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The steamship Island Crown slowly slipped between the beacon towers that marked the deep water channel into Fey Lon anchorage. To port, the city of Fey Lon clung to the volcanic crater rim in bands of green jungle and white-painted stone houses rising to the white-walled fortress palace crowning the ridge. To starboard, connected to the main island by the two, semi-submerged circular arms of the crater, was the little island and village of Lil Lon. It, too, clung to its own steep fragment of the ancient volcano. Between them, lay a wide, deep water anchorage, speckled with ships and boats of all sizes, lined with wharves, shipyards, warehouses, and sailors' taverns.

The familiar scene stirred many memories, tinged with deja vu. Nearly two years before, I had stood at this very railing viewing this very scene, on an evening very much like this one. Then, as now, the stillness of the fading day, the heavy, moist heat, the smells of the tame jungle, kitchen fires and spices, mingled with the many scents of the seashore – all of which greeted me as familiar friends. As did a hundred seabirds with their raw welcoming calls as they took to flight with the approach of the Island Crown. And yet, then as now, I felt an underlying tension.

We followed a golden path shimmering on the still waters of the anchorage that led to the setting sun, low in the west. Its ruddy light gilded the creamy white superstructure of the Island Crown, the forest of masts around us, and the island peaks on either side. There's a timelessness in the seasonlessness life of the islands that makes months and years rather irrelevant. And yet, the eventful life of the last two years had given my previous visit a sense of distance. And this time, I wasn't standing at the railings alone.

‘Here we are, again,’ I said, looking aside to my wife, who had been standing silently beside me. Lessie, I’ve found, is not someone who feels the need to fill silence with words. I knew that from my time sailing across the Tropic Sea in a small yacht with her and her sister, though at the time I put her silence down to a great dislike of me, as well as a general unhappiness with her life. Life with her these past four months has shown that she indeed is a person of few words, especially in the company of her sister, Sella.

‘Yes,’ was all she said, flashing me a brief, brave smile. She was here to meet my parents for a second time. This time as my wife.

I felt that trepidation as well. Again. The last time the Island Crown carried me into Fey Lon anchorage, I was on my way to report to my new assignment as a political officer of the Aerlonian Navy, with much the same feeling.

The first time Lessie met them was a brief appearance while I collected the golden key she had given me for safekeeping. And as circumstances dictated, I'd then sailed off with her and her twin sister on an unplanned voyage across the tropic sea to the island of Redoubt. Since that encounter, Lessie knew that Sella had spent several days with my family some months earlier. She knew her sister well. She knew, without asking, that Sella had made a very pleasing impression on my parents because that's what Sella does. That's who Sella is. She had told me that she feared that my parents would feel that I had settled for second best – at best – in marrying her. I assured her that not only had I not, but my parents would quickly discover that I had chosen the Raah sister who was right for me. And I pointed out that my father, seeing that both sisters were heirs to an island prince's treasure cave, would likely be happy with either one. Nevertheless, I must confess that I shared a little of her apprehension. Sella was a tough act to follow. I knew that my mother had entertained hopes in her direction, though I was confident that she would come around to loving Lessie.

‘It’ll be fine,’ I said, placing my hand on hers resting on the railing. ‘Trust me.’

‘I guess I have to,’ she said, doubtfully. ‘I married you. I’ve no one to blame but myself for being here.’

‘That’s the Raah spirit,’ I replied, with slightly forced cheerfulness.

I took a deep breath of the heavy, fragrant air, and glanced around the wide lagoon. There was a white-hulled Continental steamship in the anchorage, surrounded by idle lighters, their cargoes hidden under canvas tarps. This being an Island port, the longshoremen had stopped working for supper and wouldn't be resuming work until the following morning. There were half a dozen lorcha-style sailing ships, island traders all, and several small, rust-stained island trading steamers swinging at anchor as well. Beyond them, I spied a grey Aerlonian frigate taking on coal alongside the floating coaling wharf, and two smaller Fey Lonian naval ships – sail corvettes – anchored off their own naval base on the Fel Lonian side of the anchorage. Smaller sailing ships, yachts, boats, and lighters lined the shore on both sides of the lagoon. Several bumboats, their boatmen standing in the stern, sweeping their long oar, were carrying their fares from Lil Lon to the brighter lights of Fey Lon's harbor dives.

Fey Lon represented a change of plans. Our original plan had been to sail directly to Jarpara. I was, and still am, eager to get on with my life. Landing a faculty position with the oldest and most esteemed university of the Islands, the University of Jarpara, is a long-held and much-delayed dream. However, finding the Island Crown in port at Boromaru, and that it was on its southwards loop back to Aerlonia which would take it to Fey Lon, it was felt by everyone, if with some trepidation by some of us, that we could hardly not take the opportunity to call on Fey Lon to introduce my new wife to my parents before sailing east to Jarpara. Fey Lon was an important enough island that finding a ship bound for Jarpara, or at least far enough east to make an easy connection to that island, would be no great problem. And so, we booked passage to Fey Lon.

Nearing its customary anchorage, there was the clang of bells from the bridge over our heads, and the slow thumping of the ship’s engine paused and then briefly increased, as did its creamy wake astern, churned by the reverse of its screw, bringing the Island Crown to a halt. Mr Bril, the first mate, stepped out onto the bridge’s wing deck and waved to Mr Derth, the second mate standing at the bow. He, with a quiet word to several members of the crew standing next to him, released the anchor. The roar of the anchor chain rushing up from the chain locker and through the hawse pipe sounded irreverently loud in the stillness of the evening, making the silence that followed even deeper.

As the Island Crown slowly swung around its anchor, Bril called out, ‘Secure the landing stage, Mr Derth.’

‘Aye,’ replied Derth, relaying the order to the crew standing on the deck ready to do just that, with a nod.

‘I suppose we had best collect our kit. I know how eager you are to meet my folks,’ I said, turning to Lessie.

