herself wishing with all she had that Inga wasn’t as secretive about the rest of her past for similar reasons.

      When she locked her doors behind her, she went straight to preparing for bed, and though she turned out the lights and slipped into bed quite early, she didn’t sleep for a very long time that night.
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      The new year came and went, and for the first time, Maaya got to spend it in a proper home of her own. Now, rather than huddling up to try to stay warm in a place that was almost assuredly dark and cold, she could sit comfortably on the edge of her couch and stare out the grimy window to see fresh snow falling. The fire crackled all hours of the day and night, keeping everyone warm enough to keep their coats off unless they needed to go outside. Now that they were getting extra food, almost every morning Maaya awoke to the sounds and smells of delicious meals.

      Kim, Kalil, and Sovaan were beside themselves with joy, and they would watch the snow for hours through the windows, or go outside into the fresh snow until they were shivering before coming back inside to sit by the fire. Snow was an altogether different thing when it could be enjoyed and then watched from the safety of a warm house than when it was an obstacle in the way of a safe place to sleep at night.

      When it was safe and the streets were empty, Saber would go out to join them for a snowball fight. Occasionally, she would tell the others to stay inside and watch as she threw snowballs at unsuspecting passersby, and they all laughed uproariously as each person tried in vain to discover the culprit.

      Yet, despite this infectious joy that should have marked one of the best times of her life so far, Maaya could barely enjoy any of it. She would smile when people looked her way and engage in lively conversation, and sometimes her laughter was even genuine, but when the others went back to their own activities or went outside to play, her smile faded. Of her friends, only Saber knew what had happened that night, and she wanted to keep it that way, but putting up an emotional front was exhausting.

      She struggled simultaneously with her grief and the thought that she shouldn’t be experiencing any. She had known Hari for years, but it had only been recently that they had started doing anything together—and even then, it was mostly taking walks at night during which most of their attention was focused on other things. In some situations they had almost been at odds, their need to survive and the scarcity of resources becoming more important than any friendship.

      But, as Saber had explained, those years together had still been ample time for them to become close, if in no other way that simple familiarity. They shared many life experiences, and when they were both in more comfortable situations, their comparative lack of stress had made friendship much more possible. Hari had been a kind and friendly person in his own right, and his loss was not any less valid or meaningful because they hadn’t been attached at the hip. What’s more, Saber reasoned, it was hard to watch someone be killed in the street and come away from it feeling no different.

      While Saber’s help in this regard was appreciated, the ghost’s best efforts were no match for the guilt that loomed over Maaya every day since. She replayed the night hundreds of times in her mind, thinking of all the ways she had done wrong. If she hadn’t left her libris cards at home, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. She could have done more to stop the officer from tackling Hari. She could have done something more than simply leave him there, fleeing like he was worth nothing in order to save herself.

      If Maaya had been worried the others would find out, she had been absolutely terrified at the prospect of telling Bindhiya. But she knew she had no choice; she was the only one who could. She also knew that the longer she waited, the harder it would be, and the harder the news would hit.

      So, the very next morning, she had gone to see Bindhiya. Nothing could have prepared her for the feeling of watching Bindhiya’s face changing slowly from joy at seeing Maaya to horror and devastation at the news she brought. For the first time Maaya could ever remember, she saw Bindhiya cry, and the sound and sight alike made her feel like her very heart was being torn slowly apart. Bindhiya hadn’t been angry, as Maaya feared she would have, but by the end of their visit, this was little comfort. Once Bindhiya calmed, she had accepted Maaya’s report and they spoke briefly of other things. She even managed a smile before Maaya left, but it was faint and forced. Maaya left feeling worse than when she had arrived, even if she knew she had done the right thing.

      Still, the rest of the world moved on, the Maaya knew eventually that she would have to move on with it. One morning late in January, she decided to try to do just that.

      The walk to Bindhiya’s apartment from her new home had become routine by now, though Maaya felt distinctly uncomfortable going alone. She had ask Saber to let her go alone; she felt she needed to go by herself, at least this once, but going without Saber and without Hari made her feel somehow vulnerable and lonely.

      She blinked, trying to push away the dark mood that threatened to envelop her. She was going to be strong today.

      She was let into the apartment as usual, but this time, the boy who opened the door took her straight to Bindhiya’s room. Maaya caught a glimpse of two others in the main room, but when she gave them a nod of acknowledgement, they turned away from her. After briefly checking to make sure if Bindhiya was ready to see a guest, he saw Maaya in, then closed the door behind her.

      Bindhiya greeted Maaya with a smile, and though Maaya could tell she still hurt, she looked much better than she had the day Maaya had given her the bad news. She patted the bed next to her, then struggled to pull herself up from the pillows she rested against. Maaya rushed to help, noticing as she did that Malika was nowhere to be seen.

      Once they were situated, sitting side by side, Bindhiya reached over and placed her hand on top of Maaya’s. Maaya barely managed to suppress a shiver.

      “I’m so glad to see you’ve come back. I’ve been anxious to see you again, and I thought about sending someone to check on you, but I... I didn’t want to risk disturbing you,” Bindhiya said apologetically.

      “No, it’s okay. I think I needed the time. I’m still a little nervous to be coming back... how do you feel?”

      Bindhiya grimaced.

      “I mourn still for him. This was never supposed to happen. It’s why I always tell everyone that their lives and safety come first. I never, ever wanted to see anyone hurt, much less...”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I can’t stop thinking about it and what I could have done differently, or if I could—”

      Bindhiya stopped her by gently putting a hand on Maaya’s shoulder.

      “That’s a dangerous road to go down. Don’t search for lessons in death. This wasn’t your fault. Though I can’t say I haven’t blamed myself at least a little as well.”

      Maaya wanted to ask how she could possibly blame herself when she had very likely been asleep in this room when it had happened. But she knew. He was one of Bindhiya’s own, and his work had been for her. As illogical as it was, she knew where it came from.

      “Well, one of the things I wanted to talk about was doing more volunteering,” Maaya began, but again she was interrupted.

      “No. Absolutely not. You’re not going back out there anymore. No one is right now, not until I figure out something new, but I’m not putting you anywhere with even the slightest risk of harm or danger.”

      Maaya bit her lip.

      “Actually, I... I was going to ask if there was something else I could do. I want to help any way I can, but... I’m scared. I think too scared to go back out there.”

      Bindhiya smiled, tucking Maaya’s hair behind her left ear.

      “I know, I know. I wouldn’t ask that of you even if I sorely needed it. We will heal and grow and move on. Besides, you’re here out of the goodness of your heart, as are so many others; I don’t want kindness to be a risk for you.”

      “What can I do?” Maaya continued, lifting her head hopefully.

      “Truthfully, I’m not sure yet. We’re still struggling to figure out how to manage our needs after... what happened. It’s a matter of logistics, not lack of volunteers, for the moment. I’m on my own for the moment as well, which makes managing all these things that much more difficult.”

      Maaya’s eyes drifted inadvertently to the side of the bed where Malika so often stood.

      “Where is she?”

      Bindhiya sighed, and now it was her turn to look away.

      “She and I had a... disagreement. I’m not sure when she’ll be back, but she said she would be. I think she needs some time for herself, and I can’t fault her that. I suppose being around anyone for so long, even someone you like, is bound to cause friction eventually.”

      “What happened?”

      “We just have a few different priorities, that’s all. Best not dwell on things we can’t change,” Bindhiya said, and then her expression brightened suddenly. “Actually, I thought of something you can do. This will probably seem very silly, but... well, actually, maybe this is too trivial. We can’t be focused on little things like this.”

      “What is it?” Maaya asked, leaning slightly closer for emphasis. Bindhiya was noticeably embarrassed.

      “It’s just... there’s something I really like, and I haven’t had it in a long while, and with everything else going on I think it would be really nice—”

      “Yeees?” Maaya continued pointedly.

      “If... if you want to bring me some gulab jamun sometime, that would make my day,” Bindhiya blurted out, nearly clapping a hand over her mouth as soon as she said these words. “It’s just one of my favorite things, you know, and I figured... well, like I said, we can’t focus on such silly things, and anyway you’re so much more important to me than some errand girl—”

      “Consider it done,” Maaya said with a grin. “Besides, I need to see you more anyway, so I might as well bring you something nice to eat.”

      Bindhiya’s face all but glowed with joy.

      “Thank you so much. You know, I didn’t think there was any way you could make me look forward to your visits more, but I think you’ve done just that. Oh, and please bring enough for two.”

      “You don’t even need to ask. I’m not going to let Malika just watch.”

      At this, Bindhiya playfully smacked Maaya’s shoulder.

      “I meant so we could share.”

      Maaya drew in a short breath of surprise.

      “O-oh.”

      Bindhiya beamed and looked as if she wanted to say more, but then she groaned, placing her hand to her forehead. Maaya quickly leaned forward in case she needed to catch her, but then Bindhiya looked up slowly.

      “I’m so sorry, but could you help me lie down? I’m afraid this was a little too much excitement.”

      Maaya immediately obliged, and helped Bindhiya lie back against the small mountain of pillows at the head of the bed. Bindhiya sighed and closed her eyes, and Maaya was afraid she had fallen asleep or passed out, but then she opened her eyes again and gave Maaya a weak smile.

      “This is so inconvenient. Honestly I’m surprised Malika didn’t tire of me before this.”

      Maaya’s eyes widened slightly.

      “Is that what your disagreement was about?”

      Bindhiya seemed to realize she’d said too much, but she looked too exhausted to try to change the subject—or, perhaps, to avoid talking about something she very much wanted to.

      “Yes and no. You may know she’s been concerned about my health, and as of late she’s been more and more frustrated that I, in her eyes, am not doing all I can to take care of myself. She doesn’t mind helping me day to day, but she was upset that I have been focused on the needs of others over myself. I’m going to work myself to death, she says. I don’t think that’s true, but I can understand her anger. In fact, if I had to side with either of us, it would be with her. This must be hard for her to witness.”

      “She mentioned it once,” Maaya said slowly. “She said you weren’t seeing any more doctors because you thought that money could go elsewhere.”

      “That’s true, though the reason isn’t because I’m refusing treatment that could otherwise cure me. It’s because the doctors I did see had no answers for me. It was hard enough to spend that money on tests and visits, but they came up with nothing. With that in mind I thought it would be wasteful for me to continue. That way of thinking is difficult for some people to accept.”

      “But... but you’re okay, right?” Maaya asked anxiously. “I mean, she said that when you rest and take care of yourself you seem better.”

      “That’s also true! I don’t mean to worry you,” Bindhiya replied kindly. “This is hard for people to see, I’m aware of that, but I don’t see myself going anywhere any time soon. It’s not all that fun to work from a bed, but it ensures I get plenty of rest. I have my bad days, but my good days, too. And you know, they say a positive mindset is important for your health, so if you keep visiting me, I should be cured in no time.”

      Maaya giggled before she could stop herself, and Bindhiya looked quite pleased with herself. Maaya still felt something of a weight in her chest at the thought of Bindhiya’s condition and her disagreement with Malika, but for the moment, it seemed like all was as well as it could be.

      “I’ll let you get some rest then, okay?” Maaya said. “I’ll come back another time, and maybe we can figure out what else I can do.”

      “I’ll try to make sure we have something for you,” Bindhiya answered with a smile. Before Maaya had closed the door behind her, she had already closed her eyes to sleep.

      

      That evening, close to midnight, Maaya and the others made their way quietly out of town and down the abandoned road toward the river. Choosing to avoid taking to the streets at night for the moment, the Ghost Hunters opted to wander the roads and dead lands outside of Sark. Sometimes they found company while other times they found mischievous ghosts who threatened them or pestered them until they were sealed away. The others were becoming ever more comfortable with their abilities, and Maaya greatly enjoyed watching them get better and better as they did so. At the rate they were going, she thought, they would surely overtake her eventually.

      Though they came armed with their libris cards, as they always did, Maaya was more interested in company than conflict, and so the five friends made their way to the docks. There they found Styx in animated conversation with Milo and Sylvia. Saber frowned at the sight of both ghosts, but said nothing.

      “...seven miles, trust me, I’ve been up this river more times than I can count,” Styx said, gesturing downriver. “Never quite made it to the ocean m’self, but I’ve never been the big city type. Far as I see it, the closer you get to the ocean, the stranger people ye meet.”

      “You really ought to pick the trade back up again, my friend. Or go visit some of your friends nearby! It’s not like the dock keeps you too busy for a brief jaunt around the bend. Ah! Speaking of friends, look who we’ve got here,” Milo exclaimed, waving to Maaya and the others.

      “How’s everything?” Maaya asked, giving Styx a hug, then gasping as Styx patted her on the back, knocking some air out of her lungs in the process.

      “Suddenly better, and the night was already goin’ well enough,” Styx said happily. “You kids out for a walk, or are you after some poor souls again?”

      “Just out for a walk tonight. I think we’ve all had enough conflict lately,” Maaya answered, then glared as the other four shook their heads in unison.

      “Not enough, if anything,” Kalil said.

      “It hasn’t gotten old yet!” Kim added.

      “What are we called the Ghost Hunters for if we aren’t hunting ghosts?” Sovaan jumped in.

      “If violence is such a bad thing, magic wouldn’t make it seem so fun,” Saber reasoned.

      “You’re all terrible,” Maaya grumbled. “Let’s just have some peace for tonight.”

      “I have missed seeing you. I want to hear more of your stories,” Sylvia said in her usual calm, almost sleepy voice.

      “I’ll say it before Styx does: what say we get across the river? We’ve got a full party here, would be a shame to waste it,” Milo suggested.

      The thought of crossing the river and exploring the lands beyond pushed any contrary thought out of their heads, and Styx was already halfway to his feet to prepare his boat by the time the others voiced their agreement.

      Maaya had to admit she missed the days when it had been just her and Styx on the river together, but there was something wonderful about having so many friends around her that the boat was almost too crowded to sit comfortably. Between Styx, Maaya, Kim, Kalil, and Sovaan, the boat looked like it would surely collapse or sink below the water line at any moment, but it held strong as it always did, quickly making the trip across the cold, still river under Styx’ expert guidance.

      As soon as they arrived, Kalil leapt out of the boat and applied one of his green libris cards, handing one to Saber immediately after.

      “Race you to the top!” he said, and without waiting for a response, dashed off in a blur of green.

      “Please, like I couldn’t beat you without this,” Saber snorted, but she happily used the card and soared off after him, looking somewhat pleased for the excuse to get away from the other ghosts.

      Milo seemed happy to stay near the water with Styx, which left Maaya, Kim, and Sovaan together. Sylvia looked unsure about joining either group, but at Sovaan’s urging, she joined them. Her bird fluttered down from her shoulder and onto Sovaan’s arm as he often did, and Sovaan pet the bird as they went.

      “I was thinking about you, Sylvia,” Sovaan said suddenly as they made their way slowly up the hill toward the buildings above. “Do you still not remember anything?”

      “I haven’t given it much thought. I’ve seen no need to remember anything,” Sylvia answered simply, and Maaya suddenly felt grateful that Saber had gone off elsewhere.

      “Well, I think you might be actually alive!” Sovaan continued, undeterred. “Just really sick. Maybe in a coma. If you get close to death you might be able to be alive and be a ghost at the same time.”

      “That would make sense,” Kim added, snapping her fingers. “You know how people talk about having out-of-body experiences when they almost die? That could be the reason!”

      “That’s an interesting thought. I don’t suppose being alive or dead is much different if I’m a ghost. Do you think if I looked in town I might find myself?” Sylvia asked.

      “I think so. You must be from Sark! Otherwise you’d remember traveling to get here, right?” Sovaan hypothesized excitedly.

      “Besides, who’d want to come here voluntarily?” Maaya said airily, and the others laughed.

      “Do you think we should try to find your body? Maybe we can do something to help,” Kim suggested.

      “Oh yeah! We could use libris!” Sovaan said, but then his face fell slightly when Maaya shook her head.

      “It doesn’t quite work like that. We have healing cards, but they can’t do anything the body can’t do itself. Besides, even if it did work that way, I don’t think there’s any good way to find her and get close to her. If she’s that sick, there’s probably going to be people around her at all times.” As Kim and Sovaan began to complain in unison, Maaya quickly added, “If you can think of a good way to not only search the entire town for her when we know nothing more about her than her appearance, not to mention a way to safely get to her and help fix whatever is ailing her—which would be something that both doctors and magic cannot apparently do—then we can talk about it.”

      “I’ll think of something,” Sovaan said determinedly, crossing his arms, and Sylvia smiled.

      “You know, I quite like being dead. But if I can be alive, too, I think that would be fun.”

      “What if Rahu gets involved? People seem to trust him and listen to him,” Kim suggested.

      “Like he’d do a nice thing like that,” Maaya said bitterly before she could stop herself. At Kim’s look of surprise she hastily continued, “Er, it’s just that this isn’t really his sort of thing. He likes to play exorcist, not doctor.”

      “Though if there was money involved he’d start training to be a doctor tomorrow,” came Saber’s voice from behind them. Kalil followed close behind, looking quite worn out. “The man’s motives are anything but subtle.”

      “I mean, I’m sure that’s a nice bonus, but the man’s got to live, doesn’t he?” Kalil panted, taking a seat next to Maaya. “No point doing work for free, especially if you’re the only one in town who can.”

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Saber said airily. “Speaking of our lovely benefactor, however, we’ll probably be getting a job from him soon. It’s been a few days since our last assignment, and business is booming for Rahu, so we’ll be getting busy soon.”

      “I can’t wait,” Kim exclaimed.

      “That being the case,” Saber continued, “I don’t want us staying out too late. I know it’s easy when we work nights, but if he decides to come by for our briefing, we want to look ready.”

      “Can’t we stay another few hours?” Sovaan pleaded.

      “One at most. At the very least, Maaya needs to be rested.”

      “She can go home without us, can’t she?” Sovaan continued, trying to sound innocent.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so. I’m the oldest, so when I say it’s bedtime, all of us are going,” Maaya answered, raising an eyebrow.

      “Nu uh! Saber’s the oldest! Probably,” Sovaan contested.

      Saber grinned.

      “Would you really prefer me giving orders over Maaya?”

      “Oh, yeah. You’re probably younger than her after all. You just look old.”

      The next moment, Sovaan cried out with laughter as Saber descended upon him and tickled him ferociously.

      “I look old, do I? Keep that in mind as you get older and older and I’ll look young enough to be your granddaughter. What are wrinkles like, I wonder? I’ll never know, so I’ll just have to ask you.”

      Kim fell into a fit of giggles, and the others soon followed. Even Sylvia joined in, though she looked slightly uncomfortable at Saber’s sudden presence. Soon, she spoke.

      “I’ll go let Styx know you’ll be returning soon.”

      They traveled reluctantly home, but it didn’t take long. As was normally the case, especially as they walked through the cold in the dead of night, Maaya found herself thinking more and more of their fireplace and her comfortable bed. By the time they got home, they were all quite happy to go to bed and get some rest.

      As the others went upstairs, yawning and stretching as they went, Maaya began to pull up her covers and fluff her pillow as Saber went to get her a glass of water.

      “It’s a good thing Rahu’s coming by tomorrow. We’ve got enough food for another few days’ worth of meals at most,” Saber mused, as she looked over their food stores in the cabinets. “Less than that if Kalil tries cooking again.”

      “If things get tight, we can always ask Roshan to work some kind of miracle,” Maaya said, rubbing her eyes tiredly as she sat down on the couch.

      “His parents need a medal; I don’t know why they don’t open a restaurant together. Either way, Roshan is going to make someone very happy someday. You all settled?”

      Maaya nodded and settled down into her pillow, pulling her blankets up to her cheeks as she liked to do.

      “You exploring tonight?”

      “I may a little. I’ll aim to be back a little before sunrise in time for Rahu. Unless you need me to stay?”

      “Go have fun, my brave adventurer,” Maaya teased.

      “Sweetest of dreams to you, my darling,” Saber returned with a flourish, and then she disappeared through the wall.

      The next thing Maaya knew, she was being shaken awake. She groaned and slowly opened her eyes to see Saber floating above her. The ghost had her hands at Maaya’s shoulders, and was glancing between her sleeping friend and the front door. When she noticed Maaya was awake, the ghost seemed almost relieved.

      “Sorry to wake you so quickly, but Rahu’s just a few blocks away. I saw him on my way back to the house. Hurry and get ready while I wake the others.”

      Before Maaya even had a chance to respond, Saber made her way quickly upstairs. A quick look out the window told Maaya the sun hadn’t even risen yet. She groaned again for good measure. Nobody had any right waking up this early on purpose, much less starting business.

      She quickly got dressed and attempted to make her hair look somewhat presentable while Saber darted back downstairs and began lighting candles. From above, Maaya could hear the sounds of movement and tired voices.

      Only a few moments later, Maaya heard a knock at the door, swift and sharp.

      “Get them down here quickly,” Maaya whispered to Saber, and the ghost handed her matchbook to Maaya before retreating upstairs once again.

      Maaya took a calming breath, put on a smile for practice, then opened the door.

      Without waiting to be invited in, Rahu stepped in, taking off his hat and hanging it near the door.

      “Ah, good morning. I wasn’t expecting you to be awake and ready this hour. Are you well?” Rahu asked. There was a warmth to his voice Maaya only heard when he came by the house now.

      “Oh, yes, I’m fine. I knew you were coming by today so I wanted to make sure I was ready for you whenever you were ready,” Maaya replied. Saber had helped her with this response; as she’d explained, Rahu was narcissistic enough to appreciate someone setting their whole day aside to prepare for him. Seeing the people who worked for him ready to go at a moment’s notice, regardless of their need for sleep, was a subtle way to get in his good graces.

      Sure enough, Rahu nodded approvingly.

      “Good, good. You’ve admirable work ethic, I’ve always liked that. Where are the others?”

      “Just finishing getting ready before breakfast,” Maaya explained, unable to avoid looking nervously at the stairs. Rahu played nice when he came to visit, but she still felt afraid to be left alone with him, even if the others were in the same house.

      “In that case, let’s sit down. Before we get to the details, I need to tell you something.” Rahu pulled out a chair and sat down comfortably, and Maaya joined him. “I don’t live nearby, which means that coming by the house takes me out of my way. I’d like to start using another method of sharing details that should work better for both of us.”

      Rahu reached into his coat pocket and pulled out what appeared to be a small metal orb. Upon closer inspection, however, Maaya realized that it was a bird. Slightly larger than a hummingbird, it was made of thin, curving gold and silver metal, and its eyes were made of tiny green jewels. Inside the bird’s body, Maaya could see gears and other mechanisms, though she wasn’t sure what purpose they had.

      “Have you ever seen one of these before?” Rahu asked. Maaya, astonished, shook her head. “This is how I’ll be sending you messages in the future if it proves useful. I’ll record my voice and send the bird to you; when you receive it, ask it to play its message, and you’ll hear my recording. When it’s finished, it will return to me. It will save me a trip and not require you to be at home all hours of the day waiting for a house call. What do you think?”

      “That... sounds amazing,” Maaya answered slowly, thinking more of the bird than Rahu’s proposal. Rahu seemed to notice, and smirked.

      “Technology can be a wonderful thing. A shame so many of its conveniences are so very expensive.”

      “But he’d hate to brag about his wealth, really,” came Saber’s sarcastic voice from behind her.

      A moment later, the others stepped into the kitchen and greeted Rahu excitedly. Rahu smiled and got to his feet as the others crowded nearby, even giving Kim a hug when she reached for it, though Maaya could see the split-second hesitation in his movement. It was something she knew no one else, except perhaps Saber, would notice. He was all kindness and warmth, and it made Maaya uncomfortable. How easily he switched between the way he treated them and the way he treated her. He had talked to her that way, once. Until she had stepped out of line. Until then, he’d fooled her into thinking he valued her as more than just a tool, as though the world he wanted was within their grasp and that it was only by working together as equals that they could achieve it. He’d even fooled Saber, though not for quite as long. She found herself regretting the fact that she hadn’t listened all over again.

      Seeing the way he was now reinforced her resolve not to tell her friends what had happened with Rahu. They were young and he was a kind and powerful friend; they needed that. Beyond that, she knew they were headstrong and stubborn, and that it would be difficult for all of them to keep up with the act. Maybe they would even openly defy him, putting them all in danger. She couldn’t bear to see them treated the way Rahu treated her now. She could protect them from the mistakes she had made. She thought one day she might share the truth, but only after they were safely out of Rahu’s grasp. For one day, they would be. She was determined in that at least.

      “All right, settle down, let’s get to talking about your job. I need to get going to my own job in a few minutes,” Rahu chuckled, and they all sat obediently around the table. “Part of the reason I’ve come so early is because this job necessitates expediency. My client is very important, and this is my opportunity to make a good impression. Doing well by her could mean big things for me, and thus, for you.”

      “What do we have to do?” Kalil asked, anticipation heavy in his tone.

      “The same as all the others, for the most part. You face two obstacles, however. The first is time—you have none to prepare. The second is that you won’t be cleansing a house. This woman claims a spirit is following her and interfering with her life no matter where she goes. Sometimes it misplaces her important paperwork or steals her keys, but other times it throws things at her and injures her. She’s terrified and wants this taken care of with the utmost haste. I said by this time tomorrow she would be able to rest easy. I trust you will be able to make good on my promise.”

      “Of course,” Maaya said immediately. “What do we need to know?”

      “Her name is Hooi-Joo. She lives near Corridor B and works in the government quarter. Her travel route typically takes her between home, work, and back again, and she doesn’t deviate from this very much save for evening socializing, but I doubt she would do that mid-week. I’ve brought a photograph of her for you. Find her, keep with her, and get rid of the spirit following her. Stay out of sight; this job should be done without her ever knowing you were there.”

      “That will be a challenge. It will require being near her and using libris without her being the wiser,” Saber mused quietly. “With no time to prepare, this should be interesting.”

      “What do you think? Will it be a done deal?” Rahu asked placidly.

      “We’ll do it perfect!” Sovaan exclaimed, pumping his fist, and the rest joined him.

      “Glad to hear it. I won’t be able to make immediate contact with you, but I will hear of the results first thing tomorrow. Maaya, I’ll send you my bird with the results. Now, I must be off. Good luck to you!”

      They said their farewells, Maaya hanging back behind the others. Rahu paid her no attention, and after a moment, he grabbed his hat and walked out the door.

      Maaya let out a short breath. She didn’t think she’d ever be comfortable having Rahu in her house. Letting him into the one safe place she had in the world felt almost like a violation, and she was glad to be seeing that much less of him.

      “What does he mean his bird? Does he use a carrier pigeon?” Kim asked curiously.

      “Something like that,” Maaya sighed. “I don’t know about you, but I’m going back to bed in a minute. But first, let’s talk about our plans for tonight.”

      

      Maaya awoke from her nap several hours later. The soft light filtering in through the window told her they had precious few hours of sunlight left, but this suited them well. The dark was more comfortable, and it was easier to see ghosts in the night.

      As she sat up and rubbed her eyes, she saw Kim moving quietly through the room, lighting candles as she went. When she looked over and saw Maaya sitting up, she jumped and nearly dropped her match.

      “Oh! Sorry, I didn’t know you were awake. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      “I don’t think so. I should probably be up anyway,” Maaya replied with a smile. “Did you get any rest?”

      “A little. I think I’m a little nervous. But I feel wide awake now. And hungry. Do you want something to eat?”

      “Where are the others?” Maaya asked. She couldn’t hear their voices from upstairs, and she hoped they weren’t still asleep.

      “They were too excited to sleep, so Saber took the boys out to scout around. It’s probably best for Sovaan to see the area, and it got them out of my hair. The walls don’t keep out much sound up there, and those two love to talk,” Kim said tiredly. “It’s just you and me for now. Let me get us something.”

      Maaya got up and began to stretch, get dressed, and make her bed while Kim prepared a quick meal. Maaya had come to appreciate any time she got with her friends one-on-one, and she liked this time with Kim the most. She had gotten to know her first, and since she was the second oldest, she had a maturity and understanding of things the others were still struggling to grasp. What’s more, since they were together for almost everything they did, it was rare to have any time with them as individuals. She didn’t always mind; they were her family, and she loved them dearly, but sometimes it was a lot to process all at once.

      Rather than sitting at the table, Kim walked over to the couch with two plates in her hands, and she gave one to Maaya. Kim liked making sandwiches with fresh vegetables and smoked meats. They were lighter than many of their typical dinners, which made them the perfect meal to eat before going out on a mission.

      “Can I ask you a weird question?” Kim asked after a few minutes of comfortable silence.

      “Always.”

      “Was it hard to learn to read and write?”

      Maaya set her sandwich down and tapped her finger to her chin.

      “I don’t know if I would say it was hard, but I’m not as good as I could be. I had Saber’s help, too.”

      “How did she do that?” Kim continued intently.

      “It’s... a little embarrassing, but she brought me kid’s books to read and helped slowly take me through the letters and sounds and everything. Why? Do you want to?”

      At this, Kim looked slightly flustered and looked away.

      “Oh, I was just curious. I think it’s kind of neat. I don’t know many people who can do that. Anyway, it’s not too important.” She quickly bit into her sandwich before Maaya could respond. Maaya hid her smile with her napkin and scooted herself a little closer to her.

      Before too long, Maaya heard the unmistakable sound of Kalil’s voice at the door, followed by Sovaan’s laughter. Saber floated through the door and unlocked it for them, and the boys spilled into the room, their hair and clothes flecked with snow.

      “Well, there goes our quiet evening,” Maaya chuckled. “Are you guys ready to go? We’ll be leaving soon.”

      “They’re well fed and have more energy than this babysitter knows how to deal with,” Saber said, rolling her eyes as the boys playfully shoved each other. “We need a good marathon tonight so they can quiet down.”

      The other didn’t answer her directly, but Sovaan began getting their cards together as Kalil moved to fetch defensive weapons for the group. Kim got to her feet and took Maaya’s plate and her own over to the counter, leaving Maaya with no other choice but to finish getting ready herself.

      Within minutes, they were on their way. Maaya listened to Sovaan explain their route three times over. The more he explained, the more Maaya realized just how difficult this would be. Not only were they tailing a very important person and trying to get rid of a bothersome spirit all without being noticed, but they would be doing so in a crowded area filled with wealthier people and more security as a result. For the most part, the Ghost Hunters had the cover of night and abandoned homes that let them get away with a few mistakes here and there, but this had to be close to perfect.

      Once the group had their directions down, Maaya took over.

      “Since we know her route, we don’t need to spend much time looking for her. We’ll stand at quiet areas along the route. If one of you individually sees a chance, take it. Otherwise, follow her and we’ll group up with you as we go. Saber, try what diplomacy you can. If the ghost looks like they’ll cause trouble, run.”

      “What if we can’t get her alone?” Kim asked.

      “We’ll need a distraction. Saber or Kalil, that’ll be up to you. Get everyone looking another way. Make it close by if you can.”

      “I could always smash a streetlight at the same time you use a card. Maybe she’ll think the sparks from your bloods are just the light and glass,” Saber suggested.

      “If we have a perfect possibility like that, by all means,” Maaya agreed. “Beyond that, we have to wing it. We don’t know anything about the ghost, or anything else for that matter, so all we can do is our best.”

      “We’ll do good like we always do! Rahu can count on us. And that lady too, I guess,” Sovaan giggled.

      “We’re getting close. Get ready to break up and take positions. I’ll scout ahead to see where she might be,” Saber said.

      “Carefully,” Maaya added. Saber nodded, then soared off.

      They walked in the opposite direction along the route Sovaan had explained, and one by one, they took positions on less populated corners. People in suits and long dresses walked here, and Maaya saw several officers within just a few blocks. She felt a thrill of fear when she thought she noticed the officer who had pursued her and Hari, but it ended up being someone else instead. She tried not to let her relief show on her face; she was supposed to belong here, after all.

      Soon, Maaya was the last one left, and she leaned against the wall of a nearby storage building, holding the day’s newspaper in her hands and pretended to read it. There was no sign of Saber or the others, so she guessed they hadn’t missed their target. As late in the evening as it was, she hoped they wouldn’t have to wait long.

      Fifteen minutes passed in silence, with only a few people giving her questioning looks. She marveled at the feeling of being even slightly accepted in a place like this, though she knew if she remained too long, people would start to ask questions.

      The next moment, however, Saber rushed over to her, and the ghost did not look pleased.

      “I found Hooi-Joo and her lovely ghost friend. I said what I could, but this ghost absolutely does not want to talk. She’s the epitome of angry haunting spirit and she is willing to cause physical harm to prove it.”

      Maaya suppressed a shudder.

      “Okay. Is she alone?”

      “Nope, and that’s problem too. She’s walking with a big group of who I assume are work friends. One of them seems a big boss type and it sounded to me like they were talking about a possible promotion for Hooi-Joo. So, you know, no pressure.”

      “How many?”

      “About half a dozen. That will make distractions easier, but equally more dangerous.”

      “Did you tell the others?”

      “Yes, though I doubt they’ll be able to do anything. There’s no getting close to her with a group like that.”

      Maaya uttered a low curse.

      “We’ll have to make do. Get Sovaan and Kim ready to try to strike from a distance; their aim is better. In the meantime, see if there’s any possible way to lure this ghost—”

      “There’s no doing that, either. This ghost has a major grudge against Hooi-Joo. I don’t know why, but she’s seeing red. Whatever we do, we need to try to make sure that ghost doesn’t know you can see her. Right now her rage only has one target, and I don’t want that changing.”

      Saber moved off again back down the road. Maaya’s mind raced. If they could strike the ghost from a distance that would make things easier, but it wasn’t the best choice. Any disturbance to Hooi-Joo could be a problem, one that Rahu would most certainly hear about. And if the ghost wouldn’t leave Hooi-Joo alone, that made it so much more difficult to solve.

      Maaya grimaced. The only option she could think of involved doing precisely opposite of what Saber had cautioned her against. If they wanted any chance of getting the ghost away from Hooi-Joo, and Saber’s words were no use, they would have to reveal themselves to her.

      Maaya moved up the road down the path Saber had taken. There was no point waiting for a good vantage point individually if Hooi-Joo was surrounded by other people. That was already one part of their plan they could no longer use, and Maaya hadn’t even laid eyes on her yet.

      Soon, however, she saw her. Just like her reference photo, Hooi-Joo was a tall and stern-looking woman with greying brown hair partially covered by a brown and silver silk scarf. She had sharp brown eyes and a narrow face that somehow worked to amplify the power of her gaze. Her clothes, her gait, and everything about her spoke of power and wealth, and Maaya was sure the woman had fooled just about everything.

      But Maaya knew fear when she saw it.

      Hooi-Joo was accompanied by at least seven other men and women, and they talked animatedly as they walked slowly down the street, other people making way for them as they passed. She was traveling the route Rahu said she would, and there was a silver lining to the crowd: with so much for Hooi-Joo to focus on, it was less likely she would think anything of the four children walking nearby.

      She tucked her newspaper into her pocket and joined up with Kalil, who nodded subtly toward a nearby building. On top of the three-story flats, she saw Kim, Sovaan, and Saber ready and waiting, but doing their best to keep out of sight. Saber threw her a cautioning look, and Maaya nodded. It was time to start.

      It didn’t take long to spot the ghost that had been troubling Hooi-Joo. She lingered nearby, keeping the woman in sight just like Maaya was, every so often throwing a nasty look in the group’s direction. Her disheveled long hair fell to her waist, and she constantly swept it out of her gaunt face with trembling hands. Every so often she would mutter something under her breath, though Maaya couldn’t hear anything she said.

      “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” came Saber’s voice at Maaya’s side. Maaya jumped in surprise, then quickly composed herself.

      “I don’t see a choice. We can’t get her away from Hooi-Joo otherwise.”

      “There’s no guarantee this will, either. It’s more likely it will just put you in danger.”

      “Again, if you have another idea, I’d love to hear it.”

      Saber bit her lip, then groaned.

      “In case things go south, run to your right up the block. There are fewer people that way. Have speed augments ready just in case.”

      Maaya nodded, then turned back to look at the ghost, her heart pounding in her chest as she realized that soon, inevitably, they would make eye contact. What happened after that remained to be seen, and Maaya didn’t like mysteries.

      The ghost ran her fingers through her hair again, uttering a curse, then glanced up in Maaya’s direction. She looked away, then did a double take, looking back more slowly this time. Maaya had seen eyes like hers before. They belonged to people who weren’t all there, usually as a result of rage or sorrow or slow descent into madness.

      The ghost seemed to sneer, then moved closer to Hooi-Joo. Kalil made a sudden movement to grab his blood cards, but Maaya stopped him.

      “Wait. We have to be careful.”

      The ghost grinned widely, as if she knew full well what their intentions were and how powerless they were to stop her without causing a disturbance.

      Then, the ghost darted forward toward them. Maaya feared the worst, but the ghost kept a respectable distance between them—large enough, in fact, that several living people were still between them.

      “Don’t tell me. You’re trying to protect her from me. You work for that man she met recently,” the ghost rasped, still grinning.

      Maaya nodded.

      “Ah, you can’t speak now, that’s good. I want to see how you’ll try to do it. If you’re brave enough to. I wouldn’t recommend it. She’s mine. If you get in the way, things will get bad for you, too.”

      Maaya threw her a questioning look.

      “Why? She hurt me more than I can describe. For years. I worked for her, and she made my life hell. I had to do it. Always so sanctimonious, that one, unhappy with her home life and taking it out on me. Utterly repulsive human being. I don’t want to hurt her or kill her, oh no. I want her to be unhappy as long as I was. Maybe if I’m lucky she’ll die by her own hand.”

      Maaya shook her head, then turned desperately to Saber. Someone had to say something.

      “We’ve got problems of our own, you know. We’re not doing this because we like her or the man who’s making us do it,” Saber explained. “We’re not against you here.”

      “You are. In my way. I think you should stay back. Watch the show if you want. Just know she deserves it.”

      Before Saber could reply, the ghost rushed back to Hooi-Joo, giving her a little shove on the shoulder as she went. Hooi-Joo stumbled slightly and knocked into a man walking slightly ahead of her. She immediately looked embarrassed and apologized, but the man had already looked away again.

      “Looks about time for me to make a diversion, huh?” Kalil asked quietly.

      “Got anything in mind?” Maaya returned.

      “There’s a cart of toys not far up. I can pretend I fell into it. I won’t damage anything, but it’ll get people looking,” Kalil suggested.

      “Whatever you do, you should do it quickly; it seems we’re taking a detour,” Saber said.

      Maaya turned her gaze back to the group ahead and realized they were making a turn when they ought to have continued going straight. They were headed toward a brightly lit street covered with colorful canvas on both sides. There were several restaurants and high-end stores here, and Maaya soon guessed they were going to dinner. A moment later, however, she saw the problem. On top of it being even more crowded here, the covered street meant that Sovaan and Kim would no longer be able to strike from above.

      “Get the others and have them come in from the opposite end of the street, but have them keep their distance. They’ll be there to block escape attempts, not try anything,” Maaya murmured, and Saber rushed off again. Maaya didn’t expect the ghost to try to flee—she didn’t seem the type to do so—but it would help keep the others busy and out of trouble. Besides, ghosts who had been dead a while had a fair few tricks they weren’t afraid to use, so having backup was always handy.

      Hooi-Joo’s group stopped outside an upscale restaurant. There were a few tables and chairs outside with large umbrellas and heat lamps interspersed between them, creating a luxurious and calming atmosphere. One of the men walked toward a kiosk, presumably to check on a reservation. Maaya and Kalil walked closer, careful to look busy; they already stood out plenty.

      “What do we do?” Kalil asked quietly.

      “Wait, I guess,” Maaya answered. “The ghost won’t leave her side. I’m not used to this.”

      “No lights I can break around here either. I’ll just have to go with my distraction. I’ll get everyone looking away from you. They’ll probably be surprised by the lights, but they won’t think they’ve got anything to do with you, yeah?”

      “It’s better than nothing,” Maaya said nervously, watching as the ghost lazily tipped over a chair just as someone was about to leave the restaurant, causing several people sitting nearby to turn around in alarm. “We should get started. And please, please be safe. If anything happens, just run. We’ll meet you back at the house.”

      Kalil slowly walked off, giving a confident and disarming smile to anyone who looked his way. Maaya felt a twinge of envy; would that she could so comfortably walk among people like this rather than freezing up with fear.

      Maaya craned her neck to look down both sides of the street. There was no sign of the others or Saber just yet. She fidgeted with her hands in her pockets, and suddenly realized she was trembling with nerves. Their time was short; if they went into the restaurant, there would be no getting to them at all, and they couldn’t afford to wait until after the dinner was over. With as important as it seemed, the ghost would surely be intent on being as destructive as possible, and Rahu wouldn’t be pleased if his client was left to suffer such a thing.

      Slowly, casually, Maaya reached for her blood cards and made sure she had a few immediately at the ready. Not far away, Kalil stood by the cart, his hands also in his pockets, pretending to browse.

      A loud clang from nearby caused Maaya to whirl around; the ghost had taken one of the decorative metal gates at the entrance to the restaurant and slammed it shut as hard as she could. Maaya could hear the metal vibrating above even the gasps of the patrons. Hooi-Joo looked pale and nervous even as she attempted to pretend she had only been startled by the noise, and for a moment, Maaya almost felt bad for her.

      And then a well-dressed man in a white shirt came out and spoke to Hooi-Joo’s group. Maaya couldn’t hear what he said, but when the group turned in unison toward the door, she knew what was happening. She looked back at Kalil, gulped, then nodded.

      Kalil nodded back with a smile.

      A moment later, there was a crash and a shout as Kalil tripped and fell spectacularly into the cart of toys. Several of them clattered to the ground, and Maaya prayed none had broken. Next she heard an angry yell, but Maaya didn’t have time to watch.

      It was time.

      Pulling her blood cards into view, she suddenly walked quickly toward Hooi-Joo and the others, who, for the moment, had eyes only for the spectacle before them. Even the ghost seemed temporarily distracted. To Maaya’s horror, however, when she got close, the ghost looked back at her with a wicked grin.

      Just as Maaya was about to raise her arm to throw a card, the ghost dashed forward and pushed Maaya, hard, into a nearby table. Maaya crashed into it, causing it to slide several feet, the grinding of metal legs on the stone causing everyone to jump—then look straight at her.

      “Ha! A good try, anyway,” the ghost laughed.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” one of the men said loudly, stepping toward her.

      Maaya froze with terror. She had dropped her blood cards—not that she could use them with everyone watching her—and now she had everyone’s attention in the middle of doing something that must have looked incredibly suspicious.

      Suddenly, Maaya felt a surge of inspiration. Taking advantage of the fact that her left pocket was out of view, she quickly reached inside and pulled out the newspaper she had used earlier as she got to her feet, holding it out to the man.

      “I’m so sorry, I dropped my newspaper and it started to blow away, and I fell when I reached for it.”