‘No more eager than you,’ she replied. She knew me pretty well, by this time.
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It appeared that the entire crew of the Island Crown found an excuse to be on the forward deck to say goodbye to us. And by "us" I mean Sella, who, being Sella, knew the entire crew by name, down to the stokers.

The deck was in blue shadows as the sun had sunk behind the partially sunken crater rim that stretched between Fey Lon and Lil Lon to form the large lagoon harbor. On either side of us, the jungle-draped peaks of Fey Lon city and little Lil Lon, with their cities clinging to their sides, glowed ruddy orange in the last of the day's light, as did the seabirds weaving patterns in the blue-green sky overhead.

‘She’s quite a sorceress, your sister-in-law, isn’t she?’ muttered Captain Wera, as we stood next to the cowling of the forward hatch watching his crew step forward, one by one, to say their goodbyes. ‘Zax, the big stoker is a very hard character indeed. Even I would be leery of meeting him alone in a dark harbor side street, and yet there he is, looking as shy and cute as a kitten, if an unshaven and scarred kitten.’

‘Aye, she is, though I hope he’s the last of them. I fear Ol’ Task, the cartman on Lil Lon won’t wait forever if he doesn’t see the bumboat heading to Lil Lon’s landing wharf soon.’

The rest of the Island Crown’s passengers had already left in several bumboats for Fey Lon city. Our party was the only one heading for the little island and town of Lil Lon.

‘And your bride? Has she told you how she killed those Banjar pirates by pointing at them?’

I glanced aside. ‘She says that she only rendered them unconscious, not dead. And it was a small Founder’s weapon that she had concealed in her hand that did the deed, not sorcery. So it wasn’t sorcery after all.’

‘Humpf! Founder’s sorcery. Is it any different than the Island brand?’

‘There’s one difference... One is real, the other is fable.’

‘Real?’ he growled, favoring me with a glance.

‘You saw it yourself. It was real. I’ll tell you one of the secrets of the Vente, but keep it just to yourself, Captain. We wouldn’t want to destroy age-old myths, would we?’

‘Humpf,’ he replied, rather evasively.

I continued on, nevertheless. 'There was a Founder's settlement on Norterra, near the coast which was not affected by the Great Wave that destroyed City One. The Vente are the island descendants of that settlement. It seems that they've retained far more knowledge of the Founders than what survived on the southern continents. I believe it is this knowledge that has, over the five thousand years since the destruction of City One, has given them their reputation in the Islands as sorcerers. You saw how it works. A small hand weapon concealed in the hand, disables several sailors, seemingly with only a word, and its sorcery. It's my understanding that the little weapon uses powerful bolts of electric current to render people unconscious.'

‘I’m not a man that believes in magic mumbo-jumbo, but if I were, I’d say that a weapon small enough to be concealed in the hand and uses electricity to render large men unconscious is pretty much the same as sorcery,’ he said quietly, giving me another glace.

‘Perhaps you’re right, Captain,’ I replied, with a shrug. I’d seen a lot of things of the Founders that could just as easily be explained by sorcery. ‘Just call it Island sorcery then. And you’ve got a tale to tell in your old age.

‘However,’ I added in a louder voice for Sella’s sake, ‘We best be getting ashore, Ol’Task and his pony-cart won’t wait forever, and it will be a long slog up the hill if we have to carry our own kits.’

Turning to Captain Wera, I offered my hand. 'It has been a pleasure sailing aboard you, Captain. Perhaps we will again, someday, though not for a few years, I hope. I need to settle down for a while.'

He shook my hand. ‘It has been interesting having you aboard, Mr Lang. As you pointed out, I’ve gotten a yarn or two out of the experience,’ he allowed in his majestic way, adding rather doubtfully, ‘Good luck finding a berth that will suit you, and your wife.’

Our kits had already been loaded onto the bumboat, so we said our goodbyes and fair sailing to the mates, Mr Bril and Mr Derth, before making our way down the steep steps alongside the black hull of the Island Crown to a narrow landing that the bumboat was tied up alongside of. With the help of some attentive crew members, Sella and Lessie were seen safely aboard, leaving Sella’s husband Carz and me to make our own way onboard, which we did safely, being old navy hands.

Once aboard, our bumboat man got it underway. Standing at the stern of his boat, he swung his creaking oar rhythmically about, sending his boat swiftly over the dark, gently undulating water of the lagoon, past the smaller island boats anchored in the shallows nearer the shoreline, and onto the large, floating commercial wharf. There, Carz and I saw our wives safely up the wet, slippery steps to the top of the wharf where Ol'Task, seeing the bumboat heading this way, was still waiting for us. After greeting and engaging his services, Carz and I made several trips down those treacherous steps to bring ashore our gear and toss it aboard the pony-cart. After paying our bumboat man, we started up the steep hill for Seaview House, the Lang residence.

‘No turning back now,’ I said quietly.

Lessie returned a wan smile.

While the various floating wharves were tied up along a wide seashell gravel road, the warehouses and Lil Lon's small collection of harbor side dives only began to appear higher up, along the Harbor Hill Road, which angled up the steep slope of Lil Lon's section of the rim. They began to appear some 10 to 15 meters above sea level, a height that kept them safe from all but the rarest of major tsunamis, which, I guess, was considered safe enough. The unmarried officers’ cottages that I lived in during my brief tours of duty on Lil Lon were no higher, and we didn't worry about tsunamis, so who am I to criticize? The white-painted black volcanic stone warehouse fronts were set into the island side of the road, their back rooms being caves carved out of the island.

As we made our way up and around to the west side of the island, I caught up with the island’s gossip with Ol’Task, though there was little of importance to report. I’d only been away less than half a year; life, and scandals, are both slow in the islands.

Nearing the Shore Road, the first street to circle the island, I spied the broad, familiar figure of one Lieutenant Katha Vine striding down the road in the deepening twilight. She was just going on duty, out of uniform of course, sporting a pair of baggy shorts, a loud patterned Island print blouse and bandanna, and a straw slouch hat. The fact is that she was rarely seen in uniform. Her daily intelligence-gathering duty consisted of hanging about the harbor dives of Fey Lon, drinking with sailors to collect the gossip of the islands – the ever-changing politics of the Islands and their princes, naval movement, maneuvers, raids, and such, that half-drunken sailors knew or heard of, and would share over a free drink – all the while keeping semi-sober. Katha Vine had a hollow leg, so she was always sober enough at the end of the night to write her report before sleeping the morning away. She spent the afternoon lazing about on the beach. She's an Islander.

‘Gods of the Storm Islands, if it isn’t my old shanty mate, ex-lieutenant, limited time, Teaf Lang, himself, the bane of the Aerlonian Navy!’ she exclaimed, skipping towards me to give me a great hug and a kiss, before stepping back to grin at me. ‘If I’d known that you’d be washing up on Lil Lon tonight, I would’ve left some of your mom’s paprika chicken for you. But I didn’t, so I didn’t.’

I used to invite Katha to have dinner with me a couple of times a week when I dined at home during my Lil Lon days, and she continued that custom, after I had been kidnapped, without me. And has continued to do so. She’s always cheerful company, and my mom likes to cook for an appreciative dinner guest. I guess.

‘Good to see you’re holding up so well, Katha. I keep thinking that one of these days, all those long nights will catch up with you.’

‘I was born to it, Taef, born to it. Hi’ya Sella,’ she added, turning her broad smile to Sella and offering her hand. ‘Good to see you again, as well. I’m glad you brought our Taef home in one piece. Again.’

And then turning to Lessie, she continued, 'And this must be your sister, the one who you dragged Taef off to the Vente Islands to rescue.' She shook her head, 'Leave it to Taef to bring home a brace of beautiful girls, even if they are Vente sorceresses. Oh, by the way, I'm Lieutenant Katha Vine, Aerlonian Navy, believe it or not. I used to share a shanty down on the beach with Taef before your sister kidnapped him the first time. Nice to meet you, Lessie,' she added, offering her hand to Lessie.

‘Nice to meet you,’ replied Lessie, with a tentative smile as she shook the exuberant Katha’s hand.

‘Not only do I rescue them, I marry them as well. Lessie is now my wife,’ I said.

Katha swung back to me and stared. ‘By the Sea Dragon’s teeth, you’re far too young and wet behind the ears to be married!’

‘And yet here I am, married.’ I replied, taking Lessie’s hand.

‘Break my heart, will you? All along I’ve been picturing you as the father of my children when I get around to having'em. Crushed, I am. Crushed.'

‘I hope you don’t take to drink because of this.’

‘Oh, I’ll be crying in my beers, starting this very night. Oh what a sad story of woe I shall spin tonight, and maybe tomorrow, as well.’

‘You’ll brace up, lieutenant.’

‘Necessity must be served,’ she sighed, and then turning to Carz with a grin, she added, ‘There are more fish in the sea. Speaking of which, who’s the handsome young fellow hanging back in the shadows? Is he taken?’

‘He is. He’s my husband, Carz Fel,’ replied Sella.

‘Really? You’re married as well? What’s going on? Have I missed a memo or something?’

‘It’s just a matter of finding the right one, and recognizing it when you do. We just got lucky early on.’

‘I should be so lucky. But maybe, not just yet. I don’t think I need a husband. I’ve got my career to think of,’ she added, with a laugh, mimicking downing a mug of beer. And then, turning back to Lessie, she added, ‘I’m kidding, of course. About the broken heart, anyway. I wouldn’t have minded having his kids though...  Congratulations on snatching him up when you did. I'll have to get that Vente spell you used on him from you, someday. I'll need it more than you do. Oh, and by the way, there was a thin wall between us in that shanty on the beach. Sleep easy.'

And turning to me she added in a quiet voice just loud enough to be heard by all, 'I don't want any misunderstandings, what with a Vente sorceress and all.'

‘Move along, lieutenant, you’re on duty now.’ I said.

‘Speaking of duty, do you want me to log this encounter?’

‘Might as well. Everyone on the island will know I’m back and married by this time tomorrow. I’m sure it will make Captain Char’s day to read about it in your report.’

‘The notorious Taef Lang, the lieutenant LT who disappears for months only to reappear with information far above Captain Char’s pay level, returns once more, with two, not one, but two Vente sorceresses. Oh, yes, it will make her day, alright,’ she said with a broad grin. ‘But as you say, I’ve my duty to attend to. Nice meeting all of you. Cheers, mates.’

And with a casual island salute, Lieutenant Vine continued down the road to begin her work with a brief look in at the Lil Lon bars before crossing the wide lagoon to spend the long night in the far livelier Fey Lon dives.

Ol’Task had continued up the lane while we talked, so we walked on alone.

‘Don’t mind what Katha said, she's a character, but a good one,’ I said to Lessie.

‘Oh, I figured that out all on my own,’ she replied. ‘Though what she saw in having children by you, I can’t imagine.’

‘That was the first I heard about it. And neither can I.’

By the time we reached the Shore Road the sun had set and the sky above the darkening sea glowed yellow-green. Harbor Hill Road ended as it reached the next street up, Main Street, just at the edge of Lil Lon’s commercial heart, consisting of a long block of shops, with the Lang Mercantile at its center.

This section boasted a boardwalk on either side of the seashell gravel road, but at this time of day – well, at any time of day – these were hardly needed, since there was little wheeled or horse traffic on Lil Lon. It mostly served the benches set before the shops where the daily gossip was exchanged. We walked down the middle of the road, past the dark shops whose sea-facing windows mirrored the yellow-green glow of the western sky. Once past the shops, we zigzagged up three steep slanting side streets, first to Two Moon Street then Paradise Lane before finally reaching Nirivana Street. From there, it was a short walk to Seaview House, my childhood home set above a lawn that sloped to the green hedge along the street. Most of the windows were dark, as it was still not full night, but I caught, through the entry hall’s window, a glimmer of light from the kitchen in the back where mom would be washing dishes after the meal. O’Task was unloading our gear onto the lawn just inside of the gate, eager to get home and call it a day.