      “Clumsy brat,” one of the women sneered. “What are you doing in a place like—?”

      She was interrupted as the ghost came forward and pulled one of Maaya’s legs out from under her, laying her flat on her back, the wind temporarily knocked out of her.

      The men and women gasped, and some stepped back.

      “She’s not well! Must have had a good early night at the tap, wouldn’t you say?” one of the men chuckled.

      The first man didn’t look as amused.

      “I’ll not have you ruin our evening. Out with you before I call the police.”

      “Best do as he says! These lot don’t like being interrupted,” the ghost called in a singsong voice.

      At that moment, Kalil jogged over, immediately holding out a hand to Maaya. She got shakily to her feet and reached her hand in her pocket for another blood card, only to realize they were not there. She saw the few cards she’d held fluttering away in the breeze, and made to go retrieve them, but Kalil held her back with a strong hand at her arm.

      “Hey, you okay sis? That looked like it hurt.”

      “Ah, they’re related. Clumsiness runs in their blood, it seems,” Hooi-Joo said, and the others laughed approvingly. Coincidentally, all of Maaya’s sympathy for the woman vanished in an instant.

      “Sorry about this, her illness makes her lose her footing sometimes,” Kalil continued, then turned back to Maaya. “Let’s get you home to rest, yeah?”

      “But—”

      “I really think we should leave,” Kalil said emphatically, his eyes flicking back to the ghost who was hovering nearby.

      “Your brother is a smart boy. I have enough trouble without vagrants disrupting my special night,” Hooi-Joo continued. Whatever her position was, the others seemed to be deferring to her. “Now, if you’ll be so kind as to get out of my sight, we were about to sit down to eat.”

      They turned to leave again. The ghost stuck out her tongue at Maaya and Kalil as they went.

      Maaya scrambled to her feet, fully aware that some people were still looking at her. She was desperate and she had no plan, but they had to finish this now or they’d never have another good chance within their time frame.

      “Kalil? Any more distractions?” she whispered urgently.

      “This isn’t what I had in mind, but desperate times, I guess,” Kalil shrugged, though Maaya could see the tension on his face. They had only seconds to spare, Maaya was out of blood cards, and the ghost was keeping herself close enough to the group of people that it would be hard to hit her anyway. “Damn. This is going to be rough. Get ready to run.”

      Before she knew it, Kalil stuffed his blood cards into her hand, then strode forward toward the group.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but I just have a quick question—”

      The ghost darted out to meet him, looking thrilled at the prospect of causing more trouble. As she did so, Maaya took this chance and leapt forward, preparing to throw her blood cards at the ghost. She had to get close enough that she wouldn’t miss or hit anyone else; if they saw her cards, she was afraid claims of witchcraft would only be the beginning.

      The next three things happened all at once. Kalil suddenly pointed above their heads and shouted, “Look out!” The ghost, who by now was close enough to touch Kalil, hesitated only for a moment before bringing down a nearby heat lamp close to his head, which Kalil was only just barely able to dodge. Finally, Maaya’s blood cards struck the ghost and erupted in a spectacular burst of fiery red sparks.

      Several screams erupted from nearby. Hooi-Joo, who had been closest to the lamp, jumped back in surprise, nearly falling into one of her friends. The fallen lamp spat out a few sparks of its own, and they bounced across the cobblestones, coming dangerously close to several plants nearby. The combined noises were so loud that Maaya shrieked, even though they hadn’t caught her completely by surprise.

      Before she knew it, Kalil had taken her by the arm, pulled her to her feet, and started off quickly down the street.

      “Job’s done, time to go,” he said quickly, all pretense of remaining calm completely gone. “Do we meet up with the others or go home?”

      “Meet the others, we can’t leave them here after something like that,” Maaya nearly whimpered.

      “I’ll have you beaten within an inch of your life!” came an angry voice from behind them. “If I ever get my hands on...!”

      As luck would have it, Sovaan and Kim hadn’t made it to the other side of the street, so by the time the five friends met up again, they were several blocks away from the commotion, back toward the dim and quiet streets of home. No one had pursued them, but that was only a little comfort.

      “You two okay?” Saber asked as they slowed to a walk and started down the next block together.

      “Yeah. It got a little rough, but the ghost is gone, so Hooi-Joo should be happy. I think they were just bluffing back there, anyway; none of them were going to get their hands dirty in clothes like that,” Kalil said. “Still, if we can help it, I don’t want to do something like that again.”

      “Maaya?” Saber continued, concerned, when Maaya didn’t answer.

      Maaya shook her head.

      “It was like Len all over again,” she said quietly, her voice trembling. “So many people looking at me. Only this time I had a chance to run before anything happened, but I couldn’t take it.”

      “Who’s Len?” Sovaan asked.

      “No one anymore,” Saber answered shortly. “We’re almost home, and after that, we can forget about this. That ghost won’t be bothering Rahu’s client anymore, so we’re done. The hard part is over, and you all look like you could use some rest.”

      “Yeah... you’re right,” Maaya agreed. “We all did pretty well with the time we had, and it was a little scary and not completely according to plan, but we got the job done anyway, just like we always do. Good job, guys.”

      “I get to be the hero next time, okay?” Sovaan proclaimed, and the others laughed.

      “You already are,” Maaya said, managing a smile as she ruffled Sovaan’s hair.

      Saber had been right about one thing: with the job behind them, Maaya felt considerably better once she got home, even if she was still frightened by being so close to so many people giving her attention that could be dangerous. They had a quick dinner to celebrate, thankful their food stores would be replenished after their successful job. Maaya knew Rahu wouldn’t be pleased that they hadn’t managed to stay hidden from Hooi-Joo, but for all she knew, she had just had an unfortunate run-in with poor children; there was no need for her to connect the two. Rahu might not even hear about that part at all.

      Maaya fell asleep quickly, finally ready to put the stress of the night behind her. There were usually a few days in between jobs, so she looked forward to a few days of rest and recuperation.

      Early the next morning, however, Maaya found herself awake despite very much not wanting to be. She whined and turned on her side, hoping to fall back asleep, but then she heard a noise like metal tapping on glass.

      She slowly got out of bed, searching for the source of the sound. It took her a few moments to realize it was coming from the window. She peered through the dirty glass, and then her eyes widened at what she saw.

      Rahu’s bird.

      Maaya opened the window and the bird immediately flew inside, landing delicately on the kitchen table. It was surprisingly quiet for being made of metal, Maaya thought—and then it opened its mouth. Maaya immediately recognized Rahu’s voice, tinny and scratchy from the small speaker that must have been fitted inside.

      Maaya. I have good news and bad news. The good news is that Hooi-Joo tells me the paranormal incidents have stopped as of last night, and that she was able to sleep well for the first time in a long time. The bad news is she spoke of a most distressing incident that also occurred last night. Something about clumsy vagrants breaking things and ruining her important night. She still got the promotion she was after, but I’m afraid she wasn’t the happy customer I’d hoped she would be. This is uncharacteristically sloppy work for you. When I agreed to pay you for your work, that was under the unspoken implication that your work would be of quality. Up until now, that work has been exemplary. However, I am unable to pay for a job not done correctly, so I’m afraid we’ll have to wait until your next job to discuss anything further. I don’t know yet when that will be, but when I hear anything, I’ll let you know. I do hope you’re resting well.

      When the recording finished, the bird closed its beak, then opened its wings and flew swiftly out the window and out of sight.

      It took a few moments for what she had just heard to sink in. Maaya remained frozen in place, still staring at the table where the bird had just been. Unable to pay for a job not done correctly?

      She gripped the back of the chair she stood behind until her knuckles turned white, a sudden weight in her chest. This couldn’t be happening. Not when they were almost out of food, not when there were four of them in desperate need. Not after they had tried so hard.

      Dread and panic welled inside her, clawing their way up her throat until she thought she might be sick. Four mouths to feed, no food, and no idea as to when the next job would come their way. Despite Rahu’s attempt to frame it as her fault for not doing their job right, she knew it was unfair. He’d asked them to do something unusual, almost impossible, with hardly any time to prepare. What’s more, there was no refusing Rahu’s work, not when he had so much power, and not when they needed his food to survive. He’d forced them into a job with unreachable standards, then punished them when those standards were not met, even though the ghost was still gone and he’d still made his cut.

      Anger flared inside her and she shoved the chair aside, sending it clattering to the floor. Part of her was angry with Rahu, but the rest was anger at herself and how she had let herself get involved with him. How she had heard Saber’s good advice and accurate assessments of his character and denied them all because she had been blinded by hope. Saber had been right that Rahu paying them in food rather than money was a way of controlling her, and she was feeling it now. Their livelihoods were subject to his whims, and she loathed how one man could disrupt their entire ability to survive with a single casual decision. A message delivered machinery that was worth more than Maaya could ever dream of having in her life. While Rahu played with expensive toys he could only afford to buy because of Maaya’s work, she panicked over not knowing where her next meal was going to come from. And he had the gall to imply it was her fault.

      “Maaya?” came a timid voice from behind her.

      Kim stood at the bottom of the stairs, peeking around at the kitchen. She looked concerned, and her gaze darted between the chair on the floor and Maaya. Maaya quickly hid her anger from her face and moved to pick up the chair.

      “Sorry, did I wake you?”

      “It’s okay! I got plenty of sleep already. But... are you all right?” Kim asked quietly.

      Maaya set the chair back quietly, then forced a smile.

      “Yes, sorry. I felt a little woozy and knocked the chair over by accident,” Maaya answered guiltily. She felt worse about lying to her than about waking her.

      “Oh! Sit down, please, I’ll make you something. You should get something in your stomach before you walk around too much.”

      Kim started toward the kitchen, then stopped in surprise when Maaya raised her hands.

      “Oh, uhm, I’m not very hungry. Something wrong with my stomach. Must be leftover stress from last night,” Maaya said hastily. That wasn’t as much of a lie; she was definitely feeling it. She couldn’t bear to look at their empty cupboards and be confronted with all they had to live off of until Rahu contacted them next. She knew she would have to tell the others eventually, but that would have to come later, and preferably with Saber’s help.

      Kim gave her a sympathetic look that twisted the knife just a little more, then took Maaya over to the couch and sat her down. Maaya didn’t resist.

      “If that’s the case, just stay here and rest! You are up pretty early, after all. We’ve got all day to recover. I can stay with you if you want.”

      Maaya opened her mouth to refuse, to tell Kim she could go back to her own bed and that she would deal with her issues somehow, but she stopped. They were together in this one way or another.

      She smiled.

      “I’d like that.”
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      The seas gradually started to warm as March came around, enough that Adelaide was willing to occasionally indulge her temptation to go for a swim whenever the Windfire wasn’t moving, though that didn’t happen much. Now that her ship had been completely repaired, she had no interest in remaining on land or even staying still for too long while they were out on the water. She had taken them back into their merchant work with renewed vigor, every day just as exciting as the last, even if all she did was make minor course adjustments or take part in routine inspections. She was equally happy to take part in what daily ship-wide chores she could. By now, this was no longer a surprise to the crew, though she had been made aware early on that the captain getting down on her hands and knees to scrub the deck was not typical. She shrugged it off. This was her ship. How could she not?

      After two steady months of deliveries that took them all up and down the eastern coast of Selenthia, Adelaide began feeling the itch to travel back to Krethus once again. Some of it was her desire to get back to the land she was so familiar with, but it was also the small but persistent anxiety she couldn’t shake about hearing from her parents—or, as had suddenly become likely, Annayet. Once it reached the point where she could not stop thinking about the possibility that there was some form of communication waiting for her, she decided it was time to return home.

      The trip was almost entirely uneventful, though she found herself constantly scanning the horizon as they went, especially as they traveled through deeper waters. Ever since their battle against the marauders nearly four months before, she felt somewhat jumpy, and she acknowledged with grim irony that she had retained her fear of seeing incoming ships almost the entire time she had been sailing—except her fear of imaginary pursuers hired by her parents had been replaced by a fear of very real and dangerous pirates.

      But no ships came close enough to pose a threat, or even headed in their direction. Adelaide hoped that their single battle had been enough to give them the reputation they needed to be left alone, though somehow she knew this wasn’t likely.

      The only hiccup in their journey came when they passed through the convergence zone, a shifting area of meeting winds that resulted in periods of almost total calm. One afternoon, Adelaide had left her cabin to find that the Windfire was completely stationary even though her sails were down. There was not even a slight breeze to be felt, leaving the Windfire dead in the water. This was one of the risks of traveling across the world this way, one she was vaguely already aware of; she had studied the doldrums, as they were called, during some of her personal reading time. What wasn’t always clear, however, was how long they would last. From her readings, this could last as short as a few minutes or as long as several days. Though she wasn’t in a hurry for any reason other than her anxiety, it did make her feel somewhat powerless, and she became all the more frustrated by the Windfire’s almost total dependence on sails and the right winds in order to travel.

      Luckily, the dead zone, as her crew called it, lasted only a few hours, and eventually the winds picked up enough to get them back on track. Six days later, the Windfire pulled into the docks at Unshala, and her crew cheered and clapped as they always did when they made it safely home.

      “Another successful voyage, cap’n. But I think I’m getting old. It’s been months since we risked our lives and I still find myself absolutely fine with that,” Halvar expressed as the crew began to file off the ship and move into town.

      “I must be ancient, then, because I never want to do that again in my life,” Adelaide responded tiredly.

      “I don’t think it should happen again, not a battle of that size. What are the odds, really?” David said. “We taught them a lesson they won’t soon forget. I’d expect minor skirmishes at best, and now we know what the Windfire is capable of in a fight.”

      “That and what our captain is capable of,” Gunnar added. “I knew she could use libris when I signed on, but I never saw it in action like that. The elites really are something.”

      “I was taught by the best,” Adelaide said with a grin. “Though let’s hope I can just stick to sealing the ghosts. I’ve had enough nightmares to last me the year. Not to mention, if I have to do that again during a fight, Inga will never let me hear the end of it.”

      “True enough. Thought she was going to save you just so she could kill you herself,” Halvar laughed.

      “Getting a stern talking to about watching my limits and going out on my own was somehow worse.”

      “Oh yeah. She’s got that ‘I’m not angry, just disappointed’ thing down to a science. She doesn’t hurt you, but she kind of makes your heart go into self-destruct mode, if you know what I—”

      Halvar broke off abruptly as Inga made her way over to them, having seen the last of the crew off.

      “Looks like we’re ready to call it a day. I’ve given the crew a deadline of nine in the evening to get all their business taken care of,” she reported.

      “Ah, good. I’ve been meaning to send a letter back home,” Gunnar said. “While I’m there, does anyone want me to check for any messages for them?”

      Adelaide and David both raised their hands. Halvar threw David a curious look.

      “Who could you be expecting mail from?”

      “Mind your business, Halvar.”

      “Just curious! You don’t seem the type to have friends who would send letters. Or, you know, to have friends.”

      The others laughed uproariously as David swatted Halvar repeatedly on the shoulder.

      “I’ll just be off then,” Gunnar said politely, bowing slightly before heading to the gangway. Looking eager to leave Halvar behind, David soon followed, and Inga shortly after.

      “So what now, cap’n? You going to be visiting your dear family?” Halvar asked as he and Adelaide departed.

      “I’m not sure. I’ve been thinking about that the whole trip over, and I don’t know if I feel comfortable doing that yet. I know it’s been a while, but they’re good at holding grudges and staying angry. I feel like they need more time to let it all sink in.”

      “More time? It’s been about a year and a half total since you left, yeah?”

      “Yup. It sounds like a lot until you realize they’re the kind of people to remember everything you’ve ever done wrong in your life just so they can bring it up at dinner like the encyclopedic list of all your failures.”

      “Ah, nothing like a family’s love. What have you got in mind then?”

      “I might see who else is around. Other than that, probably just a patrol. I’ve started feeling like I’m getting a little rusty.”

      “I don’t know how in the world you could possibly think that, but whatever you do, be safe. You think you’ll be back by nine?”

      “Probably. I don’t intend to stay out too long. Besides, if I’ve got anything in the mail, I definitely want to know.”

      “If it’s your parents, just write ‘return to sender’ on it, that ought to do the trick.”

      They parted ways at the end of the docks, and Adelaide headed into the square as she had done so many times before. Already she caught a few people staring at her. At least this time she knew why. She was wearing her one-of-a-kind mech augment with a giant metal spider wrapped around it. She would have been more worried if she wasn’t getting attention.

      As it was nearly midday, she stepped into a small café to get something to eat, then spent a casual hour browsing the shops around the square as she had always done. But while she found comfort in this before, and though she still did to a degree, she felt a lingering unease in the back of her mind, almost as though by doing these things that had once been an escape for her, she was making the end to that escape inevitable. For a moment, she felt as though things were the same as they had always been, that after she was finished enjoying her day here, she would have to return home and get some rest to prepare for another week of lessons.

      So visceral was her reaction to this mere thought that the shopkeeper looked up as she hastily set down the items she had been looking at and made quickly out of the store.

      The feeling slowly faded as she stepped out into the street and headed for the fountain, aided she was sure in no small part to the Windfire in the docks beyond and the occasional glimpse of one of her crew. She had to remember she was safe. Her life wasn’t like that anymore.

      “Adelaide? That you there?”

      Adelaide turned at this familiar voice to see none other than Asmund, who already had a wide smile on his face.

      “Asmund!”

      “Ah, look at you!” Asmund exclaimed happily, giving her a tight hug without hesitation. “I thought that was your ship I saw there and I came to take a look. I’m glad I caught you. How have you been? My, but if you don’t look older and wiser already. Bah, it’s been too long. Come sit down with me, let’s talk. I’m on break.”

      Adelaide gladly joined him, and before too long she was recounting everything that had happened since they had last seen each other. It was a long story to tell, and she had to admit she wasn’t the best at explaining things in the most linear fashion, but eventually she managed to cover just about everything she could think of.

      “Good lord...” Asmund breathed, astounded. “And here I was thinking you’d been off sailing for pleasure around Krethus. But faking your way into a Selenthian merchant’s job? Having secret meetings with pirates and going to war? Small wonder you look so much older! These experiences would weather the hardiest of folk.”

      “I feel weathered all right. But not so much that I still can’t have fun.” Adelaide laughed, and then her smile slowly disappeared. “It feels strange to be back here. It’s the home I know and love, but I guess I haven’t shaken my experiences from home completely.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if you never did, your family is... well, I’ll keep it polite, but let’s just say I’m glad you got out. They were in a fury for a while, and I didn’t sleep much from fear they’d realize I’d helped you.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I was one of the people they talked to about your disappearance. They had a whole list of people, but I didn’t know that going in. I saw my life flash before my eyes, I tell you. But as far as they’re concerned now it was just your nasty crew of criminals. But then, you’re one of them now, aren’t you?”

      Adelaide smiled brightly.

      “Through and through.”

      Asmund chuckled.

      “You look happy, kid. Different, but happy. And so much more confident, too, but I always knew you’d get there.”

      “It’s still definitely a work in progress, but I feel it. And it’s not so much that I understand so much more about how to talk to people, it’s more that I care less if people get bothered by the fact that I don’t. I’m not out to try to impress strangers as much anymore.”

      “Nor should you be,” Asmund harrumphed. “An esteemed captain, a libris elite, daughter of a powerful family... frankly, strangers should be out to try to impress you.”

      “Oh, they have. I’m not sure I like that much better.”

      “Ha! Of that I’m sure. You must be turning away all sorts of pretty young men and women.”

      “I don’t know about all sorts, but enough that I’ve started keeping count,” Adelaide said, grinning. “Though part of the problem is I don’t realize what’s going on until it’s almost too late. I’m afraid I give people hope where I don’t mean to.”

      “They’ll live,” Asmund said dismissively, then continued, “Have you given much thought to what kind of person you’re after to settle down with someday? Now that you have the freedom to choose who you like.”

      “Sort of. But whoever it is will have to be willing to accept a lot of strange things in their life.”

      “That’s an understatement all right. But when I said settle down, I meant literally, too. Surely you won’t be doing all this forever, right?”

      “I might be. I like it enough to,” Adelaide answered thoughtfully. “If someone is okay with me and the way I live, that’s great, and we can go from there. If not, I’m not slowing down for them. I spent long enough being forced to fit a mold, and I’m not going to do that anymore.”

      Asmund looked momentarily overwhelmed with pride.

      “I don’t know why I worry for you so much. Clearly you’re strong enough to manage.”

      “Maybe... it is nice to know people care enough to worry, though.”

      “Don’t you worry, then. As much as I’d like to tell myself I won’t need to worry because you’ll be fine, it’ll happen anyway. My favorite Sol is out on the lonely sea battling pirates—or marauders, you called them?—and getting into all sorts of fun and trouble. I hope you’ll have so much fun that you don’t remember to come home.”

      “Never. Even if and when I do move somewhere else to make a home of my own, I’ll always come back here. It’ll be hard not to. Even with everything that happened, I still love it here.”

      “It’s a quaint little place, isn’t it?” Asmund sat back on the bench, then happened to glance at his timepiece. “Oh, goodness me, I need to get back to work. I’m afraid I’ll have to cut this visit short. But you’ll still be coming back around, yes?”

      “Yes! And I’ll come to see you, if nothing else.”

      “You flatter me. All right then, be safe and well on your adventures! Keep clear of any pirates, but if you do happen to get into any fights, give them an extra wallop from me.”

      They parted ways, and fresh from this uplifting conversation, Adelaide wondered again if she should go see her family. They were so close, after all. But it didn’t take long for her to put that thought out of her mind. There was no point wasting a good mood, after all.

      With little else to do but wander around more shops, she decided to start her patrol early. While the ghosts typically came out less during the day, there was no harm in making sure.

      Five minutes to nine, Adelaide returned to her ship in a flash of green, letting her libris fade as soon as she arrived. Several of the crew on deck whistled and clapped, and she waved them off with mock annoyance.

      “Good timing! We were just starting to wonder how close you were going to cut it. Brahe wanted to start a bet,” Engström teased from nearby.

      “What, I don’t pay you enough?” Adelaide said to Brahe with a grin, panting slightly.

      “Never hurts to make investments!” Brahe responded.

      “That wouldn’t be a reliable bet. Being on time is a subjective concept.”

      “Maybe sometimes, but this time Inga gave us a strict deadline.”

      “She gave you a strict deadline. I outrank her, so being on time for me means whatever I want it to,” Adelaide said cheerfully. “Good thing you didn’t end up putting money down.”

      “Well now that’s just cheating, Captain.”

      “I have to live surrounded by you lot almost every day of the year. I take my wins where I can get them. Oh, Gunnar!” she called, and Gunnar, who was making his way toward the officers’ quarters, held back. “Any mail for me?”

      “One letter for you, ma’am; it’s waiting on your desk.”

      She wanted to ask who it was from, but she already knew. Her parents didn’t tend to send letters, and there was only one other person she was hoping to hear from.

      Sure enough, as soon as she caught sight of the envelope on her desk, she recognized Annayet’s unmistakable penmanship. She opened the letter hastily, revealing a very short note inside.

      

      Dearest Adelaide,

      

      I know not when you’ll receive this letter, but in any case, I’d like it to be waiting for you when you arrive home. Perhaps it may brighten your day just a little, if it is in any need of that. You have changed so much, after all.

      If you have time and are able, I would like to invite you to my home. I’ve turned it into something beautiful, and I really believe you’ll love it as I do. I hope this invitation alone is sufficient to persuade you, but in case it’s not, I should mention also I have a surprise for you. That too I think you will like.

      I’ve enclosed a card with my address on it. Please feel free to come by at any time. If I am gone, I will return for you, and if I am asleep, I will wake for you. I do hope to see you soon and to hear more about your wonderful adventures.

      

      Always,

      Annayet Mäkinen

      

      Adelaide nearly hopped where she stood with excitement. She wanted to write back to tell her that no day would ever be so good that it couldn’t be made better by getting a letter from her, but she decided to wait. She would, after all, have the opportunity to tell her in person.

      Two days later, the Windfire docked at Lanki in the late morning, and Adelaide set out on her own with Annayet’s address card in hand. She remembered Annayet saying that her home wasn’t far from town when they had last met, and sure enough, after a ten-minute walk down a cozy street lined with pine trees, she turned onto a small sandy road that led to a single cottage surrounded by a picket fence. It was a single-story building painted seafoam green with a roof made of clay tile through which a stone chimney rose. Three stairs led up to a small wooden porch, and Adelaide could see even from a distance that it was covered in potted plants. A small cushioned loveseat sat outside the door under the safety of the porch roof, and as she got closer, she saw a large dog trot up to the front gate, watching her suspiciously.

      Luckily, before Adelaide could ponder how to get to the door while the dog was there, the front door to the cottage opened, and Annayet walked out, so visibly excited that she left the door open behind her.

      “Adelaide! You made it! I’m so happy to see you. Here, just a moment—Emmett, behave. This is our guest! She’s all right, see?”

      Adelaide tried to keep a straight face as she waited politely, but the image of Annayet trying to control a dog that looked like it’d be taller than her if it stood on its hind legs was almost more than she could bear.

      Eventually, Emmett seemed persuaded enough by Annayet to stay mostly still when she opened the gate, but the dog still eyed Adelaide warily as she stepped in. They shared a tight hug, and then Annayet clapped her hands.

      “You must come inside! Did you find it okay? Can I get you anything?”

      “I’m fine, thanks. And yes, it was easy. This place is beautiful,” Adelaide said as she stared about the yard. The cottage sat just at the edge of the pines, and around the back of the house, past another small gate, was the sprawling white beach that led straight to the ocean. “This is the house of your dreams, isn’t it?”

      “Basically! Oh, and you heard this already, but this is Emmett. I adopted him not too long after we met last.”

      “He must be a handful,” Adelaide said knowingly, and Annayet giggled.

      “He was at first, but he’s very calm usually. He only tends to get energetic when strangers come by.”

      Annayet led the way inside, taking her shoes off at the door. Adelaide followed suit, and was led into a wide sun-filled room that looked like it took up most of the building’s floor space. A short hall immediately to the left had two doors, one on either side, though she couldn’t see behind either. A massive bed made with white linens sat under one of the wide, open windows, and dog toys of all kinds were spread out all over the light wooden floor. A small kitchen took up the rightmost part of the room, and apart from the bed, there was a large two-person sofa, a few wooden chairs, and several easels. A marble counter nearby was covered in paints, brushes, and other supplies.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Annayet continued happily. “I can wake up to the sound of the ocean and fill the house with sunlight all day long, I can walk to the market for fresh ingredients for dinner... I’ve already made friends with my neighbors! Oh, and Emmett loves the ocean, though I’m afraid with his size that washing him after a day trip takes about all the energy I have left.”

      “Why did you end up adopting a dog that was so big?” Adelaide asked as she took a seat on the sofa. Emmett walked up to her and stuck his nose under her hand; now she had been invited inside, she supposed she had passed the test.

      “You might think it silly of me, but... after that day we met in town, where you confronted that man who was speaking with me, I became suddenly aware of how alone I was here. I had ill dreams many nights after. So I thought, what better way to fix that problem than by getting a dog? His size does tend to ward people away, which is part of what I was after. But he’s also a wonderful friend and companion. I sleep easy with him here.”

      “That was a good idea!” Adelaide said approvingly, then stared at Emmett as she played with his ears. “You take good care of her, okay? Beat up the bad guys until I get to do it myself.”

      “I’d say don’t give him any ideas, but apparently it’s you I need to scold!” Annayet said, wagging her finger at Adelaide. “You’ll go and worry me with talk like that.”

      “Ah, I probably shouldn’t tell you what I’ve been up to the past few months then,” Adelaide teased.

      Annayet threw her an exasperated look.

      “Honestly I can’t see how our parents thought things would work out between us. My dream was to live in a small cottage on the shore and spend my free time painting. Yours apparently was to gallivant around the world breaking rules and getting into fights with pirates.”

      “Oh, that’s easy. They just ignored our dreams,” Adelaide snorted. “The fighting part wasn’t exactly part of my dream, but at least I know I’m good at it if I have to be.”

      “I hope you never have to be. Maybe you can put all that energy toward more innocent adventures. Or really, anything that’s not dangerous at all! Though I will admit, from my perspective there is a certain... attractive quality to your strength.”

      Adelaide beamed.

      “I rest my case, then.”

      “That doesn’t mean I approve!” Annayet protested, her cheeks turning slightly pink.

      “I know, I know,” Adelaide laughed. “I do try to stay out of trouble however I can. And I’ve made lots of friends, too. Speaking of trouble, though, how are you managing a whole house on your own? Isn’t that hard on you?”

      Annayet rolled her eyes in a way that expressed this was very much an understatement.

      “It has definitely taken getting used to. And I need to pace myself so that I can get done all that needs doing throughout the week. I’m afraid taking care of this little monster is doing me no favors in that respect,” she said, reaching down and scratching behind Emmett’s ears. “But I’m slowly learning, and father does come by every so often to check on me and occasionally help me. We’ve been in talks about what role I can take on in the business that would let me work from here, and so far everything is going well enough. Have you talked to your parents lately?”

      Adelaide shook her head.

      “I thought about it since I was in town two days ago, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. They didn’t write me either. I knew this was going to be a slow process, though, so...”

      Annayet put a gentle hand on her arm.

      “I understand. It’s a process. I was lucky in that my father understood what I wanted quickly, while it seems like yours are still trying to understand. While the effort is heartening I’m sure the wait is agonizing.”

      “It is. Sort of. I think my big fear is that they’ll never actually completely understand. I seem to have something going on that they just can’t comprehend. So they’re trying, but it’s still all within the confines of what they know. And I just don’t know that they’ll ever really know this.” She sighed, sitting back on the sofa. “But it hasn’t been all bad. Running away was like ripping off a bandage all at once. It was just what I needed. That might not help them understand, but it does help me care less.”

      “Well... I still hope they’ll come around. I do like to hope for the best possible outcomes.” She smiled, then her eyes widened as though she’d been struck by a sudden thought. “Oh! I had a surprise for you, remember?”

      “Yes?” Adelaide asked warily as Annayet jumped to her feet and walked over to where several canvases set against the wall on the floor. Most of them were facing the room, and Adelaide noticed for the first time that each one was a painting. She couldn’t make them out from where she sat, but each one was bright and cheerful in their palettes.

      Annayet picked up one of the canvases facing the wall, and kept the front side hidden as she walked back toward Adelaide, suddenly looking apprehensive and hopeful.

      “You might think this is awfully silly. I painted from memory as best I could, but I’m sure I got some things wrong. I... well. Here, take a look.”

      She turned the canvas around, displaying a beautiful painting of a ship sailing a blue-green sea at sunset. The sun’s rays filtered down as beams of light around the masts, and the water was textured and colored so delicately that the waves looked transparent, shining with golden light. Towering clouds filled the sky, and a flock of birds flew in formation in the distance.

      Adelaide was about to compliment her on this amazing work, to say she had no idea she was this skilled a painter, but then she did a double take. Sure enough, the ship in the painting was unmistakably the Windfire, her wood and steel hull gleaming in the sunlight, her sails full of wind. Adelaide was stunned. She knew the Windfire well, and Annayet had captured so many small details another might miss when painting from memory. It looked like it could have been painted with a reference.

      “Whoah... this is incredible,” Adelaide said finally, unconsciously leaning closer to peer at every single detail of the piece. “Not to mention accurate. I knew you wanted to paint, but I didn’t know you were at this level already! How did you manage to capture the Windfire like this?”

      Annayet looked like she was barely controlling her glee, and her voice trembled slightly when she spoke.

      “As much as I’d like to pretend my memory is just that good, I did take some notes and sketches when I was able to see your ship. Just little things, like how the sails looked and where the masts were placed and the windows and things of that sort. I made a very quick sketch to get most of the important things down before I started painting. Also, I realize how I might have been ambiguous before; when I said I wanted to live in a cottage by the beach to paint, I didn’t mean I would be starting then. I’ve actually been painting since I was a child. It’s a hobby my father deemed safe enough for me to partake in, though I’m afraid he’s not an artistically minded man. Do you... do you really like it then?”

      “I love it,” Adelaide said, beaming. “You can’t mean you’d like for me to have this?”

      “Of course! I worked very hard on it, and I was so hopeful it would make you happy. I thought perhaps you could hang it in your cabin, if that isn’t too presumptive of me. I know you love your ship, and I love seeing you smile, so I thought this would make for a good gift.”

      Adelaide wasn’t quite sure how to express just how much she loved it. It was something in itself in that it was a gift from someone she considered a good friend, but it somehow meant more that this was a handmade product of her love and effort. She had gone to great lengths to make this just for her, and she didn’t think she’d ever gotten a better gift in her life.

      “It does. It really, really does. I’ve never gotten anything like this before... I’m definitely going to hang this in my cabin. After I show it off to the whole crew and tell them who did it, that is. Thank you. Thank you so much for this.”

      She took the painting gingerly, admiring the feel of it in her hands. Up close she could see every individual stroke, every purposeful imperfection, every tiny detail that made it seem all the more impressive, if not impossible. She had to touch it just to know it was real. What a wonderful gesture this was, what a beautiful gift it was.

      They spent the next several hours together, talking and catching up and taking a brief walk down to the sea, which Emmett promptly flung himself into with sheer bliss. It was only when Annayet began to look like she might collapse where she stood that they headed back in. Adelaide offered to give Emmett a bath and accepted no refusal; Annayet looked like she might faint were she sat, and Emmett looked like he had brought half the beach back with him. While she was at it, she tidied up much of the rest of the house, casually ignoring Annayet’s exhausted protests.

      Adelaide went so far as to make an early dinner for the both of them, knowing full well Annayet wouldn’t be able to do so herself. As she went, she noticed that feeling within her again. It was the same one she felt when Annayet had been cornered by the young man in town, or when her crew had been in danger during the battle with the marauders. The same feeling still as when Annayet had confessed her fear of the ocean, or when Sanna had started to become exhausted by their own battles against the ghosts.

      Looking at them all individually, she wouldn’t have seen how they were all connected, but now she was starting to realize what it was. She wasn’t sure if it was a result of her training that put her on the front lines against the ghosts and taught her to throw herself in harm’s way to save her countrymen at almost any expense, or whether she had simply been born with this disposition, but it was there regardless. By all the power she had in her and all the strength she had at her disposal, whether it was engaging in a massive battle or making someone dinner, her first instinct was to do whatever she could to keep others safe and happy.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized it likely wasn’t just her training. That had given her training and instincts and power, certainly, as well as impressed upon her the importance of the position she was taking on, but there was more to it than that. She didn’t engage in any of these activities with a clinical objectivity, doing what she had been taught and no more. She felt, deeply, everything she did. While her instincts and reflexes pulled her toward anything that threatened her loved ones or innocents, it was the flame in her heart that kept her going. Her training told her to get the job done fast and leave quickly, while her heart told her to stay until she was the last one out no matter how much it hurt or took out of her. So long as she could take the pain so that others wouldn’t have to, she would do just that, no matter what that meant.

      As evening came, Adelaide and Annayet stood out on the street in front of the gate, Emmett sitting placidly at Adelaide’s side. A day together seemed to have been enough for Adelaide to win him over, and he wagged his tail and panted, his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth as Adelaide scratched behind his ears.

      “I hope you won’t be a stranger. Now that you know where I live you’ve little excuse to stay away for too long,” Annayet said.

      “I’ll do my best. I’m a busy girl, but you know I’ll always come back. But likewise, now you know my ship so well, I hope someday I’ll get to see you on it,” Adelaide returned coyly.

      “After all the things you’ve been through on it? I won’t say no, but... we might have to take it slow.”

      “That’s not going to happen, but you’ll love it anyway. You’ll see!” Adelaide gave her a tight hug, which Annayet happily returned. “Get some rest and stay safe, okay? If you ever want or need me to come by for any reason, you know how to reach me. I can’t promise I’ll always be quick, but I’ll always find a way to get here.”

      “I know. And I wouldn’t expect you to stay here waiting at my beck and call.” Annayet giggled. “But look at us! I have my dream here, and you’re off returning to yours. Perhaps this is a strange thing to say, but I’m grateful to our parents that we were introduced. I’m happy to call you my friend, and I’m so very happy for you. I like to look out at the sea sometimes and imagine you out there, and I know that while life will no doubt keep the both of us very busy, I know there will come a day where you’ll show up on my doorstep again.”

      “Always. Now, before it gets too late, I need to go brag about you to all my friends,” Adelaide said, beaming as she held up the painting to get one more look at it. “Who knows? You might get a few requests for some professional portraits or something.”

      “Oh no, I don’t do that!” Annayet laughed. “That’s not my style. Besides it’s all the more enjoyable when I get to do it just for fun. Maybe next time I’ll have something even better to show you.” Before Adelaide knew what was happening, Annayet had taken Adelaide’s free hand in her own and kissed the back of it. “Please, be safe out there. I admire you for all you do, but you make me happiest when I know you are well.”

      “For you, anything.” Adelaide said with an exaggerated bow and flourish, and then, after one last hug, Adelaide set off down the road back toward town where her ship and crew were waiting. As much as she wished for the moment she could remain in the area, they had a long trip ahead of them—starting tonight, they were on their way back to Selenthia.

      

      After another two and a half weeks of uneventful travel, the Windfire docked in Levien late in the evening. By now, disembarking had becoming routine, something she and the rest of the crew could perform on aut0pilot. Their paperwork was presented, their crew manifest checked against everyone on board, and standard inspections were given as crew dispersed out into the city to refill the ship’s stores. Luckily, with Levien being the busy port city it was, many stores were open late, and some were open at all hours. They would be picking up more cargo early the next morning, which didn’t give them much time.

      Adelaide took advantage of their stop to take a walk. After grabbing a quick bite from a nearby bakery, she wandered aimlessly through the city streets, admiring just how much there was to this one city. When she had traveled to Anorath so many years before with her parents, she had been shocked by the contrast between the two places; she almost might have guessed they were two separate countries had she not known any better. Still, there was a quaintness to Anorath she could appreciate, coming from a place like Unshala where all the regulars knew each other’s names, and she had heard there were similar towns even farther down the river, though they had decided not to travel quite so far inland.

      The night was pleasantly cool without chilling her to the bone, many of the tall buildings blocking the winds coming in from the sea. She adored the busy city, but appreciated the peace and quiet where she could find it on the narrow cobblestone streets and brightly lit boardwalks. The city never truly seemed to sleep, though it did fall quiet, the sounds of machinery and whistles and shouting replaced by the chirping of crickets and the soft footsteps of the occasional stranger or two taking a moonlit walk.

      It was bright, too. Most of the lights in the docks stayed lit, as business there never truly stopped, and the city was full of streetlamps, apartments, and storefronts. Adelaide was certain there was not a patch of total darkness to be found even in the dimmest alleyway. It was part of the reason she loved approaching Levien at night; once they got close enough, it looked like the entire coast was lit as far as the eye could see, the glow of the city coming into view far beyond any land itself did, and it was a gorgeous and welcoming sight.

      She squinted as she passed a particularly bright street that led up into several residences, beautiful and closely built buildings of white stucco and brown stone. This was almost too bright, and she wasn’t sure how anyone who lived here ever got any sleep, even if they did—

      Adelaide froze with a quiet gasp, her blood running cold as she looked suddenly downward.

      She knew that light.

      Her instinct took over. Even as her brain struggled to process what she was seeing, her libris cards were in her hands, and after only a moment and an explosion of deep red sparks, the street had gone darker, calmer.

      But Adelaide couldn’t be calm. Her heart pounded quickly in her chest, more from anxious confusion than exertion.

      She applied a purple card, then immediately used her additional strength to easily scale a nearby wall, positioning herself on a rooftop. She scanned the streets nearby in a fervor, looking for any signs of suspicious lights or movements, but she saw nothing. Not yet. There might be more her brain whispered. There always are.

      But that didn’t make sense. They weren’t supposed to be here. How could they be? They came from Krethus, which even at the Windfire’s best speeds was about two weeks away across the ocean. It shouldn’t have been possible... but yet, here they had been.

      And then she remembered how the radius was now expanding for reasons as yet unknown. It hadn’t gotten far, but since the ghosts already appeared outside it, maybe it wasn’t a stretch to assume these things could be related. Maybe whatever the machine was suddenly doing was enough to send its ghosts across the world—straight into a country that was completely unprepared to deal with them.

      A wave of dread washed over her. Already the problem could have hardly been considered isolated, as the ghosts were a plague across the entire continent she called home, but at least there were systems in place to deal with them in Krethus. They had spent the last hundred years trying to deal with it in some form or another, which was how the elites had come about. Selenthia, however... that was another story altogether. And if the ghosts were here now, the situation surrounding the machine was much more dire than anyone could have expected.

      She waited at least half an hour before she had to move again. She leapt quietly down to the street below after making sure it was clear, thankful no one had been around to see her magic as a result of her impulsiveness earlier. Letting her magic fade, she headed straight back to the ship. She had to tell the others. What they could do about this problem, she didn’t know, but she couldn’t stay silent about it.

      When she arrived on board, David, Inga, and Gunnar stood nearby, having a quiet conversation as they looked out across the city. Inga was the first to notice something was amiss.

      “Is something wrong, Captain?”

      “Are Halvar and Malthe aboard?” Adelaide asked quickly in response.

      “I’m afraid not. They’re due back before morning, however. Do you need them here?”

      “There’s no time. I need to talk to you. Come with me.” Adelaide led the way to her cabin without waiting for a response, but the sounds of their boots on the deck told her they were right behind her. The doors had hardly closed behind them when Adelaide turned around and said, “The ghosts are here in Selenthia.”

      She watched impatiently as realization slowly dawned on their features. Why was it taking them these precious seconds to understand?

      David raised a questioning finger.

      “You mean the—?”

      “Yes, commander, the ghosts,” Adelaide continued quickly. “I destroyed a handful maybe forty-five minutes ago. No more showed up after that, but it was them for sure.”

      “Did they kill anyone?” Inga asked next.

      “Not that I could see. The street they were on looked quiet and deserted. I... I don’t know what to make of this. I thought they were only in Krethus. But they’re here. Who knows how many towns they’ve hit? And how many times before now that we missed? Levien is an enormous city, they could have been here for months—”

      “It does it little good to dwell on hypotheticals,” Inga interrupted gently. “But this is troubling news.”

      “I can’t fathom how they’ve come out this far. What’s even out here for them, anyway?” David asked.

      “We don’t even know what they want back home, much less here,” Gunnar said. “Maybe it was a fluke.”

      “It doesn’t matter! Even if it was a fluke it still shows they can get here if they want, and Selenthia is not ready for this at all. They’re a hundred years behind us when it comes to this. A lot of people are doing to die if something isn’t done.”

      “What do you propose?” David asked warily.

      “I don’t know. I need your advice. I feel like we need to tell someone. Maybe... I don’t know, get them to see that it’s happening here too. If someone back home knows, maybe they—”

      “What could they do? They can’t even protect our own home, what makes you think they could protect their enemy’s home? Er, no offense intended,” David added hastily upon seeing the warning look in Adelaide’s eyes.