‘Here we are, my dear. Ready?’ I asked, turning to Lessie – far from certain I was.

She nodded and gave me a quick smile.

‘You two go on ahead. Carz and I will look after the gear and pay the cart man,’ said Sella, ‘And then take in the lovely night and view for a few minutes.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, though I must admit that I wouldn’t have minded Sella’s company. She tends to dominate any room she’s in, which might have made this first meeting a bit less daunting.

Taking Lessie's hand, this ought to be done right, we started up the pale gravel walkway to the house. At the door, I thought of knocking but decided against it. I opened it and we stepped into the dim, familiar-smelling entry hall. Light from the back kitchen doorway spilled into it, as did a faint light from the sitting room opposite it.

‘I’m home, Mom! What did you save for me? I’m starving!’ I called out, like I’d done countless times before. And waited.

I didn’t have to wait long. Mom flew out of the kitchen door, dish towel in hand to give me a hug and a kiss, and I, her. Dad was not too far behind her.

‘I was so worried about you,’ she said, stepping back to look at me. ‘I know you and Sella told me not to worry, but I did anyway. It has been so long. I’m so glad you’re safely home again...’ Only at this point did she notice Lessie standing in the dimness of the entry hall. She had hung back a bit – or at least only now her presence registered.

‘Oh! Hello,’ she said, and searching for something to say, added, ‘You must be Sella’s sister, right?  The one Taef went back to Vente to, ah, bring out from your Grandfather’s prison, or island, or something.’

‘Yes, I’m Lessie,’ she replied quietly. ‘We met briefly once before. That night when I came to collect my key that Taef was holding for me.’

'Yes, yes, of course. I remember you. Sella told me all about you when she was here...' And with this, she flashed a questioning glance back to me, and then back again to Lessie.

My dad took the opportunity to shake my hand, ‘Good to see you, son. Nice to meet you, Lessie,’ he added, turning to her with a nod.

There was an awkward moment of silence. I glanced to Lessie, and then to Mom. Something was off. It suddenly occurred to me that... ‘Ah, did you get the letter I sent you? A recent letter?’

‘No...’ Mom shook her head. ‘We haven’t heard from you since you left.’

‘Ah...’ And then, with a laugh added, ‘Well, you will probably be getting one tomorrow. No doubt it’s in the mailbag that arrived with the Island Crown along with us. Island mail and all...’

‘Yes, Island mail...’ agreed Mom, with a rather lost smile.

‘Let’s just say we did write to you. But I guess we get to spring – that is to say, announce – our good news to you in person. Ah, well, you see, Lessie is my wife. We were married on the island of Casea a month or so ago.’

‘Oh...’ gasped Mom, giving me a long look, and then turning, she stepped forward and gave Lessie a hug and a kiss. ‘I am so happy that everything worked out. I’m so happy...’

Dad, clearly not quite on the same page as Mom, said more by rote, ‘Congratulations, Son. Ah, welcome to the family, Lessie. This is a complete surprise, to me, anyway. I find that I’m at a loss for words...’

‘Everything worked out? I asked Mom. ‘What everything was that?’

‘You and Lessie.’

‘You knew?’

'Well, yes. Sella and I had several long talks about you, about Lessie, and her feelings towards you. And how she couldn't express them. But Sella assured me that everything would turn out right. She said that she knew Lessie’s heart, being that they were twins after all. And I guess she was right, wasn’t she?’ she added, looking to Lessie and then to me.

‘My sister knows me, sometimes too well,’ agreed Lessie, quietly.

‘It seems Mom, that Sella was right, though I would not have agreed with her when I left. Lessie was merely a friend, then.’

‘If that,’ said Lessie, softly.

‘Oh, she told me that, too. But she assured me that it wasn’t true. She said that when Lessie was back to her old self, you’d find yourself in love with her. Though why she was so certain that she knew you as well as her sister, I can’t say. But I guess she was right on both accounts.’

‘They’re Vente sorceresses, Mom. I think we can leave it at that.’

‘Oh, I’m sure it’s much more involved than Vente sorcery. Even I can see why you fell for her,’ she said with a smile, adding, ‘And how is your sister?’

'Oh, Sella's doing just fine. Ours was a double wedding, as befitting twins. She and her new husband Carz are just outside waiting for the all-clear signal to come in.'

‘Well for goodness sake, give it to her. I’m sorry, but we just finished supper...’

‘Paprika chicken. I know. We met Katha on our way up from the harbor.’

‘Yes, but we have plenty of provisions, I’ll whip something up...’

‘No need, we can get something to eat at the Windward...’

‘I’ll not hear of my new family having to go out to eat on their first night home. Step aside, so I can invite Sella and her husband in, and we’ll get to cooking.’

––––––––
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It was late when we finally walked up the stairs to the second-story veranda where the two moons were casting their contesting shadows. I showed Sella and Carz to the guest room, though Sella knew it well already, before I then led Lessie to my bedroom, which she had visited during her first visit.

I set the batto nut oil lamp down on my desk, glanced around, and looked to Lessie in its golden light.

A faint sea breeze rustled the drapes on either side of the two wide glass doors, that Mom had opened shortly after we had arrived, to air the room out, a room that had been closed for months with just the two of them living in the house. The light from Irra – low in the west –cast two faint rectangles of silver light across the floor of the room until they reached the circle of golden lamplight. The room was still warm –  it would be cool only briefly before sunrise, if then. It was also still a little stuffy, smelling faintly of the old wood panels that lined the stone walls. Still, the faint sea breeze brought with it the scents of the night-blooming jungle flowers and the shoreline below. The faint, oh-so-familiar sound of the sea rhythmically rolling onto the beach below, could just be heard over the buzz of insects and the occasional call of the night hawks.

‘This is very strange, my dear. Being in my childhood bedroom, now all grown up, with you here...’

‘Strange? You never brought a girl up here before?’

‘If wishes were pearls, I’d be wealthy. But no, you are the first, and only.’

She walked around the dim, golden-lit room, looking at this and that.  The bedroom closet, set in the inner wall of dark wood panels, was the one with the loose floorboard where I had hidden the key to Redoubt. Next to the closet, the built-in bookshelf, featuring the pride of my collection, my 23 Zar Lada books, plus some ship models and other debris of my youth, carefully preserved by my mother, so that I always had a home to come home to. My desk stood before the bookshelf facing the seaside double glass doors. My single bed and a nightstand stretched across the opposite wall, below the row of narrow windows running under the ceiling, and every other one slid open.

She stopped before the open doors with their thin insect curtains to stare out over the sea.

‘It was a strange experience for me as well, when I accompanied you here to collect my key,’ she said, quietly.

‘How so?’

‘My feelings for you were complicated. Very contradictory. And tied up in a lot of other feelings as well. Anger, embarrassment, resentment... Unhappiness. So when I found myself finally alone with you, in your own world, in your own room, and faced with the prospect of never seeing you again, I was at a loss.

'On one hand, I wanted to reach out to you. To touch you, as you searched for the box in your secret hiding place. I wanted to at least tell you the truth about how I felt about you and had felt about you from the first moments I saw you on the launch. To strip away the anger I felt, not at you, but at ill fate, and my embarrassment over my foolishness. And maybe ask you if I could see you again.'

She paused.

‘But you didn’t.’

'No, I didn't. I have my pride. I just couldn't quite overcome the anger, embarrassment, and guilt. Guilt over how I had been treating you, even though I'd somehow fallen in love with you, in a manner straight out of some silly romance. I knew you not only did not love me, but you disliked me and wanted nothing to do with me. I'd overheard you and Sella talk about me when I should've been sleeping. So I knew just how you felt about me. If Sella could not persuade you to even like me, there seemed no hope. Oh, I didn't care that you hated me, I told myself. And I knew that I'd given you good reasons for feeling that way. And I had continued to give you reasons.'

‘I never hated you,’ I said, stepping close to her and putting my arm around her waist. ‘If you overheard our conversations, you know that. It was simply that I did not think you were the type of girl that I was looking to spend a life alongside. As you say, you gave me no reason to like you, and I had no way of knowing what you were like before... before I met you, even though Sella assured me that the Lessie I knew wasn’t the true one.’

She shrugged. ‘It was true enough then.’

‘Even so, we got along, despite everything, and comfortably enough in our own way.  There was always a bond of friendship.’

‘It was Sella who bound us together, like it or not.’

My turn to shrug. 'Maybe. At first. But as time went on, our shared experiences bound us together as well. You saved my life with your Vente magic when the pirates boarded the Night Song in the harbor. And I stood by when they did, even though I would've hoped that you would've been a little wiser and abandoned ship in the face of seemingly overwhelming odds.’

‘I didn’t ask you to stay and fight with me.’

‘You didn’t have to. That’s my point. I wasn’t going to leave you, as much as I would’ve preferred to abandon ship. You were a friend that I had to stand with, come what may.’

‘In a hopeless cause?’

‘Well, you were still the Vente sorceress who dealt with those Banjar pirates, so I didn’t think it was exactly hopeless.’

‘I suppose I owe you a thanks and an apology for that as well. Blame it on my anger. They tried to kill us, and so when one of them gets killed in the process, it’s hardly our fault. I couldn’t let that stand, could I?’

‘No, of course not, my dear,’ I replied – a diplomatic answer.

It didn’t fool her, since I got an elbow in the ribs for it.

‘Anyway, as I told you before,’ I continued. ‘I think I had a pretty good idea how you felt about me by the end of our time together, once the anger that was driving you had begun to fade away. And I must admit, it frightened me. With the anger gone, the only barrier between us was our cool politeness, neither of us daring to pursue what lay beyond that politeness. The fact that we would be seeing each other again in a year or so, made putting off any exploration of those feelings, preferable.’

‘Coward. You knew by then that Sella was right, didn’t you?’

‘Maybe... Yes. Why else would I have felt that premonition of doom when you waved goodbye to me when I stood on the beach and watched you sail away? Or volunteer to visit you on Cimlye Island?’

‘Reluctantly.’

‘Maybe.’

‘And now that doom has found you.’

‘All it took was a smile.’

‘Is that all it takes?’ she asked, glancing to me with a smile.

‘Yes,’ I said, pulling her close.
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Perhaps now is a good time to take a moment to step back and recount in greater detail our wedding on Casea. And not just because my dear wife suggested that I had given it a short shift in my last account, but in order to explain our present situation in regards to Grandfather Raah.

I must admit that in my last account, I rather breezed over the whole wedding in my haste to draw my account to a close and my eagerness to begin our new and bright future. That, and the fact that I considered our true wedding to have been the night we promised ourselves to each other in Combrene. However, in doing so I neglected to mention several matters that had made our future brighter than it might've been. So, I must agree with Lessie and include a brief account of the affair in this account.

To begin, as soon as a double wedding was decided upon – and with typical Raah decisiveness  – it was within a day of our arrival on their grandparents' island of Casea, that the sisters put the scribes of the court of Casea to work writing invitations to the wedding. These invitations included their father's relatives, their many friends, and the families whom they had often visited while growing up, as well as Carz's family and friends. I thought it was a long list, but they assured me that it was the absolute minimum.

However, the most important person they invited was their father's father – grandfather Vin Raah, Captain of Teraven, and grandmother. Let's just say that I thought this was ill-advised. I was overruled.

'Of course, he must be invited,' explained Sella. 'He is our grandfather. He and grandmother would be devastated if we proved to be so petty as to exclude them from our wedding.'

‘Devastated?’ I replied, giving her a doubting look. ‘From what you’ve told me about them, I find that hard to believe. Didn’t I just spend the last four months springing his granddaughter from his gilded cage set as a trap for you as well? Why would you think he’ll turn up to celebrate your weddings? And if he does so, won’t it be with a naval force to return you two, not to mention Carz and myself, to some sort of gilded cage or worse?’