      “I don’t know. There has to be something. There must be an underground libris movement here. Even if they can’t practice openly, some people here must know it. And if they do, they’re likely with the Blackfins. Maybe we can see about organizing their LCs across the country to form some kind of defense until we can get something better.”

      “It still might be worth letting out government know, ma’am. Even if they can’t do anything about it necessarily, more information never hurt anyone,” Gunnar suggested, and Inga nodded.

      “Agreed. Besides, the Krethan government sends regular covert expeditions to Selenthia in an attempt to locate the gem that’s allegedly part of the Krethan machine’s system.”

      “The what now?” David inquired.

      “Part of the blueprints to the machine that the government has something about a gem. It’s hard to tell exactly what for since the blueprints are incomplete, but they think it could be crucial to figuring out how to shut it down,” Adelaide explained tiredly. “Only trouble is, no one knows where in the world it is.”

      “The government has been following up on dead-end leads for years and years now. It is possible they would be able to dedicate greater resources to the effort if they knew about this,” Inga added.

      “Right. So let’s start with that. David, Gunnar, contact the local Blackfins chapters and start organizing their LCs. Give whatever instructions you need on creating blood cards and offer them everything we know about the ghosts and how to fight them. Inga, draft a report to file with our government immediately upon our return.”

      “Aye,” the three officers said in unison.

      “What do you plan to do in the meantime? I can’t imagine the answer is ‘nothing,’” David continued.

      “I plan to restart my nightly patrols,” Adelaide said simply.

      The other three broke out in simultaneous protests, stopping only when Adelaide held up her hands for silence.

      “You can’t be serious. You know what the people here are like! They’ll have you burning at a stake before morning tomorrow,” David argued.

      “I hate to agree, ma’am, but you’d be putting yourself in far more danger here than back home. At least there your only enemies are the ghosts.”

      “That’s all irrelevant. Innocent people don’t deserve to die because they don’t think the same way as us,” Adelaide said flatly.

      “Right, but the trouble is they don’t extend you that courtesy in return,” David said gruffly.

      “Captain, I urge you to reconsider,” Inga said almost pleadingly. “If the ghosts are here, that’s a problem much larger than anything you alone are capable of solving. We established solid plans for appealing to groups with power; we should wait for them to be organized before—”

      “And while I wait, people die,” Adelaide interrupted. “It’s like Sanna said. I need to count the people I can save rather than the ones I can’t. And the only way I’ll be able to do that is if I actually go out and try. If I don’t do anything, I will be responsible for what happens.”

      “The lives of everyone in the world are not your sole responsibility!” Inga continued.

      “Maybe not. But I’m going to try anyway. Besides, if we want Selenthia to start waking up to this threat, they’re going to need to see a good example of what the magic they fear so much can do for them.”

      “And if anyone recognizes you, we’ll all be in a hell of a lot of trouble,” David persisted.

      “I’ll wear a mask, then. If they like what they see, great. If they don’t, they won’t know who I am. But I cannot, and I will not stand by while Selenthians come under attack. I’m not going to wait. When help arrives, they can catch up with me. Has anyone anything left to say that’s not an attempt to talk me out of this?” When the others shared a look but didn’t speak, Adelaide nodded curtly. “All right, you have your orders, then. Let’s try to make it quick. Every second counts.”

      David and Gunnar left, and at first Inga made to go with them, but then she paused by the door. Adelaide, who was busy putting on her mechanical augment and grabbing her whole deck of libris cards, took a moment to notice.

      “Yes?”

      Inga didn’t speak immediately, looking pensive as though choosing her words carefully.

      “I worry when you go where I cannot follow. I understand why you must do this. I only ask that you be safe.”

      “Of course. I promise,” Adelaide said, more gently now.

      Inga gave her a halfhearted smile, then left, closing the door quietly behind her.
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      Maaya awoke with a gasp, sitting bolt upright in bed and looking frantically around the room. It took her a few moments to realize she was safe in her own house, and not, as she had believed up until only a moment before, on the dark streets being pursued by... someone. The dream was already fading so quickly she couldn’t remember by whom. Sometimes it was the police officer. Sometimes it was Len. Sometimes it was a mob of angry townsfolk.

      There was, however, always one constant to these nightmares: after she watched Hari die, she was killed, too.

      Maaya flung her blankets down onto the floor in frustration, resting her face in her palms as she tried to calm her breathing. It was early in the morning yet, meaning she had gone another night only getting a few hours of sleep. She wondered what had happened to her. She had been through trying times before, but rarely had her sleep been interrupted by such cruel visions. She wondered if she was going soft, waking up frightened and nearly in tears from things that weren’t even real.

      She wondered if it was worth it to try to go back to sleep considering how early it was, but her mood had already been soured, and so she decided to get up for the day and try again later. Napping during the day, at least so far, proved an effective antidote against her nightmares that had only recently becoming so infuriatingly common.

      The realization they had nothing to eat only further ruined her mood, and she closed the cabinet door she had opened out of habit, her stomach growling helpfully as she did so. She and Saber would make sure they had enough to eat that day, as they always did, but it was becoming more and more dangerous. Maaya’s reputation as Ghost was growing, and sometimes all it took was walking out into the street for people to give her suspicious looks. Whispers followed her down empty streets, and everyone clutched their purses tighter as she passed. They had never seen her do anything, but that didn’t matter to them.

      In some ways, Maaya embraced their hatred, thinking it was only fair as the feeling was entirely mutual. They were going to hate her regardless, and she relished the idea that her mere presence was enough to give them reason for this hate. She hoped they were afraid of her. It would never come close to matching what she felt of them, but at least she had a way of fighting back that she hadn’t before.

      There was a small part of her that knew this attitude for the front it was, but she actively suppressed it. This confidence, however fragile it may have been and how questionable its origins were, helped her get through each day when little else could.

      Maaya put on her coat and shoes and stepped out the door, closing it a little too hard behind her.

      She hadn’t made it one block before Saber caught up with her.

      “Trying again already?” the ghost asked.

      “Yeah. I’ll wear them down if I have to. The way I’m feeling today I might burn a purple card and force my way in. They can’t keep doing this forever.”

      “Well, if you’re hoping to get Bindhiya’s attention, that would certainly do the trick,” Saber mused. “Keep in mind we can also play it more subtle; I can just unlock the door from the inside.”

      “I don’t feel subtle right now,” Maaya sighed, and Saber beamed.

      “Now you’re talking. I’ve got your back. Have you had breakfast?”

      “Take a guess.”

      “Thought you might’ve grabbed yourself something on the way; it’s hard to make a big stand on an empty stomach. At least that should resolve itself very soon.”

      “Unless Rahu reschedules again. I don’t know how he’s so busy and yet has time to keep punishing us like this. You’d think we’ve suffered enough to learn our lesson,” Maaya grumbled.

      “One thing’s for sure: he needs you. I’ve seen him a few times around town getting pestered by people who need his help. He doesn’t have any alternatives. At least that’s something you have on him.”

      “A whole lot of good that’s doing me right now. My stomach really hurts.”

      Saber grimaced sympathetically.

      “Tell you what, while you go off to talk to Bindhiya, I’ll grab you something nice. You need at least one thing to go right this morning.”

      For the first time, Maaya smiled.

      “That would be really nice, actually. I’ll try not to take too long.”

      “Take as long as you need. They’ve kept you from her so long I wouldn’t be surprised if you spent the night.”

      Maaya laughed.

      “I could be so lucky.”

      Over the past two months, Maaya had made several attempts to visit Bindhiya, but had only seen the girl twice. Every other time, no one had answered the door even though she could hear people inside. When she did make it, no one made eye contact with her, but she could feel their stares at her back. She had been too nervous to confront anyone about it, too preoccupied with her hunger and stress, but today she was prepared. Whatever was going on with them didn’t concern her—Bindhiya still greeted her as warmly as ever, which was all she needed—but if they decided to vocalize their problems, Maaya was ready to answer.

      After Saber flew off, it didn’t take Maaya long to reach the apartment. She strode up to the door and rapped three times in quick succession. The door opened slightly and a face peeked out. Maaya saw an eye look her up and down, then widen in surprise. The door started to close again, but Maaya stuck her foot between the door and the frame.

      “Let me in.”

      Maaya heard a whispered curse from behind the door, and then it opened slowly. She walked in without pause, and didn’t wait to see who had let her in. She walked over toward Bindhiya’s bedroom door, but a figure quickly stepped in her path.

      “She’s not feeling well today, sorry. You’ll have to come back another time.”

      Maaya pursed her lips, then looked up at the boy in front of her. He was half a head taller than her and probably two years older, but he lacked the right amount of confidence and force behind his words.

      “I walked a long way to get here. I’ll only be a moment.”

      “She really isn’t feeling well,” the boy continued hurriedly as Maaya made to step around him.

      Maaya glared up at him.

      “I’ve had too many doors shut in my face to take you at your word. If she really isn’t feeling well, then you can let her know I want to see her, and I’ll wait politely right here.”

      The boy looked nervous, and he glanced at another boy standing nearby. He shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

      “I-I can’t do that either. Look, you’ll just have to come back—”

      “I am not leaving,” Maaya hissed. “Now, if you won’t tell her I’m here, then I will. And either you can try to stop me or you can explain what the hell has been going on around here lately.”

      “We don’t want to be seen with you. It’s nothing personal,” came a girl’s voice from behind her. Maaya turned to see who she guessed was the one responsible for trying to close the door in her face. Maaya had never talked to her directly, but she had seen her around several times. Unlike the boy, she seemed calm and collected, her expression impassive. “You’ve been earning a reputation out there recently, and not a good one. You being here puts us all in danger.”

      Maaya bit back a snarky reply even as anger flared within her. She understood this logic; in fact, it was this same way of thinking that led her to voluntarily isolate herself from Bindhiya and the others when she felt at her worst. She didn’t want her reputation to give them any trouble. She wouldn’t be the first to be cast out for that same reason. Still, the fact that it was now being used against her to keep her from Bindhiya seemed oddly unfair, though she couldn’t immediately put her finger on why.

      “Well, it would have been nice if someone had just told me rather than shutting doors in my face for weeks. You think forcing me out without an explanation would make me give up?” Maaya replied hotly.

      “I did think you’d be familiar enough with how we work to take a hint,” the girl shrugged. “Like I said, it’s not personal.”

      “It’s funny, Bindhiya didn’t seem to be at the meeting where you all decided this. She still seems to like it when I’m here. She didn’t mention keeping me out when I saw her before. Come to think of it, she didn’t even seem to know this has been happening,” Maaya snarled. “But I know you wouldn’t just keep that from her, would you?”

      For the first time, the girl looked uncomfortable.

      “She’s very busy. She doesn’t need to know everything that’s happening with every person—”

      “Actually, that’s exactly what I need to know.”

      Maaya whirled around. Bindhiya was standing in the doorway to her bedroom, looking weak and exhausted, but also clearly furious. Her eyes were locked on the girl by the door, and her voice was cold and unforgiving.

      “Bindhiya, I wasn’t—”

      “This is unacceptable,” Bindhiya continued, cutting her off so abruptly it was as if the girl hadn’t spoken at all. “You are not to make proclamations about who is unwelcome here without talking to me. The nerve you both have to keep her from me, as if I’m not capable of making my own decisions about who I’d like to see. How many times have you turned her away with some lie? How often have you used my health as an excuse to keep her from me?”

      “That’s not what—”

      “If I ever hear that you’ve done this again, you will be the unwelcome one. And I’m feeling quite well enough to decide that all on my own,” Bindhiya snapped.

      The others had fallen speechless, unable to meet Bindhiya’s stern gaze. When Bindhiya turned to face Maaya, Maaya froze, all traces of her anger gone, but when Bindhiya spoke again, her voice was suddenly soft and warm, and she gestured into the bedroom.

      “Please, come in.”

      Maaya obediently followed, closing the bedroom door quietly behind her. The click of the latch seemed louder than ever in the dead silence of the apartment.

      But for now, that was no longer important. She had made it, and the efforts of all the others to keep her away hadn’t worked. She wished Saber had been here to see what had happened, but she knew she would have a story for later.

      She followed Bindhiya to the bed, then sat down upon it next to the older girl. She had gotten more comfortable doing this without invitation, and Bindhiya seemed to appreciate it. A quick glance around the room informed Maaya that Malika was absent once again.

      “Ah, you’ve noticed again,” Bindhiya said with a tired smile, nodding at the area next to the bed where Malika usually stood. “I’m afraid she’s no longer my attendant. Before you worry, she is still around; we just decided that the emotional stress was too much for that kind of dynamic. She’s not the first to leave under this pressure. I’d like to think we can still be friends!”

      “Where has she been? I haven’t seen her around. Then again, I also haven’t been allowed inside,” Maaya said, unable to keep a hint of irritation from her voice.

      “I’m so, so sorry for that, I really am,” Bindhiya said mournfully. “I should have guessed you would have been trying to see me more. To think they would be lying to the both of us because of the discomfort they feel! It’s horrible.”

      Bindhiya’s expression nearly broke Maaya’s heart.

      “Well, it’s okay now, isn’t it? I’m here!” Maaya said hastily. “They wouldn’t be able to keep me away like that, never.”

      Bindhiya nodded slowly.

      “That’s true. I suppose I... I know things are slowing down around here, and I know I rely on others. I’ve never worried about either of those things because I’ve always trusted everyone here. So for them to do such a thing...”

      Maaya shifted closer, placing a hand on Bindhiya’s.

      “I won’t say they were right, but I think they were doing it to try to help you. What they said was right. I’m getting a reputation, and I shouldn’t be here too much. It does put everyone in danger. That’s just how things are. Besides, with your health being the way it is—”

      She stopped as Bindhiya waved her off.

      “They don’t need to treat me like I’m fragile. I’m ill, not broken.”

      “Oh, of course. I know that. You’re amazing. Actually, Hari used to say you—”

      She broke off again, a lump suddenly in her throat. This time it was Bindhiya’s turn to move closer.

      “Let’s not speak of such things. More is well than anxiety will let you believe. You and I are still here, I’m feeling better despite it all, and the world keeps turning. Tell me about your friends! Let’s have fun and catch up.” At this, she sat up straighter in bed, smiling with excitement. “Come lie down with me! Make yourself comfy. I can spend my time as I please, and if you have nothing else to do, I’d like to spend the day with you.”

      Maaya didn’t have to think for a second about her answer.

      Despite all the times she had seen Bindhiya before, this was the first time it felt like they actually had time together. So many other visits had been about business or volunteering of some kind. Malika was there most of the time, and Saber was present almost as often. Even if none of those were the case, Bindhiya was usually too busy to spend much time with Maaya, or she was left too weak and required rest.

      Now, however, Maaya felt like they had all the time in the world, and if only for a few hours, she forgot about the rest of that world entirely. Her hunger, her trouble with Rahu, all of it vanished in what was perhaps the only other place in Sark she could ever say she felt completely safe in. It wasn’t the apartment itself that created this pocket of warmth and safety where she could forget all her woes and feel a flicker of the optimism and hope she long thought impossible. It was Bindhiya herself. Somehow it felt right that even as the world seemed to get a little darker, Bindhiya was still there.

      They talked for hours, Maaya only too happy to share stories about the others, and how they had slowly gone from friends to family. There was only so much she could say, as she had to leave out their adventures with ghosts and everything related to them, but somehow there was still always enough to say.

      When Maaya next looked out the window, the light outside told her it was the middle of the afternoon at least. She glanced over at Bindhiya in surprise, and the girl smiled back, radiating joy and calm.

      “Surprised I’m still up?” When Maaya nodded hesitantly, she giggled. “This doesn’t tire me out nearly as much as work does. Being able to rest here helps, too. Besides, I like spending time with you, and it energizes me somehow.”

      Maaya felt her cheeks turn slightly pink.

      “Are you sure this is okay? I don’t want to keep you if you have other things to do.”

      Bindhiya scoffed.

      “I always will. I owe myself a little break, don’t you think? Besides, if the boys and girls out there want to run things without my input, they’re more than welcome to try. For a few hours at least.”

      They laughed together, and Maaya lay back against the multitude of pillows. She thought she could stay here forever. The rest of the world could turn however it liked, but as long as she was in this room, everything would be all right somehow.

      Just then, Maaya caught a glimpse of light out of the corner of her eye. She turned her head to look, and to her surprise, saw Saber floating above the foot of the bed.

      “No need to rush,” the ghost said casually. “I just thought I’d check on you since it’s been a while. I brought food for you and the others; it’s waiting at home. You’re welcome to stay longer, but since we may have work coming up soon, you should get home to get some more sleep soon.”

      “Are you all right?” Bindhiya asked, propping herself up to stare down at Maaya.

      Maaya slowly sat up and stretched, then gave Bindhiya an apologetic smile.

      “I’m fine! But I think I should probably get going. I just remembered I haven’t eaten all day, and I have some things to get ready for.”

      Bindhiya’s eyes widened.

      “You haven’t eaten yet today? Why didn’t you say something? I would have called for something for you!”

      “That’s okay, I have food at home. Besides, I don’t want to give anyone else any more reason to be annoyed with me.”

      Bindhiya pouted, then leaned over to give Maaya a hug.

      “Do what you have to. But come back soon, okay? And if anyone gives you trouble, just holler and I will give them grief they can only imagine.”

      Maaya grinned and hugged her tightly.

      “Thanks. For today and for everything. I might not be able to come back very soon, but when I do, I’ll have your dessert for you.”

      “Oh, perfect! We’ll make another day of it, then. Relaxing in bed and eating sweets. What could be better?”

      Maaya climbed out of bed and slipped her shoes back on. She straightened her coat, then turned back to say goodbye.

      “Get lots of rest, okay?”

      “You’ve got it,” Bindhiya promised.

      Maaya could feel eyes on her as she walked back out through the main room, but she paid them no mind. No one was going to give her trouble now unless they wanted to risk getting in serious trouble, and Maaya still felt enough resentment that she thought she might give them a little trouble of her own if she could.

      She walked out in the warm afternoon sun with Saber close behind. For a moment it looked like the ghost wanted to say something, but then she stopped, her eyes on a figure who was walking up toward the apartment. Maaya paid them no mind, thinking at first that Saber simply didn’t want to speak when someone else was around, but then she did a double take. It was Malika.

      Malika stopped in her tracks when she noticed Maaya, then gave a half smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Maaya recognized the misery in her expression. She herself had worn that look often in the past few weeks.

      “Hey,” Malika said simply.

      “Hey. Going to the room?” Maaya attempted.

      “Yeah. Just for a little. I uhm... it’s going to be my last time going.”

      “What? Why?” Maaya asked in shock.

      Malika sighed and fidgeted uncomfortably, looking anywhere but at Maaya.

      “I just can’t do this anymore. It’s too exhausting and it hurts too much.”

      “Living here?”

      “That too I guess. Sark is the worst. I just meant... this.” Malika gestured to the apartments in front of her. “All the work, the ungrateful people, watching Bindhiya get worse and trying to pretend to be happy when I’m actually worried sick. I want to remember her as the person I like, and I know if I stick around I’ll get too angry to do that. I’m leaving town.”

      Maaya gaped at her.

      “You’re... leaving Sark?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But where will you go? How?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll figure that out as I go. I just don’t want to be here anymore.”

      As Malika turned to go, Maaya put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Wait, but... will you be okay?”

      Malika shrugged.

      “I’m not okay now. Good luck with everything, Maaya.”

      Before Maaya knew it, Malika was gone. She thought of following her, but everything about Malika’s tone and posture told her that wouldn’t be a good idea. And so she let her go.

      It didn’t fully hit her until she had made it a block away from the apartment that she had likely just seen Malika for the last time.

      “I knew this had to be hard on Malika, but I didn’t realize it was quite this bad,” Saber said softly. “She hid it well.”

      Maaya found a secluded space nearby near an alley and sat down with her back against the wall, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. Like every other time she left Bindhiya’s home, she felt like she was slowly coming back to reality, and now it was hitting harder than usual.

      “I hope she’ll be okay. If anyone can make it out there, it’s her,” Maaya said, though she knew she was mostly trying to convince herself.

      “It seems Hari was right. Bindhiya’s organization really is getting smaller, albeit slowly.”

      “Don’t say that. I don’t want to think about it,” Maaya groaned. “She’s still fine, and that’s all that matters.”

      “I’ve been curious, actually,” Saber continued thoughtfully. “Why haven’t you told the others about your friends there? Kim met Bindhiya and Hari once, but you never mention them and never bring the others with you.”

      Maaya pulled her legs to her chest and rested her chin on her knees.

      “I just don’t have much to say, I guess. I never went to visit very often, and most of the people there are more like acquaintances than friends. It’s complicated, I don’t know. It was hard to think about bringing the others along when I struggled with feeling accepted myself. I’m still not even sure I fit in there. I feel so distant from it sometimes. And what with the way people are treating me now...”

      “What? What do you mean?” Saber asked, narrowing her eyes.

      Maaya told her the story of how the others had confronted her in the apartment. When she finished, Saber nodded.

      “There’s definitely some animosity there even if that girl wouldn’t admit it. I see two possibilities: either they’re envious of your relationship with Bindhiya or they don’t think her capable of running her own organization anymore.”

      “If it’s the second one, I’ll have words with them all,” Maaya growled, and Saber chuckled.

      “I think the first is more likely. Don’t begrudge young people their emotions. They all lost Hari just like you did.”

      Maaya felt a shiver run down her spine.

      “You don’t think... would they blame me for Hari’s death?”

      “They might,” Saber answered bluntly. “That doesn’t make them correct, but I could see how they might arrive at that conclusion. Before you worry too much about what they think, it’s all irrelevant. They’re not going to keep you from her. If necessary, I will get involved, and by the time I’m done they’ll be rolling out red carpet every time you visit.”

      This earned a laugh from Maaya, and with her fears assuaged at least for the moment, they started back home.

      When Maaya walked in the front door, she was confronted with more noise than she had expected for such a lazy afternoon. Something also smelled delicious, and her confusion at how anything could smell so wonderful when they had no food momentarily subsided as her stomach growled. She suddenly felt ravenous, so much so that she didn’t immediately question why there were many more people in her house than she was accustomed to.

      “You’re home!” Kim said excitedly, getting up from the kitchen table and greeting Maaya with a hug. “You were away so long we were starting to worry. Well, I was starting to worry.”

      “I’m busy!” Sovaan protested. “And don’t lie, you would have started eating without her if she didn’t come soon.”

      “I would not,” Kim shot back.

      It was only then that Maaya was able to take in what was happening in her house. Roshan stood next to Sovaan at the stove, showing the young boy how to stir what looked like the most delicious stew she had ever seen. Then she noticed Sylvia floating near the table, intently studying an unfamiliar box that lay upon it.

      “What’s all this? Where did this food come from?” Maaya asked incredulously.

      “I was busy while you were away. You gave me plenty of time,” Saber answered pointedly. “I was going to go about getting some food for you all as usual, but Sovaan thought it would be a great idea if we could make a special night of it.”

      “I’m getting cooking lessons!” Sovaan cheered.

      “And you should consider yourself lucky, because the only reason I agreed to this is because you have the potential Kalil sorely lacks,” Saber quipped. “Next thing I know I’m bringing home enough for a small feast and then grabbing a board game from a nearby toy store while Kim is off inviting Sylvia to game night and everything just sort of spiraled out of control from there.”

      “It’s nice to be a little spontaneous, isn’t it?” Kim added with a smile.

      Maaya beamed, then walked over to see what was cooking.

      “You’re okay with this, Roshan?”

      “It’s strange, but strange is normal for you guys. Besides, you know I love seeing you. It doesn’t happen often enough. But uh, your next meal won’t be stolen, I hope?”

      “It shouldn’t be. Tomorrow we should be getting all we need for a while. Does that mean you’ll come over more?” Maaya asked hopefully.

      “I would anyway. I’d just feel better about cooking. Until, of course, Sovaan takes over for me,” Roshan continued with a wink.

      “Where’s Kalil, by the way?” Maaya asked, turning and scanning the room again.

      “I’m not sure. He said he wanted to take a walk across town; I think he went to go meet a friend or something,” Kim said. “He did say he’d probably miss dinner. Though, that was before we knew we were having all this...”

      “I can keep things warm for a while if we want to wait for him,” Roshan suggested.

      “We’ll keep some leftovers for him; no need to delay fresh food on his account,” Saber said. Kim translated for her, and Roshan shrugged and continued his work.

      Maaya passed the table Sylvia was still standing by, and the one-eyed crow stared up at her, tilting its head slightly. She suppressed a shiver. Something about the bird unnerved her, but she couldn’t say what.

      Soon enough, Roshan and Sovaan started setting out plates. As they all sat down, Maaya realized the table wasn’t quite large enough for the number of people she had in her house, and she couldn’t have been happier. How far she had come from being the lonely girl on the street.

      As the night progressed, they changed from eating themselves to the point of bursting over to playing the board game Saber had stolen. It took several turns for them to learn the rules, made all the more difficult by the fact that Saber chose to be in charge and that both she and Sylvia insisted on playing. Roshan took it in stride, but as Kim translated Saber and Sylvia’s commentary, and as he watched board pieces move by not one but two invisible hands, she saw the amazement in his face he kept poorly concealed. She smiled, thinking what an experience this must be for someone who couldn’t see ghosts.

      They went on for an hour at least, and if anything the game had only just begun to hit its stride, but they were interrupted by a sudden frantic pounding on the door.

      The noise inside quieted instantly. Roshan got to his feet as Saber moved over to the door, poking her head through the wood to see who was outside. A moment later she unlocked the door, and Kalil stepped in, looking out of breath and worried.

      “We need to go,” he panted, pointing at some vague location out the door. “Huge fire. Hundreds of people dead. Ghosts everywhere.”

      “What?” Maaya asked in alarm, pushing aside her chair and moving over to him. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt?”

      “Not hurt,” Kalil continued, shaking his head tiredly. “Just saw it happened. The big prison, southwest of here, it’s burned down. Lots of prisoners were killed I guess. Ghosts are everywhere, mean ones.”

      Maaya stared at him, her eyes wide with surprise. It only took a few moments for her to catch herself.

      “Roshan, I’m sorry, but we have to go. This is a problem we’ll need to take care of. Kim, Sovaan, get your cards, and get Kalil’s too. Saber, can you get Kalil some water? I’m going to get ready.”

      The others rushed off at once with a practiced speed that came from months of ghost hunting experience. A sudden tension hung in the air. One ghost, or maybe two or three at a time, were manageable. Dozens, if not hundreds, however...

      “Shall I help clean up?” Roshan offered, looking concerned at his friends’ sudden rush.

      “Oh, please don’t worry about that. You did all the cooking tonight; we’ll take care of it when we get back,” Maaya said as she tied her shoes.

      “All right,” Roshan agreed uncertainly. “Be careful out there, please? I don’t think I like the sound of this.”

      “Nor do we, but our talents necessitate our presence,” Saber said. Maaya repeated her words aloud, and Roshan grimaced.

      “Not exactly comforting, but I guess I understand. But if you get home and you need help or anything, anything at all...”

      “I’ll be the first to let you know,” Saber said.

      Roshan couldn’t help but stack their plates and set them aside as Saber and Sylvia worked to clear the table of their game pieces, push in chairs, and make sure the house would do well enough without them for a few hours at least. Saber gave Sylvia a rare nod of approval, and with visible surprise, Sylvia opened the door and left, her crow close behind.

      Soon, only Maaya and her friends remained, dressed and ready to go.

      “Sovaan, you probably know the area best. Tell us about it on the way so we can come up with a plan?” Maaya suggested. “After that we’ll need some ideas on how to contain and approach this. Let’s get moving before the ghosts spread too far.”

      “Do you have enough bloods between you all?” Saber asked skeptically.

      “We should. We didn’t have to use very many on the last few jobs,” Kim answered.

      “We had plenty of time to create a stockpile, too,” Maaya grumbled.

      “True enough. All right, kids, let’s head out. I’ll scout ahead just in case,” the ghost responded.

      They were soon out the door, and after some brief directions from Sovaan, Saber took off down the street to make sure the path ahead was clear. The others walked quickly, and unlike most other nights, they were mostly silent, the gravity of their situation slowly washing over them. This would be a new experience in more ways than one, and none of them seemed at all pleasant.

      “So many ghosts... how are we going to deal with them all and stay out of sight?” Kim asked suddenly. “Even if other people have run away, there are sure to be people fighting the fires.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good point. And we can’t exactly wait until the fires are all out, else the ghosts might have gotten away,” Kalil added.

      “I... I’m not sure,” Maaya admitted. “We might have to avoid using any of our libris but blood cards. We’ll be slower and not as strong, but we’ll still be able to do plenty. Don’t forget, we’ve been doing this for a while now. Libris or not, we’re good at this. We’ve got this.”

      “Should we split up?” Sovaan asked.

      “In pairs,” Maaya agreed uncertainly. “I don’t like it, but it would be more efficient...”

      “Don’t worry! We’re more than a match for a few mean ghosts,” Sovaan said confidently.

      Maaya forced a smile.

      “Yeah, we are.”

      The smell of smoke reached Maaya’s nose before she saw the dark plumes of smoke climbing several hundred feet in the air. She began to jog as they got closer, and the others followed suit after exchanging worried looks.

      Maaya hadn’t visited this part of town often; beyond the prison, there was little more than run-down factories, warehouses, and rusted machinery. The streets were wide, having been used to move equipment that wouldn’t fit down smaller neighborhood roads. Long identical metal garages lined both sides of the streets, a few doors partially open to reveal unused and dilapidated tools and equipment inside. Normally the area was accompanied by the smells of metal and grease and the sounds of grinding and drilling and banging. Now, however, all she could smell was smoke, and she suddenly found herself fighting the urge to run away. The smell of fire smoke was not something she had a particularly comfortable association with.

      Most of the old prison seemed to have gone down in flames, and though there were small fires here and there among the stone and metal rubble that took up an entire block, the rest was smoldering ruins and ash. Maaya coughed as she tasted ash on her tongue and quickly held her coat sleeve over her mouth and nose. She saw several bucket brigades down the block, quickly passing water down the lines to try to put out the last of the fires and cool red-hot stone. Luckily, it didn’t seem like anyone else was nearby.

      The only things more visible than the prison ruins were the ghosts. At least a few dozen milled about, their faces a mix of every emotion it seemed possible to feel. Several of the dead huddled in tight groups, talking in low voices, while others flew about above them, some shouting, some silent. It was the greatest variety of ghosts Maaya had ever seen.

      “They don’t all look dangerous,” Kim said quietly.

      “We should still take them all out, yeah?” Kalil asked, his hands already reaching for his blood cards.

      “Wait,” Maaya directed. “We plan first. Kalil and Sovaan, head up the street that way. Focus on finding a safe spot where you can’t be seen, and don’t make eye contact with the ghosts until you’re there. We don’t want trouble. Kim and I will head up the other way. We’ll try to meet around the other side of the prison. Stay on the street across from the prison so you have room for an escape if you need it.”

      “Do you think we can get them all?” Kim asked dubiously, and Maaya sighed.

      “I don’t think so. We might have to accept that we’ll just have more work over the—”

      “You there! What’s you doin’ in a place like this, eh?” came a nasally voice from nearby.

      Maaya turned and her heart dropped in surprise as she saw a group of no fewer than six ghosts coming up to them. Kalil took an instinctive step in front of the others, his right hand inches from his blood cards.

      “Told you they could see us,” a tall and burly man said. “What do we do with them?”

      “Maybe they’ll join us,” a wiry man with greasy dark hair answered from the head of the group, his voice identifying him as the first who had spoken. “What you think? Up for a little mayhem? Awful nice we got broken out of prison and killed at the same time. Now who’s they to stop us?”

      “Uhm, we were just here to help put out the fire,” Maaya attempted unconvincingly, and the man sneered at her.

      “You knows the best part about being dead is bein’ able to fight people who can’t fight back now,” he said. “Already knocked out a few of them brigades already. Thinkin’ of starting a new fire a ways down. You knows where the judges live?”

      Maaya shared a look with the others.

      “I... can’t say I do.”

      “Stop this talk Andal, they look like lawbreakers to you?” another ghost interrupted derisively. “They’re just kids, good ones at that. Dull and boring and all.”

      Kalil looked like he wanted to argue, and Maaya quickly placed her hand on his arm to stop him.

      “Actually, we were hoping to talk to you, too. Any of the ghosts out here, I mean,” she explained, hoping she sounded a little more convincing now. “We don’t want there to be any more trouble here. Is there any way we can convince you to leave these people alone?”

      “Nope,” Andal said immediately. “I only just got dead, I think I want to play with it some. Nice of you to think that, though.”

      “Please? It’d be easier for everyone,” Maaya continued, her free hand slowly and casually reaching for the card pouch on her opposite arm.

      “What are you going to do if we say no?” the burly man chuckled.

      “They always ask, don’t they?”

      Saber floated down to Maaya’s side from the rooftop of one of the garages. The other ghosts regarded her with sudden interest and suspicion.

      “Who’s you then?” Andal asked, narrowing his eyes at her.

      “Sorry I didn’t join you sooner; I had the thought that if the dead were to see me, it might disrupt whatever plan you came up with,” Saber told Maaya, completely ignoring the others. “No offense, my dear, but I see that your planning still fails to account for the fact that the average ghost we’re after is the intellectual equivalent of a room-temperature meatball.”

      Maaya thought this might upset Andal, but to her surprise, the ghost seemed to have lost interest in them already. Instead, he was now talking quietly with a few of the others surrounding him. Several of them walked off in different directions, though somehow Maaya guessed they weren’t simply peacefully dispersing.

      “What else have you seen?” Maaya murmured to Saber.

      “Not much good, I’m afraid. There aren’t as many ghosts here as I thought there’d be, but that’s because at least half of them have scattered all in different directions. I can’t blame them for not staying long. Those who remain mostly seem to be organized, and their disruptions more methodical than chaotic. That doesn’t fill me with hope, exactly.”

      “They were talking about taking out bucket brigades and starting new fires,” Kim said thoughtfully. “I guess that means we should focus on these guys before anything else.”

      “How do we find the rest?” Kalil asked, sounding overwhelmed.

      “They’ll turn up eventually, I’m sure, and when they do, the people they both will call Rahu. As horrible as this might sound, having a bunch of nasty ghosts set loose in Sark is good for business,” Saber answered. “If you’re really worried, we can dedicate some of our time each night to tracking them down.”

      “What worries me is a group this size getting organized,” Maaya continued warily. “If we’re going to stop any of that happening, we need to stop them sooner than later.”

      “Agreed,” Saber said. “I suppose we should think about whether there’s a good way to get them all in one place to make our work a little easier.”

      “Oh, if that’s what you want, just hang tight!” came Andal’s voice from nearby.

      Maaya looked up, then barely suppressed a yelp of surprise. Already there were several more ghosts than there had been before, and more were arriving every moment. Their number, however, was not as concerning as the fact that the ghosts were all surrounding Maaya and the others.

      “I was thinkin’ you’d be getting off and away once you got bored, but you’ve got my interest back,” Andal said, sounding more curious than angry. “What’s it you’re doing to do to us then?”

      “Call us names, I think,” the burly man from before suggested.

      “Get your bloods out and form up in a circle,” Maaya muttered to the others, and they quickly pulled out their cards and stood together, leaving no angle open for attack.

      “I think they’re playin’ make believe!” a stout woman with short hair and a deep scar on her forehead chuckled.

      Andal’s expression was impassive.

      “Still, we can’t well do our job right enough if they’re following us around an’ yelling at us. Besides, I’m starting to realize it’ll be a rare opportunity to have victims who can look me in the eyes.”

      Saber put herself between Maaya and Andal, her arms spread wide.

      “If you dare hurt them—”

      Andal laughed, cutting her off.

      “No one said anything about hurting, miss! We didn’t get put where we was because we stopped at just hurting.”

      By the time his words sunk in, the ghosts were already upon them.

      “Bloods, now!” Maaya commanded. The words were barely out of her mouth before there was a bright eruption of red sparks from all around her, followed quickly by shouts of glee and anger.

      Maaya used all the cards she had in her hands, then leapt back out of reach of a ghost who had taken a swing at her. Despite their first powerful volley, dozens of ghosts still remained, and more were advancing from behind.

      Andal didn’t seem fazed by their attack. He hung back with the burly ghost at his side, shouting directions at his fellow dead prisoners.

      “Advance from above! Push them toward the wall and make sure they can’t use their arms.”

      “Before we make too much of a scene, we should consider moving farther out of reach of the brigades,” Saber suggested quickly, ramming her shoulder into an oncoming ghost to throw him off balance. “Head farther down the street but stay out in the open where we keep our advantage.”

      “Got it. Please stay safe!” Maaya pleaded. In a fair fight Maaya was more concerned about any of the other ghosts than her best friend, but she was terrified, as she so often was, that a stray blood card might hit her.

      She had hoped they would be able to stay together, but there were so many ghosts that they inevitably split up in their attempts to dodge the ghosts’ attacks. This made their fighting inefficient, and Maaya knew they would all tire quickly so long as they continued to spend so much energy on evading from all sides.

      The attacks began to concentrate on one side, and the ghosts began attacking from straight ahead and above, making it even harder to avoid getting hit. By the looks of some of the ghosts, Maaya guessed it would only take one hit to completely knock her out of the fight, and she could only use so many bloods at a time.

      “Augments if you can!” she called to the others before quickly placing a green libris card against her leg.

      The magic took effect just in time, and she dashed out of the way of two ghosts who would have otherwise surely pinned her in.

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw green and purple lights flickering to life in the darkness as her friends activated their own libris. She wondered if Andal could account for something like that.

      A moment later, she gasped and ducked as a large trash can flew her way. It soared over her head as she hit the pavement, and Saber caught it before it landed, settling it gently aside.

      “If they keep this up it’ll wake half the town,” she said sourly.

      “I don’t think we can go any faster,” Maaya panted, scrambling to her feet to avoid more attacks. “Are the others okay?”

      “They’re holding up. I’m just saying, time is on these ghosts’ side, not ours.”

      The fight continued, and even with their stockpile of blood cards, Maaya could tell they were all running low. Her friends were becoming more conservative and careful with their cards, and they were visibly tiring. Likewise, the ghosts were becoming more desperate as their numbers thinned. There wasn’t much they could use as weapons nearby, but they made do; it disrupted Maaya and the others and posed even more of a threat than the prisoners themselves. Saber was doing her best to protect the others, but the prisoners were starting to notice they could attack her as much as she could attack them, and began targeting her too.

      Maaya’s lungs felt like they were on fire, but her fear for her friends kept her going. The others looked even more exhausted than she felt; Sovaan had all but given up fighting and was just trying to stay out of the fray, and Kim was pale and moving more slowly than before. Kalil had a brave face on, but he was slowing down too, and more than once he didn’t fully escape a blow. He stayed on his feet, but even as the hardiest among them, he had his limits.

      Just as Maaya thought their efforts were starting to turn the tides, she saw one of Andal’s ghosts pick up a nearby metal chair and fling it at Kalil. Kalil managed to shield his face, but the chair hit him square in the chest and sent him crashing backward. Before he could get to his feet, several ghosts descended on him, holding his arms so he could no longer attack.

      Sovaan was next. Worn down completely, he put up no fight as several ghosts forced him to his knees. The terror in his eyes sent a flash of fury surging through Maaya, and she dashed straight for the ghosts holding him, reaching for more blood cards.

      The next thing she knew, she was seeing white. An explosion of pain that seemed to hit her from all sides knocked her to the ground. She blinked quickly, trying to force the stars in her vision away, but when she made to get back to her feet, her trembling legs gave out. She realized too late that her libris had faded, and the magic wearing off and the effects of her exertion catching up with her all at once were enough to momentarily disable her.

      She felt strong hands take her arms and shoulders, and she fought hard, but she couldn’t escape. She cursed herself for not thinking to use a strength augment as well, though she realized that may have simply worn off as well.

      Her struggles only lasted a few moments before she was too exhausted to continue. The ghosts forcefully pinned her to the ground, and her head struck the pavement, stars momentarily flooding her vision along with a sharp pain. Turning to look around her in hopes of incoming rescue, she saw with growing dismay and horror that all of her friends had been captured. Kim was held against a wall by a ghost who had his arm around her neck through the wall behind her. As hard as she pulled against him, she couldn’t escape.

      Andal walked over to her, anger still completely absent from his face. He looked down at her, regarding her as he might an insect in passing.

      “You did more than I thought, that’s nice. I would say you killed a lot of my friends, but they were already dead, weren’t they? Oh well. There’s always more.”

      “What should we do with them?” the large ghost at his side asked.

      “Oh, we’ll kill them. But they did cause problems; they got rid of a lot of good men and women I wanted to help me. So we’ll do it slowly.”

      Sovaan let out a quiet whimper, and Andal glanced briefly at him.

      “Don’t worry. We won’t make you go first. We’re not monsters.”

      “Who do we start with?”

      Andal looked around at the other two, then stared slowly down at Maaya.

      “Her. She’s the leader, we might as well.”

      The big ghost stepped closer to Maaya, and she began struggling again, desperate to get away, but the ghosts holding her didn’t budge.

      “Sorry about this, I haven’t tortured anyone before. I hope I do it right,” the ghost said.

      He placed his boot on Maaya’s stomach, then slowly began to press down. It wasn’t painful at first, but as he continued, pain quickly seared through her body, accompanied by the panic-inducing sensation that she was losing the ability to breathe. Maaya thrashed and kicked, and she heard her friends’ protests and angry shouts from around her, but it didn’t stop.

      The ghost moved his boot to Maaya’s ribs and pressed down again, causing her to shriek with pain, her eyes watering. At the same time, she felt a sudden sharp pain in her ankle as another ghost began to twist it. She screamed until her throat went hoarse. The agony was overwhelming and unrelenting, and Maaya’s cries of pain turned to sobs.

      After what felt like hours, the ghost finally rested his heel against her throat. Maaya was frantic with pain and fear. She didn’t want to die. She strained against the ghosts holding her still, but she might well have not been trying at all for all the good it did.

      “Sorry this is ending so quick but we’ve still got three more to go. At least you won’t have to watch this happen to them,” the big ghost said, as though this made everything better. His apathy and lack of emotion toward what he was doing was disturbing, and might have scared her had she not already been terrified.

      Slowly, he began to press down.

      Maaya coughed and spluttered, thinking she might beg if only she could speak. Her vision blurred and she saw stars, and every gasp sent a spike of pain through her chest. She wasn’t sure if she was fighting anymore; she couldn’t feel the rest of her body.

      Then, suddenly, the weight was gone. Almost immediately after, the hands holding her wrists were gone, too. Maaya instinctively curled into a ball on her side, coughing uncontrollably as she tried to breathe.