‘Oh, I’ll be very surprised if they don't attend. We are, after all, their only granddaughters. And I, his successor as Captain.’

‘Really?’

‘The rightful one, anyway.’

‘Right. Somehow I don’t find either reason very reassuring.’

‘Oh, you needn’t worry about him taking us prisoners or anything like that. The islands of Casea may owe its allegiance to Teraven, but Casea is a semi-autonomous princedom, with age-old rights. As citizens of Casea on Casean soil, we’ve nothing to fear from Grandfather. The secrecy of Teraven depends on the coastal islands of Teraven to shield it from the rest of the world. Islands including those of Casea’s little dominion. Grandfather Raah would certainly breach that understanding if he tried to abduct us,’ explained Sella airily, adding, ‘Besides, we’re planning on going into exile until it’s time for me to accept the burden of the Captaincy anyway. What more could he ask?’

She had a point. The Vente Islands that lay off the coast of Teraven, Teraven being the western two-thirds of the continent known to the world as Norterra shielded it like a smokescreen – a smokescreen of Vente magical myths and the patrolling ships of the Teraven Navy. A combination that has long hidden the continental Teraven civilization from the eyes of the rest of the world. Some of those islands were, like Casea, semi-autonomous, tied to Teraven by long-standing treaties as well as the peace, prosperity, and security that those ties had provided to the islands for ages upon ages. Still, from what I knew of their grandfather... Well, like any suggestions Carz and I offered concerning our wedding was, shall we say, graciously received, and largely ignored.

Despite the extremely short notice, the harbor of Casea began to fill with the yachts of the invited guests several days before the wedding. Clearly, the wedding of the Raah sisters, hosted by an island prince, was a wedding – and its accompanying feast which went on for days – that you rearranged your calendar to attend.

Carz and I spent a large part of the final three days before the wedding on guard duty. With a gaggle of guides, messengers, and porters at our command, we'd been charged with keeping watch for the arrival of those yachts, freeing the girls to do whatever they did to prepare for their wedding. Thus, we spent much of those days lounging in the blue-tinted shade under the canvas awning of the Seafarer's Rest's terrace which overlooked the wide and bright blue sea, drinking mugs of caf and tall, cool drinks. Carz knew everyone invited, and with a pair of powerful glasses, he would identify them as their yachts approached Casea's small cove of a harbor. We would then dispatch a messenger to the castle to bring the prince, his wife, and the girls down to the quayside in elegant coaches while we directed the boatmen, guides, and porters on the sunlit quay. The coaches would arrive just as the guests were being escorted up the quay steps as if timed to the second. And perhaps they were.

Since the Casea's half-ruined castle did not contain enough rooms suitable to host all of the invited guests, the houses and residences of the girls' Majin aunts, uncles, and cousins near the city had been pressed into service as guest homes. Determining who was to stay with whom, and where, had been discussed off and on for days. We had the final list on our table under a dish of fruit which we used to direct proper dispersal of guests with their guides and porters to their lodgings. Since this task was assigned to one of the palace officials when we were required elsewhere, I suspect that we were given the task just to keep us out of the girl's hair.

It was mid-afternoon, two days from the wedding, when Carz, who had risen and inspected the large, white-hulled sailing yacht making its approach, muttered a sigh under his breath and lowered the glasses.

'You look rather shaken, mate. Has the Captain actually shown up?' I asked as he turned to the table for his tall, iced, drink.

‘Worse. It's the Bright Wave, the Fel yacht. Inevitable, of course...’

‘Your folks?’

‘Plus grandparents, and cousins, and a brace of other white uniforms as well.’

‘So why the long face?’

He sighed again. ‘Do you imagine I’m eager to meet my grandfather, Admiral Fel, my father, Captain Fel, and assorted lieutenant Fels plus half a dozen other naval officers as a civilian who has just abruptly resigned his commission? The navy is a Fel family tradition and has been since the founding.’

'Ah... I see... Still, necessity must be served.  Just look them in the eye. You made a bold stroke and won a great prize. You'll be their boss someday in the not-too-distant future. They'll be addressing you "Sir"  in a few years, admirals, captains, and all. Keep that in mind when you face them.'

‘I’ll be the husband of their boss. And it was more a desperate stroke than a bold one.’

‘Desperate, bold, and most importantly, a winning one. And because of that stroke, the Fel family will someday have a son or daughter that will sit at the head of the Captain’s table, all thanks to you. As I see it, the family owes you a great debt of gratitude, commission be sunk to the depths. Am I right?’

‘I suppose... If you look at it that way.’

'Do so,' I said, cheerfully. Turning to a palace aide at our side, I said, 'Send a message to the castle, Sella's in-laws have arrived.'

Despite my cheerful front, I felt rather guilty that my family would not be attending. But to have summoned them, given the leisurely pace of island mail, and iffy travel to Casea, it would have delayed the wedding for months and months, and I was just too eager to get on with my long-delayed life to suggest that... Selfish, I know. But I didn't think Lessie was all that eager to meet them anytime soon. Again.

The coaches carrying the Prince and his consort – Grandfather and Grandmother Majin – along with the girls rolled onto the quay as the first of the yacht's passengers stepped ashore. Lessie joined me in the shade under the cliff while Carz and Sella hurried forward to greet his family.

Sella, of course, knew all of them from Admiral Fel and his wife down to all the young lieutenants from her childhood on, so her eager, laughing welcome certainly carried the day for Carz. Resigning a commission to win Sella, was a price easily paid.

‘Look, it’s Uncle Sen and Aunt Mirra,’ exclaimed Lessie as they followed the Fels up the quay steps. Taking my hand, she hurried to meet them.

Uncle Sen, otherwise known as Admiral Lydre was a large, distinguished officer who could easily look very strict and often did. His wife, Aunt Mirra, was, on the other hand, sweetness itself.

While Sella greeted all her new in-laws along with the Prince, Lessie skipped over to give Uncle Sen a big hug and a kiss on the cheek before hugging Aunt Mirra. The girls looked on them as their parents, having lived with them for some six years after the death of their parents and before their Raah grandparents decided to take custody of them.

‘It seems that we meet again,’ growled Admiral Lydre, as I followed Lessie. He did, however, extend his hand in greeting.

‘Happily, yes we do, sir,’ I replied, with a smile, as we shook hands.

‘It appears that you succeeded in your mission,’ he added. ‘I gather that it was you, as Commander DeArn Arcon, who called on her at Admiral Foy’s residence.’

I just smiled and shrugged. I had been instructed in my two weeks of political officer training to admit nothing. ‘It is my understanding that Lessie just decided to serve her exile elsewhere, and simply walked out.’

‘There was more to it than that. I believe there was quite a fuss in the Department of Administration, concerning Commander Arcon. He had a lot of explaining to do when asked what he was doing on Cimlye Island when he was supposed to be inspecting Nanjar Station.’

‘Well, I’m sure he had prepared an iron-bound alibi. Since he knew that he’d have a lot of explaining to do, wouldn’t he?’

He growled, so I had to admit, ‘Necessity must be served, sir. All in a good cause.’

‘Quite an ambitious cause, it seems.’

‘I assure you that this,’ I swept an arm to encompass the quay, ‘was not part of the original plan. I’m as surprised as you are.’

‘Oh, leave him alone,’ said Lessie, turning back to him. ‘I actually just decided to fly the gilded cage. Oh, the Foys were kind enough, but I wasn’t ever going to spend the next seven years there. So when a certain Commander Arcon called bringing certain gossip, I simply decided the time had come to leave. And I did. Grandfather had no legal basis to hold me.’

‘I understand that you somehow disabled an officer, one Captain Krine, on the quay in Combrene.’

‘I did?’ she asked, as if astounded. ‘I believe that he just suffered some sort of dizzy spell.’

'And afterward?' he growled.

‘I just happened to run into Taef, who I knew from a voyage we had recently shared with Sella. He just happened to be staying in Combrene preparing some Island history courses he hopes to teach, and he invited me to stay with him – being old shipmates, and all. And well, here we are, aren’t we?’

‘I want the whole story. The true story. I think we deserve it,’ said Uncle Sen, very much the admiral.

‘Of course, I’m just teasing you. When we have time,’ agreed Lessie.

‘And I, for one, can’t wait,’ exclaimed Aunt Mirra, pushing her husband out of the way to give me a hug and a kiss. ‘Thanks to Taef, we have this wonderful double wedding of our old dear friend’s lovely daughters to two handsome, and resourceful young men. I couldn’t be happier if they were my own daughters.’

‘We’re very much your daughters,’ said Lessie.

‘Hear hear,’ exclaimed Sella, who had just joined us to give each a hug and a kiss.

‘And I want your story as well, young lady,’ Sen added.

‘Story?”

‘About how all this came to be and your part in it. The whole story.’

‘Of course, though I need not remind you, Uncle, that you had your part to play in all this, as well. We wouldn’t be here without your help, your blind eye. And we won’t forget that,’ said Sella, with a smile and a wink.

‘That sounds like blackmail,’ growled Uncle Sen.

‘Never. It is heartfelt appreciation for your kindness.’

‘And silence,’ he growled, far from assured. He knew them well, after all.

‘Of course. With love,’ agreed Lessie, with another wink.

‘So what are your future plans?’ asked Aunt Mirra, to change the subject.

‘All four of us are sailing for Jarpara after the wedding where Taef hopes to land a post as a professor of Island archaeology or history at the University of Jarpara,’ replied Lessie. ‘After that, Sella and Carz will start their voluntary exile and world tour.’

‘I hope you are also planning to stay out of trouble,’ said Uncle Sen.

'Of course. We're all grown up now,' exclaimed Sella. 'Carz is so level-headed, you know...'

‘I would’ve thought so, but then, he’s marrying you,’ replied Uncle Sen.

‘And Lessie is going to be the wife of a university professor,’ she added.

‘Somehow, I think both of you will think of something. You always did.’

‘We have something already. At least Lessie does. She’ll be busy writing books.’

‘Writing books!’ Aunt Mirra exclaimed, turning to Lessie. ‘How wonderful. What are they about?’

'Oh, they're just humorous children's books...'

'She's writing a thinly fictionalized and somewhat embellished account of our youth,' exclaimed Sella.  'We'll be known as Tella and Terri, the Mischief Twins – in the books. Lessie's planning a series of at least 12 books, one for each year chronicling our, I mean the Mischief Twins', adventures from the age of 10 when their Grandfather and Grandmother took them away from their kindly aunt and uncle.'

‘Children’s books?’ muttered Uncle Sen, and glanced towards Lessie, ‘Really?’

‘Well, they begin when we were children,’ said Lessie, ‘But, of course, they will follow us – that is to say, my characters – as we – as they, grow up – so the books will grow up along with the twins. I want them to be read and enjoyed by everyone of any age. But who knows if I will be able to write them, or ever get them published.’

‘This is so exciting. Have you started writing them yet?’ exclaimed Aunt Mirra, clapping her hands.

‘I started the first one on Cimlye Island – I had a lot of time on my hands – and I finished the draft during my, ah, stay in Combrene while we were waiting for all the excitement of my leaving to die down. I’m hoping to show it to Charn Wenton’s father, the book publisher, if they attend the wedding, to see what he thinks...’

Uncle Sen shook his head, ‘I hope they will be very fictional...’

‘Oh they will be!’ Lessie promised, as I shook my head, doubtfully. I’d heard enough of their stories to know that no fiction was necessary.

––––––––
[image: ]


02

The Captain of Teraven arrived the following morning.

Carz and I shared bachelor quarters in the castle and I had just taken my first mug of caf out onto the narrow terrace overlooking the sea from our room when I noticed – as I could not have failed to do – the great black-hulled, white super-structured steam-powered warship anchored in the deep water off the entrance of the harbor. It gleamed in the new day and sparkling sea. It was the largest warship I'd ever seen.