      As she slowly began to recover, she realized the sound of fighting had begun anew. She opened her eyes, squinting to focus. Kalil and Kim were fighting side by side, their arms and legs glittering with all four colors of their libris augments. Kalil sent torrents of water at the attacking ghosts, corralling them in as a group, while Kim sent furious bursts of flame directly at them, interspersed with her blood cards. Saber was by their side, this time attacking the other ghosts with all her might. The dead prisoners looked almost afraid of her despite being much larger and assuredly stronger than her. Sovaan looked too exhausted to return to battle, but he was free too, sitting up against one of the garage doors, his eyes half closed.

      Soon, only Andal remained, and he stared at Kim and Kalil impassively.

      “I’ll be damned. I thought we had you.”

      “You forgot about Saber,” Kim said victoriously. “That was your mistake.”

      “True. I’d say I’ll learn from it, but I don’t think I’ll be around much longer. What is that you’re using, those little papers?”

      “It’s magi—”

      “Don’t bother. Even if he’s getting sealed in a matter of seconds he doesn’t deserve the satisfaction of answers,” Saber said venomously. “End it.”

      Andal shrugged as Kim pulled out another blood card, and then he was gone, the last evidence of his existence reduced to quickly fading maroon sparks that danced across the pavement.

      The next thing Maaya knew, Saber and Kalil were at her side.

      “Thank the skies you’re awake,” Saber said, exhaling with relief. “Are you all right? Can you move?”

      Maaya tried to answer, but her throat burned, and she erupted into a fit of coughs that sent more pain shooting through her chest.

      Saber stroked her back until her coughs subsided, then rested a supportive hand on her shoulder.

      “That’s all right. We’ll help you.”

      “I can carry her,” Kalil offered.

      “I... can walk,” Maaya said stubbornly even as fresh tears dripped down her cheeks, and she fought her way to a sitting position. A wave of dizziness overcame her, and she would have fallen back to the ground had Kalil not caught her.

      “Just take some deep breaths and rest for a moment. Kalil’s got you. Now the threat is over, we’re in no rush,” Saber implored her, then moved off to where Kim was helping Sovaan.

      “You... okay?” Maaya breathed. Kalil held her securely upright with her back resting against his chest, and though she was shaken, she felt safe.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. I... I’m sorry.”

      “Huh? Why?”

      “I couldn’t stop them from hurting you. Any of you.”

      Maaya gave him a reassuring smile.

      “You were amazing. We all did our best. It’s not... your fault.”

      Kalil didn’t look wholly comforted, but he said no more on the subject.

      “Saber saved us, really. While the other ghosts were distracted watching you get hurt, Saber snuck a purple card on me. I was able to break away and seal the ones holding me. We were able to get them all before they could react.”

      She closed her eyes in relief. Saber had come through for them again, and Maaya had never felt so lucky.

      After a few minutes of rest, Sovaan was on his feet. With Kalil’s help, Maaya managed the same, though the night had taken its toll on her. What’s more, with the pain in her twisted ankle, she knew it would be a long and difficult walk home even with help.

      “Once we make it home you can rest as much as you need to, okay?” Saber said worriedly. Maaya, too tired to respond, simply nodded.

      The trip home was arduous, and by the time they arrived at the door, Maaya was so exhausted and weak she thought she might collapse. Every movement sent spikes of searing pain through her entire upper body, and every breath was a painful effort. Kalil put a supportive hand at her waist to keep her upright. As soon as they made it inside, he helped her sit on the couch, then sat himself down in a nearby chair with a finality that said he was not moving any time soon.

      “You kids stay there and I’ll fetch you some water,” Saber said, and Maaya suddenly realized how thirsty she was. Saber reached her last, lifting the glass directly to Maaya’s mouth. At Maaya’s questioning look, the ghost grinned and continued, “Don’t even pretend you’re strong enough to hold this right now.”

      When she’d had her fill, she nodded gratefully and sat back against the couch. Her body still screamed in protest and trembled from exertion, and she knew sleep would come quickly whether she wanted it or not.

      “Listen up everyone,” Saber announced, stepping back toward the center of the room. Everyone’s eyes were on her immediately. “I’ll keep this short since you need to get to bed. You all did a wonderful job tonight. It was difficult and painful, but you got it done, as you always do. Going up against dozens of organized ghosts was no small feat. You should all be very proud of yourselves. Stifle any doubt that may come from this; you displayed enviable mastery and skill that tells me you’re all learning well.”

      “There’s still more out there,” Sovaan said despairingly, barely managing to keep his eyes open from tiredness.

      “And we’ll deal with them. They won’t be organized like the ones tonight were. Besides, thanks to you, we’ll only have to play cleanup; you rid the world of dozens of dangerous ghosts tonight. Based on what we heard of their plans, I think it’s safe to assume you saved some lives as well. You’ll rest and recover and be ready to take on any job Rahu gives us. If those ghosts are causing trouble out there, we’ll have our hands full, but that means our food stores will be, too. Now, let’s all get some well-deserved rest. Once at least a few of you are feeling strong again, we can break out some healing cards to finish the job.”

      Sovaan was the first to head upstairs with Saber’s help. Maaya struggled to get up to prepare her bed, but stopped as Kim quickly came over to her.

      “Don’t worry about that, I’ve got it,” the younger girl said, and Maaya found herself too tired to argue.

      Once her bed was ready, Kim helped Maaya slip out of her coat and shoes. Maaya shut her eyes from the pain of moving and bending, but it was soon over.

      Kim took a seat next to her, her eyes full of worry.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      Maaya nodded with effort.

      “Just... need rest.”

      “What he was doing to you... I couldn’t bear to see it.” There were tears in her eyes now, and she looked furious. “That horrible man. They were all horrible! I hate them so much. After watching them hurt you I almost wish I could bring them back so I could seal them again.”

      Unable to raise her arms enough for a hug, Maaya leaned over until her head was resting against Kim’s shoulder.

      “I want to say it’s okay, but honestly... I want the same,” she said with a quiet laugh that caused her ribs renewed agony.

      “If you need anything I’ll be here, okay? I’ll get you anything you want so you don’t have to move,” Kim continued determinedly.

      “That’s my line. You need rest, too,” Saber said as she came over to them from the bottom of the stairs. “I wouldn’t be doing my job as the one person who can’t get hurt or tired if I didn’t help you through this.”

      “Saving our lives... not enough?” Maaya said with a grin.

      “Not in the slightest,” Saber returned seriously. “Kim, I’m sorry, but she needs to sleep. Do you need help upstairs?”

      “I’ve got it,” Kalil yawned as he shuffled toward the stairs. “I’m going up there anyway.”

      “You children need to stop being so self-sufficient; it’s making a girl feel useless over here.”

      Kalil managed a wink before starting upstairs, Kim at his side.

      “You should be glad we’re growing up. We’ll be leaving the nest someday.”

      “I will lovingly put a glass of water by your bedside table and make lunches for you, and you’re damn well going to enjoy it!” Saber shot back.

      Once they were gone, Saber got a fire going in the fireplace, then sat where Kim had moments before, all her attention focused on Maaya.

      “Seriously, are you all right? Where does it hurt? I can get medical supplies if I need to.”

      Maaya shook her head.

      “Everything hurts, but I only... need rest. They didn’t break anything, I don’t think. It was... I was so scared. I thought I was going to die.”

      Saber’s shoulders drooped.

      “I know. I want to say I wouldn’t have let them, but things got tight there. But anyway, it didn’t work, and now you’re home safe. Let’s focus on that instead. I’ll stay at your side tonight.”

      “I’m scared I... won’t be able to do Rahu’s work,” Maaya said, each word and breath taking as much energy as she could muster. “We need the food.”

      “And we’ll get it. You’ll be fine,” Saber said firmly. “Just focus on resting and getting better. Besides, after this, we’ll be back to dealing with single ghosts against, which will be a walk in the park. I promise you, we will be all right. But enough talk of the future. Let’s enjoy this now, just the two of us.”

      Saber picked up Maaya’s brush from nearby and began slowly running it through Maaya’s long dark hair, humming quietly to herself as she did so. Maaya closed her eyes and slowed her breathing, listening to the soft scratching sound of the bristles moving through her hair and the crackling of the firewood, taking in the odor of slowly burning pine and feeling its warmth on her sore and tired body. These were her favorite moments with Saber, and they always calmed her. After a night like the one they had just had, she knew without a doubt they both needed this.

      Maaya’s body relaxed as she enjoyed the gentle pull of the brush and Saber’s quiet melodic voice. In moments like this, she felt like everything really would be all right. They were due to get more work from Rahu soon, they had a safe place to rest, their bodies would heal, and they would be kept busy, which would have them out ghost hunting more often—which they greatly enjoyed—and prove how much Rahu needed them. Things would return to normal, and then, perhaps, get even better.

      She soon succumbed to her exhaustion, and slipped peacefully into sleep.

      

      Three weeks later, as April was almost upon them, Maaya awoke feeling rested and refreshed. She had slept well, there was plenty to eat, the weather was slowly starting to warm, and she knew they wouldn’t be expecting another bird for at least a day or two. She and the others had been incredibly busy trying to track down the rest of the ghosts from the prison, even the ones Rahu didn’t direct them to. She could stay in bed all day if she liked while enjoying the warmth of the fire, the company of her friends, and the occasional snack. Now that she finally had a chance to rest, she could argue she deserved just that.

      But today she felt the kind of confidence that had her feeling like going outside, and now that she finally had the time, the energy, and the mood to match, she knew exactly what she wanted to do.

      No sooner had she pulled herself out of bed then Saber came floating down the stairs.

      “You’re up early. Sleep well?” the ghost asked.

      “Somehow, yes, though I’m not against a nap later. Today just feels like it’s going to be a good day, and I don’t want to miss it,” Maaya answered airily, walking over to the kitchen to fetch herself something to eat.

      “Well, someone’s dreams were all sunshine and butterflies,” Saber said, amused. “What are you thinking?”

      “I want to get out for a bit. Actually, I was wondering... could you help me with something?”

      “What is it?”

      “I want some gulab jamun. Fresh, if that’s possible. Could you help me grab some?”

      Saber raised an eyebrow.

      “What, we don’t have enough here to satisfy your sweet tooth?”

      “It’s not for me, not exactly,” Maaya explained hastily. “It’s for Bindhiya. She said it was her favorite, and I promised I’d bring her some. It’s been a while and I don’t wait to wait anymore.”

      “Ah, now that does change things,” Saber said with a grin. “Planning a day with her, then?”

      “Yep!” Maaya said happily.

      “How can I resist that face? All right, eat up and get dressed and I’ll make sure we get some of the best.”

      Maaya hummed to herself as she finished eating, set her dishes aside to be washed, then got dressed. She brushed her hair a little longer than usual, smoothed out as many wrinkles as she could from her coat, and then finally stepped out into the street, locking the door securely behind her.

      It was a wonder what a good mood could do for her perception of the world. The sun that normally shone in her eyes in the morning was now a source of beautiful light, while the breeze that normally tossed her hair about felt refreshing and cool. The smells of sizzling meats and vegetables reached her nose, and she was glad she had eaten already or her rumbling stomach was at serious risk of being heard over her humming.

      “Careful now, someone’s going to think it’s suspicious you think you have any right being this happy in Sark,” Saber teased as they walked toward some street vendors.

      “They can think whatever they like,” Maaya answered simply.

      Dessert safely in hand, they made their way to the apartment. As they walked up toward the entrance, Saber hung back.

      “I’ll let you have your day, especially if you’re going to be there for hours and hours again.”

      “You don’t have to go!” Maaya protested.

      “Oh, it’s not just for you; you’re the only one there who can see me, and you have to pretend like you can’t, so it gets boring very quickly. That said, if you decide you want to ask her out someday, I’ll definitely tag along—”

      “Okay, thank you, go home,” Maaya interrupted, waving the ghost away while trying and failing to hide her smile.

      “Have fun! Try to get home before dinner so we can eat together, though, okay? It’s been a while since we’ve eaten together.”

      When Maaya agreed, the ghost flew off and out of sight.

      Maaya turned back to the apartment and headed down the maze of halls. Even its musty odor only further brightened her mood. She had come to associate it with being close to Bindhiya, and that was all it took. As she got closer, she could hardly contain her excitement. It was going to be just the two of them, and she couldn’t wait to see the look on Bindhiya’s face when she saw what she had brought her.

      She got to the door, then knocked three times. When there was no answer, she tried again. Still, nothing.

      Maaya frowned and turned the knob. To her surprise, it opened. She pushed the door open slowly, and when no one from the other side tried to stop her, she opened it fully and entered the room. Then she stopped in surprise.

      The room, normally populated by at least a handful of people hard at work, was almost completely empty. Even most of the furniture was gone. There was only one person in the room, a girl a year or so older than Maaya, kneeling near one of the walls and one of the only remaining dressers, sorting through papers. The door to Bindhiya’s room was slightly ajar, but Maaya couldn’t see inside. When she turned, to her utter shock, she noticed that the giant map of Sark drawn by Bindhiya was gone, too.

      “Wh... what happened? Has Bindhiya moved?” Maaya asked, walking over to the girl.

      “Hm? Moved? No, she... oh, you haven’t been back here in a few weeks, have you?”

      “No, I haven’t. Where is she?” Maaya asked, dread slowly rising in her stomach.

      The girl stared up at her apologetically.

      “Sorry, I thought we’d been able to reach most people considering there aren’t that many left. Bindhiya passed away about two and a half weeks ago. The rest of us are moving to another place that’s a little smaller and easier to take care of. We’re going to try to keep things running there. Want the address?”

      Maaya’s breath caught in her throat.

      “That’s not funny,” she said after she had regained her bearings.

      “I wasn’t—”

      “Just because the rest of you don’t like me anymore doesn’t mean you have to say something like that. That’s so cruel,” Maaya snapped, then turned toward Bindhiya’s bedroom door. The girl stood up and made to follow her, but Maaya made to the door and opened it wide.

      The room was almost completely empty. Only the mattress remained, all of its sheets removed. The curtains had been taken down from the windows, and the glass panes were open wide for the first time in what must have been years, previously kept always closed for fear of exposing Bindhiya to the elements or sickness.

      Maaya whirled on the girl who stood in the doorway.

      “Where is she?” she asked angrily.

      The girl looked guilty now, and Maaya felt a flicker of doubt.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to play a joke on you. It’s true. She... she passed away. While she was asleep. There were others here at the time working overnight and they didn’t hear anything.”

      “That’s... not right,” Maaya said slowly, her voice trembling. “She said she was feeling better. I just saw her recently. She was right here!”

      “I’m sorry. I thought everyone knew. I don’t know why you weren’t told.”

      I have an idea, Maaya wanted to retort, but her voice was no longer cooperating. She looked back at the bed as though hoping everything would have returned to normal in the brief moment she had looked away. But it was still empty.

      She couldn’t breathe. She hadn’t been prepared for this. All this time she had been busy but ever hopeful, counting down the days until she could see Bindhiya again and surprise her. She had spent the last week in a better mood than she had been in months despite how busy the ghosts had kept them, and that whole time, Bindhiya had been...

      Maaya waited for the tears to start, but they didn’t come. All she felt was a great weight on her chest, one that forced its way into her heart and lungs once all semblance of emotion had been ripped from her. A small, desperate part of her tried to convince her that this was just a joke, an elaborate prank... but the cruel cold logic that came with grief told her otherwise. This was far too much effort just to toy with Maaya’s emotions. Besides, Bindhiya would never have allowed it or taken part in it. This had been her home and her domain, and every time Maaya came into the apartment she felt her presence and warmth.

      Now, however, there was only cold, silence, and an empty bed, laying bare and clean as though no one had ever been there before.

      How easily so many years of history could be wiped away.

      “If you’d like, I can give you the address of the new—” the girl started, but Maaya stormed past her.

      She left the apartment, not pausing even for a moment to give it one last glance. The images of the empty rooms and bare walls had already burned themselves into her memory, and she knew they would remain no matter how much she wanted to forget. It was unfamiliar. It was wrong, this infuriating impermanence. A brief idea flashed through her mind, telling her to turn around, to try the hallways again. She had gotten the wrong apartment, that was it. She had gotten lost in the hallways.

      When she was almost upon the city gates, she realized she still had Bindhiya’s gulab jamun in her hands. She threw them aside in a sudden fury, leaving them splattered along the sidewalk as she crossed the wall. When she rubbed her eyes to try to clear her tears and only left her vision more blurred, she caught the faintest scent of the dessert still on her fingers, like a memory trying desperately to cling to her. She wiped her hands on her coat, forcing it away, ignoring the weak and fleeting regret that came after.

      It didn’t take her long to reach Styx. He glanced up at her as she approached, then did a double take, staring down at her in surprise.

      “Maaya? Not like you to visit during the day, much less without the others. You all right?”

      Maaya shook her head and wrapped her arms around the giant man, hugging him tightly. Her grief and shock told her she needed this, but no matter how hard she squeezed, she still felt only a dull, heavy ache in her chest. Somehow this was worse than crying.

      Styx seemed to understand something was deeply wrong, and he didn’t say a word. He pulled Maaya in closer and held her. To Maaya, it felt like either seconds or hours had passed. It was all the same.

      When they finally broke apart, Styx lightly nudged her.

      “Ye up for a ride?”

      “Yeah.”

      Maaya got into Styx’ boat and stared down the still river. She wished she could travel down past the bend she had never seen beyond and never come back. She wondered if Malika had gone the same way. Maaya envied her, almost hated her for being brave enough to do what she couldn’t. Sark was doing its best to make her feel like she wasn’t welcome, and she believed it, but was too cowardly to leave. Someday, she thought. Whatever the circumstances, she would find a way out. Not just for her, but for the others. They all deserved better. It was for their own safety, Maaya thought bitterly. If they didn’t find a way out, Sark would probably find a way to kill them, too.

      She heard the soft sound of disturbed water as Styx began to row, and as they traveled out onto the river, Maaya knew she wouldn’t be going home that night.
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      When it came to summer weather at sea, it operated in extremes. When the weather was fine, it gave them clear skies and pleasantly cool and calm seas and generous winds. When it was bad, however, it took the form of some of the worst storms Adelaide had ever seen.

      Unfortunately, now that they were making a time-sensitive delivery to the remote island of Malenia off the southwest coast of Selenthia, they were met with just such a storm.

      “I’m not sure if we’ll be able to dock in this weather, not at the main port!” David said, speaking loudly above a nasty gust of wind that nearly sent several people falling sideways. Sleet cascaded down upon the deck, and the crew struggled to keep the sails full without getting knocked about themselves. “We might have to keep moving and complete the delivery on the roads.”

      “All the ones I know are in narrow inlets. It’s hard enough to make it in calm seas,” Adelaide responded, her voice strained with the effort of controlling the rudder wheel. She was grateful for her mech augment in times like these; if she had attempted to use libris, she would have burned out long before the storm did. “We might just have to wait it out.”

      “That could take days, and this delivery is due in hours.”

      “Where are we respective to our destination?”

      “About thirty miles.”

      “Well, that would give us plenty of time for a slow attempt...”

      “I have an idea, Captain,” Inga offered as she jogged up the stairs to them, looking remarkably steady on her feet despite the storm. “We could empty the ballasts and take one of the back channels. They’re narrow and shallow, but it would put us very close to our destination.”

      “What madness is that, running with empty ballasts in a storm like this? We’ve enough trouble keeping her steady already,” David argued.

      “The channels are protected from strong currents by land, and from strong winds by trees. The waters and winds would be more stable there.”

      “Aye, the winds would be more stable in that there’d hardly be any. We’d hardly have any momentum.”

      “We would likely need to use oars to keep us moving, but I stand by my statement it would be an easier trip.”

      This disagreement evidently complete, David and Inga both looked at Adelaide, waiting for her response.

      As if to buttress Inga’s point, another sudden gust rushed across the deck; several of the sails began flapping loosely before they were brought under control and adjusted again. Adelaide grunted with the strain of keeping the ship steady, and when this gust had passed, she glanced over at Inga.

      “What’s our heading to the channels?”

      Inga glanced at her compass, then said, “Eighteen degrees east.”

      Adelaide turned the wheel, keeping an eye on Chronis’ compass on her arm as she did so.

      “Prepare to have the ballasts emptied when we get close enough, and ready the oars,” she instructed, and Inga nodded, heading back down the stairs.

      “I suppose it’s not all bad. At the very least it’s good to have some versatility,” David said, though he didn’t sound pleased. For once, Adelaide agreed.

      “I don’t like it. We don’t have the complement for putting enough on oars to get us moving smoothly. Not without taking away from other vital positions. I knew the Windfire wouldn’t be perfect in every situation, but we’re struggling more than I’d like here.”

      “You think we should look to get some more recruits?”

      “I don’t think so. We run well when we’re lightly staffed, and the situations where we need more are far and few between. There has to be another solution, but I can’t give it much thought right now. I just hope I don’t ground us again.”

      “I hope not. With our ballasts already empty, we’ll be in some trouble getting loose.”

      “Not necessarily. I can take a leaf from Skarin’s book and make everyone get out and push,” Adelaide said with a grin, just as thunder boomed overhead.

      She kept checking her compass, making minor adjustments to their course as they approached land. In the distance, difficult as it was to make out, she saw a small channel heading inland. It looked barely wide enough to fit the Windfire, much less her oars, but the water looked much calmer. The trees nearby, all of them oaks and maples, swayed back and forth in the wind, but they were tall and sturdy and would surely provide some protection from the wind.

      “Slow us down! All but mainsails up!” Adelaide shouted as they approached. They would need to enter the channel nice and slow to be careful, but would also need enough wind to keep the ship under her control before they switched to oars.

      “Those on oars, move down and ready! Those staying, raise the remaining sails on my command,” Inga’s voice came from below. At least a dozen sailors began heading below, leaving the deck and sails in the charge of far fewer. As heavy winds continued to blow, Adelaide hoped it would be enough.

      And then they crossed the threshold into the channel.

      “Drain the ballasts, sails up, and oars out!” Inga called. The ship slowed even further, but Adelaide noticed an almost immediate difference as the Windfire moved in. Every meter farther they moved, the less the wind blew and the less the ship felt bucked about and pulled this way and that in the unsteady winds. Adelaide breathed a small sigh of relief, but it wasn’t over yet.

      The channel was somewhat wider than she had thought from a distance, but only by so much. She guessed they had perhaps six to eight feet on both sides of the ship of water they could safely travel through; she had much more control here than out in the stormy water, but she was going to need to be as careful with it as she could.

      “How far to our stop?” Adelaide asked without taking her eyes off the channel.

      “I’d guess a mile. It’ll take a fair while at this speed, but it could be worse,” David responded.

      “I’m sure. Make sure we’re all eyes out; if there are any obstacles, I want to know well in advance.”

      “Aye.”

      Adelaide wasn’t sure she breathed the entire way. While the winds and seas had calmed, heavy rain still pounded the deck, making it harder than she liked to see out ahead of them. Every unfamiliar sound made her think they had run aground or that the ship was damaged or that something had gone wrong. The greater control she had made her feel somewhat better, but even then, the uneven movements of the oars felt uncomfortable beneath her feet.

      “We’re here,” David suddenly announced from her side.

      Adelaide tore her eyes from the water ahead and looked to her left. Sure enough, their destination, ordinarily viewed from the other side of town, was right in front of them. She had been so focused on keeping them straight that she hadn’t even noticed. A few small personal boats sat on shore, and there were no docks of any kind; the channel was too narrow to keep boats moored here while also allowing enough space to travel past, something for which Adelaide was suddenly grateful.

      “Oars up and anchors down!” she called out, and the ship slowly came to a stop in the middle of the channel. Adelaide’s whole body seemed to relax, and she suddenly felt exhausted. “David, please oversee our delivery. I’m going to get a little rest before I have to do that again.”

      “Of course.”

      As the crew got to work fetching their cargo, extending the gangway, and making sure the ship was safe and secure, Adelaide retreated to her cabin after setting the rudder wheel in place. She was grateful for the calm and dry, and she took off her wet clothes and hastily dried herself off with a fluffy towel before changing into something dry. Now that their delivery was complete, they could afford to wait out the storm before getting on the move again.

      She squeezed the water out of her hair and then brushed it, then let herself sink into her desk chair, exhaling comfortably. It hadn’t been physically taxing, but she definitely needed to focus on something else for the moment. She hoped the company that had chartered this voyage never planned on doing this again, and she was willing to fight them on it; a ship as big as the Windfire had no business traveling like this. It was all well and good in mild weather, but storms made Malenia almost inaccessible to ships of all sorts. She hated to think what would have happened if she’d been working with an inexperienced crew or an older ship that was tougher to work with.

      She thought about what David had said about pulling on additional sailors. There was an appeal to the idea of having more people on board for times like this, but they would have to make sacrifices if they were to do that. The crew’s sleeping quarters would have less space, and more of their stores would have to be filled for the same voyages they already took, which would impact how much they could carry for deliveries. As it was, she felt like they had hit a sort of sweet spot in terms of how many people they had aboard, and she felt things were comfortable already. The number of people they would have to pull on for rare instances like this just didn’t seem worth it to her.

      It seemed unfortunate the Windfire was dependent on so many manual and overall old systems to function. She thought by now that advancements in shipcraft would have seen an end to the days of men and women rowing and emptying and filling ballasts. She thought it inevitable that one day ships might benefit from the types of engines that currently powered some land vehicles, but it was all still too new for that to happen now. The global economic freeze that had all but stopped much technological research wasn’t helping matters, either.

      Adelaide sat back in her chair, staring absently at the augment on her left arm. It was such a beautiful thing, the result of the best type of craftsmanship the world had to offer, and yet so simple. It was a wonder that such a thing could exist in a world where boats and ships still needed rowing by hand when the weather wasn’t exactly the way it should have been.

      She turned her arm slowly, watching as the light from her candles glinted off the metal of her augment. Really, it would have been nice if the answer to her problem was taking something that already existed and making it better and more personal. This augment was the result of her seeing something that had been used practically and making improvements on it for her own needs. If only doing something like that for an entire ship was as easy as doing the same for a glorified sleeve.

      She let this thought turn in her head for a few minutes, lazily letting her mind wander, but then she suddenly sat up straight, reaching for the closest piece of paper she could find. She’d had another idea.

      Six days later, when the Windfire arrived back in Levien, Adelaide was off the ship almost as soon as all their other business had been taken care of. She hadn’t told the others about the source of her impatience, causing them some concern, but she didn’t want to say anything. Not yet. Not until she had any idea if this would work.

      It was near ten in the morning, and her stomach growled with hunger as she picked up the smells of all manner of delicious food from restaurants nearby, but she paid it no mind. Walking so fast she was almost jogging, she headed straight for the steamsmith’s shop, several papers in hand.

      When she entered, she experienced a brief moment of panic when she couldn’t see the shopkeeper inside, but a moment later he appeared out of the back garage, smiling at her as she approached.

      “Ah, Miss Sol, a pleasure to see you. Is everything well with your—?”

      “Yes, it’s fine, it’s great,” Adelaide interrupted excitedly. “I had an idea and I need to talk to you about it. You said you work with ships, right?”

      The man peered at her, slightly taken aback.

      “I have, yes. Why?”

      “I want something like this for mine,” she continued, pulling out two of the papers and setting them flat on the counter, turning them so he could see.

      The shopkeeper stared at them for several minutes, his expression unreadable. Only his furrowed brow told Adelaide he was concentrating hard, but he was taking so long that Adelaide thought she might have to step outside and run around the block to release her pent-up energy.

      Finally, he glanced back up at her.

      “Well I’ll be. I’ve never seen anything quite like this before.”

      “Is it possible?” Adelaide asked quickly.

      “I don’t believe it not possible. But... just so I’m sure I understand, explain your vision to me. I’m afraid in places this penmanship is hard to make out.”

      “I want oars. Steam-powered ones. They’ll sit folded along the side of the ship like that until they’re in use, at which point the engine will kick on and get them moving. These bars across the waterline here would give them power. The engine could be mounted in the rear of the ship, and the control panel could go on the rudder wheel post there with the switch line going right under the bridge. And,” she said, pointing at one of her hasty illustrations, “the engine could control the ballast pumps as well. That way the ballasts and the oars could all be controlled from the bridge and would all be automatic, not man-powered.”

      “This is... most interesting. Yes, I suppose... using the right joints here, with offset pressure gradients...” He muttered to himself as he looked over the papers again, then tapped the rear of the ship on Adelaide’s illustration. “I see a potential issue. This would only work for so long; we can’t use a closed-circuit system for something that uses this kind of power, so eventually your ‘fuel,’ as it were, would use itself up. Keeping extra water on board would weigh your ship down quickly, which would defeat the purpose of your ballasts.”

      “I thought of that. Why not let the engine use seawater? We could pump it full whenever we needed it. If you’ve worked with ships before, you must have some metals that are resistant to corrosion, right?”

      “We have treatments, yes, but generally we contract that work out to metalworkers who make hull plating; most of our systems are internal, so they aren’t exposed to seawater. But I don’t see why they couldn’t work here...” He peered at her quizzically. “And you came up with this yourself, did you? How?”

      “Mostly I was just irritated at a delivery we made and how difficult it was,” Adelaide answered honestly, and he laughed.

      “The search for convenience has spurred many technological advancements. Now, I still won’t tell you this is impossible, but I should tell you a few things first. If I’m to start planning for something like this, I would need your ship’s blueprints or something of that—”

      “I have them here,” Adelaide said immediately, pulling out several more papers and setting them on the desk.

      “...of course you do,” he said, looked as amused as he did amazed. “Second, while I’m no stranger to ship work, many of these systems involve work we don’t typically do. I would need to work with multiple other businesses to plan and finalize these components. And that brings me to my final point. Because of all the work this entails and the sheer scope of this project, you could expect this to be very pricey. That is, prohibitively so for most individuals.” He finished with a note of regret, as though he had been hoping to take the work but would be prevented from doing so only by Adelaide’s ability to pay.

      “I know this is early on to be asking, but could you give an estimate?” Adelaide asked hopefully.

      The shopkeeper peered back down at the papers before him, looking at least willing to humor her.

      After a minute or so, he said, “I would say somewhere between three hundred and four hundred thousand rial.”

      “Oh. I could do that. Would you need it all up front like last time?”

      The man opened his mouth to reply, then suddenly closed it again as he did a double take.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I mean, I paid up front for the augment, but I don’t know if you need something similar for this or what I should expect.”

      “Are you... do you mean to say...” He trailed off, then cleared his throat, staring at her more directly, and Adelaide could feel the question coming. “What manner of merchant are you?”

      She met his eyes without faltering.

      “One who can afford to do it for fun.”

      She could see him thinking about it, deciding whether to challenge her or to ask her more questions, his struggle mirrored in the muscles in his face. Finally, however, he gave her an acquiescing smile.

      “If you’re able, then it would be rude of me to pry. Now, if you’re sure about this... we can get to work.”

      “Great! Just let me know what you need,” Adelaide said brightly.

      Over an hour later, Adelaide departed the shop with a skip in her step. A process like this was going to take a long time to plan and to organize, but it had begun nonetheless. The engine and its components would have to be designed, then built, then tested, and then they would have to actually be installed on the ship and tested again, which was something the shopkeeper warned her could take up to several months to complete. But she was happy all the same. What she was after was possible, and one way or another, it was going to be done.

      Besides, while her engine was built in Selenthia, she had business elsewhere.

      

      When the Windfire pulled in to Unshala in the early afternoon, Adelaide saw her parents waiting for her on the docks. She drummed her fingers on the wheel, anxious both to finish docking so she could hurry off the ship, but equally so to just turn around and leave again. It was remarkable the effect they had on her after all this time no matter how good she felt about anything else.

      “Guess they really wanted to make sure you didn’t spend another day in town avoiding them, eh cap’n?” Halvar asked, amused.

      “She told them she was coming, dolt,” David retorted.

      “Yeah, but this way they can make sure she doesn’t change her mind! How sweet of them.”

      “How are you feeling about this, Captain?” Inga asked.

      “Oddly... reminiscent,” Adelaide said tensely. “But not as bad as I thought I would. Though I guess we’ll find out how long that lasts.”

      “You know Theo would have words with them if they gave you any trouble. And by words I mean fists,” Halvar offered.

      “I’m actually not trying to burn bridges here, but yes, I’m sure he would.”

      “Who needs bridges? You own a ship!”

      “I’m not about to start arguing your strange metaphors, Halvar, now hush.”

      Halvar snickered, looking quite pleased with himself, as the Windfire finally came to a stop and the crew began securing it to the docks.

      Adelaide took a few slow breaths as the crew performed their final inspections and then lined up on the deck. She dismissed them quickly, willing herself to avoid looking over at where her parents stood watching, but she couldn’t help but wonder what they were thinking. This was the first time they were seeing her ship in action, however little action it might have been, as well as her crew. Maybe this direct reminder of something they disliked so much would be all it took to get them angry before they’d even said a word to each other.

      “I’ll see you later,” Adelaide said, and her officers departed one by one. Inga hung back for a moment until Adelaide gave her an encouraging nod.

      Her parents hadn’t moved while the crew had disembarked, but now that Adelaide was alone, they waited closer, looking up at the Windfire as she approached. They didn’t look annoyed, which she hoped was a good sign.

      “Made some changes to it, have you?” Felix asked. “It looks different somehow, but I can’t quite place it. It’s been a little while indeed since we approved the plans.”

      “A few, yeah. Minor things here and there, just things that made getting around a little easier.” She opted not to tell him that the biggest visible changes had been adding more weapons and reinforcing the hull in preparation for all-out war. “I’ve got something bigger planned, too. A whole steam-powered oar and ballast pump system to make things more automated and to help keep the ship moving when winds are low.”

      “Sounds very... modern. Fitting for a modern ship like her. Where did you have to go to see about that kind of work? I don’t think I know of any ships with a system like that.”

      “There aren’t any. At least not according to the steamsmith I talked to. I came up with the concept myself.”

      Felix and Cajsa shared an unmistakably impressed look, and she felt a subtle smug satisfaction at how unfamiliar that expression was on their faces.

      “That’s wonderful, dear. You’ve always been a creative sort,” Cajsa said.

      “Indeed! I’m glad to hear it. When you’re good at something, you really are wonderful at it,” Felix added approvingly. “But tell me, how have you been? We’ve missed you so very much.”

      “I’ve been well. Life has started stabilizing, I guess. But it’s still a lot of fun seeing the world. How’s everything at home?”

      “Much of the same, I’m afraid, but hopefully not for long.”

      “Oh? What’s going on?”

      Cajsa shot her husband an imploring look, and Felix cleared his throat.

      “Well, nothing yet. Just planning, you know, as we’re wont to do! And you know, business took a bit of a hit because of the panic about the machine, but things have bounced back, as I expected they would. But let’s not stand and chat! Are you hungry? Your mother and I were just thinking about getting lunch. Our treat.”

      “You’ll regret saying that. I haven’t eaten yet today.”

      Felix laughed.

      “My heart to the poor cook responsible for our meals today.”

      They picked a small restaurant nearby and took a seat outside. The whole family knew the place well enough that none of them needed to look at the menu, and after quickly ordering, Cajsa spoke.

      “So, where have you been traveling? Where has your merchant business taken you?”

      “Oh, just about everywhere by now, I think,” Adelaide answered, trying to remember all the places she’d been and routes she’d taken. “At first it was mostly up and down the east coast of Selenthia, but we’ve been more than halfway around the continent. Just recently we were delivering some cargo to Malenia during a storm, and that was... interesting. It’s what made me want to design the oar system. We had to take the Windfire up a narrow channel on manual power and it was just not enjoyable.”

      “Why would you take a ship her size up a channel? That’s risky, is it not?” Felix asked, intrigued.

      “It was the better of two options. Either we could sail into the main port in very rough weather, or take the channel, which was small and shallow, but also much calmer. All it took was emptying the ballasts and having some of the crew go to oars. After that we just waited out the storm there.”

      “How does it fare in foul weather? I recall being aboard ships during storms before, and I recall thinking I was about to meet my end,” Cajsa asked next.

      “It’s not so bad. It’s a little rough, sure, but I’ve never felt like we were in real danger or anything. Though if I had the choice between traveling through a storm or not, I’d choose the latter.”

      “I’d say everyone would, but I’ve a few friends who purposefully wait for storms to go sailing. I think they’re starting to lose their minds in their old age, the daredevils,” Felix said.

      “Have you spoken with Annayet recently?” Cajsa asked, and Adelaide wondered how interested she really was in talking to her. Talking to her mother sometimes felt like it was about exchanging as much information in a short time as possible. “We heard from her father and he said she’s off on her own now. Living in a tiny house and painting, of all things. Can you imagine?”

      “Yep!” Adelaide said proudly. “I visited her recently. I met her dog and she gave me a painting she made of the Windfire.”

      “Ah! I suppose we should have expected that, shouldn’t we?” Felix chortled. Cajsa remained impervious.

      “Indeed. Heikki seemed pleased enough, at any rate. I thought it strange, but I suppose we’ve all been going through a period of some adjustment. What did you think, Adelaide?”

      “I thought it was wonderful to see that she was so happy doing something she loved,” Adelaide said pointedly, and Cajsa nodded slowly.

      “Yes, that is nice. She is a sweet girl, and they both seem happy with their decisions, so I cannot fault them.”

      “What about Marit? How has she been?” Adelaide asked, and then, after a brief pause, continued, “Does she... ever ask about me?”

      “Occasionally! She was distraught when you left, poor thing, but she’s been dealing with it well enough,” Felix answered. “I’m afraid when she asks about you we rarely have much to offer, but she does ask. I think she would have been here today had she not been so busy!”

      “She has been doing very well. Her marks are admirable, and I expect within a year or so we’ll be able to start her gradual transition into the position she’ll be working within the business,” Cajsa added.

      “Ah, that’s... good,” Adelaide answered, trying to sound pleased. She and Marit had never been extremely close, but she had still been worried Marit would be angry with her. Marit had been the only other person in the house who seemed to have any idea what Adelaide was going through, even if they were primarily occupied with their own individual struggles.

      She had been worried that this discussion of business might segue into once again trying to convince her to come back, or at the very least give them an opportunity for some passive aggression, but to her surprise, they spoke a little more of Marit and everything she had been up to before going back to Adelaide and her journey, and then to random unimportant gossip.

      After lunch, they left the restaurant and took a slow walk around the square. For the first time in her life, Adelaide realized she felt... comfortable. Not completely, as there was still some unease which she assumed was the inevitable result of years and years spent living as she had, but every bit of their conversation felt like what she always thought normal would be. They didn’t guilt her. They didn’t second guess her. They weren’t trying to convince her of anything, nor scolding her for something she had or hadn’t done. They were just being together and talking about whatever they pleased. She was grateful for all of it. This, or whatever her childhood mind had imagined in years past that came close, was just what she wanted. She couldn’t recall having a single conversation with her parents without feeling anxious. After enough punishments and outbursts, she began to expect them whether the situation called for them or not. She felt herself doing the same thing once again even now, but the difference was she knew she wasn’t trapped anymore. And things felt... different somehow. She couldn’t explain it, but for once, she knew she was safe.

      Still, even as she appreciated the way things were going now, she couldn’t help but feel bitter. This really was a small part of what she had always wanted, but she couldn’t help but think that what she had needed to do to get it had been too much. If they had only bothered to listen to her in the first place. They seemed to be making something of an effort now, that was for certain, but that couldn’t change the past. She supposed eventually she would need to start thinking about how much anger she was allowed to feel at these past injustices, knowing full well they could never be undone, before they turned into a harmful grudge.

      “Say, are you still keeping up with your patrols? At least when you’re on land,” Felix asked suddenly. “I wouldn’t like to think you were falling out of practice!”

      “I do when we dock, yes. I wouldn’t worry about me falling out of practice, though; there are plenty of chances for me to use libris at sea.”

      “Like what? I don’t suppose the ghosts decide to go for a nice swim on occasion, do they?” he laughed.

      “Oh, you know, just... it makes it easier to do certain things around the ship,” Adelaide answered. Her comment had slipped out before she remembered her parents didn’t know about the battle with the marauders. “But I still get enough patrols in that I don’t lose my touch. I could never fully stop doing that if I tried.”

      “Ah, good, good. You’re so good at that it would be a shame if you stopped!”

      “Agreed. Sanna always spoke so highly of you. And it’s nice to know our daughter is out there protecting the country still, especially in these uncertain times,” Cajsa agreed.

      Adelaide had to stop herself from rubbing her eyes and making sure it was really her parents standing in front of her. Were they really complimenting her so freely now?

      “I do what I can. It was hard to keep going at first. We lost Oskar when I was younger, and then losing Sanna... between that and everything else I was feeling pretty discouraged. But I couldn’t stop. I won’t. Not until I get rid of all of them or until I die. Er, of old age after a long and happy life, I mean,” she added, seeing her parents’ stricken faces.

      “We really are proud of you, dear,” Cajsa said solemnly. “With things like your libris, it was clear that your hard work and dedication were paying off. I must admit we were afraid you might swear off it out of spite after our... disagreement.”

      “No, I couldn’t. Not ever. This is so much more important,” Adelaide said, mildly suspicious now. “What’s with all this positive talk?”

      “What do you mean?” Felix asked, looking genuinely confused.

      “You’re just being so supportive and appreciative. Do you need something from me?”

      The look of hurt on his face sent a spike of guilt through her chest.

      “Not at all, nothing like that,” he said reassuringly. “We just spent some time thinking, and with you being away now it has given us more time to process. I think we came to a realization, or at the very least a suspicion, and seeing you today, well... it showed us we were right.”

      “I know there may still be some tension between us, but now that you’re out on your own, it’s clear you’re very happy, and that in turn makes us happy,” Cajsa added.

      “I think your mother and I both saw the same thing in you today. I know I’ve been thinking that Heikki might have been on to something, and I think I understand it now. While there’s a difference between what we want and what you want, that light I see in your eyes is what has convinced me you’ve done the right thing. And what better thing could a parent ask for?”

      “It has taken some getting used to, as well as some trial and error. And I don’t think we’ll ever truly understand some of the things you were trying to tell us before. But I don’t suppose we need to. We just need to try our best to be supportive regardless.”

      Adelaide stared at them in disbelief. This didn’t feel real. And yet, she wanted so, so badly for it to be so. It had been a long time, after all. Maybe it was no longer too much of a stretch to think that they were finally understanding. That they had actually listened.

      “I... don’t know what to say,” she finally admitted. “I guess I thought I would never hear you say something like this. And now that you have... I almost can’t believe it.”

      “I understand. We ought to have done better,” Felix said regretfully. “There was so much of a disconnect between us in so many different ways, and I think at some point we just got tired of trying to figure it all out. Patience is not a limitless virtue no matter how well meaning someone might be. But we were walking ourselves into our own trap, raising you with the powerful Sol spirit and simultaneously trying to quash it into full obedience. We should have seen it coming, and we should have stopped it.”

      “We do hope at some point you will come back to the business, but for now, it’s good enough that you’ve come back to us. And if you do decide to go the rest of the way, we have come to understand it will be when you’re ready, not when we are,” Cajsa finished.

      Adelaide didn’t know how to react. She wanted to jump for joy, she wanted to cry, she wanted to shout that she had told them so, and so much more that it quickly became overwhelming. But she kept herself steady, reminding herself that processing could come later, and so when she did reply, it was with the practiced calm she had perfected around them, and a smile.

      “Thank you. It really means a lot to hear you say that. I don’t know what the future holds, but I think this has been a good step.”

      “I’m glad we can all agree on that!” Felix exclaimed.

      With plenty of time to kill until the evening, Adelaide spent a few more hours with her parents until they announced they had to return home for work. They wished her well and asked her to keep in touch, and then they departed, and just like that, their visit was over.

      Adelaide watched their carriage until it disappeared around a corner. She thought she’d be happier. And happy she was, without a doubt, but there was more. She felt a longing she couldn’t describe, and a similar sadness, almost as though she had caught a brief glimpse into her old daydreams and the life that might have been, and that she had just watched the door to it close before she could reach it. She had seen progress, and in being reminded that there was something to progress toward, she was likewise reminded of the finish line that was yet still so far away, the one she had once given up on to spare herself the pain of knowing she would never make it.

      It was a silly thing, she thought, to feel so conflicted over good news.

      But then, as she started walking back toward her ship, she remembered what Annayet had said. That maybe she would have her moment with her parents just like she’d had with her father, just that it might take a little more time. She remembered how happy Annayet had been about this, how pleased she had been that her father understood what she was after and how hard he was trying, even if he didn’t always get it exactly right. If it could make Annayet that happy, she supposed there was no reason she couldn’t feel the same way about this, even if she didn’t right away.

      Before she knew it, however, she was smiling. She still had plenty of thinking to do, that much was for certain, but at the very least, she had good news to share. And with a few hours yet until the Windfire was due to leave, that gave her plenty of time to write a letter.
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      The evening was hot and slightly humid, and against her better judgment, Maaya had thrown the windows open to allow fresh cool air through the house. Her friends were all downstairs, not wanting to go up to their bedrooms unless absolutely necessary. Kim rested on Maaya’s couch during the day; she was weak from illness, and the beginning of the summer heat was doing her no favors. Luckily, the jobs they had to do for Rahu weren’t so dangerous that they absolutely needed everyone, and Maaya preferred it when some of them could stay home. After what had happened after the prison burned down, she couldn’t bear to think of her friends getting hurt again, even if she herself had endured the brunt of it. It was a foolish way for her to think, and she knew it, but she preferred being irrational over upset at watching her friends suffer any pain or hardship. She was used to it, she thought; there was no reason they had to be, too.

      Besides, there were other reasons she preferred going out alone or with only one or two of the others. Since Bindhiya’s death, hiding her grief had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done. Only Saber ever heard about what had happened, and that was almost more than she could take. She didn’t want to tell the others about that chapter of her life until it had safely become history, but she felt shattered over the fact that it was now considered history to begin with. It shouldn’t have ended. But then, that’s what Sark seemed to like to do. There was only ever one constant, and that was that nothing positive ever remained so.

      Maaya had gone back to the apartment to see if she could find the address the others had moved to, but when she arrived, she found only cleaners preparing the apartment for its new owners. It looked nothing like it had before, and she burst into tears at the sight of it. With Saber’s help, they found the new base of operations in a matter of days, but by that point there were only a handful of people left, clinging desperately and hopelessly to a movement that was reaching its inevitable end. At least a dozen volunteers had never come back, and the small handful that remained were overwhelmed and aimless. Without her leadership and inspiration, Bindhiya’s entire legacy died in a matter of weeks. Maaya’s grief had no equal, and had it not been for Saber forcing her to eat, she felt she might well have faded away herself.

      Three months after the fact, she noticed herself feeling more and more whole again each day. She saw a few familiar faces here and there some days, a small reminder that perhaps a legacy was not a simple beginning or end. Bindhiya would have said something like that. Life went on, even if it was in a different way. She sometimes wondered if Malika felt the same way, wherever she was. She had brief moments of inspiration where she thought about starting up something new to take Bindhiya’s place, but they always disappeared quickly. After losing Hari, Malika, and then Bindhiya, she knew she wasn’t cut out for the emotional toll it would take on her. Even what little she had was too much.

      As the sky turned deep purple to welcome the coming night, Maaya finished her dinner and stretched lazily before taking her dish to the counter. Sovaan was still at the table, half his meal still left.

      “Hurry and finish up so we can get back in time for plenty of sleep, okay?” Maaya said as she passed him, and the boy nodded. “I’m going to get ready.”

      She bent down to put on her shoes first, choosing to save her coat for last. As she sat down on the edge of the couch to tie them, she glanced over at Kim, who was sitting up with Kalil’s help. The boy was holding a bowl of soup while she took small sips from a spoon, looking like she might fall over at any moment. Kalil had stayed at her side almost nonstop, even choosing to sleep on the floor at her bedside at night and into the morning in case she ever needed help.

      “You two be safe tonight, yeah?” he said, catching Maaya’s eye.

      “We’ll do our best,” Maaya agreed with a smile, then turned to Kim. “How are you feeling?”

      “I think the worst is over,” Kim answered, her voice barely more than a whisper. Her coughing fits had all but completely done away with her voice. “I’m just so tired. I’m sorry I can’t go with you, even if Kalil still should.”

      “Shut up, I’m not going anywhere,” Kalil said in a soothing tone. “Eat more soup, you’ve barely touched it.”

      “It’s been days; aren’t you getting tired of this?”

      “Nah, I love this. It lets me be the cool brother I always wanted to be.”

      “Cool brother, huh?” Maaya teased.

      “Yup. And now I’ve got two cool sisters. I’ve always wanted that. Neat, huh?”

      “And a brother!” Sovaan complained from the table.

      “Yeah, but I already told you that years ago,” Kalil said.

      “You two going to be all right on your own?” Maaya asked as she checked her libris card pouch on her arm.

      “Saber’s coming back soon, she went to get a game for the three of us to play,” Kalil explained. “Though it will probably be just two of us when Kim falls asleep after ten minutes again.”

      “I didn’t mean to!” Kim protested.

      Once Maaya was ready, she only had to wait a few minutes for Sovaan to finish eating and start preparing. Kalil walked over to help him with his cards and a knife or two, then went back to the couch. Maaya smiled. Their little family wasn’t without its disputes, but this was a good example of what they had become. They all showed their love in different ways, and they all looked out for each other and took care of each other. If anything had succeeded in bringing hope back to Maaya’s life, this was it.

      “Come on!” Sovaan said eagerly, waving at Maaya as he headed for the door. “If we get back quick enough we’ll be able to play too!”

      “Hey, I was waiting for you,” Maaya answered pointedly, then waved farewell at the others. “Don’t wait up for us, you know how unpredictable these jobs get.”

      “Be safe, please!” Kim called, which immediately sent her into another fit of coughs. Kalil moved closer, quietly scolding her as he placed one hand on her back and held up her glass of water with the other.

      As they headed out the door, Maaya hoped to catch a glimpse of Saber before they went too far, but the streets were decidedly empty. It wasn’t often that Saber didn’t come along, and now more than ever she missed the ghost’s presence. It wasn’t that she didn’t like the company of her other friends, but there was a comfort and safety to her relationship with Saber that the others had yet to attain.

      They walked in comfortable silence for several minutes, with Maaya following Sovaan’s lead. She was in awe of the boy’s skills with direction; he only needed to look at a map once to memorize the route they should take, and to plan a few alternatives just in case. Some of it she knew was because of his time spent with Kalil; they had roamed the streets for a while together, moving between shelters every few days as opposed to Maaya, who had certain areas she liked to stay in more than others. The rest, though, was whatever he had been gifted with. He may not have been as much of a fighter as the rest, but he helped in his own ways. Maaya took a moment, as she still often did, to appreciate how fortunate she had been to run into them that night.

      “Do you like sealing ghosts?” Sovaan asked suddenly.

      “Kind of, yeah. I don’t have the best history with ghosts, and it’s nice to be able to do something about it for once. Plus, it’s kind of exciting, don’t you think? When we don’t think we’re going to die, that is.”

      Sovaan didn’t answer immediately.

      “I’m not sure I like it so much. It almost seems kind of mean. They’re still people, right? I made friends with some before. I wish we could try to talk to them more.”

      Maaya nodded in understanding.

      “I get where you’re coming from. Believe me, I thought a lot about this even before I knew what libris was. I didn’t think I could be friends with ghosts because it would put me in danger, and I was pretty bitter with how they got me in trouble. Then I wondered what right I had to seal ghosts, especially if they didn’t want it. I guess I think that since they don’t belong here that’s all I need.”

      “Is that really enough?”

      “I don’t see why not. They’ve died, right?”

      “You let Saber stay.”

      Maaya hesitated, her mouth half open.

      “Well, that’s... that’s different. She’s not dangerous to us; she’s helping us, and she’s our friend.”

      “Can’t we be friends with others?”

      “We are, remember? We’re friends with Sylvia.”

      “So what if they want to stay here? They didn’t ask to be here.”

      Maaya sighed and made a few attempts at a response, stammering the beginnings of a few aimless sentences. She stopped and took a breath, then continued.

      “I don’t disagree completely. It’s not like I’m going to run around sealing every ghost I see just because they’re there. We’re only after the troublemakers. And with them, sealing is the only thing we can do. We can’t put them in jail or give them community service or anything. We’re the only ones who can see them, and we can only really do one thing about them. So it’s hard, but that’s what we have to do.”

      “I guess,” Sovaan mumbled. He didn’t look happy with the idea, but he did seem at least somewhat placated.

      “It’s hard, I know. There are no easy answers to this. We do try to talk to them sometimes. But if they don’t listen, well... they’re more of a danger to the living than other living people are. Think about what those prisoners would have done if they had free reign over the town.”

      “Those ones were horrible. They hurt you so much!” Sovaan said angrily. “Those ones deserved it. That’s why they were in jail in the first place.”

      “You’re probably right. But listen,” Maaya said, stopping for a moment to look Sovaan in the eye. “If we ever find nice ghosts, you can talk to them first if you like. We can try to be more careful and not use our blood cards unless it’s our last option. What do you think?”

      “I like it! I can be our diplomat,” Sovaan agreed happily, and Maaya smiled.

      “That sounds perfect. I know you’ll do great. Honestly, with you being the diplomat and our guide, I’m not sure what the rest of us will do!” Maaya said airily as they began walking again. “Maybe you can be our group’s leader.”

      “Nu uh. After seeing what you have to do, I don’t want it,” Sovaan laughed.

      They walked on toward their destination, enjoying the relative peace and quiet of the streets after dark. The world was completely different at night, turning even Sark into a place she could almost enjoy—or hate less. Without people, the town was reduced to its architecture and all the little signs here and there of its people’s influence: a broom leaning against a wall near a crooked door, clotheslines hung between high windows in different buildings, or a child’s toy on a front porch. These all weren’t so bad in their own right, but for Maaya, there was no separating a place from its people. Not after this long. The dark made them go away, if only for a time, leaving Maaya with something she could at least feel safe in as long as she was forced to be here.

      “How many dead friends have you had?” Sovaan piped up a few blocks later.

      “Hmm. Well, there’s definitely Saber, she was my first. Sylvia, too, even if she is a bit odd. I don’t think I’ve had any other dead friends than that. Oh, but I did have a few who were nice to me even before I stopped hating them,” Maaya added thoughtfully.

      “If they were nice, why did you hate them?” Sovaan pressed without a trace of malice.

      “I suppose it was because even being nice was dangerous for me. If people saw me talking to thin air or something, it didn’t matter how nice the ghost was, especially since they don’t believe in ghosts anyway. But Styx helped me figure out that I was so stuck feeling defensive and angry that I wasn’t seeing all the good that could come from those friendships, too,” Maaya said, smiling at the memory of visiting Styx late at night after her first confrontation with Saber.

      “I guess that makes sense. But if they were nice, you could just explain the problem to them, right?”

      “Not... exactly,” Maaya answered almost apologetically. “Being dead has a whole different set of rules than being alive. Some of them honestly didn’t seem to understand what my problem was. That was Saber in the beginning for sure, but she got better.”

      “Who else was there? The ones that were nice, I mean.”

      “So many questions tonight,” Maaya teased. Sovaan was often like this; as the youngest of the group he lacked much of the experience the others did, especially the negative ones involving ghosts. There was something disarming about his innocent friendliness, and so Maaya could easily understand how the dead would take a liking to him, or at least avoid causing him trouble. “There was one who talked to me like a normal person and not someone who existed to save him from his death. He offered to get me breakfast on my birthday once. Then there was a man I met when I was breaking into his great grandson’s house to steal things for money for food. He was patient and kind and even helped get some money for me. I was so blinded by bitterness I didn’t see all the good people for who they were. Now, I have a question for you. Who did you make friends with? Do we get to meet them sometime?”

      Sovaan’s face fell.

      “They... aren’t around anymore. None of them ever stayed very long. I think Kalil bothered them. I think he was more like you. He wouldn’t tell them to go away, exactly, but he was mean to them sometimes. He’s really protective. I think he thought they would hurt us, or hurt me. I didn’t get it, but I’m starting to.”

      “I’m sorry,” Maaya said consolingly, putting her arm around his shoulders as they walked. “We’ve all had learning to do, and now we can make all sorts of friends. Does that sound good?”

      It took a moment, but then Sovaan smiled.

      “Yeah, it does. We already have a lot more friends than we used to. Like Roshan and Styx and Sylvia!”

      “Definitely! And the best part is we’ve all got a long time ahead of us to find even more,” Maaya replied, already feeling more cheerful herself. There was something about helping other people, even in small ways, that always made her feel better. “Anyway, we’re running a little behind; let’s finish up so we can get back to the others before they put the game away.”

      

      The next morning, Maaya was again awoken by the quiet tapping of a metal beak at the downstairs window. Maaya groaned loudly and got out of bed. She didn’t know how Rahu expected her to get their work done at night and also be awake and ready for messages at sunrise the next day. She would have guessed it was another way of his to keep her on her toes, except she was certain he got up this early all the time, and that if nothing else surely proved what an evil man he was.

      She let the bird in, annoyed with how comfortable the expensive metal device made itself in her home. She thought about smashing it, but even her barely functioning morning brain decided that probably wasn’t a good idea.

      “What do you want?” she asked it irritably.

      It tilted its head slightly, opened its beak, and the tiny speaker from within emitted Rahu’s voice.

      Good morning. Another job well done last night; I appreciate it. I’ll be in your area this evening so I thought I would make my payment to you a little early. I will be coming by once I’m finished with my work in the evening around six, so be ready for me. I’ll also have information about several new jobs that need to be completed in quick succession; it seems Hooi-Joo, my old client, spread the good word about my services despite the job not being done well. You’ll be very busy for a short while. I’ll see you soon.

      The bird closed its beak, then looked up at Maaya expectantly.

      “Oh, go away,” she said, gesturing irritably at the window.

      The bird flew out without a sound, and Maaya closed the window behind it, then stared longingly at her bed. She never had much luck getting back to sleep after Rahu sent her a message, which he was doing with greater frequency lately. Even his methods of communication were a comfort for him and an inconvenience for her; he didn’t have to travel out of his way, and her sleep schedule was completely disrupted. She wondered if that part at least was his intent.

      Still, she could feel her eyelids drooping, threatening to send her back to sleep on her own if she didn’t try, and she felt the familiar urge to cry that came from being woken up far before she was ready. She whined and moved back over to the couch, sitting down upon it and rubbing her eyes. Her blankets were still slightly warm from her body heat, tempting her back beneath them. She tried to ignore them, thinking of the fact that Rahu was coming by in person later that day and hoping for once that her anxiety would overcome her tiredness, but the latter put up a valiant fight.

      And so, when Saber came down the stairs a minute later, she found Maaya sitting on the couch, her shoulders hunched, her face in her palms.

      “Maaya? You okay?” Saber asked uncertainly.

      Maaya looked hopelessly up at her, tears in her eyes.

      “I’m tired and I hate birds and Rahu is coming for dinner!”

      In Maaya’s mind, the words had made sense, even in the order she had said them. But when Saber burst out laughing, she began to doubt herself.

      “Oh dear, you’re tired,” Saber said consolingly, coming over to sit down next to the girl. “Why don’t you go back to sleep?”

      “I’m up already, I might as well stay up,” Maaya answered miserably.

      “You have no obligations to speak of today and no mandatory sleep schedule; you can take a guilt-free nap,” Saber chuckled. “But what’s this about Rahu coming to dinner? Providing you didn’t just share part of a dream you were waking up from.”

      “Rahu sent a bird just now and he said he’s coming by the house once he’s finished with his own work. He wants to talk about more jobs for us, and he says we’ll be busy.”

      “Ah, I see. Odd of him to send a bird and drop by for a visit, but I suppose he likes reminding us of his presence physically when he gets the chance. If he’s stepping foot in here, though, I’ll need to break out the mop again.”

      “I don’t want him to come today. I never want to see him again,” Maaya complained, lying down face first into one of her pillows.

      Saber made a sympathetic tsk sound and ran her hand slowly up and down Maaya’s back.

      “We’ll make up for it by cooking a feast and following it up with uninterrupted sleep all night long, what do you think?”

      Maaya answered with a muffled groaning sound.

      “I think I’m dying. I can’t take it anymore. This is it. I had a good run, right?”

      “You are so dramatic this morning,” Saber snorted. “Let me get you some water and you can take a nap.”

      “I don’t want—”

      “You’re whining like a sleep-deprived two-year-old facing an existential crisis, you’re taking a nap,” Saber said firmly.

      She brought over a glass of water, and Maaya accepted it gratefully. The cool water was refreshing, and as it often did in those minutes just after waking up, seemed to taste better than usual.

      Maaya closed her eyes and took a slow breath.

      “Sorry. I was mostly joking. Mostly.”

      “No need to apologize. You know I’m the last person to get offended by the idea of you dying.”

      “I like that you can make that sound like you care.”

      Saber beamed and blew her a kiss, then took the glass from her and set it on a small bedside table near the couch.

      “I’ll wake you up safely before it’s time for Rahu to get here and keep the kids quiet until then. Also, we’re not going to eat until after he leaves, because I’ll be damned if he eats even a crumb of our food.”

      “If you’re really up for that feast and feel like inviting Roshan over, be my guest,” Maaya said tiredly, slipping back underneath her blankets and closing her eyes.

      “You’ve got it, my dear.”

      A few hours later, Maaya awoke slowly as she felt someone gently shaking her shoulders. She opened her eyes and squinted against the afternoon sun shining through the window. The house was warm, but comfortably so, and she felt the slightest breeze against her cheeks from an open window in the kitchen.

      “Afternoon, sleepyhead,” Saber said. Maaya turned her head to see the ghost floating above her. “Feel better?”

      “I... think so,” Maaya answered with a yawn, slowly sitting up. “What time is it?”

      “Half past three. I figured a few hours would give you time to clean yourself up, have a snack, then tidy up the house a bit. The boys in particular need to learn to clean up after themselves. Here, let me get you something to eat.”

      Saber brought over a croissant, which Maaya gratefully took. She ran her fingers through her hair with her free hand, feeling the knots and tangles throughout.

      “Looks like you’re due for a haircut. Want me to give you a quick trim before Rahu gets here?” Saber asked.

      “That’s probably a good idea. It starts getting in the way once it’s past my waist anyway,” Maaya mumbled into her croissant.

      After breakfast, Maaya got dressed and made her bed, then did her best to brush her hair as Saber told the others it was safe to come downstairs. The ghost had done an excellent job at keeping the others quiet enough to avoid waking Maaya during the day, which Maaya was incredibly grateful for.

      Before they set about tidying the house, Saber took a pair of scissors to Maaya’s long hair. She had done this before, and even though Saber had stressed that cutting people’s hair was not among her many surprise talents, Maaya didn’t mind. She wasn’t out to impress anyone, especially Rahu.

      By the time the sun started to drift lower in the evening sky, the house and its occupants were clean and ready for visitors. Kim, Kalil, and Sovaan were seated at the table, talking excitedly amongst themselves. Kim looked pale and tired, but Rahu’s imminent visit seemed to have energized her, and Kalil was close at her side wherever she went just in case.

      Maaya watched them from the couch where she sat with Saber, feeling mildly uncomfortable. She didn’t mind so much that they felt excited about seeing Rahu, but every time it happened, it felt like she was lying to them. They didn’t know who he really was, and she wasn’t sure if she was in any way obligated to tell them. It was difficult, prioritizing their hope and happiness over her concerns of the danger Rahu posed to them all. She supposed she was hoping for a day when they wouldn’t have to deal with him anymore. Then the others wouldn’t have to ever know—or, if they did, it would be when they were long gone and out of his influence. She hoped they wouldn’t hate her for it.

      Soon, there came a quick rapping at the front door, and Sovaan rushed to open it. Maaya quickly got to her feet and smoothed the comforters on the couch, then walked nearer the door and stood quietly, her hands clasped in front of her.

      Rahu entered the house immediately, wiping his perfectly shined shoes on the rug they had placed in front of the door. He handed his coat to Sovaan, who took it gladly and ran to hang it up, and surveyed the room.

      “Good evening, everyone; it’s been a while, hasn’t it?” he started, then stared at Kim in concern. “My, you don’t look well. What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’ve been sick lately,” Kim explained with a smile. “I’m starting to feel better, though!”

      “Oh, I see.” Maaya was sure she was the only one who noticed the momentary expression of disgust on his face and the way he started to take a step back before he caught himself. “Excellent to hear you’re on the mend. I’ll need all hands on deck for the jobs I’ve taken on recently. Has Maaya explained anything to you?”

      “She said we’ll be really busy!” Sovaan answered immediately.

      Rahu smiled and patted his head.

      “That you will. It’s lucky the three of you came along and joined her. Some of the jobs I’m giving you are due on the same nights, so poor Maaya there would have to run herself ragged all over town if you weren’t able to split up. How do you fare against ghosts on your own, anyway?”

      “Tell him it’s just fine,” Saber said, and Kalil, looking slightly confused at this, conveyed her message.

      “Good, good. Again, I stress how appreciative I am of the work you do for me. Would that I could do the same myself so I wouldn’t need to push such a burden on you, but you have my gratitude.”

      “And that’s about where it stops,” Saber grumbled.

      “When do we need to start?” Kalil asked, sitting upright and at full attention.

      “Ah, eager to get going I see. I admire an industrious attitude in a young man,” Rahu said with a wink. “If you’d really like to get a head start, you could start as early as tonight, but otherwise you wouldn’t be needed for a few nights yet. If you want my advice, it’s best to stick to my schedule. If you do it that way, you’re guaranteed an empty house or property. It’s safer that way.”

      “Has anyone ever asked to stay and watch you work?” Kim asked curiously.

      “I’ve had a fair few, but it doesn’t stay that way for long. I just need to tell them how terribly dangerous it is to work with angry spirits and that they could get hurt,” Rahu said dismissively. “Now then, let’s talk some details. I have a list for you, but there are some special considerations for specific jobs I’ll need to go over. Let’s all gather... er...” Rahu trailed off hesitantly, his eyes flicking between the chair he evidently wanted to sit in and Kim, who looked slightly confused. Then he composed himself. “Sovaan, if you’d be so kind as to take this list to the others and show them, I can explain from here.”

      “Wouldn’t you like to sit?” Kalil asked.

      “Not at all. I’ve been sitting all day and it’s best if I stay on my feet for a while,” he answered, then gestured impatiently at Maaya. “Well, don’t stand over there gawking, go take a look at what I’ve brought.”

      “Right, sorry,” Maaya said hastily. This was the first time he’d looked at her since coming in, and for a moment she had almost felt as if she were invisible, spectating from the sidelines.

      “You’ll see the first job of note is the third one down,” Rahu explained as the others and Saber peered down at the paper. “This takes place across town in an inn. I think this will be the first time you’ve—”

      Rahu was interrupted by a knock at the door and stared at it, puzzled.

      “Are you expecting someone else?” he asked, and Maaya could tell from his tone that it wasn’t an innocent question.

      Suddenly, Saber’s eyes widened.

      “Oh stars,” she exclaimed, then dashed across the room and through the wall.

      “I... don’t think we are,” Maaya said, following her lead, even if she was very confused herself.

      Rahu turned and opened the door, looking out into the street. From what Maaya could tell, there was no one there. Rahu waited a moment more, then closed the door behind him, looking irritable.

      “It seems even a place like this is susceptible to childish pranks,” he said, then shook his head. “At any rate, as I was saying...”

      Rahu stayed for another twenty minutes, during which time Saber didn’t return. By the time Rahu asked Sovaan to fetch his coat to leave, Maaya could barely hide her worry. When Rahu finally stepped out, Maaya ran to fetch her shoes to see if she could find Saber outside, but before she’d finished tying her laces, the door opened again, revealing Saber... and Roshan.

      “Sorry about that, I created a minor scheduling conflict,” Saber said, as though this explained everything.

      Roshan walked into the room and gave the others a cheerful wave, though he looked somewhat troubled.

      “Roshan? Is everything okay?” Maaya asked, quickly walking over to him.

      “I think so? I’m confused and honestly slightly frightened,” Roshan answered. “I came over like Saber asked me to, and just after I knocked on the door I got dragged around the corner of the house by something I hope was Saber and wasn’t allowed to leave. Not until I got tugged back to the door again.”

      Maaya turned her head to look at Saber and frowned.

      “What did you do?”

      “Like I said, scheduling conflict. I forgot I’d invited him to show up while Rahu was still here, and I very much didn’t want Rahu to see him.”

      “Why not?” Sovaan asked.

      “Just in case. Rahu doesn’t need to know everything about our personal lives,” Saber answered airily. “Oh, but please apologize for me. I wanted to tell him what was going on but had no way of doing so.”

      Maaya passed along her apology, and Roshan laughed.

      “There’s always something going on here. Speaking of which, I was told I was cooking dinner tonight?”

      “Saber asked politely, right?” Maaya asked pointedly, and Saber began whistling innocently.

      “I was perfectly kind in my letter. I feel like I’d be an excellent ghostwriter.” The others stared at her in confusion. “Come on! Ghostwriter! Like... oh, forget it.”

      “I don’t mind,” Roshan said cheerfully. “I only usually get to cook for my parents, and you guys always have the best reactions to my food. Plus it means I have good company to eat with. Sovaan, you want to help me again?”

      As Roshan and Sovaan took over the kitchen, Kalil and Kim moved toward the couch. Maaya made to join them, but Saber tugged at her sleeve.

      “I’m going to grab some games for tonight. Why don’t you come along?”

      “Oh, uhm, sure,” Maaya agreed, moving instead to fetch her things. As she did, she called to Roshan, “Saber and I are apparently going to get some games, so we won’t be long! Hopefully.”

      “That’s all right! We’ll probably be a bit, especially if Sovaan keeps dropping eggs,” Roshan answered jovially.

      Saber shut the door behind them and started merrily down the street, then did a double take when she noticed Maaya wasn’t walking with her.

      “What?”

      “What do you want to talk to me about?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Can’t a girl ask her best friend to take an evening stroll with her to indulge her kleptomania?”

      Maaya giggled despite herself.

      “You’ve never needed validation from me to steal stuff before. Actually, I’m pretty sure I’m the one who told you not—”

      “Yes, well, we don’t need to get into semantics,” Saber said in a singsong voice. “What do you want to play tonight? Anything I can fit up the chimney is fair game, no pun inten—”

      “Saber,” Maaya interrupted pointedly, and the ghost’s shoulders fell.

      “Fine, fine. I wanted to check on you and see how you were doing away from the dinner party.”

      “What do you mean? I’m fine. Maybe a little tired, but that’s about it.”

      “Not just today. I mean in general. Since... you know.”

      Maaya stopped walking for a moment, then lowered her gaze and continued.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Well, consider me convinced,” Saber retorted, rolling her eyes and catching up to remain at Maaya’s side.

      “I don’t know what to say. I’ve been feeling better about it lately.”

      “Maaya, really. You haven’t talked to anyone about this, and I know it’s been a few months, but you can’t tell me everything’s back to normal again.”

      Maaya was silent for a few moments, her eyes fixated on the cobblestone walk as the continued down the street. The summer night air was warm and comfortable, but now somehow it suddenly felt stifling. She felt the familiar weight in her chest again, and suddenly wished she had asked Saber to go alone.

      “I guess I’ve been trying not to think about it. I let myself feel sad, but I can’t show it around the others, not without having to explain. But... there is something else, even if it’s a little complicated.”

      “What is it?” Saber asked gently.

      Maaya’s right hand toyed with the buttons on her coat, unable to keep still as her brain fought to put words to the emotions she had avoided for so many weeks.

      “I just never felt like I belonged there to begin with,” she explained slowly. “I went there a few times to ask for help, but apart from that I didn’t get to know anybody. I knew Bindhiya and a few of her attendants, and I knew Hari from way back, but everyone else seemed to have this feeling of community that I just never got to be a part of. So now that everyone’s gone, I feel sad for Bindhiya, but... the rest feels like it’s cut off from me. Like I want to be sad about it all but there’s a wall there keeping the emotions out. And I don’t know if I should break it down and mourn or if this is normal since I never got so close. I don’t know if it makes me a bad person to feel so unattached.”

      Saber let out a low whistle.

      “Nothing is ever simple with you, is it? That is tough. First, though, I think it’s safe to say you aren’t a bad person for feeling what you feel. Emotions aren’t malicious; they just are. So whatever you’re feeling as a result of all this can’t be wrong or bad.”

      “It’s just strange. That was all part of my life for years, ever since I was first turned out onto the streets. I don’t know why I’m not feeling more.”

      “You aren’t obligated to. And sure, it was a part of your life, but it wasn’t everything. You say yourself how little you went and got involved, how few people you knew, and how hard it was to go ask for help. I saw that, too. If you acknowledge that, why must you feel more than you do?”

      “It seems disrespectful, I guess,” Maaya admitted. “To all of them and their memory and everything.”

      “But my point is you only have so many memories of them to mourn. Making yourself believe that your grief is inadequate helps no one. Grief isn’t a performance,” Saber said.

      “You’re probably right,” Maaya sighed, pausing to rub her eyes. “It was definitely hard dealing with Hari’s death, and Bindhiya’s... ugh. My heart hurt so much I thought it might stop working. I can’t honestly say it didn’t for a while.”

      “I remember. And if it’s any consolation, we were all worried sick when you didn’t come home that night.” Maaya looked up at her abruptly, a surprised and hurt expression on her face, and Saber’s eyes widened. “Wait, that didn’t come out the way I thought it would. Sorry. What I’m trying to say is, if you’re worried about not hurting enough, I would disagree just based on what I saw, and that was with you trying to hide it. I think it’s fair to hurt more from the loss of people you were closest with. That’s just how it goes.”

      “When am I allowed to feel better?”

      “When you feel better. You know she would want you to.”

      For some reason this statement hurt more than anything else they had talked about so far, and so Maaya only nodded, keeping her lips firmly shut. There was no point risking more tears, not when she had been doing so much better lately.

      To her surprise, the feeling passed within moments rather than seeming to latch on to her heart and refuse to let go as it had before. She could feel it trying, but it slipped away as though its grip had lost most of its strength.

      “Have you thought about telling the others?” Saber continued.

      “A little. There’s a lot I want to tell them. Bindhiya, Hari, Rahu... I think I want to save it until we all get out of here and once we’re safe somewhere else. I feel like I’m just too close to home to tell them about those things yet, emotionally and physically.”

      “I suppose that’s fair. Has Kim said anything? I know she met a few of them at least once.”

      “She hasn’t yet. I don’t think she was ever as interested or involved as I was, which is saying something. I hate the way this sounds, but... that makes it easier.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Oh well. I just wanted to check on you. I know you’re keeping things quiet for their sake, but that’s meant I haven’t heard anything from you, either. Honestly, we should just accept that we’re a married couple already and hire Styx to babysit the kids so we can get some rare alone time.”

      Maaya coughed and spluttered, standing still for a moment to double over as she both laughed and attempted to breathe.

      “Yes, I agree,” Maaya finally said, wiping her damp eyes. “We can’t leave the children alone when we’re off to our anniversary dinner or something.”

      “Ooh, where are you taking me?” Saber asked slyly.

      “Our kitchen, because if I take myself to an expensive restaurant and talk to the empty chair across from me I might get in trouble.”

      “Only if you wear your wedding dress for me. And before you laugh, I will steal one for you.”

      “I need more socks before I get a wedding dress!” Maaya giggled. “Can you imagine the looks on our friends’ faces if they saw something like that, though?”

      “That’s why I think we should do it; they’re getting a little too comfortable. Now, my darling, let’s finish our walk so we can get back home.”

      Saber held out her arm, and whether it was her mood or the safe emptiness of the streets or some combination thereof, Maaya happily indulged her.

      Later that evening, after Roshan had left, the house had quieted, and the only thing that remained of their food and fun was the stack of dishes waiting to be cleaned, Maaya and the others were nearly dressed for another night on the town. Kim, who had managed to stay awake through the evening, had finally been forced to give in and retire to bed. Saber had offered to stay, but because the worst of the girl’s illness seemed to be gone, leaving only exhaustion and a sore throat in its wake, she decided she needed more fun.

      Deciding against getting a head start on Rahu’s work, Maaya had chosen instead to spend one more night wandering the streets, which was still one of the group’s favorite activities. With the others now more adept with libris, they often took to the rooftops, which was not only an easier way to escape passersby, but also gave them a much nicer view. Sometimes they came across troublesome spirits and sometimes they didn’t, but it wasn’t the ghosts that were important. It was company and fun, and there was a certain freedom to wandering their little corner of the earth together while nearly everyone else was asleep, taking part in things only they could do. Somehow it made the world seem smaller, even if they never left Sark’s walls.

      “Can we go nearer the corridors tonight? We’ve been around our neighborhoods so often lately,” Kalil pleaded as he tied his shoes.

      “I don’t know if I want to risk going near that area just yet. Besides, if there are mean ghosts bothering rich people over there, do we really want to stop them?” Maaya said pointedly.

      “We could always find some and convince them to go in that direction. Maybe show them Hooi-Joo’s house,” Kalil said with a grin.

      “As much as I believe she deserves that, please no,” Maaya returned, placing a hand to her chest as though she were out of breath. “I don’t want to think about her seeing us again.”

      “What about up at the hill? There’s always plenty of ghosts out there, and there are a handful who could really stand to be put out of their misery,” Saber suggested.

      “I don’t want to do that, they aren’t bothering anyone,” Sovaan replied crossly.

      “Not anyone in town, at least. Some have been dead and isolated so long they’re hardly human anymore. Not the kind of ghost you want to encounter on the road traveling between towns, especially if you can’t see them. Really, we’d be doing our trade route a valuable service.”

      “For the three people who come to town every month, absolutely,” Maaya teased.

      “And we’ll be heroes! We’ll expand our operation beyond Sark and into the whole country, just you wait,” Saber continued undeterred, opening her arms wide. “Everyone in Selenthia is going to know your name.”

      “That sounds like the worst possible thing that could happen.”

      “Fame would do you good!”

      “It’s horrifying.”

      “I said fame, not infamy!”

      “It’s all the same: too much attention.”

      Besides, Maaya thought, while her dreams took her far away from Sark, she didn’t know if she could ever realistically leave. Even if all the other obstacles somehow disappeared, she wasn’t even sure, deep down, if she actually wanted to leave. She hated it, certainly, but she was familiar with it. She had no idea what the rest of the world was like. There were likely men like Rahu everywhere, at the very least.

      She grimaced, turning slightly so the others wouldn’t see. The whole point of going out on their adventures that didn’t have anything to do with Rahu’s work, at least for Maaya, was to avoid thinking about him and the jobs he assigned them and every other little thing that reminded her of how trapped she was. Yet, she was getting involved mentally as she often did when her mind was left to wander. Sometimes she wished she could tell the others even if only she could vent occasionally.

      Looking around the room at her friends reminded her why she hadn’t, however. They all had stories. As positive as they all tried to be, the lives they had come from had been incredibly difficult, so much that the life they lived now barely scraping by and living with reputations as thieves was almost luxurious. Sometimes she felt how they were all just one or two bad days away from breaking down, and she didn’t think she could ever stand to be the source of one of those bad days herself. They weren’t ready. And that included Maaya.

      “I have a strange question for you guys,” Maaya spoke up suddenly, and the others looked at her attentively. “Are you... are you happy here?”

      The others shared a look, then stared back at her.

      “What do you mean? Of course we are. At least, I am,” Kalil offered, clearly confused.

      “Yeah! Why wouldn’t we be?” Sovaan added happily.

      Saber only looked at her expectantly.

      “Oh, I... just wanted to make sure. It’s been a while and I want to check in sometimes,” Maaya explained, trying to sound casual. “I just want to make sure you guys feel safe and happy.”

      “Definitely. I mean, we went from having nothing to all this,” Kalil said, gesturing around him to the room at large. “Never going hungry, being with family, living in a house... never thought I’d see that.”

      “Are you happy?” Sovaan countered.

      Maaya looked back at him in slight surprise.

      “I... suppose I am, yes. I’m definitely in a better place now than I’ve ever been. I think I just hate Sark so much sometimes it’s hard to remember.”

      “Maybe this sounds weird, but to me it feels like we’re not in Sark right now,” Kalil jumped in thoughtfully. “Like, Sark is everything that’s out there, but once we’re in here then we’re somewhere completely different.”

      “Yeah! There are mean people out there, but we only let the nice ones in,” Sovaan added. “Like Sylvia, Roshan, Rahu...”

      “I definitely understand,” Maaya said, forcing a smile. “Though, what would you all say to the idea of leaving Sark someday? Maybe finding a nicer town with nicer people, getting another house all to ourselves...”

      “I’d join you,” Kalil said immediately. “This house is home and everything but I don’t like much of the rest. Kim hates it here, too. Until she met you she said it was nothing but bad times and bad memories.”

      “Some of the others could come with us, right?” Sovaan asked.

      “Possibly. We’ve an odd assortment of friends, though,” Saber said. “Styx is stuck near the river and often mistaken for wildlife, Roshan is busy working for his father, and Sylvia is dead. The logistics of moving us all around would be interesting for sure.”

      “We’ve got a long time to think about it. As long as you’re happy now, then I’m happy, too,” Maaya finished, a genuine smile playing across her lips this time. “Now, what say we go do some hunting?”

      The others agreed enthusiastically, only quieting when Saber reminded them Kim was trying to rest upstairs. They headed quietly out the door and toward the edge of town, and when they returned hours later near dawn, they were exhausted, covered in cuts and bruises, and as close to joyous and fulfilled as they could be.

      

      Still, as the weeks went on, however, she began she realize her own hatred and bitterness toward Sark and its people either went deeper than even she had suspected, or perhaps that it had been brought to the fore. Everywhere she went during the day, she got nasty looks from the townspeople. Most of them didn’t say anything, but she heard a few whispers of “Ghost” and “Witch!”

      She knew what it was, too. After the job they had done involving Hooi-Joo when Rahu had decided to stop giving them food, Maaya had to return to the streets, getting any food she could by any means necessary. Saber’s help had been invaluable, but while the townspeople were somewhat closed-minded and easily made fearful, they weren’t foolish; they noticed when food went missing, and they noticed the patterns. Inevitably, it came back to her, even though she hadn’t needed to steal ever since Rahu started giving them food again. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t going to stop. She was the girl who talked to thin air, who had no friends, who brought the wrath of spirits down on the good and innocent townspeople. She was the one who could steal something without touching it, someone no locked door could keep out, someone who could vanish into thin air if she needed to. She was Ghost.

      In the past, this would have frustrated her and hurt her. She would have begged forgiveness or tried to explain. She would have cried herself to sleep as the angry and judgmental voices of the people played themselves over and over again in her mind. She was a good person, after all. All she wanted to do was fit in. The only things she ever took were to help her stay alive. She didn’t ask for much. Had she the opportunity, she would be a productive member of society like anyone else. She wanted to go to school and wear proper clothes and make friends and fall in love and move out of her parents’ house and live with the girl of her dreams, perhaps have a dog or three, and take vacations and worry only about what to make her wife for dinner or what to wear when going out to see a play. This was all in her heart just like it was in anyone else’s, and the fact that no one else seemed to understand this caused her no uncertain grief.

      Now, however, she practically embraced the label. Ghost. They thought they were being clever, perhaps even derisive, their cruel nickname a reminder of the imaginary friends they thought she spoke to, but they didn’t know how close they were to the truth. It didn’t only have to do with her personal life, either; not only could she see ghosts, but it was she who protected the town from the very things they accused her of bringing down on them. It was Rahu who got the credit, but their happiness was a result of her work, not his. Oh, how she wished she could tell them. Maybe rub it in their faces. But that required power she didn’t have.

      And so bitterness followed, and with that, defiance. She felt a flicker of her old caution here and there, her desire to stay invisible and therefore safe. But a greater part of her now liked the looks in their eyes. She liked the way they did double takes, clutched their purses, stepped out of her way. She only ever kept her gaze low and never spoke a word, the good, quiet, obedient girl she was supposed to be, but she had a reputation now. Look where being invisible had gotten her before, she thought. Homeless, powerless, hungry, and with only a line of dead friends and loved ones to mark her passage through time. Before, she had been subject to the whims of the fearful and angry, but there was power to that fear, and she took it. If people were going to hate her either way, then she was going to be the one who made them do it. She was going to make them whisper and fearfully hide their belongings, especially as she knew they wouldn’t attack her—not with Rahu’s protection.

      It was the only power she’d ever had. Part of her knew this was a defensive front as so many other things had been, but she was going to take it. After everything she’d been through and everything she’d lost, she wasn’t sure she cared anymore, or if she ever would again.
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      The heat of August was almost unbearable, even at sea. The cool ocean water was so close, but still so far. Many times Adelaide had been tempted to simply throw herself overboard to catch some relief from the sun. Occasionally she would direct the Windfire into a crest at just such an angle that would cause ocean water to mist across the deck, providing blissful, if temporary, relief. The hottest days were few, but they were enough to make travel that much less enjoyable.

      She had also thought about simply calling it a day and letting everyone go swimming. At the moment, they weren’t on a strict schedule, so they didn’t need to keep going as fast as they were. Or even at all. But Adelaide was happiest when her ship was moving full speed. There was no raining on this parade—or baking it alive, she thought.

      “Here, cap’n. You look like you need this.”

      Adelaide looked over to see Halvar standing next to her, holding out a glass of water. She took it gratefully, downing it all in one breath.