‘Ah, Carz,’ I called back. ‘Would you care to step out here for a moment...’

Looking back down across the sea, I was somewhat reassured by the fact that the ship – clearly a ship of the battle fleet – had its six long guns, in three, two gun turrets, two forward, one aft, thankfully all were alighted fore and aft, not trained on the castle. Plus it was decorated with flags, rather than stripped for battle. They were, however, in the process of lowering several large launches.

Carz stepped out to stand beside me; ‘Woh...’

‘Good or bad?’ I asked.

He shrugged, and after studying the ship and the activity aboard it, he took a sip of his caf and said, ‘She’s the new fleet flagship, the Resolute, six 30cm 45 caliber guns.’

‘Woh. Nothing like that in the Aerlonian and Feldarian navies. All we have are steam patrol ships, frigates, and cruisers, toting nothing larger than 15cm guns.’

‘Really?’

'No need for them. Aerlonia and Feldara are at peace, secured by centuries-long treaties. We only need a navy to protect our coastal cities and commercial interests in the Islands from raids by roving pirates and bold island princes. And secretly to encourage little proxy wars in the islands to ultimately secure a safe line of supply to Norterra.'

‘Perhaps that’s the whole idea behind these ships of the fleet, as they are called. They’re meant to make a statement when the day comes for the continents to finally meet.’

‘And that statement is?’

‘Hands off Teraven, hands off Norterra.’

‘All of it, hey?’

‘All of it, even though we have no interest in the eastern third of the continent.’

‘So my research has led me to believe. You’d have to fight dozens of coastal principalities to extend Teraven beyond the Eastern Mountains. And who knows how many lay in the mysterious interior? So why worry about all those little principalities if you have no interest in them?’

‘I think it’s a matter of principle. And the fact that all those little principalities pose no threat to us. But all that’s above my pay scale. Ask Sella, if she hasn’t a policy formed yet, she’ll give it some thought and let you know,’ he said with a smile.

‘Someday. Right now I guess we should wake someone up to let them know the Captain of Teraven has arrived for the wedding. Or at least that’s what I hope he’s arrived here for.’

'Oh, I'm sure that's why he's here.'

‘With a ship of the fleet?’

‘Just to make a statement. A message to our brides.’

‘Like how honored and happy I am to be invited to your wedding?’

‘More like don’t mess with me this time.’

‘Rather late in the day for that particular message.’

He grinned. 'Hopefully, it's never too late to learn. But on the positive side, it might also be considered a compliment. That the marriage of his two granddaughters, one the next Captain of Teraven, if she has her way, is such an important event that it warrants the appearance of the Resolute. For my peace of mind, that's how I'm going to look at it.'

I took another sip of the hot caf. ‘I suppose we should do our job and alert the girls?’

‘Oh, I would imagine they were awakened at first light when the ship was sighted. Still, I suggest we get cracking. Those boats will be quayside within half an hour.’

If anyone was annoyed by having to turn out so early in the morning to greet the Captain of Teraven, no one showed it. He apparently had played his plans close to his vest, as the Admirals who had already arrived, had all been unsure of his plans. In any event, it was quite a crowd who gathered in the new day's sun to greet the Captain, his wife, the Raah family, and close friends who had traveled aboard the Resolute. And we, the girls, Carz, I, and the Prince and wife were at the forefront of the gang. It was a meeting that I was not eagerly looking forward to.

We gathered silently in a row on the quay in the still mild morning sunlight as the launches from the warship motored into the harbor. Overhead, the seabirds wove patterns in the blue sky, squawking – either caught up in the excitement of the event or protesting all the extra yachts bobbing at anchor in their harbor. I was wearing my best Tam and Roye ex-uniform suit. Even in the mild air, I was sweating.

I had never met Vin Raah, and I found him quite unlike how I had pictured him – if I had pictured him at all. He proved to be a tall, rather dapper man, with lean features, black hair, grey on the sides – the girls may've had something to do with that – and a short, trim, salt and pepper beard. He struck me as a pleasant-looking man, harmless enough. At first glance. And if he wasn't looking at you. It was only when you looked into his dark eyes that you realized that you were in the presence of a very determined, even grim, man, who knew what he wanted and got it. Usually. And his wife, beside him, Grandmother Casa Raah, was a twin in that respect.

It was clear that the twins were a chip off this block. And something more. They likely inherited their boldness from the Raahs, but their bright cheerfulness, kindness, and, well, inventiveness, no doubt came from their mother, judging from their Majin grandparents. It was this combination of traits that provided them with the ability to repeatedly triumph over their grim-eyed Grandfather Raah.

Sella, of course, was delighted and delightful in meeting her grandparents. Cheerful, perhaps, in a perceived victory but also in the fact that she saw this as a gesture of peace which she would eagerly return. She greeted her grandparents with hugs, kisses, and great affection, thanking them for taking the time and effort out of their busy schedule to share in the celebration of hers and Lessie's wedding. Lessie was a bit more wary, while I, and I dare say, Carz, were even more wary than Lessie when it was our turn to be introduced to our grandparents-in-law. For Carz, an ex-aide to the Captain, it was a rather uncomfortable meeting as his soon-to-be grandson-in-law. I had gathered from what Carz had said, that his failure to bring Lessie back to Teraven, by "falling asleep"  had not been well accepted by Captain Raah, and he had been reassigned shortly after that incident.

As for the Captain, whatever he was feeling, he put on a carefully measured show of goodwill. He greeted Carz cordially and expressed his happiness that the promising son of one of his oldest friends was to be his grandson-in-law. Adding, in a rather dry aside, that he now had a better understanding of certain lapses in Carz's naval career.

As for me, he gave me a dark, penetrating look as he shook my hand, 'It seems that I'm to have an Aerlonian grandson-in-law. Somehow.'

‘Nominally, sir. I consider myself an Islander, having been born and raised in the islands of Aerlonian parents, and now, of course, a Teravenian as
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