      “Thanks. I feel like I’m burning up here.”

      “Aren’t we all. It’s a nasty day, that’s for sure. Something that would be well alleviated by a good few hours’ swim time.”

      “I’ve been thinking about it. Has anyone else mentioned wanting to stop?”

      “Just about the whole crew, cap’n. Why’d you think I was sent up here to bribe you with a glass of water?”

      “You’re not supposed to tell her about the bribe, Halvar,” came Brahe’s annoyed voice from below.

      “Hey now, she’s a captain who values honesty above all.”

      “Then why bribe her in the first place?!”

      “You lot were threatening mutiny, that’s why!” Halvar shot back. “Honestly cap’n, the way they were going on I thought we’d have knives at our throats by the hour’s end if I didn’t come here and—”

      “Okay, all right. We’ll stop for a swim,” Adelaide agreed with an exasperated grin. “Honestly I feel like the world’s most overworked babysitter.”

      “You never met the babysitter my mother hired. She stayed around a long time. Actually, she was still there when I left home. I wonder if my mother’s ever coming back? I know she said I was annoying, but I didn’t think—”

      “Halvar, stop, your humor is so strange,” Adelaide snorted, then raised her voice. “Full stop and heave to! We’re going swimming!”

      A cheer erupted from the deck as the sailors, many of whom had been watching with bated breath, immediately got to work adjusting the sails. But as they gleefully went on, another voice came from below.

      “Hold! Hold!”

      Adelaide turned to see Gunnar jogging up the stairs toward her, and while everyone else looked joyous, the lieutenant looked worried.

      “What’s wrong?” Adelaide asked concernedly.

      “There, ma’am,” Gunnar said, panting slightly as he pointed off the port bow. Adelaide squinted, and was just able to make out what looked like a few ships on the horizon. “A Blackfin vessel is under attack by marauders, several of them.”

      “What? Are you sure?” Adelaide squinted against the sun, but could make out nothing more than moving shapes.

      “Aye. I wasn’t sure until we got closer, but the one’s flying our colors proud as ever. She’s up against three and not doing well. I highly recommend we assist.”

      As much as she hated the thought of postponing their break time, it didn’t take her long to decide.

      “Full sail and ready for battle! We’re going to the assist!” she shouted, then continued to Gunnar, “And fly our banner. I want them to know what’s coming.”

      As the crew sprang to action and the Windfire lurched forward again, Adelaide adjusted their course, setting them straight toward the distant battle. She could hear shouting from below as the guns were made ready and as swords and other weapons were distributed amongst the crew.

      Adelaide bit her lip. She didn’t want to fight. Already she was thinking about her previous battle with the marauders eight months earlier. The nightmares of that day had yet to stop, and every instinct in her body begged her to turn and run while they still could. No one else had to die. She didn’t have to lead anyone else to their doom.

      But that was the way of things, she thought. If she didn’t step in, people would die. Maybe not her own, but people nonetheless, and those who sailed under the same banner she now considered an important part of herself. Just like she had been trained to throw herself in harm’s way against the ghosts that attacked her country, she was going to do the same here for the same ends. She smiled despite her fear. It seemed some things could never be escaped no matter which direction she chose in life.

      Gunnar soon came back up to the bridge, keeping a keen eye on the battle ahead.

      “I estimate eight minutes until we’re in range. It seems like they’ve noticed us; they’ll be ready for us,” he said.

      “We can work with that. Load the chasers and make sure we’re ready for a quick turn.”

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      “Oh, can you make out that ship? Is it someone we know?” she asked as Gunnar turned to go. The lieutenant focused for a moment, then shook his head.

      “I don’t think I’m familiar with it. But she’s in bad shape.”

      “I hope we get there in time, then.”

      As Gunnar left, David took his place at her side, looking remarkably at ease.

      “Just as I was getting ready for a swim, too. I didn’t think you’d ever call it, so naturally, this happens.”

      “If we beat them quickly, we can go swimming after that, how does that sound?” Adelaide quipped, hoping the commander didn’t notice the tremor in her voice.

      “Only if we move away first. I don’t much feel like swimming with corpses.”

      “You always know how to make me feel better.”

      The winds were on their side, and the Windfire moved as fast as she could, cutting cleanly through the small deep-sea waves, swift and nearly silent. As they got closer, Adelaide could make out three marauder brigs against a Blackfin frigate. The frigate had been shattered and splintered, many of her guns were inoperable, and her crew was fighting off attacks from two sides.

      Adelaide gripped the wheel hard, urging her ship to move faster. They were almost upon the battle, and every second counted.

      “One of the ships is moving into position to broadside. No, two ships,” David said, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand.

      “We’ve got this. We’re at an advantage so long as they’re facing out bow,” Adelaide said. “We’ll fire chasers then sweep in hard and give them a volley. You ready to take command again?”

      “Inga’s actually going to murder you.”

      “She’ll have to catch me. Ready chasers!” she called.

      Closer and closer they came, and now it seemed the marauders were realizing they had to devote serious attention to this newcomer. While the Blackfin vessel was still under assault, some of the attacking marauders were pulling back to man their ships and were moving them into position.

      Adelaide guided the Windfire ever so slightly to port so both chasers could fire. After that, they’d be in the thick of it.

      “We’re in range,” Gunnar reported as he returned.

      “Not yet. I want to make sure we hit something,” Adelaide said, focusing hard as she tried to keep the enemy ships’ movements in full view. “Are we ready?”

      “More than,” David replied, gripping the handle of his sword with gusto. “It’s been too long.”

      “Has it now?” Adelaide muttered.

      Closer and closer they came. It seemed the marauders had the same idea of waiting until the Windfire got closer, and she was more than willing to oblige. She tried to remember to breathe as the Windfire bore down upon them at full speed, and she hoped they felt the fear she did.

      Then it came. Several puffs of smoke burst from the enemy ships’ guns, and seconds later, the shots pelted the water around them. Two of the shots found their mark, albeit barely, and splinters and dust burst across the desk.

      It was time.

      “Fire chasers, ready starboard guns and brace yourselves!” Adelaide called. The two guns at the Windfire’s bow went off, but Adelaide didn’t wait to see if they’d found their targets. She eased the Windfire starboard, taking them out of the marauders’ firing arcs, and then, just as their ships began changing position, she pulled the ship as hard as she could to port.

      The deck tilted as the Windfire made a sharp turn at such a high speed, and the crew held on tight. Adelaide kept her grip even as she felt the rudder pulling against her, trying to straighten out.

      It didn’t take long. The Windfire was running parallel to the marauders with only slightly more than a dozen meters between them, and they were moments away from being in range.

      “All stop!” she shouted, and as the Windfire came to a slow stop in front of the first ship, she continued, “Light ‘em up!”

      In an instant, the Windfire shuddered as all the guns on her starboard side went off at once. As close as they were, the brig’s port side was ripped apart as the wood hull exploded.

      Adelaide didn’t wait.

      “Chronis! Where are you?” she called, and moments later, the metal spider climbed down from where it had been watching in the masts, jumping up and wrapping itself around her metal augment with practice that suggested this had happened many times before. As she pulled out her deck, she turned to David. “Good luck, commander. Keep us safe.”

      “I’ll give it my utmost. And you... just... don’t die.”

      Adelaide grinned, then applied one of each card to her limbs. She was on the move before the lights finished spreading across her limbs.

      Her sword drawn in her left hand, she took a great leap across the gap between the two ships, landing steady and barreling into the first sailor she met, sending him sliding backward across the deck. Immediately she called fire to her right arm and sent a burst of flame across the deck, instantly setting the mainmast ablaze. She parried a blow from a man who rushed to stop her, then kicked him in the chest, sending him flying.

      Her priority now had to be the second ship. The Windfire’s guns could take care of the first, but the second posed a threat. Dashing out of the way of more armed sailors, she made another leap and hit the deck of the second brig. These sailors seemed to know what was coming; weapons drawn, eight large men waited for her as she arrived. Forced to cut her momentum in an instant, she came to a dead stop and let loose another torrent of fire. The sailors screamed in shock and agony, running about in a panic. Six of them flung themselves overboard while the other two were extinguished by buckets of water as more of the crew approached.

      Taking advantage of the distraction, she gripped the brig’s rudder wheel and tore it from its base, and was then forced to flee again. She had to stop the ship from firing, that had to happen above all else, but it would be hard to do alone. This ship was well manned, and most of the crew had come back from the frigate to help defend.

      And then she heard a familiar voice.

      “Thought I recognized yer ship! Guess I’ve got nothing to worry about after all!”

      She whirled around to see Vanhanen and a dozen other Blackfins behind him as he boarded the brig, immediately taking to battle.

      “Captain Vanhanen!”

      “Aye! Don’t ye worry now, we’ll take care of these oafs. Go do what ye do best.” He turned to his men as he drew his sword, engaging the first unfortunate sailor to confront him. “Stick ‘em like the pigs they are, you sorry dogs!”

      With much of the brig’s crew now engaged with Vanhanen and his men, Adelaide bolted below to the gun deck. There were only enough men there to man the guns, and when Adelaide arrived, they looked up in surprise and then anger, moving to attack. Adelaide didn’t like the idea of fighting in close quarters, but she had to do what she could.

      She struck hard where she could, parrying blows and hitting to disable as many of them as she could; she still could not bring herself to kill. A few times, she sent powerful streams of water at the marauder’s legs, knocking them to the ground; she had to be careful about using fire here because of the risk of igniting gunpowder, which put her at more of a disadvantage, but she could still fight.

      A gunner approached her from her left, and with her sword in her right hand, she didn’t have time to defend herself.

      “Chronis!” she called, extending her arm toward the man. At the same time, the spider leapt off her arm and wrapped itself around the man’s face. The gunner immediately shrieked in terror, dropping his sword and pulling desperately at the spider. Adelaide almost felt bad, but she wasn’t worried; as terrifying as Chronis was, the spider had no teeth. But then, she thought, if they were going to keep getting into battles at sea, maybe she ought to have some built for it. She knew a good steamsmith.

      The gunners, seeming to realize what Adelaide was after, fired off a few last shots; the guns near the bow of the ship went off, and she winced as she heard more splintering wood and ringing metal. In a bout of fury she pushed herself forward with a yell, her sword arm ablaze, and with this display of power, the gunners retreated in fear, leaving the deck almost abandoned as the sounds of battle continued from above. She pulled the guns back and faced them away from the port holes, then set their carriages to flame; they wouldn’t be moving again any time soon.

      This main danger out of the way, she made her way back toward the main deck. Chronis joined her as she went, leaping back on her arm, leaving the gunner it attacked trembling and terrified on the floor.

      “If he didn’t have arachnophobia before, I suppose he’s got it now,” Adelaide said as the spider fastened itself on her arm, and it let out a series of clicks that almost sounded like laughter. “And you’re enjoying yourself far too much.”

      When she reached the main desk, her eyes widened in surprise and dismay. Three of Vanhanen’s men had been cut down, and though the remainder were not surrendering, they were well outnumbered. Adelaide knew how this would go. These marauders weren’t out to take prisoners. With a shout, she dashed forward with incredible speed, colliding with two of the defending sailors at once. The battle was joined, and Vanhanen’s men joined her with a rallying cry.

      Adelaide fought as hard as she could, taking advantage of both her speed and strength. With Vanhanen and his crew nearby, she couldn’t risk using her elements. She knew she was in danger, and if she had time to think about it, she would have admitted she was terrified. Despite her magic, she was just as vulnerable to a blow from a blade as anyone else.

      Miraculously, however, by the time the remaining marauders surrendered, their swords clattering down to the deck as they raised their hands, she found herself unhurt. Chronis, who had only too happily started attacking anyone who got too close to her, sauntered back over to her, looking very pleased.

      Another burst of gunfire came from behind them, and Adelaide turned to see the Windfire engaging with the third marauder ship. To her immense relief, the Windfire looked only minimally damaged, and the third ship looked like it had been the first to engage Vanhanen; already damaged and burning, a white flag rose quickly, and with that, the fight was over.

      A rousing cheer went up across three ships as bells rang to signal the end of the fight. The marauders who had surrendered and fallen to their knees looked up at Adelaide with a mixture of awe and hatred.

      “Ha! We’ve done it. Well done,” Vanhanen chuckled. “See to the wounded and make sure we’ve got everyone! And someone put this sorry lot in the brig.”

      As his men moved off to carry out his orders, Vanhanen wiped his sword on one of the fallen marauder’s shirts, then sheathed it, exhaling loudly.

      “Your arrival was timely, Captain. That’s twice now I believe you’ve saved my life and crew. Or most of them, anyway,” he remarked, staring down at the bodies of his fallen comrades.

      “What happened? How did they get you alone? Don’t you have other ships?”

      “Aye, I do. I’d just taken this one over from some marauders a month or so ago, and after getting her repaired I was moving to rendezvous with the rest of my ships. I wanted to lead another assault, but it looks like they got to me first. Looks like I’ll have to take her straight back to the docks,” he said, glancing over at his ship. It looked to be in such terrible shape Adelaide momentarily wondered how it was remaining afloat.

      “My crew can assist with repairs. We’re in no hurry,” she said.

      “That’d be much appreciated. Before we get too far, though... I’d like to see this magic of yers up close. What do you say ye set this one on fire and we can watch it burn from my ship?”

      “You don’t want to take it?”

      “I’m willing to let it go for the fun of it. Maybe I’ll make her men watch.”

      Adelaide raised an eyebrow at him, then nodded.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      She waited until all the captive marauders had been moved off the deck before raising her arm toward the mainmast and bridge. A torrent of flame burst forth, and she guided it from high in the sails down to the main deck, taking in the satisfying sound of crackling wood as the fire caught hold.

      When the heat became too much to bear, she and Vanhanen crossed the extended gangway back to his ship. To be safe, the ship began pulling away slightly lest she stray too close to the fire.

      “Incredible. Such amazing power, this libris,” Vanhanen said quietly, watching the burning ship with fascination. “What I wouldn’t give to have it for my own.”

      “I’m not sure the world needs someone like you with power like this,” Adelaide said bluntly, and Vanhanen chortled.

      “Yer probably right. I’d be a proper scourge of the sea with it all right. But I’ll settle doing it the hard way.”

      “I need to check on my ship,” Adelaide said, and Vanhanen nodded absently, unable to take his eyes from the burning ship.

      Adelaide had only made it a few steps before Inga made her way quickly up to her.

      “Are you all right, Captain?” she asked quickly, then let out a sigh of visible relief when Adelaide gave her a smile. “I’m glad to hear it. Our enemies were fewer this time, but I worried still.”

      “How’s our crew? And the Windfire?”

      “We have seven minor injuries, and the Windfire sustained mild damage. We’ll be able to continue on our way well enough, and the injured are all expected to make full and quick recoveries.”

      Adelaide’s shoulders sagged, the last of the tension she had been holding disappearing with this news.

      “Any prisoners?”

      “We’re holding a few. We wanted to ask what you wanted to do with them.”

      “We don’t have any use for prisoners. Vanhanen can have them. Have the other two ships searched, then sunk. See to it that any available crew assists Vanhanen with repairs as well.”

      “Of course, Captain.”

      As Inga moved off, Adelaide realized her magic was still active; she let it fade, expecting the worst, but to her surprise she felt only mild soreness and breathlessness. She supposed their battle hadn’t been long enough to truly wear her down, and that perhaps her stamina and strength was better than she thought.

      The two crews worked hard for the next several hours. The recovery process was simple enough, but tedious; Adelaide helped where she could, but she found her focus slipping, and eventually she had to return to the main deck, staring out at sea. The sun still brightly overhead, and now that she had exerted herself, the heat felt all the worse.

      Suddenly, she noticed Vanhanen standing next to her.

      “Captain. Do ye have a moment?” he asked.

      “Of course.”

      “I want to thank ye again for yer timely rescue. You’ve proven yerself a capable and brave captain several times now, and it’s been a pleasure joining you in battle. To that end, I’d like to give ye something.”

      He reached into his pocket, and then, to Adelaide’s shock, held out a goldpin to her.

      “You... want to give me this?”

      “Aye. It’s more than deserved. I don’t just throw these around to bully others into fighting for me when they’d otherwise turn and run.” Vanhanen laughed. “You’ve got the right spirit. And I’ve carried the knowledge with me for months now, as I will after today, that I’m still sailing the seas because of you. I owe you. Have ye ever need of a fleet, for whatever purpose you please, mine is at your command.”

      Adelaide took the pin gratefully, staring down at it as she toyed with it in her hand. It was such a small and simple thing; it was hard to believe that this small fin-shaped pin had the power to call in so heavy a favor. What’s more, she had no idea what she could ever possibly need with a fleet, but she felt a swell of power rise in her even still. There was no denying the power of a goldpin, and it seemed to course through her.

      Vanhanen smirked.

      “Thought you might like that. Ah, how refreshing it is to see a promising young Blackfin start her journey. I must say, you’re making friends in all the right places. Word will spread of this like it did after our first battle together.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Adelaide said respectfully, making sure the goldpin was put securely away in her pocket. “I’m... not sure when I’ll have occasion to use this, but you honor me.”

      “Pfah. Honor, nonsense. You honor yourself. Carry on like this and every Blackfin from shore to shore will know your name. I’d like to think we can meet in battle again someday, but in order to do that, I need my ship repaired. I think we’re about ready to set off.”

      “Will you be all right with so many prisoners?” Adelaide asked.

      “I will be ecstatic, thank you, Captain. It’ll be a long journey home, which I’m afraid bodes ill for them.” Vanhanen cackled. “I take my leave. Be well.”

      Adelaide shook his hand, and then Vanhanen was off. Those of the Windfire’s crew who had been assisting with repairs made their way back, and once their head count was complete, they made way again. As she took the helm, she gave one last wave to Vanhanen as they went their separate ways, to which he responded in kind, a grin on his face.

      “Well, look who’s back,” David commented as he took his place to her right.

      “Are you going to make another comment about how I shouldn’t run off like that?”

      “Would my job be in jeopardy if I did?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll stick to being passive aggressive, then. Or guilt trips, whichever is more effective.”

      “I’ll push you overboard.”

      “Say, cap’n, we still get to go swimming now we’re finished?” Halvar asked jovially as he walked up to the bridge.

      “We were just in battle! The Windfire is damaged,” Adelaide argued.

      “It’s aesthetic damage, really. Besides, you know you’ve been wanting it. You didn’t get to do it for your birthday last month you were so busy.”

      Adelaide frowned. On one hand, Halvar didn’t understand. This was her ship, and every second she knew it was damaged and imperfect was agony on her mind. She felt like part of herself was hurt and that she needed to take care of it immediately.

      On the other hand, Halvar was right. She was hot and miserable, the ship was safe, and she wanted nothing more than to dive into the ocean and relax. And she had just turned nineteen. Maybe some reward was due.

      Finally, she sighed.

      “Fine. We’ll continue on until Sigríður says everyone’s stable, then we’ll go for a swim.”

      “Wonderful. Have I ever mentioned you’re my favorite captain? The kindest, the most talented, the most beautiful, the—”

      “If you keep talking, I’ll change my mind.”

      “Got it, cap’n.”

      

      Two days later, with Levien less than a week away, Adelaide woke up late in the morning. This wasn’t typically how she started her day, and as she got dressed she reflected that this was one of the only times she had slept in in months. She used to take every opportunity to do so back when she lived with her parents, and she thought she would sleep in every day after she left, but it had become a rare thing. What’s more, she realized she didn’t miss it. In fact, when she woke up too late, she would scold herself for wasting time and missing out on the day ahead. Gradually, she had come to realize that, now that she loved what she was doing, she no longer had a need to find an escape in sleep. Her days were worth living, and that time was best spent awake.

      As she pulled on her boots, she paused. Something felt different. She wasn’t sure what it was at first, but as soon as she stepped out into the sun, she realized what it was.

      “I figured you’d be out and about once you noticed,” David said from the helm. “Also, good morning.”

      “Morning. How long have we been stuck?” she asked as she peered around. The surface of the sea was a glassy calm, and the sails had all been raised. The quiet was unsettling, even though Adelaide knew they were in no danger.

      “About an hour I’d say. This doldrum’s radius doesn’t look too wide, so we might get lucky and be out of here in a short while. Alternatively, we could try something else.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t tried already,” Adelaide laughed as she took over the helm.

      “We wanted to wait for you. No way we were going to try this our first time out while you were still in bed.”

      Adelaide grinned.

      “Smart of you. Shall we?”

      “Can’t wait,” David said, then shouted, “Is our tank ready?”

      “Full and waiting on power, Commander!” Engström called back.

      “The honor is yours,” David said, turning back to face Adelaide.

      “All right. Let’s get us out of here,” Adelaide said, and then she reached for the rudder wheel’s post where a switch sat on a small brass panel. She pressed it, and it snapped to with a satisfying click.

      Almost immediately, she heard the light rumble from the engine in the rear of the ship, and felt it beneath her feet, but it was subtle, a credit to the steamsmiths who had installed it. She turned in time to see a puff of steam emanate from the stern, and then she heard splashing sounds on either side of the ship. Unable to help herself, she stepped to the port rail and looked below. A line of metal oars attached to a larger brass tube that connected all of them moved fluidly, rotating in their sockets and pushing the ship forward. Rather than moving synchronously, each oar’s movement was slightly delayed from the one in front, making their motions looks like a smooth wave. This had been the steamsmith’s idea; rather than relying on momentum and constant slowing and gaining of speed from oars that all moved the same, this asynchronous movement ensured equal control and speed at all times. Adelaide had loved the concept, and she loved it even more in practice.

      “Well, it’s not the speediest way of getting around, but it’ll do. It’s definitely more efficient,” David said, staring down over the railing with her. “I’m genuinely impressed. This was a good idea of yours.”

      Adelaide smiled. David wasn’t one for giving compliments, so she would take it without question.

      “Thanks. If we ever have to go back to Malenia, I think I’ll take the channel on purpose just so we can test this out. It should go a lot smoother with all this.”

      “And make your ship the envy of all who didn’t envy it already. I’d expect more visits from marauders.”

      “Oh don’t be a killjoy. You know we’d destroy them anyway.”

      “True enough. Knowing you, you’ll soon invent better guns because our current ones just aren’t doing it for you.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Power gets to anyone’s head, that’s all I’m saying,” David said seriously, but he grinned just as he turned back to the helm. But before he got far, he stopped. “Ah... it looks like we’ve got visitors coming.”

      “What? Marauders already?” Adelaide asked, whirling about, but then she let out a relieved sigh. “I was wondering if we’d see him again. At least we have something new to show off.”

      There was no mistaking the giant shape of the Nocte Cadenza. The warship was aligning its course with the Windfire, coming up on her starboard quarter. It seemed the larger vessel too had entered the dead zone, and Adelaide saw its oars out and moving. She couldn’t help but feel impressed at the efforts of her sailors to keep such a massive vessel moving by hand.

      “She’ll catch up with us fast. Guess we can’t expect to use these oars to escape an attacker,” David commented as they watched the warship approach.

      “I hope we’ll never have to.”

      As he usually did, Skarin soon appeared on board, flanked by two silent officers. He approached the bridge, a look of mild distaste on his face.

      “What sort of ill-conceived contraption is this?”

      “Good morning, Captain,” Adelaide said cheerily. “You like my oar system? It’s new.”

      “It makes your toy boat look even more like that of a disturbed child’s fantasy. For what purpose did you have this brass eyesore installed?” In response, Adelaide simply gestured around them, and Skarin scoffed. “Children. And how much did you pay for this delightful technology?”

      “Enough. I designed it, too.”

      Skarin raised an eyebrow.

      “I see. I suppose it’s not the worst thing I’ve ever seen. But I don’t love it. It was likely expensive and it still has you moving slower than if you just did it by hand. Your crew will go soft.”

      “I didn’t get it to go fast. And I don’t have a big crew, so managing sails and oars and ballasts becomes a challenge.”

      “Have you thought of getting more?”

      “I already had this discussion, and this ended up being the best option,” Adelaide said, with a note of finality in her voice that said there would be no more argument.

      “Hmph. Well, you and your ship alike are already unique. Frankly, this doesn’t surprise me at all. So long as you’re pleased I suppose it’s all well.”

      “What brings you to this part of the world?” Adelaide asked as the warship slowly drew up alongside the Windfire. Up close she could see almost two dozen oars on the Nocte Cadenza’s port side alone, every stroke pushing the ship ahead, and she realized how nice it must be to have a crew of ghosts whose muscles never tired.

      “Hunting pirates. Or marauders, as you’ve apparently taken to calling them. I had the pleasure of sinking two ships on my way here. It’s a wonder those scum are still brave enough to leave the relative safety of shore.”

      “Relative?”

      “My guns are more than capable of striking targets on land, and they have before. These pirates build up their little settlements and bases of operation and think themselves so safe and clever. Eventually I hope to make it clear to them the only way they’ll find safety is to retreat so far from the water the only piracy they’ll ever commit again is petty theft from stores far inland.”

      “Well, if anyone can do it, it’s you,” Adelaide said, keeping her voice calm even as she felt a shiver run down her spine. There was certainly no denying his passion, if anyone could call it that.

      “What about you, then? Get into any more skirmishes yourself? I see your ship has a few new battle scars.”

      “We saw three marauder ships attacking a Blackfin ships two days ago and we went to help. We sunk all three ships. And the Blackfin turned out to be Vanhanen; he was pretty happy to see me.”

      “Ah, that one. A little too excitable with a bit of mean streak.”

      “You’re saying that?”

      “I’m hard on my crew and enjoy a good fight, I’m not lacking in empathy,” Skarin said lazily. “I’m abrasive, not cruel. Not to those who don’t deserve it. It’s painfully obvious he would value some alliance with me, but I have no intention of engaging in anything of the sort. Still, with his position and power I suppose it’s to your benefit to aid him and stay on his good side. I hope he was properly appreciative of your assistance.”

      “He gave me a goldpin,” Adelaide said, and Skarin nodded.

      “That will have to do. How did you manage in battle? No more death, I hope.”

      “No deaths, only some injuries. That’s still more than I’d like, but inevitable, I guess.”

      “Indeed. I’m glad to hear it. And impressed again at your boldness. You’ve a good heart.”

      “I still don’t like fighting.”

      “Do you not like fighting, or do you not like the risk to your crew that so often comes with it?”

      Adelaide paused. It was a harder question than she had been expecting.

      “The latter, I think.”

      “That’s what I thought. I’m glad to hear that, too. That being said, now we’ve so fortuitously met again, what say I give you an escort back to land?”

      Adelaide nodded immediately. This one at least was much easier. Any chance of scaring off marauders and getting back to Levien free of any further danger was one she’d always take.

      “We’d love to have you.”

      “Good. And my crew has missed their socializing. I haven’t, however, so I’ll be getting back to my ship. Let’s talk more over dinner.”

      Adelaide agreed, and Skarin departed back for his ship even as some of his crew began filtering over to the Windfire. The warship had slowed to patch the Windfire’s speed, and they continued on toward Levien together.

      

      Two weeks passed, and late one evening, Adelaide found herself sitting at her desk, trying to focus on a puzzle before her. They were on assignment, and she knew she should probably sleep soon, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. There was too much going on in her head, which was a difficult thing for her to reconcile with the fact that, all things considered, her life was almost entirely uneventful at the moment.

      Then again, that was exactly the problem.

      After a few more minutes of trying and failing to focus, she got up from her desk and opened the door leading to the bridge. The night crew was about, the deck softly lit by oil lamps here and there, and everything was quiet.

      “Everything all right, Captain?” Theo asked as he made his way up the stairs.

      “I probably know the answer already, but do you know if Inga is awake?”

      “I think she might actually be. She was down in the crew quarters just recently having a good time. Would you like me to get her?”

      “Please.”

      Adelaide returned to her desk as Theo set off, her leg bouncing as she sat and waited. After only a minute, Inga knocked lightly at the door, then stepped in.

      “You asked for me, Captain?”

      “Yes. I was wondering if I could talk to you.”

      “Always. What do you need?” the lieutenant commander asked as she took a seat at the other side of the desk.

      “I guess I’m feeling like... things have gotten a little stale. We had that encounter with the marauders, sure, but apart from that we’re running deliveries and going back and forth between Krethus and Selenthia. At first I liked the spontaneity, but now it’s starting to feel like there’s no long-term goal here. I’m kind of struggling to figure out what I want and what would be best for everyone here.”

      “I see,” Inga said simply, and Adelaide took that as a sign to continue.

      “On a more personal note, I can’t stop thinking about my family. I know it’s only been two months since I’ve seen them, and it went well enough, but... I feel like we don’t talk anymore unless I’m the one to reach out. And I don’t know if I should reach out. What if I come off like I want back into the business or something? I don’t know how to convey that I miss them, but not what they want for me. And I miss my sister. I haven’t spoken to her since I left. I still love them, you know? After everything that happened. Maybe that’s stupid of me. I tried so hard to get away and now... I don’t know. I just don’t know about any of this, or what to do about it.”

      Inga nodded slowly.

      “Much has been on your mind, that much is obvious.”

      “Yeah. Just a bit.”

      “Things do become difficult when you reach a goal. So much of life is in the pursuit of them, but what do you do when you accomplish them? After so long with a direction in mind, accomplishing what you always wanted can leave you feeling aimless.”

      “Well, that’s exactly how I feel. At least, I think so. I love what we’re doing, I really do. I just don’t know if there should be... I don’t know... more.”

      Inga watched her sympathetically.

      “I wish I had an easy answer for you. You’re an ambitious person who has already accomplished much. Sometimes it’s hard to see what the next step is. Giving yourself goals can sometimes be harder than accomplishing them. But I don’t know that there should necessarily be anything. You’re in control, so you’re the only one who can say that. What would you like to do?”

      “I... I’m not sure. I want to keep sailing, definitely. I want to see more of the world. But I want to keep doing my part against the ghosts and the machine. There has to be something I can do. I mean, look how far I’ve come since I tried destroying it the first time. There must be something! I can’t have come all this way and been through so much and be no closer.”

      “Perhaps you could work with that. Say, for example, a consistent schedule that brings you back to Krethus at specific times and for longer durations, letting you go back on more patrols. This would give the crew some time to spend with family as well.”

      “That’s something to think about, I guess,” Adelaide replied absently. “I don’t think I’ve actually been asking myself what I want. I’ve just been stewing in the anxiety that comes from not knowing.”

      “And overthinking it to a fault, I would guess,” Inga said with a knowing smile.

      “Yup. If there’s any constant to my life, it’s that. So I guess I know I should work on that. I think knowing I have something to brainstorm helps, even if only a little.” Adelaide sighed. “What about my family? What do I do about them?”

      “I wonder if perhaps they’re worried about the same thing as you. Perhaps they fear that if they try too hard to connect with you, they’ll push you away again. To that end, I think reaching out with something like a letter would be beneficial. It lets you keep your distance and lets them respond in their own time, but also lets them know you’re interested of your own volition.”

      “What if they get the wrong impression?”

      “Then correct them. You’ve done so before. Adelaide—” Adelaide looked up in mild surprise. Inga almost never called her by name. “—don’t overthink this. If you want to reach out, then reach out. You still have all the power to define your terms, but you’ve seen they are willing to engage, and to try to learn, even. Enough time has passed and you have gotten old enough that I think they are ready to try respecting your choices while still letting you be part of the family in whatever capacity you wish.”

      “Part of the family...” Adelaide said softly, picking at her fingernails. It sounded so simple when Inga said it. “I guess I have nothing to lose, right?”

      “If that’s how you choose to view it.” Inga got to her feet, clasping her hands behind her back. “We’ll arrive at our destination in two days. If you decide to write something by then, we can have it sent off for you.”

      Adelaide stared at her desk, thinking over her options in her mind. She thought things like this would get easier after her parents started becoming more accepting. And maybe it would later on. But it hadn’t yet.

      “I’ll... I’ll think about it. Thank you,” Adelaide said.

      “Of course, Captain. Good night.”

      After Inga left, Adelaide thought about heading straight to bed, but something held her back. She couldn’t stop thinking about the day she had spent with her parents two months earlier, the day that had seemed like something out of a dream. To avoid reaching out felt like she was passing over something she had always wanted. And maybe she had done enough. Maybe it was safe enough to go back.

      She rested her forehead in her palms, closing her eyes as she listened to the waves lapping against the hull outside. Truth be told, she couldn’t pin down exactly why she was afraid. It felt like an amalgamation of different reasons and fears and emotions, and she had no way of determining which were realistic and understandable and which were simply manifestations of her anxiety. At some point, she thought, she would going to have to sort through them. But not now. She was too busy with everything else.

      This thought froze in her mind, prominent above all the rest. She had been busy, certainly. She had traveled around the world and gotten into multiple battles and come out victorious each time, she had befriended the captain of a ghost ship, she had sat at the lead table at a meeting of pirate captains, and she had earned the highest possible favor from a high-ranking Selenthian Blackfin. She had designed new steamsmithing technologies, and she had begun to overcome her fear of talking to strangers by purposefully putting herself out in the world and walking straight up to the people who intimidated her most.

      She sat up straight, feeling a rush of confidence. She had been busy all right. And she had a lot to show for it. After all that, how hard could writing a letter to her family possibly be?

      All of her tiredness and doubt washed away, she reached for a sheet of paper and a pen, and started writing.
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      One muggy August evening, Maaya and the others awoke near sunset from their respective naps to prepare for another job from Rahu. What was normally an exuberant affair was tonight rife with tension. As Maaya sat down at the table for one last small meal to keep her energized for the night, she glanced subtly at the others. They spoke little, and when they did their voices were quiet, their movements subdued. Maaya tried hard to keep a straight face and hide her own nerves, doing her best to exude the calm she wished she felt.

      Saber soon came through the front door and did a double take as soon as she entered the room.

      “My, you all look gloomy tonight. Go make sure you get something to eat, then sit down. I’d like to go over our plans for the night before we head out.”

      “How’d it look?” Maaya asked, taking a seat at the head of the table as she munched on a jicama.

      “Crowded,” Saber stated simply, her own nervous tone belying her outer calm. “All the better for creating effective commotions. I’ll go over the details in a moment.”

      The other three soon walked over and grabbed snacks of their own, then sat down, eating slowly as they waited for Saber to continue. Once the ghost was satisfied with their attention, she cleared her throat.

      “The building is a one-room gambling hall; its main entrance is right off a well-lit main street, but it has three other ground-floor exits, one of which is reserved for the kitchen staff. There are two fire escapes on the second floor we may be able to use, but those open into narrow hallways, so I wouldn’t recommend it. The second floor is open air, making it more of an indoor balcony than anything. It’s dimly lit and filled with card tables and machines I don’t quite understand, but even in the early evening it was getting crowded. We’ll have our work cut out for us.”

      “Did you see them?” Maaya continued.

      “I saw the ghost. Made sure she looked right at me before I left. She didn’t seem all that interested, so I think your idea will pay off after all.”

      “And her partner?”

      “He wasn’t there yet. She seemed to be scouting the place before he arrived, but I’d guess he’ll get there soon.”

      “What if we go to the second floor and just use a blood card from above? Won’t be as many people to see us and then we can just duck out one of the fire escapes,” Kalil suggested.

      “I don’t think that’s safe,” Kim responded doubtfully. “Everyone’s going to notice a blood going off in a crowded room like that, and once they see us running for it, it’ll be easy to stop us in narrow hallways.”

      “Kim’s right. This is like dealing with Hooi-Joo, except there are even more people around and you’ll be stuck inside a building. We’ll need something more strategic,” Saber said. “What I’d like to do is find a way to get the two of them out of the main room, then separate them. That way we’ll be able to deal with the ghost and his partner won’t be at all the wiser.”

      “That might make it easier, then. We can wait for him to leave the room himself, like for a smoke, then get the ghost when she follows,” Kim said.

      Maaya shook her head.

      “There’s no guarantee she’ll follow, especially if it’s for a casual break. If we assume he can’t see her, she wouldn’t exactly go out to socialize with him. She’ll probably stay in the room to keep track of things.”

      “Yeah, if she’s helping him cheat, she’ll be the hardest to pull,” Kalil mused.

      “How do we separate them and do it away from everyone, then?” Sovaan asked, frowning.

      “I’ll take care of the ghost,” Saber said. “I’m sure I’ll be able to convince her to come with me, if only for a moment.”

      “Why do we need to worry about the guy, then? Let’s just leave him at a table while you shout at the ghost from a distance or something,” Kalil added.

      “Because she likely won’t leave his side while he’s in the middle of a game, and if someone doesn’t pull him away from the game he might be there all night,” Saber explained patiently. “The client who asked Rahu to look into him said he is a very devout gambler to the point of addiction.”

      “I would be too if I had an invisible helper,” Kalil chuckled. “Hey Saber, after we get the ghost, do you want to stick around and—?”

      “Absolutely not, your baby face would be thrown out in a second,” Saber retorted, grinning. “I’m not against the idea when you’re older, though.”

      “Do you know how to gamble?” Sovaan pressed, and Saber shrugged.

      “I don’t know what I know. I’m confident in my ability to pick it up quickly, though.”

      “Then all we have to worry about is someone reporting us and the cycle starting all over again,” Kim giggled.

      “That’s why we post lookouts,” Saber said, looking entirely too invested in this for Maaya’s comfort. “We’ll station our loyalists around the gambling hall. Maaya, the mob boss, will be nearby casually cleaning her revolver to scare away troublemakers. We’ll start a whole organized crime ring—”

      “Guys, can we focus?” Maaya asked exasperatedly as the others erupted in laughter. It was better than nerves, she thought, but time was short and they needed a plan. “If Saber is taking care of the ghost, how do we distract her partner in the first place?”

      “I can do it!” Sovaan volunteered.

      “I’d rather you not. Just for your safety, in case things go wrong,” Saber cautioned.

      “I’ll do it, then,” Kalil said. “I’m the biggest, so he wouldn’t be able to threaten me.”

      “While likely true, I don’t want things to escalate to the point where planning for a physical altercation becomes necessary. Ideally we’ll be able to talk our way through this whole operation.”

      Maaya saw Kim open her mouth to speak, no doubt to volunteer next.

      “What do you need me to do?” Maaya asked quickly. Kim looked at her in surprise, but Maaya pretended not to see. She wasn’t going to let all the others volunteer for the most dangerous part of the job before she got a chance.

      “I know you can be a good actor when you need to be. What I’m thinking is you walk up to him and say that someone has found something of his—a pocket watch, a wallet—and turned it in to the lost and found, and could he please kindly follow you to the back,” Saber said.

      “That sounds pretty safe,” Maaya said uncertainly. “But wait, won’t he get angry when he notices we don’t actually have—?”

      “I’m going to steal it, of course,” Saber answered with a wink. “Whatever I end up taking from him is what you’ll say was turned in. It’ll be important so he’ll have no chance but to leave quickly with you, minimizing how much time you need to spend in the open.”

      “So... Maaya gets him away from the table, you call the ghost over to where we are, we seal her, Maaya gives the man his belongings, and we’re out?” Kim asked skeptically.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Saber affirmed.

      Maaya let out a breath.

      “What if someone asks what I’m doing and points out that I don’t work there?”

      “You won’t claim to. You’re just a good citizen passing along a message.”

      “Is there anything you haven’t thought of?” Kim giggled.

      “Our best avenues of quiet escape. Sovaan?”

      “Got it,” the young boy said happily after only a moment’s thought. “You want me to tell you on the way?”

      Saber poked her head through the nearby wall, and then a moment later, turned back to the others.

      “It’s pretty dark, so let’s do that.”

      Maaya looked at the ghost in disbelief.

      “We have windows, Saber.”

      “I still appreciate the little things. Come on, kids, time to bust a cheater.”

      With decks full, weapons hidden inside their clothing, and their clothes and hair tidied enough that they might almost look like they belong, they set out into the street, taking directions from Sovaan as Saber darted ahead to make sure the way was clear. Mercifully, the heat of the day was beginning to dissipate along with the sun; Maaya found she looked more presentable when she could wear her coat. It was worn and a little frayed, looking much more used than when Saber had given it to her years ago, but she had grown into it—at least mostly—and it was as though all the work she had ever done in it manifested in additional confidence whenever she wore it. Tonight was sure to be a challenge, but if everything went even mostly according to plan, they would all be fine. It would be nice coming home from a job without cuts and bruises all over for once.

      As they turned on to the street off which the gambling room was situated, the four living friends unconsciously moved closer together. There were all sorts of people here and the streets were brightly lit, which made Maaya feel like everyone was watching her. Kalil took the lead, putting himself between the strangers on the street and his friends, and she wondered if he was actually feeling as confident as he looked.

      “You there! What are you four doing?” came a snide voice from the street. Maaya looked up to see a man dressed in a suit leaning out of a carriage window. The driver had brought the carriage to a halt, and unfortunately the street wasn’t busy enough to give them any reason to move just yet. “Not causing trouble, skulking about?”

      Maaya looked between her friends, her mind already frozen. She hadn’t been expecting confrontation; she had worried about it, but found herself woefully unprepared for it. With so much effort put into thinking about how to plan the evening’s main event, traveling to and from had been taken for granted.

      “I, uh—”

      “Just on our way home from work, sir,” Kalil said evenly, offering the man an obsequious nod. “Finished cleaning some chimneys not a few blocks off.”

      “You look it, too. Clouding the pavements with the soot of your labor; the street sweeps will have a harder time of it tomorrow morning because of you,” the man continued, sneering at them. “Go home around the back streets next time, you look suspicious here.”

      “Sorry, sir. We were only tired and hoping to get home to sleep sooner,” Kalil said.

      “What’s tiring about your job? I envy you, only needing enough between your ears to properly push a sweep back and forth,” the man continued, and it suddenly occurred to Maaya that the man was incredibly drunk. “You’ve no right to be tired. I think more about my job in my sleep than you ever do during the day!”

      Maaya watched Kalil and the man in the carriage go back and forth with such fascination that she didn’t notice Saber sneaking up on the horses. Suddenly, there was a loud SLAP sound that caused Maaya to jump in surprise; this was followed by the sound of hooves on cobblestones as the surprised horses suddenly bolting ahead down the road.

      “YAH! You’re holding up traffic you miserable tosspot,” Saber cried victoriously. The man continued to shout out the window as the carriage driver frantically tried to get the horses under control, but he was already too far away to hear. The ghost didn’t give the carriage a second glance as she floated over to the others. “You kids ready to head in? Nice work, Kalil.”

      Kalil grinned as Saber led the way to the gambling hall. Rather than heading in the main entrance, however, they went into one of the side alleys. According to Saber, the door at the side was for the kitchens, but around back was an entrance that should be perfect for what they needed.

      “This door leads into a hallway which is mostly for staff and anyone using the washrooms. There’s an identical one on the other side, but they don’t connect,” Saber informed them. “You four will stay in this one, which is where I’ll pull the ghost back to. Maaya, I’ll go ahead and steal something of his and hand it off to you, then you’ll go out into the main room, find the man I point out to you, then lead him into that second hall while I double back for his ghost friend. We’ll take care of the ghost while you hand the man back his item, and as soon as we’re both done, we’ll meet up around back. Sound good?”

      The others gave their silent affirmations, and then, after Saber briefly checked inside to make sure the coast was clear, they headed in.

      Maaya’s nose was immediately hit by the overpowering odor of cigar smoke. The hallway was dim, most of the light coming from dull bulbs shining through grimy orange glass on the ceiling, and the thick dark carpet muffled their steps. Most of the doors along the hall were closed, and had signs on them Maaya could barely make out, like “Equipment” and “Electrical” and “Sanitation.” She snorted, wondering how long it had been since the last door had been opened.

      It was a little brighter near the end of the hall, and light and noise from what Maaya assumed was the main hall filtered in through a narrow archway. Occasionally a woman would walk in or out of a door near the archway, and the sound of running water inside led Maaya to guess this was the women’s washroom.

      “Okay, give me just a few minutes to check things out, then I’ll be back. You three get your cards ready and try to look inconspicuous. Maaya, get ready to head out and follow my lead,” Saber said, then turned and headed out into the main hall.

      Maaya’s heart pounded in her chest as she waited. She so very much preferred dealing with the dead. There had been a few instances where they’d needed to interact to some extent with the living, but those cases had been simple and fleeting, much nicer than dealing with Hooi-Joo and her ghost. This, however, was nearly unprecedented; nothing she had done before required her to be in a crowded building with a few escapes where her explicit role was to deal with the living part of their target.

      She tried to slow her breathing and look calm, at least for the others. The more nervous she was, the more glad she was that she was doing this in place of one of the others. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust them; she just didn’t want to expose them to this kind of danger. She tried to imagine Kim getting ready for a job like this, and the very thought sent a pang of guilt through her chest.

      After what felt like at least half an hour, but what was almost certainly only a few minutes, Saber returned through the archway and headed over to where the others had congregated out of the way of passersby. She happily held up what looked like a diamond-encrusted cigar lighter, and Maaya quickly slipped it into her pocket.

      “Success! Now it’s your turn. Lead him into the hall like this one on the other side and give it back to him. Try to stall at least a minute or two just in case. When you’re done, head out the exit on your side and meet us around back.”

      “Are you guys going to be okay?” Maaya asked, looking at the others in turn.

      “Yeah! You’re the one who’s gonna be alone, I’m more worried about you,” Kalil said.

      “If you’re more than just a few minutes we’ll come in after you, okay?” Kim added reassuringly.

      Maaya tried to smile, then faced the ghost.

      “All right. I’m ready. Show me who I’m after.”

      Saber led Maaya over to the archway and concealed herself partially behind the wall as she pointed out the man, no doubt trying her best to avoid being spotted by the ghost. It took Maaya a moment, but then she spotted him. He was a tall and imposing man dressed in a black suit, navy blue button-down shirt, and maroon tie that had been slightly loosened. His hair was dark and slicked back, though much of it had begun to come out of its hold and fall around his ears. A bowler hat the same color as his tie rested on one of the gambling tables next to him. The man seemed to be in good spirits, and his booming laugh and loud voice drowned out the voices of those seated nearby; they looked slightly uncomfortable, as though they sat near him either out of some hope of gaining favor or because they had no other choice.

      “Good luck, my dear,” Saber said confidently. “You’ve got this.”

      Maaya took another slow breath, willing her anxiety to abate enough to at least let her speak, then stepped out into the main hall.

      The smell of smoke was even worse here, and it stung her eyes. She fought the urge to cough. She had to looked like she belonged, though she wasn’t sure how anyone could belong in a place like this.

      The closer she got to the man, the more she realized just how tall he was. The man dealing cards at the table came up to his shoulders if Maaya was being generous, and she knew she would have to stand on tiptoe to touch his chin. He wasn’t the lanky sort of tall, either; from his build, she guessed he had done heavy manual labor before his sudden luck at the tables hit.

      So distracted was she by the man’s size that she almost didn’t notice the ghost next to him. She was a smaller woman with thick wavy black hair and a stern and calculating demeanor, dressed in a laborer’s smock, a wrinkled white tunic, and old slacks. She must had been at least forty, though the unkind years made her look at least five years older than that.

      The ghost remained motionless at the man’s side for a few moments, and then she moved quickly around the table, peering at each person’s cards in turn. The man stared thoughtfully at his own, but Maaya could tell he wasn’t actually focused on them. The ghost returned and whispered something in his ear, and the man boomed, “Call!”

      Maaya didn’t know what that meant, but it must have been a good thing. She wondered if she should wait until the game was over, but then realized she probably wouldn’t know when that was. Besides, the longer she stood there awkwardly, the more likely it was that someone would notice her. She felt in her pocket to make sure the lighter was still there, its diamonds scratching at the skin on her fingers. Then she mustered up all her courage and cleared her throat.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      Her voice was quieter than she’d intended and trembled a little. The man didn’t seem to notice, but out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the ghost look her way. The ghost softly nudged the man’s arm, and he looked around in confusion for a moment before looking down at Maaya. Though he didn’t look unfriendly, the fact that he was now focused on her made her want to run away in terror.

      “I don’t need any more drinks, thank you. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Oh, I’m not here about drinks, sir. I wanted to let you know that someone found something of yours and turned it into the lost and found. If you’ll follow me I can make sure you get it back.”

      The man frowned.

      “Something of mine, hm? What is it? I’m not missing anything.”

      “They said it was a lighter, I think,” Maaya said.

      “Ah, but I have my lighter right... right...” The man fumbled in his coat pocket, his expression slowly growing more concerned. “Now how in the world...? I must have not put it back in my pocket right earlier.”

      “Don’t worry, it’s safe. Is now a good time?” Maaya asked, reasonably sure that she was visibly shaking with nerves.

      “If it’s quick,” the man said, then stood up from the table. “Hold just a minute, would you? I seem to have dropped that new lighter I just bought.”

      The dealer didn’t look pleased, but also didn’t seem to want to argue, and so he only gave a curt nod. Maaya could feel his suspicious gaze on her back as she turned toward the hallway.

      “Didn’t even know this place had a lost and found. Guess it’s good for me,” the man said, a hint of irritation in his voice.

      Maaya was about to respond when she heard Saber’s voice next, cutting so suddenly and sharply across the room that Maaya nearly jumped out of her skin.

      “Hey! You at the table! Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      Maaya didn’t dare look back; she would have to trust that Saber would be able to do her part. At the very least, the ghost didn’t seem to be following her or her partner, and for now, that would have to do.

      Maaya walked through the archway and took a few steps down the hall so they were no longer in sign of the main room, and far enough away from the men’s washroom that no one coming in or out paid them a second glance.

      “So, where is this lost and found?” the man asked apprehensively.

      Maaya’s breath caught in her throat. The man seemed to take up the entire width of the hall, and he would easily be able to press the flat of his palms against the ceiling, even if it wasn’t terribly tall. She desperately hoped she could get through this without getting on his bad side.

      “Well, there’s no specific place, exactly,” Maaya said, thinking of one of the excuses she’d come up with on the way over. “It was handed to one of the employees and then I was asked to give it back to you. Let my grab it...”

      Maaya put her hand into her pocket and took out the lighter. Her hands were shaking so badly she nearly dropped it.

      “Careful with that!” the man snapped suddenly. “Do you have any idea how much I paid for that? Those are real diamonds!”

      “I-I’m sorry sir,” Maaya said, her voice cracking. “I know this is importan—”

      “Why did you have it in your pocket? And why take me into this hall to give it back to me?” the man continued, looking at least slightly placated as he swiped the lighter from her hands.

      “It looks very valuable, so I wanted to give it to you away from a bunch of other people. Just for safety,” Maaya continued. To her immense relief, the man nodded.

      “That’s smart. It’s worth more than anything else I’ve ever bought put together. Best if thieves don’t know I’ve got it. Say, why are you shaking so much?”

      Maaya gulped.

      “Health condition, sir,” Maaya answered. That was usually enough to get people to stop asking questions. To be fair, she thought, this panic was definitely affecting her health.

      “Well enough then. Thank you for bringing this back to me. You know, I’m feeling generous tonight; I’ve won plenty of rial from the tables tonight, and...”

      Maaya was distracted by a sudden glow. Before she could stop herself, her eyes flicked to the source of the light—and she found herself staring right at the man’s dead partner.

      “That’s about what I thought,” the ghost said knowingly, staring right at Maaya. “Really now. I’m a known cheater and I specialize in keeping track of entire tables of people. You thought I wouldn’t notice your ghost friend stealing something from my partner?”

      “You all right?” the man asked, and Maaya looked quickly back at him. She tried to say something, but realized too late that she was too petrified to utter a word. “Hmph. Well, if that’ll be all, I need to get back to the game.”

      “Oh, uh, wait! Please,” Maaya stammered. Though things were very clearly not going according to plan, Maaya had to assume the others were thinking of a way to deal with it, and she knew she had to continue doing her part. The tall man looked back at her impatiently. “I was just wondering, uhm... well... is gambling fun?”

      She winced even as the words came out of her mouth. Was gambling fun? No, Maaya, it was terrible, which was why this man spent hours and hours every night doing it. Her inner criticism slowly took on Saber’s sarcastic tone, and it was so effective that Maaya had to fight the urge to apologize for the crime of letting her words be vocalized.

      The man raised an eyebrow.

      “Fun enough if you win. Which I do. Don’t you work here? Shouldn’t you know anything at all about gambling?”

      “Oh, no, I don’t work here,” Maaya answered.

      He narrowed his eyes.

      “You don’t work here but you had my lighter in your pocket?”

      Maaya’s mind blanked as she realized too late the corner she had talked herself into.

      “I... well, someone else turned it in, I was just passing it along—”

      “How did they let you take it? That’s horribly irresponsible. I’m going to have a word with the owner after I finish my game. You, come with me. I want them to explain themselves with you present.”

      That was what Maaya had been dreading. He wasn’t supposed to want her to stay. That couldn’t happen. Not now. They were supposed to escape. She couldn’t be trapped.

      “Actually, I really have to get going, it’s—”

      “No you don’t. This seems awfully suspicious. What actually happened? Did you steal it from me and then give it back hoping for a reward?”

      “Huh? No! I don’t want anything, I just wanted to give it back to—”

      “Some story. This reflects poorly on you and on this establishment. And you’re keeping me from my game.”

      The ghost next to him smiled calmly at Maaya.

      “Oh dear. You’re in a little trouble, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t want to keep you. I’ll just leave so you can—”

      “Nonsense. Come with me. Don’t back away now, come on.”

      Maaya instinctively pulled back as the man reached for her, his hand almost the length of her entire forearm. She thought frantically of anything she could say or do to escape, but she was in trouble, and she knew it. They would be heading back into the main room with even more attention on them than before where he would demand an explanation from the owner, which in turn would expose her entire scheme in a place she couldn’t possibly escape from.

      Then, suddenly, the door at the end of the hall opened with a loud clang. Saber and the others hurried their way down the hall toward them, and Maaya, taking advantage of the distraction, backed safely out of the tall man’s reach.

      “There you are,” Kalil said sternly, putting himself between Maaya and the man and turning his back to him. “Boss has been looking all over for you. You’re on your last warning, you know that.”

      “I—huh??” Maaya uttered, completely confused. At Saber’s meaningful look, however, she continued, “O-oh, sorry. I got distracted talking to the nice man.”

      “One more screwup and you’re out, that’s what boss lady said,” Kalil continued. As confident as he was, and as relieved as Maaya was to see him, she couldn’t help but notice that the man still completely dwarfed him. Kalil turned to face him, suddenly looking apologetic. “I’m sorry she’s taken up your valuable time, sir. She’s known for getting distracted and talking to customers.”

      “Customers? Do you work here after all, then?” the man asked suspiciously.

      Before she could answer, Kalil interjected, turning back to face Maaya.

      “Were you lying again, too? Good grief. You’re going to get us all in serious trouble.”

      “You know, I don’t appreciate being ignored,” Saber said crossly, speaking past the man to his partner. “I called for you several times.”

      “And I saw a trick a mile away. You must think so little of me,” the other ghost answered.

      “Kind of, yeah,” Saber said blankly.

      “Consider yourselves lucky I can’t speak to him, or I would tell him of this trick as well,” the ghost continued.

      “I’m sure he’ll be able to cope with the emotional distress with the loads of rial you’re getting for him.”

      “Anyway, we’ll take this one back and give her a stern talking to. If she doesn’t get us all canned,” Kalil continued crossly.

      “Hmm. Yes, you should. I’ll have you know, as a regular customer, I’m very disappointed to hear this is how your workplace is operated. Handing expensive belongings off to employees like this,” the man sniffed, and he spoke with such disdain that for a moment Maaya considered herself lucky to be unemployed.

      “I completely understand, sir. We’ll take your feedback to the top; we want to keep you happy,” Kalil said smoothly. “I apologize again. We’ll be out of your way.”

      “Yes, you’d best be.”

      “Kalil, don’t forget the light,” Saber whispered, as though afraid the man might overhear. Kalil looked momentarily confused, then grinned.

      “Oh yeah. Sir, please be careful, one of the light bulbs just there has been acting up.”

      “Hmm? Where?”

      “Just behind you there, if you look—”

      Just as the man turned his head, Sovaan and Kim pulled out blood cards hidden within their coats and threw them swiftly at the ghost. She barely had time to react before vanishing in a cloud of sparks.

      The man jumped back in alarm, raising his hands defensively, then whirled around in anger.

      “What kind of—?!”

      “I’m terribly sorry, we’ll get maintenance on that right away,” Kalil said, already ushering Maaya and the others down the hall toward the exit.

      Maaya didn’t breathe until they were outside, where the man’s furious protests were cut off as the door swung quietly shut behind them.

      In the quiet of the night, the five friends stared at each other.

      “Did we just... pull that off?” Kim asked.

      “Yes you did! Excellent, excellent work, all of you,” Saber exclaimed. “Things didn’t quite go according to plan, but you all adapted on the fly as best I could hope. That goes for you too, Maaya. I’m so sorry for putting you in that position, but you managed to hold out all the same.”

      “Barely,” Maaya mumbled. “That was terrifying. So, so terrifying.”

      In response, Kalil stepped closer to her and put a protective arm around her shoulder. She hoped he couldn’t feel her trembling.

      “We wouldn’t leave you behind. We’re all in this together, yeah? You’re all right now.”

      Maaya nodded gratefully, then steeled herself.

      “We’re not quite done yet. The last step is getting home safe, and I think we should get going before anything else happens. Sovaan?”

      “Follow me!” the younger boy said, looking all too eager to leave.

      

      Later, near midnight, while Kim, Kalil, and Sovaan sat near the fire as they wound down for bed, Saber floated over to Maaya and nodded toward the door.

      “Can we go out for a bit?”

      Maaya looked up in surprise from where she sat staring out the window into the empty night.

      “Sure. Everything all right?”

      “Oh yeah. I just want some best friend time.”

      Maaya smiled and went to grab her coat and shoes, and then, after a moment’s thought, took up her libris cards as well. They came in handy for more than just hunting ghosts.

      “Where are you two going?” Kalil asked as Maaya opened the door.

      “Just getting some fresh air. Don’t worry; we wouldn’t go ghost hunting without you,” Maaya assured them.

      “Are you sure you’re all right to go out so soon? Don’t you want to rest?” Kim asked worriedly.

      “I’m fine! I promise. Besides, Saber’s here with me.”

      “And I’ll be here with you three if you don’t get to bed soon,” Saber added pointedly.

      “Yes mum,” the others called back in unison.

      After the door closed behind them, Maaya reached into her card pouch and pulled out one of her purple augments, then applied it to her leg. As soon as it took effect, she used her extra strength to leap up onto the roof.

      Saber joined her, and soon they were making their way quickly and quietly across the rooftops of their neighborhood. As they moved farther, Maaya spotted an old water tower near the town walls. She climbed it quickly and effortlessly until she stood upon the very top. She let the glowing purple lines fade immediately, not wanting to use too much of her strength or be spotted by anyone.

      Saber settled herself down next to Maaya, her white robes elegantly fluttering out around her. Maaya scooted closer until they were shoulder to shoulder, looking out across the town. From where they were, it didn’t look as bad as Maaya knew it could be. She could see much of the town from here, all the way over to the brightly glowing lights of the inner corridors and shops where wealthy people spent their time. She wished she could see more of the stars; if she had to look at anything here, that’s what she wanted it to be.

      “So I have questions about your love life,” Saber said suddenly, and this caught Maaya by such surprise that she burst out laughing.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah! We haven’t really talked about it, have we? I mean, I knew you had a thing for... well, at least one person, even if you’ll never admit it to me. But have there been others? Any relationships from the pre-Saber era?”

      “I was thirteen when I met you!” Maaya said.

      “You’re dodging the question, which means you have a lot of history you aren’t sharing with me,” Saber continued slyly. “I’m guessing you had a secret boyfriend or something, and sure, maybe it only lasted a week because you were just kids goofing around, but—”

      “No! No, absolutely not,” Maaya protested, flustered. “First of all, no boys. I’ve only ever liked girls.”

      “Gotcha. So a secret girlfrie—”

      “Hush, I’m explaining,” Maaya interrupted with a glare, and the ghost beamed. “Honestly, I haven’t talked about it much because there just... isn’t much to talk about. There was one girl I had kind of a crush on in the few months before I left the orphanage but I never got the chance to talk to her. I didn’t know how and I was afraid she would think I was too weird. I guess I’ve just always had to focus so much on staying alive that I wouldn’t know what to do with love if it came my way.”

      “Boo. That’s disappointing, but understandable,” Saber said with a dramatic sigh. “And to think I traveled all this way in hopes of juicy gossip.”

      “You make your own gossip. Remember you teasing me about Bindhiya?” Maaya said.

      “I had to! It’s not like you were doing anything yourself. Anyway, you’re in a different spot now than you were before. Have you given much thought to it since?”

      “A little,” Maaya answered quietly, staring out over the lights of Sark below. “I think it would be nice someday. I have to admit I, erm... I daydream about it sometimes.”

      “Oho? Do tell,” Saber said, grinning.

      “It’s never anything very specific,” Maaya said, feeling her cheeks burning. “I just think about someone coming along who likes me and who doesn’t hate what I am. Then she takes me away from Sark forever and we go somewhere beautiful and I feel safe and loved.”

      “Darling, I’ve been trying to take you away from Sark for years now; if this lover girl of yours wants to get you outside these walls she’s going to have to pick you up and carry you.”

      “That’s usually part of the daydreams too, yeah.”

      Maaya caught Saber’s eye, and they both laughed.

      “You’ll find her. I know you will,” Saber said.

      The ghost leaned back until she was lying flat on her back, and Maaya lay next to her, both of them staring quietly up at the stars.

      “What about you? Who do you like?” Maaya asked after a minute.

      “Oh dear. That’s a tough one,” Saber said thoughtfully. “Sark isn’t exactly full of people I’d leap to ask out. I suppose I really haven’t thought of it much either. Finding out I’m dead, helping you with all your adventures... it’s kept me just a little occupied.”

      “Hey, I told you something,” Maaya complained.

      “Fine, fine. I could see myself dating Roshan.”

      Maaya scoffed.

      “You? With Roshan?”

      “What, is he not good enough for me?”

      “Actually I was thinking the other way arou—ow!”

      The girls giggled and shoved each other playfully before returning to rest.

      “Really, it hasn’t crossed my mind,” Saber continued once they’d settled down. “I’m not sure if I feel that way about people or if I just haven’t met enough to know for sure. I’ve been thinking my brain just isn’t wired for romantic or sexual attraction. I’ve never felt any inclination toward either. Then again, you know what I think about the living in general, so I wholly admit to some bias.”

      “I remember when you first appeared, you were so hopeful and optimistic and made fun of me for being a grump,” Maaya said airily.

      “Yes, and then I spent the next few years watching the people of this town talk down to you, deprive you of a home, food, and a place to sleep, then wrapped it all up by trying to kill you,” Saber replied darkly. “It didn’t take long to see what they were like and why you hated it here. Now I’m pretty sure I hate this place more than you do.”

      “Honestly, maybe. I feel like I’ve kind of accepted it. I don’t know if that’s good or bad. And hey, things are getting better, aren’t they? You’ve said it yourself; look where we are now!”

      Saber sat up and brushed a few stray hairs from Maaya’s face.

      “Right you are. And I think that’s why I started thinking about love. It seems like yet one more way you can start to move on from this old life of yours. It’s one thing you can start to focus on now that the rest of your life is stabilizing.”

      “There’s still a lot I have to figure out before I can think too much about love.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like how to talk to girls in the first place!” Maaya said.

      “Ah, that’s not too hard,” Saber said. “I know there’s a lot of pressure to get everything right, be funny and confident, say all the right stuff... ignore all that. Go in acting like you’re just meeting a new friend, come what may. You know how to do that. It’s the same thing.”

      “And after that?” Maaya asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I don’t know! Do I look like I’ve been in a relationship before?” Saber teased. “Win her over by being yourself. I know you to be kind, generous, intelligent, thoughtful...”

      “Completely tongue tied around cute girls, a nervous wreck, quite possibly a witch...” Maaya continued, unable to hide her smile.

      “Right. You just need to get started on something you’re passionate about. Get to talking about the injustices of the world or how much you love your family or anything else that gets you going and lights a spark in your heart. Before you know it, you’ll feel ready to give her everything you have and everything you are, because if you can love all those other things so intensely, you’ll know you can do the same for her. A girl who can appreciate your passion is someone you’ll want to keep around, and you’ll feel it, too. You’ll slowly go from being shy and uncertain to offering to set the world ablaze just so you can watch the fire dance in her eyes.”

      Maaya stared.

      “I’m not sure if I should be happy you’re helping me or totally jealous you can come up with something like that on the spot.”

      “Both. A little competition will help you improve,” Saber winked. “Besides, you know I am always open to helping you practice, darling.”

      “I think your passion might be a little overwhelming.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I can be passionate in other ways, too,” Saber added, trailing a delicate finger down Maaya’s cheek, and then cackled as Maaya quickly scrambled to her feet, looking very flustered. “The look on your face! You are too easy.”

      “How about you just do all the talking for me since you’re so good at all this?” Maaya grumbled.

      “I’m not sure you’d like that very much, but tell you what: when we manage to find a girl who falls in love with you who can also see me, I’ll give it a shot.”

      Maaya giggled.

      “I’m sure there are hundreds of girls just like that out there, if not thousands.” She was silent for a moment, the continued, “Speaking of talking about personal things... how are you feeling lately? About your memory?”

      Saber sighed, and Maaya wondered if she shouldn’t have asked.

      “Honestly? Bitter. I thought I might feel better about it with time, but if anything, it’s gotten worse. It’s just unfair that everyone else gets to know who they are and where they come from. I don’t even remember my name. My past is a blank slate, and frankly, I’ve come to hate it. I try to console myself by accepting the futility of hoping for answers someday, but it is... not effective.”

      “I’m sorry. I really hope someday we’ll be able to figure it out. But if not... I hope you can be happy the way you are. I can’t pretend to know what you’re feeling, but I guess I’ve been thinking that... maybe you can build your own history now, you know?”

      Saber smiled.

      “You’re more of an optimist than you give yourself credit for. I don’t know if I’ll be able to do that, but it’s something to work toward. Sorry to drag things down, but... thanks for listening.”

      After a few more minutes spent in silence looking out over the town, they started home, Maaya suddenly wanting nothing more than to get under her warm blankets and fall asleep until the afternoon.

      When she landed carefully on the street near her front door, however, her purple libris augments vanishing from her limbs, she saw a ghost standing nearby. When he caught sight of her movement out of the corner of his eye, he turned and smiled.

      It was Manoj.

      “Good to see you. I’m sorry for calling so late. How are you?” the ghost said, extending a hand. Maaya took it. It had been a long time since she’d seen the ghost she had first met so many years ago, and she wondered might bring him to her doorstep at such a late hour.

      “I’m doing okay, all things considered. I was just looking to get to sleep, but I can talk. Do you need something?” Maaya returned, feeling mildly impatient. She quite liked the ghost, but this wasn’t a good time for catching up.

      “I’ll do my best to keep it short,” Manoj said apologetically. “I’ve heard a lot about you since we last spoke. Word travels fast even among the dead, and I’ve heard of your... unique abilities. But, lest I prattle on... you remember my great grandson?”

      “I do. How is he?” Maaya asked. As if sensing the sensitivity of the subject, Saber floated through the wall into the house.

      “He’s... well, he’s passed on. It happened several weeks ago. He went peacefully in his sleep; we could all be so lucky,” Manoj said wistfully, and Maaya suddenly felt a pang of guilt at her impatience. “I’ve been wandering the town since; once I made sure he was respectfully taken care of, I couldn’t bear to be there a moment longer.”

      “Oh... I’m so sorry,” Maaya answered quietly, averting her eyes. “I know you worried about him.”

      “I did, but now I needn’t worry any longer. It’s a funny thing, for the dead to mourn those who came after them. A funny thing to find out the dead can still feel pain,” Manoj continued, and his voice cracked on this last word. “I’ve spent the last few weeks thinking. Now there’s nothing that holds me here I could travel the world and see all the sights I never could before.”

      “You definitely could. Being dead doesn’t have to mean being stuck,” Maaya said encouragingly.

      “True, true. And I thought the change of scenery could do me well.”

      “That’s what Saber and I usually recommend... have you come to say goodbye?”

      “In a manner of speaking. To that end, I have a favor to ask of you.” Manoj bit his lip and clasped his hands in front of him. “No matter where I walk or what I see, my thoughts always come back to my family. I was reluctantly content to remain here in this world while at least one of my own remained, and because I thought I had no other choice. I avoided thinking about what I would do when he passed. Travel, perhaps... but mine is a pain I fear won’t leave me be no matter where I go. All the beauty of a world won’t help me if it’s in a world I don’t want to be in anymore.”

      Maaya’s eyes widened slightly as she began to understand.

      “But... I mean, everyone feels sad after someone they love dies, right? But it gets better with time. You heal and move on.”

      Manoj shook his head.

      “For the living, perhaps. But for us, there is solace and pain alike in knowing that an afterlife exists. The dead who still walk this world are the unlucky few who never made it to where we should be. Every death we see is a reminder that they go where we cannot follow. Death has brought my family peace, but has left me behind. It didn’t finish its job, and so I existed long enough to watch my bloodline’s slow and bitter end. Now it is with the greatest respect and regret that I now come to you... to ask you to finish the job death left incomplete.”

      Maaya’s breath caught in her throat. She thought he might be going there, but she still wasn’t prepared for it. How could she be for something like this? Manoj wasn’t exactly a friend—more an acquaintance she quite liked—but she still felt the urge to refuse. He wasn’t causing trouble. He wasn’t mean and he wasn’t haunting anyone. It wasn’t her place to do something like this. Not when asked.

      The more she thought about it, the more she knew it didn’t make sense. If anything, she should have been more open to the idea when ghosts came and asked politely for it rather than making her chase them down after causing trouble. It was their right to ask. Why should she not help those who wanted it? Why would she prefer to go after those who didn’t?

      She had easily justified it to herself in the past by thinking that the dead simply didn’t belong. There were worlds for the living and for the dead; none were supposed to stay behind. And while she was begrudgingly tolerant of many—she didn’t see it as her place to rid the world of ghosts, after all—this thought made it easier for her to justify sealing the dead when there was no other way. But this was different.

      She realized she’d heard of this problem before. The townspeople often gossiped about the “eccentric” doctors who would see those who were terminally ill and in pain, and how they would ease their patients’ suffering by helping them pass on quickly and painlessly. How they would, in essence, take a life that by all accounts wasn’t ready to be taken, save only for the willingness of the participant. She had heard more than one spirited debate on the subject. On one hand, what right had a doctor to go against their oath and directly do harm, if not outright commit murder? On the other, if the person themselves wanted it, and the doctor was the only one who could help them, why should they be forbidden?

      Maaya had never given that debate much thought. She was as close to becoming a doctor as she was to being wealthy enough to afford to see one, so regardless of her circumstances, she had thought she would never find herself in such a position.

      So she had thought.

      “I... apologize, sincerely,” Manoj added, seeing the troubled look on Maaya’s face. “One of the reasons I didn’t come to you sooner is because I was pained by the thought of the dilemma I would surely subject you to. This is a heavy ask, but you are the only person I know capable of fulfilling my heart’s greatest desire.”

      Maaya stammered aimlessly for a moment, then fell silent. There was nothing she could say, no question she could ask, no way to make him change his mind. He had given his reasons, and they were absolutely fair. With the last of his family gone, he was left to remain alone in a world that could not see or hear him, and if not for Maaya, would be forced to endure until the end of days while the rest of his family, generations upon generations, lay at peace, waiting for him in vain.

      She had seen what became of ghosts left to wander. And while she didn’t know Manoj as well as she would have liked, the thought of this happening to him nearly brought her to tears where she stood.

      “It’s something I have to think through, that’s for sure,” Maaya said slowly, letting out a shuddering breath. “But I’ll deal with that later. For now, I... I’ll do it.”

      A look of intense relief passed over Manoj’s face, and he let out a short laugh.

      “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear this. I was afraid you might... well, that’s not important. Ah, to think how suddenly close I am to seeing them all. I’ll be able to tell them everything. I’ll tell them of you, certainly.”

      “How do you know you’ll be able to tell them? I mean... how do you know what that world is like?” Maaya asked, partly to distract herself as she took a blood card from the pouch on her arm.

      “I can feel it,” Manoj answered softly. “I suppose because part of me is already there. I’ve a foot in the door, as it were. I can see through the window, I just can’t get into the room. Not until now. You know... I think you’d like my family,” he continued, smiling kindly at her. “All of them, really. At least the ones I knew and got to watch over.”

      “I’m sure I would,” Maaya answered, just as she felt a tear drip down her cheek. “I know we didn’t get to talk a lot; I wish I would have tried to see you more. You were so nice to me, even from the beginning when you saw what I was doing. You had every right to hate me, but you didn’t.”

      “Not at all, not at all,” Manoj said consolingly, and he stepped forward, giving Maaya a gentle hug. “There was a time I might have, but I’ve come so far since then. You can’t grow old without empathy. That’s why it makes me so happy to see where you’ve come since then. I have a feeling you’re going to be all right.”

      “I, uhm... I’m going to miss you,” Maaya sniffed, unable to meet Manoj’s eyes.

      “And I you. But knowing what we know, there aren’t really goodbyes, are there? With that in mind... I will see you again someday. I have no doubt we’ll have much to talk about.”

      “I’ll see you again,” Maaya uttered, her voice cracking. She held up her blood card, and after a moment’s hesitation, pressed it to Manoj’s arm. In an instant, the man disappeared, replaced by a flurry of bright red that, within moments, was gone.

      Maaya looked around at the now-empty street, remaining where she was just long enough to ensure no one had been watching her. She sat down in front of the door leading inside, her face in her palms, and cried.
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      October soon came, and with it, Halloween. Adelaide was typically more a fan of the winter holidays, but there was something beautiful about autumn and this particular holiday Adelaide couldn’t help but love. She wasn’t sure if it was seeing Levien decked out in Halloween decor or if it was the contagious enthusiasm of their crew, but she had easily agreed to prepare for some celebrations.

      And so, one night, the Windfire hove to a mile off the coast of Levien, the deck lit with a number of oil lamps that shone orange and black through tinted glass. Hay and pumpkins and other decorations lined the deck, and several tables had been set up on the main deck, full of delicious food. Despite the late hour, most of the crew was awake and enjoying the festivities. They had also been joined by a few guests, such as one Cymreiges Baughan, a friend of Inga’s who had taken to occasionally coming aboard when she happened to be in the same part of the world.

      Cymreiges looked like she had stepped out of another time, and if Inga’s assertion that she was a thousand years old held any water, then that was quite literally the case. The ghost was a tall and muscled woman, with strawberry-blonde hair woven into tight braids, pale skin, and a sleeveless tunic that exposed her scarred arms. Cymreiges told some of the most intriguing stories Adelaide had ever heard, such as the story of her own death, which had come at the hands of her own brother, who had been trying to save her from deadly creatures that lurked within a fog that rolled through their village. Adelaide had never heard of anything like it before, but something about the ghost’s delivery and calm confidence made her believe her instantly.

      Tonight was no different, and the deck was quiet and still as nearly the whole crew sat listening to her speak, enthralled by her soft but commanding voice.

      “It was a beautiful town with cobblestone streets, houses made of deep red brick and roofs made of thatch, and trees of eternal autumn. A night like this, so rare and fleeting now, was every night there. It was separate from much of the world, but a comfortable place nonetheless. It was the kind of town where everyone knew each other; there were perhaps five hundred people there, and their families had been there for generations. The man I knew, Jukka, and his wife, Nel, were expecting, and everyone was overjoyed. They had two children already, and one more would be a welcome addition to the family.

      “But there was a strangeness upon the town. Some called it a plague. Others suspected ill omens and demons. People began to die, and die horribly. Morning’s light brought death with it. When families went to fetch water from the well, their buckets came back filled with blood. Hunters told tales of the heads of their prey hung on their walls coming to life and cackling through the night. Others spoke of a single candle that seemed to wander down the dark streets at night, and that death came in its wake. Where once there was safety and calm, now the town’s inhabitants knew only fear.

      “Slowly, resolutely, they began to move away. Five hundred became four hundred, then three, then two. After only two years, there was only one street of people left. And then they too fled. All save for Jukka and his family. The streets, which had for so long been filled with children’s laughter and the chatter of neighbors, were now empty and silent, with only boarded windows and doors to watch over them.

      “But Jukka was a determined one. He did not want to leave, and he wanted a normal life for his children. His youngest, a son named Arin, was healthy and strong, and he loved their town, and never questioned why they were alone. As he got older, he and his sisters explored the abandoned homes of the town against their parents’ wishes, making up stories of those who had lived there before, for they were all too young to remember who had once been. They would play in the golden leaves and run down to the river, skipping stones and trying to catch fish with their bare hands. And for a time, there was peace. The well gave them clear water, the woods gave them meat, and all the while, Jukka and Nel lived happily, wondering often if their neighbors of old would ever return.

      “One day, Arin was exploring an old house on the edge of town on his own, and he stumbled across a curious circle drawn in red on the floor. There were all sorts of designs he did not recognize, and it was surrounded by candles that had long since burned out. A thick coat of dust blanketed the room, but he was not deterred. He took a match from his pocket and lit the candles, curious to see what might come of it. When nothing happened, he left, disappointed, but too quickly, for behind him he would have seen the sign.

      “That night, his eldest sister died, every bone in her body broken to pieces. Jukka locked every door and window that night, but the next eldest daughter was found dead the next morning, a sight even more gruesome than before. Horrified and furious, Jukka stayed up all night to watch the door as his wife and son slept safely upstairs. He thought he noticed a light outside, but by the time he went to look, it was gone.

      “When the sun rose, he felt victorious, thinking he had lasted the night and bested their attacker, but then his son’s screams made him bolt upstairs. There he found Nel, lying on her bed that was soaked through with blood. Her face, which Jukka so often looked upon with nothing but love and fondness, had been torn away, ripped off as if by the claws of a demon. Jukka fell into a rage, stopped only by the sight of Arin, who seemed paralyzed with grief. Arin confessed he thought he had done wrong, that he had brought this rage and death upon them. When Jukka told him this could not be possible, Arin took him to see the circle.

      “When Jukka saw the circle, surrounded by candles that had somehow remained lit, he turned to his son to ask how this was possible, just in time to see the boy’s eyes glow red. Arin vanished into the darkness, his laughter echoing through the long-abandoned house. Something broke within Jukka then, and he walked slowly to the well in the center of town, not looking back despite the footsteps he heard behind him. He stood at the edge, his fingers feeling the stones worn smooth over the centuries... and then he flung himself into the deep. The last thing he saw as he floated in the water far below, his body bloody and broken, was the light above slowly fading as the well cover was dragged shut.”

      The deck remained silent for a full minute after she finished speaking, and the silence was broken only by Engström, who made a sound that sounded like a mix of awe and disgust.

      “I give up then! No beating that. My story was going to be about a ghost who jumped out and scared people.”

      This broke the spell upon the crew, and they burst into laughter, which faded into enthusiastic applause as Cymreiges took a seat.

      “I need a breather after that. Anyone want me to grab them anything?” Adelaide asked as she got to her feet.

      “One of those cupcakes! The orange ones. Actually, two cupcakes,” Halvar requested.

      “Another chicken leg if you please, Captain!” Brahe added.

      “The sugar’s going to keep you up all night, Halvar,” David grunted from his seat next to the lieutenant.

      “Aye, maybe. That might give me enough time to think of a better story. No way I’m doing better without.”

      Adelaide grabbed some food from the tables, then made a third plate for herself before returning to the others. She wanted to try to do celebrations like this more often, she thought, even if there wasn’t necessarily a cause for them. It was nice to simply have everyone together as the group of friends they were and to enjoy that time together. For her part, Adelaide felt almost entirely relaxed. They were having some unapologetic fun, and after they’d been through that year, they all deserved it.

      Only one thing kept her from total comfort, and that was the thought of returning to town the next morning. It had been two months since she had sent her letter back home, and they hadn’t been in a position to check the mail for some time. She wondered if something would be waiting for her upon their return—and if so, what it would say.

      This apprehension must have been weighing on her more than she realized, because she quickly started feeling exhausted as the night wore on, and before long, she announced her intention to retire to bed.

      “Already?” Halvar complained.

      “It’s past midnight, we should frankly all be asleep,” David replied.

      “You ever hear that you’re no fun, Commander?”

      “Enough to embrace it. I already know you’ll be up all night, and I’m just grateful we don’t share quarters.”

      “We could always petition the captain; I know how she likes to spice things up now and then.”

      “You don’t want that kind of spice.”

      “I’m sure you meant that as a threat but that just sounded adorable.”

      “Guys, please,” Adelaide interrupted as the sailors around them laughed raucously. “You’ll sleep where you’re assigned, Halvar, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll do it quietly. David, please don’t threaten Halvar, even if I agree it’s totally justified.”

      This drew more laughter, and with this, Adelaide departed to bed with a grin. She entered her cabin and got dressed for bed, and even apprehension couldn’t stop sleep from taking her quickly.

      The next morning, however, she stood on deck, drumming her fingers impatiently on the railing. Every few minutes she would look up to scan the crowds on the docks for Gunnar, who had been sent to the post office, but he had yet to return.

      So impatient was she that she was just starting to make her way to the gangway so she could fetch the mail herself when she spotted Gunnar heading back toward the ship. Unable to wait any longer, she dashed out onto the docks; when she reached him, Gunnar looked entirely unsurprised, and couldn’t help but smile.

      “One letter for you, ma’am. From home.”

      “Thanks!” she answered quickly, then turned on her heel and made straight for her cabin. She didn’t even bother closing the door behind her as she strode to her desk, already tearing open the envelope and starting to read the letter within. It was surprisingly short, but that was Cajsa in a nutshell; brief, efficient, and blunt.

      

      Dear Adelaide,

      

      It was wonderful to hear from you. I’m thankful you decided to write us. I’m pleased to hear you are doing well. It’s always nice to hear from family in far-off places, and I suppose that includes you now. We can safely say you have seen more of Selenthia than we have, and I am glad that you can appreciate the value of travel.

      Things have been busy here, as they so often are, but now we have news we can officially share. Marit is getting married to a wonderful man she was introduced to some months ago. They’ve taken quite a liking to each other, and it wasn’t long before he proposed. Ordinarily these things would wait, but life never quite goes as planned. Marit has worked hard to establish herself in the family business, and forging this official connection will be invaluable for both her and the entire Sol family.

      We don’t yet have a wedding date set, but I expect we’ll have something established soon. Your father and I will be traveling soon, up to the northern province to take care of some business and talk to some family in the area to inform them of the news. I would like very much for you to be here for when we know more. Your sister misses you and has expressed her desire to see you again, and I said I would inform you as soon as I was able. Your father I miss you as well, and after we’ve spent so long apart and each worked at mutual understanding and respect, I hope you will come join us. This is something that benefits most from a family being together, and Marit would love to see you there for her.

      Be safe and well, and travel swiftly.

      

      Sincerely,

      Cajsa Sol

      

      Adelaide read the letter three times over, and by the time she decided to set it down, she realized her hands were trembling. She stood up and took a step back from the desk, pacing slowly as she tried to process what she had just read.

      Marit. Her little sister. Getting married.

      For some reason, this made her furious. Marit would only just be turning eighteen. Everything she had ever known about Marit told her she would never do something like this. Then there was what her mother had written in the letter, about how Marit had been “introduced to” this young man, whoever he was, which was the nice way of saying her parents had tried to set her up with someone.

      How little things changed after all, Adelaide thought bitterly. How stupid she was to think they had changed after all. And could they in their right minds do such a thing? Had they learned nothing at all?

      She paused, another thought crossing her mind. Maybe Marit had agreed to this after all. Not only that, maybe she had suggested it. Maybe... Marit wasn’t quite how she remembered her. It had been just over two years since they had seen each other last. Who knew how Marit had grown in her absence? Who knew what had become necessary from her because of that absence?

      She sank back into her chair, entirely at a loss. When she had reached out, she hadn’t been expecting this. She had been expecting some dull letter filled with generally positive news and gossip, some sign that she was someone worth communicating with, but this? Something that was essentially a wedding invitation?

      The latter lay still on her desk, and she fought the urge to rip it up, to tear it to shreds and throw the scraps to the winds and never speak of it again. But she resisted. This was her sister. Regardless of what her parents were doing or had done, at the very least, she owed it to Marit.

      At least... she thought she did. Adelaide couldn’t help but think that Marit hadn’t reached out even once during these long years. Even her parents had done more than that.

      With a sigh, she pushed herself up again. At the very least, her officers needed to know. Beyond that, they would go about their day as usual until Adelaide reached a decision. And she had a feeling that decision wasn’t going to come soon.

      

      Later that evening, after the sun had set and the Windfire was well on its way to a town in northern Selenthia, Adelaide heard a knock at her cabin door as she was getting ready for bed. Expecting Theo or Inga, she opened the door quickly, and was surprised to see David standing across the threshold. His expression and stance contained none of his usual bluster, and he looked almost embarrassed to be seen there.

      “Evening. Do you, uh... am I interrupting anything?”

      “No, not at all. Do you need me for something?” Adelaide asked curiously.

      “I was wondering if we might talk.”

      “Of course. Come in.”

      David stepped in, and Adelaide closed the door quietly behind him before returning to her desk. The letter remained there where it had been all day, and as they had gone about their daily duties, Adelaide had returned to the cabin several times just to look at it again. She didn’t need to read it again; she knew what it said. She only had to look at it, to be reminded that it was real. To remind herself that she still had no idea what she was going to do.

      David sat down across from her, looking troubled. His eye caught the letter, and he looked grateful for the cue.

      “So... you decide what to do yet?”

      “Nope. It’s hopeless. I want to be there for my sister, but I also get the feeling my parents haven’t changed as much as I thought they did. It’s... complicated. But that’s trouble for another time. What did you want to see me about?”

      David stared at his knees, and Adelaide suddenly felt very worried. David wasn’t one to express trouble or show vulnerability like this.

      Finally, after nearly a full minute, he spoke.

      “I’d like to leave the ship, Captain.”

      Adelaide blinked.

      “You... what? Huh?”

      “I know. Look, it’s just that I... everyone here has been growing and improving and building bonds, and it’s wonderful, don’t get me wrong. These have been several years of excitement and adventure. But I’ve been getting the feeling that I’m not quite the best fit for this position anymore. I could do it still, but I’m afraid my heart wouldn’t be in it anymore. Actually, it’s more that... my heart is elsewhere. In Levien.”

      “Levien...? I’m not sure I understand. You like the city and you want to live there?”

      “Not the city. Someone who lives there,” David explained, looking incredibly embarrassed. “We met a year ago or so when I was in town running errands. Something clicked right away, and we’ve been in love ever since. I felt like I was starting to lose my sea legs before I met her, but she sealed the deal.” He looked up at her, determination etched in every line of his face and in his eyes. “I’d like to be with her. No more adventures, no more sailing, just... living. With her.”

      Adelaide stared back, stunned. She hadn’t been expecting this. The day was full of surprises. And to think this had been going on for a year and she’d had no idea. No one did. If anyone had any idea, the whole crew would have known about it before night’s end. He had kept this quiet for this long, and now he was coming to her.

      “I... see. Wow. That’s... not what I thought was coming.”

      “I’ve been told I’m good at keeping secrets. Perhaps too good.”

      Adelaide sat back in her chair, momentarily overwhelmed. She’d never considered the possibility of one of her officers leaving before. At least, not so soon. She thought she had plenty of time before she had to start considering that.

      But his request was fair. There was no way she could in good conscience deny him this. The only questioned remained how.

      “Well... if that’s what you want, we can make it happen,” she said slowly. “We can announce it to the crew and you can leave once we figure out—”

      “Respectfully, I want to ask that this doesn’t get out. This crew, they’re all good people, but they don’t have the right attitude for this. Not for me. I don’t want the fanfare. I want this kept quiet and polite, and knowing them, they’d get all riled up and obnoxious about it.”

      “You could just say Halvar’s name.” David laughed despite himself, and then Adelaide became serious again. “I understand. We can work with that, too. How about... next time we’re in Levien, you can get off with the rest to run errands, but I can find us an excuse to leave in a hurry? They’ll think you got left behind, but they’ll never know the real reason.”

      David nodded, his eyes full of gratitude and appreciation.

      “Aye. That would do well enough.” He stood up, and Adelaide joined him. He took her hand firmly and hers and shook it in a way that communicated what no words could. “I’m very thankful, Captain. I know I’m not the sort to talk of feelings and the like, but it has been nothing but a pleasure serving here with you and the others. And I promise not to be a stranger. Likewise, you’re welcome to see us once we get settled in. Maybe not the rest yet, but you’ll always have a home in mine.”

      “Thank you. It’s been an honor having you serve with me. If it weren’t for your help I don’t know how I could have gotten things off the ground. You’ve been a great help to me and the whole crew, and a good friend to all.”

      “I think Inga will make a fine commander, should she get the promotion. You and her have always had a closeness I could never manage, and I think it will be to everyone’s benefit. And again, I... I thank you, Captain.”

      “Always,” Adelaide answered, and then he was gone, back out into the night like he had never been.

      Adelaide, left alone, was left to her thoughts, which were now even busier than before. She almost welcomed the distraction, and forgot entirely about the letter and her sister’s upcoming marriage—at least, until she set eyes upon the letter again.

      She groaned, then plopped herself down on her bed. Why could these things never be easy? She had her family situation to deal with, and now she was going to be losing her first officer. That would be days and days away yet, but it was still another thing to think about.

      As she lay on her bed staring at the letter sitting on her desk, she tried to think about what Inga had asked her that was causing her so much grief.

      What did she want?

      It was harder than she ever thought to come up with an answer. She was good at many things, and she wanted to engage in all of them despite how Inga had said she needed to choose a particular path. And if there was some magical combination of these things, she wasn’t sure what it was. She couldn’t be a captain and a Krethan elite and a part of the Sol family all at once, especially with her family doing what it was. It was a shame, too. She felt like she had found something of a good mix. Maybe she was no elite, but she still protected people from the ghosts whenever she could. She wasn’t a part of the family business, but she was keeping contact with her family all the same. And all of this despite being an active captain of a Blackfin ship sailing under false pretenses so she could explore the world with her friends.

      She closed her eyes, wondering if this was really the wrench thrown into the gears she thought it was. When she thought of what she wanted in this case, she saw herself by her sister’s side. She felt that protective urge rise in her again, channeling her anger into action, something she could do to fight the problem she saw before her. She wasn’t sure if it was possible to protect Marit from this, nor if Marit even wanted her help. There were too many unanswered questions about all of this, and she had to admit it was largely her absence that was to blame. Plenty could happen in two years, after all.

      After a few more minutes spent agonizing, she got up, turned the letter face down, then extinguished her lamps. They had days to go until their destination. She hoped by then she would have an answer.

      

      Five days passed, and the Windfire pulled into port to deliver its cargo and receive more in turn. By some luck, the next charter had them traveling straight back to Levien after a small detour that would only take them a few days; David had said nothing about this at the time, but Adelaide caught the glint of excitement in his eye.

      The ship waited in port for about two hours as their new cargo was loaded up and their stores were replenished. She had watched this process play out many, many times before, and on any other day she would have been functioning on autopilot, making sure orders were taken care of, that their head count was complete, and that everything was in order before it was time to set out again.

      But today, she had an announcement to make.

      As David completed their head count and the crew made for their stations to get ready to depart, Adelaide spoke loudly before she could change her mind.

      “Okay guys, before we leave, I have to tell you all something.”

      The crew slowly gathered in front of the bridge, some coming up from below, and Adelaide almost changed her mind right then and there. But there was no denying the strength of her conviction, and it would be spoken. She had made up her mind.

      She drummed her fingers on the wheel for a moment, then stepped to the side, staring down at her crew. They all stood in silence, all eyes upon her, awaiting her orders.

      She took a moment to think about how she had gotten here, and how it was she had come to feel so comfortable in a position that only years before she would have sworn would drive her mad from fear. However she had done it, here she was. She wasn’t sure she would even recognize her younger self. Or perhaps she would take that girl under her wing, recognizing all the potential that lay within. After all, she thought, Adelaide wasn’t a new person. She was the same girl she’d always been. She had only grown.

      “As you may all have heard by now, because you are all incessant gossips, my dear younger sister is getting married,” Adelaide said, her strong voice cutting clearly through the silence. “I won’t bore you with the details, mostly because I don’t want to put you all through the same suffering I had to endure on my own.”

      “We’re forever grateful for your sacrifice, cap’n,” Halvar said with a courteous bow, and several sailors chuckled.

      “Don’t get too hopeful, Halvar, you’re the one who volunteered to forge my paperwork,” Adelaide said slyly. “That said, getting communication from my family is a rare event given our... we’ll call them disagreements. This means that it’s something extra important.”

      “Will you be leaving us for the occasion, ma’am?” Gunnar inquired.

      “Hardly. I’ve taken quite a liking to this ship and her crew. That and I don’t trust anyone else to run things. I love you all, but you’re a strange lot and I’m far too picky. I’d do nothing but worry.”

      “And we all care about your health,” Halvar added.

      “Would you like me to arrange correspondence in return? Perhaps something congratulatory in nature?” Inga asked.

      “That won’t be necessary. I’ll go in person and get that all over with,” Adelaide replied dismissively.

      “But you said you weren’t leaving us,” Brahe said slowly.

      “Just think for a moment, it shouldn’t take long,” Adelaide said smoothly.

      Sure enough, only a few moments later, Halvar let out a triumphant shout.

      “You mean to do both then!”

      “That I do.” Adelaide stood tall, staring down at the crew she had been through nearly four years of hell with. She had found a new appreciation for the word “family” out here with them, a group of people she hardly knew when they’d started off. But if anyone was family, it was them, and if anywhere was home, this was surely it. Still, she knew she had family whose roots delved somewhat deeper, and though their past hadn’t been smooth, she knew she finally had enough confidence in herself and who she was now to return without fear.

      Besides, it was high time the others had a chance to do the same.

      “What’s the plan?” David asked expectantly from her side.

      “We finish this delivery, and then we’re free to go. I know you must all be tired and homesick, and it’s been far too long since we’ve been on our home soil. You’ve all been brave and have done far more than I could ever ask of you. I want you to know how much I appreciate all of you,” Adelaide said, and then she raised her voice, calling out across the deck so not a soul would miss her words. “We’ve one last trip to make, and then we’ll start for home!”

      A tumult of joyous cries and hollers echoed across the deck and several caps were thrown into the air, followed by the immediate regretful scramble of those who hadn’t thought far enough ahead to plan for picking them up again in the midst of an excited crowd.

      “Your sister getting married, eh? And here we all thought you’d be first,” Halvar chuckled as he ascended the stairs with the other officers.

      “Me? Please. Not that I’m opposed, but if you can find me someone who can actually keep up with me, I’ll be genuinely surprised,” Adelaide replied.

      “I’ll be sure to keep an eye out, cap’n. Just you wait, they’ll end up right here on the Windfire when you least expect it,” Halvar winked.

      “I take it we’re headed straight for Levien with all possible speed, then?” David asked, and even he was grinning now.

      “That’s right. I don’t intend to be there long, but we need to finish up our business there. If this weather and wind keeps up we’ll be there in two days. Lay in a course for Levien, Commander, all sail.” Adelaide took a breath, relishing the fresh air and the anticipation of her trip to come. How quickly things changed. Her homeland was out there somewhere, and she had to admit even she was looking forward to her return. She also had the distinct feeling, though she would never be able to explain it, that things would be much different this time. “It’s been too long.”
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      Maaya awoke one afternoon to the sound of rain pattering gently against the window near her couch. The room was warm, and Maaya could feel the soft heat of the fireplace against her cheeks. The room was quiet save for an occasional scratching sound Maaya couldn’t identify, but one that was somehow comforting all the same. She felt vaguely hungry, but not quite enough to get her out of bed. The weather had been cooling down lately, and between that, the rain, the fireplace, and a general lack of responsibilities, Maaya found herself perfectly content to doze.

      Eventually, however, just enough doubt and anxiety worked its way in to her mind to cause her to open her eyes and slowly up. She heard noises from the table and looked over to see Kim scrambling to pick up something from the floor.

      “Oh! S-sorry, did I wake you?” the girl asked, clearly flustered.

      “Nope, don’t worry,” Maaya smiled. “What time is it? And where are the others?”

      “It’s almost four, though to look at the sky you’d think it was well into the evening. Saber took the boys out for a food run; they left an hour ago, so they should be back...”

      Maaya grimaced. That had probably been what kickstarted her anxiety so soon after waking; a quiet house was comforting, but during those times it meant that some or all of her friends were away, she found herself worrying until they came back.

      Another food run. They’d had to return to finding food on their own again. After another job Rahu wasn’t entirely pleased with, he’d decided to cut them off again, reminding Maaya once again how easy it was for him to do so. A simple change of mind, he said, and a family could starve. It was something she’d do well to remember, he told her. As if she could ever forget.

      She wondered if he had done it on purpose this time. Their job hadn’t been bad; it just hadn’t been perfect. Maybe he’d thought they were getting a little too comfortable, a little too independent. He never explained it that way to the others, of course; then his tone was of pure regret, which turned into him repeating the importance of a job well done. Doing things right meant a better world for people like them, after all. The work they were doing was far bigger than just a simple bit of food or pay, he claimed.

      It was all nonsense. Pride in one’s work was no replacement for the basic things a person needed to survive. She wanted to scream as she watched her friends accept this without a word, but she didn’t dare say anything. They didn’t need any additional trouble.

      When Saber came through the front door to unlock it and Kalil and Sovaan rushed in, Maaya breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Food runs could take a few minutes or over an hour, so she couldn’t exactly scold them for being late, but she felt tempted to try anyway.

      “I think we’ve got enough for tonight, maybe tomorrow. Enough to let us lie low and out of sight for the rest of the day, at least,” Saber said, folding her arms as she watched the boys start unlocking their pockets and packs on the table. “We won’t be feasting, but I think Sovaan has learned enough from Roshan that we can turn these into a few good meals.”

      “You didn’t run into any trouble, did you?” Maaya asked worriedly, coming over to the table to help sort the food. Kim headed upstairs with whatever she’d had in her hands, then quickly returned to do the same.

      “Not at all. We had it easy today, which is part of why we have so much here,” Saber explained. “The boys are getting better at moving around silently, too.”

      “What? It’s boring when we can’t talk,” Kalil said distractedly, setting aside two slim bags of naan. “Anyway, wouldn’t people be more suspicious of us if we were walking around trying to be quiet?”

      “The point is to not look like you’re trying.”

      “But look, we got plenty!” Sovaan jumped in. “And Saber even got a surprise for you.”

      “Oh?” Maaya said, her curiosity piqued.

      “Indeed I did,” the ghost replied, unable to hide her smile. She reached into one of Kalil’s bags and pulled out a bright red apple, holding it out to Maaya. “For my favorite person in the world.”

      Maaya’s eyes widened and she snatched the apple quickly, closing her eyes with joy as she bit into it. She knew Saber still didn’t understand her fascination, but her gratitude at Saber thinking to go out of her way to grab one for her anyway came second only to her happiness at this rare treat.

      “You’re so strange. Cute, but strange,” Saber snickered. “Are we still going out tonight?”

      “Definitely. Even if we’re safe here, I’m feeling restless,” Maaya answered. Between not having much work from Rahu and not hunting ghosts, she had started taking every other opportunity she could to get out of the house.

      That wasn’t to say the others didn’t sometimes go by themselves. The thrill of taking advantage of the night to use their magic and explore the town and do what the rest of the people in town could only dream of was too much to resist. They had asked her to come, but she couldn’t bring herself to. Not after what had happened with Manoj.

      She had thought about it almost every night since it happened, wondering if she had made the right decision or done the right thing. Some of the horror she had felt when she used her very first blood card on Len, the ghost who had almost gotten her killed, had returned with Manoj’s request, just... in a different way. And so she agonized over it night after night, weighing her options and going over pros and cons until she lost herself to sleep.

      Eventually, she realized, she was thinking about it all wrong. There was no right and wrong; the only decision she had to make was whether to honor a ghost’s request or not. The rest, all of it, was up to them. There was no way she could logic herself out of the heaviness of that reality. There were surely many ghosts out there who wanted what only Maaya and the others seemed to be able to offer, and though it hurt in ways she couldn’t describe, she knew she wouldn’t be able to refuse. So long as she used her libris, this would be something she more than likely would have to deal with again.

      She knew she had been hoping for too much for an easy answer to her dilemma when it came to ghosts, but she let those hopes live anyway. There was no point telling herself there were no easy answers here. After all, it seemed like she had yet to find any at all.

      Even once she felt better about it, she couldn’t bring herself to use libris again. At least not her blood cards. In the meantime, she gave vague excuses to the others as to why she didn’t feel like going out with them. This was yet another problem she didn’t want to expose them to. Not yet. She would have to process this on her own.

      For his part, Sovaan had started staying home as well, troubled, it seemed, by parallel concerns of his own. When he chose to talk to Maaya about it, he recalled their prior conversation where he’d expressed doubts about using seals at all, preferring to try to talk to ghosts instead. Maaya could definitely sympathize. There was a thrill to ghost hunting they all enjoyed, but some more than others, it seemed, were troubled by the power they had found and the consequences of its uses.

      But just because she wasn’t hunting ghosts didn’t mean she didn’t still love the rest of what her magic could do.

      Two hours after sunset, once dinner was far enough behind them that they didn’t have to worry about cramps from exercise, Maaya and the others got dressed, got their libris cards ready, then headed out into the night.

      With ghost hunting becoming more sporadic and less of a group activity, the group had turned to practicing libris under Maaya’s guidance. It was a good way to keep the others’ impatience from becoming overwhelming while helping keep them in a safer environment. What’s more, Saber had added, so much ghost hunting had meant less time for practice, which meant that some aspects of their group cohesion and skill were still lacking. After what had happened when the prison had burned down, working as a team had become more important than ever. Besides, improvements in general were never a bad thing.

      They walked slowly down the road toward the river together, letting themselves get louder as they got farther from the walls. Every so often Maaya would glance into the trees for any sign of Sylvia, but she hadn’t seen the ghost or her crow in weeks, and tonight seemed like it would be no different. She often wondered what a ghost like Sylvia did for fun; she seemed mildly fascinated by everything, and unlike Saber, that fascination didn’t seem to be wearing off. She did worry about the ghost; whenever she disappeared for long periods of time, she thought of Sovaan’s theory that her body was still alive in the real world, and wondered if they had finally seen the last of her. Inevitably, it seemed, she would turn up days or weeks later, acting as though nothing had happened.

      Once the walls were safely out of sight, Maaya stopped and pulled out her cards. The trees were thicker and denser here, and their spindly branches hung so low over the path that even Maaya occasionally needed to duck.

      As if waiting for just this moment, the others quieted immediately, taking out their cards as well.

      “What do we get to do?” Sovaan asked excitedly.

      “I want us to work on a few things tonight,” Maaya explained. “You’ve all gotten pretty good at specific things by yourselves, so I want us to even that out. Let’s take what we use the least and practice with those. Oh, and we’ll practice in pairs rather than by ourselves.”

      “Why not all of us together?” Kim questioned, puzzled.

      At this point, Saber took over.

      “It’s faster to find our weaknesses when we work in pairs than as a bigger group. We’ll focus on the small things in smaller groups, then slowly come together.”

      “Right,” Maaya agreed. “But that’s not all we’re doing. After we do some of that, we’re going to do some mobility and accuracy practice around here where all these trees are. Like an obstacle course kind of thing.”

      “Huh? But we’ve never done that here before,” Kalil said.

      “Exactly. We can’t assume we’ll only ever be working in Sark. When something new comes up, we have to be ready for it. Anyway, let’s get ready. Kalil, you and me will pair up first; Kim, you’re with Sovaan. Take some of the drills we usually do individually, but do them together. See if you can still do them as smoothly, and if not, try to figure out why.”

      The two pairs spread apart and then began. While Kim and Sovaan began practicing with elemental cards, Maaya applied a purple card to her body, feeling the instant sensation of power. She still hadn’t gotten over how good it felt to use her strength augments. She felt like she could do anything, as though her muscles were tightly wound and eager to move—as if she needed to move and use this energy.

      Kalil in turn applied a green augment; used to being the strength of the group, he was unaccustomed to speed, and it showed.

      “Ready?” Maaya asked, taking a defensive stance and planting her feet firmly against the old stone road.

      Kalil looked at her uncertainly.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I know you won’t mean to. But... I don’t think you could if you tried, anyway.”

      Kalil raised his eyebrows, accepting the challenge.

      “Oh, if that’s how it’s going to be.”

      Maaya readied herself, then dodged quickly to the side when Kalil barreled her way. He overshot his destination, nearly tripping over himself as he tried to stop himself and turn around. Maaya giggled, and Kalil rolled his shoulders, then tried again.

      There was always a balance between strength and speed, and though Maaya found herself defaulting to which of the two she was most comfortable with, she knew she had to learn both as well as she could—part of which involved learning how to use one while dealing with its opposite. Maaya knew she could be fast, but what would that mean against strength if she didn’t learn? She wasn’t as familiar with strength, though she admired its power, and she knew she needed to learn how to confront speed in turn. Speed without a counter could wear someone down, and strength without a counter could never be moved. Finding the balance meant finding where the unstoppable force met the immovable object, and at the moment, she was trying to be the latter. Whether Kalil could be the countering force remained to be seen.

      Time and time again, Kalil attempted to touch her and to break her stance. Ever so slowly, his movements became more precise, his recovery times quicker, and a few times he managed to brush Maaya’s shoulder or arm before she danced out of the way. Strength was providing its own challenges; with so much power at her disposal, Maaya could feel her body’s temptation to use much more strength than was necessary for the refined movements she was trying to make. She wasn’t accustomed to using strength for this purpose, but she could feel her control getting better as well.

      After Kalil charged past her again, barely missing her again, Maaya called a timeout.

      “What’s wrong?” Kalil asked, panting slightly.

      “I think I see the problem,” Maaya answered thoughtfully. “I think you’re still in your strength mindset. I can see it in your posture and movements. Yeah, like that; you’re lowering your center of gravity, which is great in a fight, but not right now. You keep trying to grab me like you want to overpower me, but you can’t do that until you can actually catch me. You know?”

      Kalil paused, looking down at himself and how he was currently standing. He immediately stood up straighter, shaking out his arms and loosening up.

      “Huh. I think you might be right. But... I’m not sure I know how to stop doing that.”

      Maaya tried to think of how to describe what she did when her goal was to move as nimbly and quickly as possible. It wasn’t really something she thought consciously of when she was doing it; moving quickly just seemed to be something she had gotten good at over the years.

      “So, when you’re fighting, you crouch down a little to make it harder for the other person to throw you off balance, but that puts all your weight in one place. When you’re trying to get around quick, it’s different. Your weight is just... wherever it needs to be at the time. Your body will spread out more and you’ll use your arms as counterbalances,” Maaya explained, thrusting her left arm suddenly out to her side as an example. “Don’t close your body in; just focus on moving quickly and do what your body feels is natural.”

      “I guess I can try that. I’ve never really done that before,” Kalil said slowly.

      “That’s all right. That’s what we’re here for,” Maaya replied with an encouraging smile. “Here, before we try this again, take a few laps through these trees here. Run four circles as fast as you can while also not tripping or hitting any branches. Then we’ll try again!”

      Kalil nodded, then started off, taking a narrow path between two nearby trees. He was fast like only magic could help him be, but she could see in his form where he was struggling.

      “The recruits are looking good tonight,” Saber said idly as she floated over to Maaya’s side. “Good idea focusing on weaknesses; they’re so good at what they do normally I’d forgotten they still struggled with anything.”

      “Tell me about it. They’re learning so much faster than I did. I’ll be surprised if they don’t all get better than me by the end of next year.”

      “Hey, you’re still getting better yourself. Just because you’re teaching others doesn’t mean you’ve hit your peak,” Saber said. “You haven’t even hit your level three cards yet, and they’ve yet to hit level two.”

      “That’s true. I feel like I have a long way to go, and I feel like I could get there, but... oh, I wish I had a teacher myself,” Maaya sighed.

      “I’ll drop by the local secondary school and see if they’ve got any libris professors teaching,” Saber snickered. “Maybe we’ll find someone better than you someday, though at this rate, I doubt it. There’s something to be said for practical application.”

      “I guess we can’t be the only ones... not if someone knew enough about it to write a book about it,” Maaya murmured. “When I look at it, it feels like it came from a different planet or something. This book is a hint that there are other people out there like me, who might understand me, and then when I close it, I’m back in Sark. It’s such a strange feeling.”

      “When we go adventuring someday, we’ll have to look out for them. I refuse to believe all the world is as vile as this place. This seclusion breeds prejudice and fear. You are too good for a place like this, my dear.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to think they’re bad. Not just because they’re afraid.”

      “I don’t blame people for their emotions. I blame them for actions that come from those emotions,” Saber said shortly.

      “No argument there,” Maaya sighed. “I just don’t know what to think at all.”

      “I think you should tell Kalil to stop running,” Saber said, nodding over toward the trees.

      Sure enough, Kalil was still going, but Maaya could already notice a distinct change in his movements. His movements were smoother, and he changed direction more quickly, avoiding obstacles, jumping over roots, and looking much more comfortable and in control than he had only minutes before.

      “Kalil! I think you’re good for now. I don’t want you to do so much you’ll be in pain when you let it fade,” Maaya instructed quickly. Kalil jogged over to them and stopped. The magic of libris caused him to breathe only slightly more heavily than usual, and he looked as if he had just taken a brisk walk down a few blocks. “Let’s try again, what do you think?”

      “I think you’d better be careful,” Kalil said with a grin.

      “Try me.”

      Maaya planted her feet again and prepared her defensive stance, feeling the energy of her strength augments coursing through seemingly every molecule in her body. She could not, would not, be moved.

      Kalil dashed at her, and Maaya dodged like she had before, but this time Kalil came much closer; he grasped at her upper arm and only barely missed, nearly knocking Maaya off balance. She corrected herself immediately, then jumped to the side as Kalil tried again. This time he missed her completely.

      “Don’t lose focus,” Maaya called. Kalil didn’t answer, but whirled and tried again.

      Time and time again Maaya dodged out of the way, Kalil seemingly coming no closer to her with each attempt. Just as she was about to call for another break, Kalil charged again. Maaya guessed his trajectory at his speed and dodged, but to her surprise, instead of moving past her as he had done before, he stopped dead in his tracks. Too late, Maaya realized her mistake. Her attempt at dodging had caused her to move, and her movement had weakened her stance at the same time Kalil was right next to her.

      Kalil grabbed her with both hands. Maaya countered by pulling up her arms, something she knew Kalil wasn’t nearly strong enough to stop. Then she realized her second mistake. By focusing her strength in her upper body, her strong foothold had weakened, and Kalil seemed to know it. He swung out his foot and knocked Maaya’s legs out from under her. She fell instantly, and might have hit her head if not for Kalil, who was already there to catch her.

      As their libris lines flickered and then faded from their limbs and they found themselves suddenly nearly out of breath, Maaya laughed.

      “You tricked me. That wasn’t part of the process.”

      “It worked, so it must have been. I still learned something new, and I beat you,” Kalil said with a wink. “You all right? Did it hurt?”

      “I’m okay! Thanks to you. I’m definitely glad you planned for catching me, too.”

      Kalil pulled Maaya effortlessly to her feet, then took a moment to regain their bearings and catch their breath. They hadn’t hit their limit, but breaks like these were necessary, as Maaya had unpleasantly discovered on her own.

      “What do you think? Should we switch?” Kalil asked after a minute. Maaya shook her head.

      “Let’s do it again. Repetition should help. Oh, and you’ll have to come up with a new trick, because I’m ready for that one now.”

      “We’ll see,” Kalil chuckled.

      “Say, when you kids are done playing, what say we go visit Styx? I think it’d be great to visit him and get a ride in his boat after a long night’s work.”

      “Hey, what are you working on?” Sovaan asked, pointing an accusing finger at the ghost.

      “Supervision,” Saber answered simply. “If you’d like, I can get a fire card and practice with you instead.”

      “Er... I like Kim,” Sovaan answered hastily, turning back to his practice.

      Practice resumed and lasted another hour. Sovaan was the first to quit, his body unable to keep up any longer, and the others were more than happy to join him in relaxation. After a brief break, they walked further down the path to visit Styx, eager to spend the rest of their night in good company.

      

      A week later, Maaya woke up in the late morning, hugging her pillow closer to her. This was the best place in the world, she thought; everyone else could well go on with their lives while she stayed on her couch by the fire, covered in blankets, in this very moment in time, for the rest of her life.

      She still hadn’t heard any word from Rahu, which might have concerned her, but her anxieties were no match for her good mood. She and the others had celebrated her birthday a few days prior, which had meant good food and company that created a positive impression that still hadn’t quite worn off. She had quickly taken a liking to birthdays, and could hardly wait for the next one already.

      The only thing that had dampened her mood was the fact that she hadn’t seen Styx in a while. After practice, they had arrived at the dock to find that he and his boat were both gone. It wasn’t the first time this had happened; Styx occasionally went out for trips on his own, but the timing meant that they had missed him during one of the few times they were out that way. It was harder to find time to go see him, and she missed him. His absence also meant there was no crossing the river, which she hoped wouldn’t become necessary any time in the near future.

      Despite this good mood, the fact was their food stores remained low, and so they’d had to resort once again to more illegal means to get what they needed to survive. What Kalil and Sovaan had taken had run out quickly, and so for the past four days, they’d had to sneak out once again. Since Kalil and Sovaan had gone on so many food runs themselves, Maaya was afraid that they might start building a reputation of their own, and so she had taken over, she and Saber taking to the streets to find enough food to get them through the day at least. It was becoming more of a challenge than before, at least for Maaya’s confidence. Though there was nothing that could stop Saber, the fact of the matter was that people were getting angrier and more paranoid when she was around. That was Rahu’s doing, of course. She hated stealing, but had no choice if she wanted to live.

      She got up and started getting dressed, pushing these bitter thoughts out of her mind before they could take root. As she walked quietly into the kitchen to fetch herself a glass of water, she realized the rest of the house was silent. It seemed she was the first one awake, which was a rarity. A slight smile played across her lips as she thought of an idea.

      It didn’t take long for Saber to come downstairs. The ghost looked at her concernedly.

      “Are you okay? You’re up early. I hope it wasn’t nightmares. Was it Sovaan’s snoring? It was Sovaan’s snoring. Sometimes I just want to put a pillow over his face and hold—”

      “Saber, relax,” Maaya whispered, trying to keep her laughter quiet. “I don’t know why, but I’m awake. I thought we could go get breakfast before the others wake up and have it ready for them when they come downstairs; what do you think?”

      Saber frowned, which was not the excited reaction Maaya had been hoping for.

      “Sounds good to me. Might as well get it out of the way early. I don’t know what’s got you all smiles this morning, but if you’re actually looking forward to doing a food run, I won’t complain. I do hope we’ll see the end to this soon; I’m getting a little tired of this. Ready to hit the road?”

      “Yup!”

      As soon as Maaya finished tying her shoelaces, they headed out, Maaya taking care to close the door quietly behind her. She liked the peace and quiet of her neighborhood; it gave her a chance to ease into the bustle of town life she normally dreaded.

      As they walked, they fell into the silent routine they had become so accustomed to. Maaya walked near some food carts, keeping far enough away that any bystanders would be unable to say she was close enough to swipe anything, but close enough that Saber could quickly slip something into her pockets. They tried to pick different streets and vendors every day so there wouldn’t be any pattern to figure out. Still, there were only so many people in town, and she was unfortunately bound to see some familiar faces.

      After they passed down another street, they turned down an alley that led toward another part of town that had more potential targets. Maaya’s pockets were heavy enough that she felt they might almost be done, and she hoped they would soon be able to get home; they had been out for almost an hour.

      As she walked, she heard footsteps behind her. Without turning around lest she look suspicious, Maaya kept going, but her heart was suddenly pounding in her chest. There was no one else in the alley, and she absolutely did not want to get confronted now. Not with proof of her theft in her pockets.

      “Two people, one man and one woman. They’re following you,” Saber said quietly as they went. “Keep your hands out of your pockets and keep moving. Whatever happens, I’ve got you.”

      Maaya nodded almost imperceptibly, fighting the urge to thrust her hands in her pockets out of nerves. Doing so would undoubtedly attract attention to them.

      She wondered if they had followed her in hopes of confronting her away from prying eyes. The footsteps grew closer and closer, and Maaya nearly couldn’t breathe from panic. This was it. She was in trouble. She was going to get caught. She wasn’t sure why she had been targeted now—she felt she had done a good job being invisible today—but it was happening.

      Sure enough, she soon felt a strong hand at her shoulder, whirling her around. Maaya gasped in genuine surprise; it was rare that people actually touched her.

      A short and stout man stood next to a spindly looking woman with wispy grey hair. Both of them were looking at her with a mixture of disapproval and triumph. They knew.

      “Say, Ghost, what has you out and about this afternoon? Do you usually walk aimlessly around town where stuff gets missin’?” the man grunted.

      “I take walks, yes,” Maaya said evenly. She was trembling, but she had to look innocent. “I walk around to get some fresh air or to see if anyone needs work.”

      “Every day then? You are dedicated, aren’t you? Seems funny you’ve done all that and still have no work to show for it,” the woman sniffed.

      “That’s not true. I’ve worked here and there,” Maaya protested. That part was technically true.

      “Ah, it’s probably that holy man from down in the Corridors,” the woman said to her partner. “Stepped in to save the brat after she’d been caught elsewheres.”

      “Yeah. So, you can leave me alone. I’ve done honest work with him,” Maaya continued. The shorter the conversation, the better.

      “Still, you look awfully well fed for working ‘here and there,’” the man said nastily. “Rumors aren’t without truth. Let’s say you aren’t workin’, and let’s say you just happen to walk near all the carts that have food go missin’, like mine. You wouldn’t happen to have a bag of my flatbread in your pockets, would you?”

      “No, I wouldn’t,” Maaya said, knowing full well she absolutely did.

      “You wouldn’t mind showing me, then. Go on, empty your pockets.”

      “I don’t have to show you anything. Just because you think I did something doesn’t give you the right to look at everything I’m carrying,” Maaya said angrily.

      “What are you going to do about it? Call the police, perhaps?” the woman sneered. “They might give us good law-abiding citizens a little talking to, but once we find out what you’ve been up to, you’ll get so much worse. Now, you can either turn out your pockets yourself, or you can end up lying on the ground covered in bruises while we do it for you.”

      Maaya bit her lip. It had never progressed this far before. Her heart was beating so quickly she thought it might burst, and she could feel her vision go slightly blurry.

      “Seems she wants us to do it for her then,” the man said, and he took a step forward.

      “Agree to it,” Saber said quickly. “Say you’ll do it.”

      “I-I’ll do it. I’ll show you,” Maaya stammered, raising her hands. The man stopped, though he still looked ready to lunge forward.

      “All right then. Quickly now, no games. Keep your hands high.”

      “We’ve got this,” Saber said quietly. “Turn slowly to the left and right as if showing off where your pockets are, just like we talked about.”

      Maaya obeyed, and her coat flared out slightly as she turned slowly left and then right. As she did so, she felt Saber’s hands dart quickly into her pockets and take out the food inside just as each pocket was momentarily out of view from the front.

      “Now slowly reach in and turn your pockets inside out,” Saber instructed from directly behind her. Maaya did her best to keep her torso still; if she moved too far, the others would surely see their stolen food floating just behind her.

      Maaya reached her hands in her pockets, then pulled out the insides of her pockets, showing the empty lining inside. She released them, keeping her hands up, and looked back at the other two. The man and woman both looked dumbfounded and furious.

      “That’s not possible. Open your coat, let me see the insides!” the man nearly shouted.

      Maaya did this as well, making a show of keeping her hands in full view as she slowly undid the buttons, then pulled open her coat on both sides at once. The man and woman stepped closer, peering at everything they could see, the fury on their faces growing by the second.

      “I... you... take it off. The whole thing, go on,” the woman spat.

      Before Maaya’s panic could get worse, Saber’s voice broke in with comforting calm.

      “Take it off slowly, then let it drop right behind you. I’ll make sure it covers our things. Then take a step forward and slowly turn around for them.”

      Maaya followed her instructions, letting her coat fall behind her. The cold bit at her exposed skin, and she blinked away tears as she slowly turned in a full circle. Her clothes underneath her coat were tight enough that it was clear nothing could be hidden anywhere.

      She looked back up at her accusers, who looked beside themselves with rage.

      “I don’t know how... you...” the man sputtered.

      “I don’t have anything. You saw it with your own eyes, now let me go, please,” Maaya pleaded desperately.

      The others looked at each other, then back at Maaya, and she suddenly realized with a thrill of fear they didn’t plan to give up just yet.

      The woman took another step closer, her hands outstretched.

      “Maybe we’ll just have to take—”

      “Hey, everything all right down here?” came a voice from the end of the alley. All four of them looked up quickly to see an officer peering at them, his figure only a dark silhouette against the light in the main street.

      “Yes, yes, sir. We were all just leaving,” the man called, his voice shaking with barely controlled indignation. “Come, let’s get back to the cart, dear; leave this rat to her ill-gotten spoils. We’ll have another chance another day.”

      Reluctantly, they turned and left Maaya in the alley. The officer left with them, hardly sparing a glance at the girl left in the cold alone.

      Maaya could think of nothing else to do, and so she stepped slowly to the side of the alley, sat down with her back against the wall, and hugged her knees to her chest.

      “Hey, it’s still a little chilly out, you should put this back on. I put the food back, so you don’t have to... Maaya? You okay?”

      Maaya felt a sudden weight on her back and shoulders as Saber draped her coat around her. She didn’t look up.

      “No. I’m really not.”

      “It’s okay! Our plan worked, didn’t it? I was hoping we’d never have to use it, but it’s nice to know we—”

      “Yeah, it worked. It worked just fine,” Maaya interrupted bitterly as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I got to parade myself like a fool in front of total strangers who stopped me in a dark alley. I got to undress myself and even do little twirls for them so they could see I wasn’t the thief they thought I was. But you know the best part? I am. I’m exactly who they think I am. And I have to humiliate myself so I won’t end up in jail or dead. Sometimes I think I deserve it.”

      Saber sat down next to her and reached out a hand as if to comfort her, then seemed to think better of it and pulled her hand away.

      “I know. I really hoped you’d never have to do that. I’m only glad that it means you’re still safe.”

      “I hate this. I hate all of this so much,” Maaya continued, barely holding back her sobs. “I hate everyone here, I hate being stuck here, I hate having to do things like this just to stay alive. I don’t want to be the person they think I am, but I have to be! I have to be. How is this fair?”

      “It’s not, my dear. It really isn’t. You’ve every right to be upset. This isn’t your fault,” Saber said consolingly.

      Maaya was silent for a few minutes, allowing herself to cry. For once, she felt safe. No one paid any attention to a poor girl crying in an alley.

      When she started to calm, she looked around, then felt in her pockets for the food she’d planned to bring back. It took all her effort to avoid throwing it all to the ground and stomping on it. The rat’s ill-gotten spoils that it was.

      “Hey. I know we’ve talked about this before, but I think now is a good time to go over it again,” Saber started now it seemed safe to speak again.

      “Is this about how far we’ve come?” Maaya asked sardonically.

      “It is.”

      “I don’t want to talk about—”

      “Then just listen. Please,” Saber implored, and Maaya fell silent. “This is important, because right now everything feel bad, but this is one isolated incident. This is one bad thing. I know there have been plenty more, but we’re not going to think about bad things right now. We’re going to think about good ones. When we’re done here, you’re going to walk home to a house that’s all yours that’s full of people you love. You’re all going to have a good breakfast and then rest through the day so you can go out at night to explore when all the awful people of this town are fast asleep. You are going to use magic, because yeah, you can literally do magic. The night will be yours and you’ll have hours and hours of fun in total safety. Then you’ll go home and get comfortable as I brush your hair, then fall asleep on what looks like the most comfortable couch on the planet.”

      “And then risk my life again tomorrow,” Maaya said, though the edge had disappeared from her voice.

      “And that too will end,” Saber said without missing a beat. “Rahu will come back like he always does, because he needs you, and you won’t have to worry about food again. Then we’ll keep building up and up like we’ve done for years now, and one day we’ll get out of here, all five of us, and we’ll live the dream you want.”

      “I just don’t see how. Not when it’s this hard to do something so simple,” Maaya said miserably.

      “We’ll make it. You’re not alone. We’ll figure this all out together. Besides, I haven’t gotten to the best part yet.” At this, Maaya looked up, her damp eyes now alight with suspicious curiosity. “On our way home today, I’m going to grab you a beautiful red apple.”

      Maaya narrowed her eyes.

      “Do you really think you can pull me out of a bad mood like this by offering to get me my favorite food?”

      “Yup.”

      Maaya looked away and pursed her lips. She knew the ghost was right, and not just about the apple being able to improve her mood. The rest was all true, too. The trouble was, that wasn’t the problem. Dreams of a better future weren’t enough to keep her from breaking down. Hearing that things were going to get better didn’t change that things weren’t better now.

      Still... she had to admit there was comfort to these thoughts all the same. Thinking of the good things, as Saber said. She tried to imagine how she would be thinking about everything if she was still the same girl from four years ago, completely alone and without a home, friends, food, or help of any kind. She nearly laughed at the thought. She wouldn’t have lasted much longer as she had been. If she hadn’t died of cold or starvation, she might have simply run out of sheer lack of will to live. There was no way she could have survived then.

      Then, she thought, that was probably Saber’s point. Maybe things weren’t as good as they could be. But they were better than they had been before. And while there was nothing wrong with pointing out what was still wrong, there was also nothing wrong with thinking about what had gone right. She had made it this far because of the people she had eventually come to call her family, and all the others along the way who had played a part in her life, even if they were no longer there. There was still a tiny spark somewhere within her that refused to die, and now, if she really thought about it, she could point to all the reasons why.

      Because she had reasons now. While years before she might have said she lived simply to keep from dying, now she could say that it was because of her family, her friends, and her dreams. It was waking up in a safe place next to a warm fire, it was spending long nights out teaching her friends how to use magic, it was making connections with people no one else could see, and it was evenings spent around a crowded table celebrating the very day she had been born. These were the constants in her life, not the few nasty individuals she encountered from time to time. The best parts of her life were the ones she lived the most. When she stopped to think about it, the rest didn’t quite seem better, but it did seem... manageable. And that, for her, was a lot.

      “Are you really going to get me an apple? I just had one recently,” Maaya said, not quite meeting Saber’s gaze.

      “Of course! You deserve one. Besides, it was just your birthday; nothing wrong with a little late gift,” Saber answered happily. “But only if we get moving in the next minute, because I’m impatient. Things have been getting stale lately and we haven’t been doing enough ghost hunting. Oh, and I’ll only do this if I get to see you smile.”

      Maaya glared at the ghost, who stared back unrelentingly. Finally, Maaya gave in.

      “Fine. But make it a big one. The biggest one you can find.”

      Saber winked and sprung up, helping Maaya to her feet and helping dust off her coat.

      “One absolutely enormous apple coming up for you in a moment, my dear.”

      Maaya took a spot where she was mostly hidden in the alleyway. She wasn’t sure why she felt so much better suddenly; she had plenty of reasons not to be. She decided it was just Saber’s uncanny ability to cheer her up no matter what was going on. But she let herself feel it anyway. The town and all its gloom had tried its best over the years to push her down and make her stay there, but she had gone from a lonely girl who was barely getting by to a girl looking forward to breakfast in a home of her own surrounded by family. Times were tough and dangerous, but she had never felt more equipped to handle them. It had all started one day four years ago when she took a chance and did something she had always sworn she never would. And if this was what she could expect from a leap of faith like that, there was no telling what the future held.

      She watched discreetly as the ghost picked out her fruit from a nearby vendor, then leaned against the alley wall, hiding her face to conceal her smile as she watched the bright red apple float down the street toward her.
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