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      The warm, green-blue water sparkled under the early morning sun in the distance, creating the impression of a million glittering jewels dancing with the tide.

      A group of silvery sea-hunting birds wheeled against the deep blue sky. Their sharp cries pierced the repetition of the waves scrubbing along the shore and splashing against the rocks under Mranes Dalgryn’s water-roughened hands.

      She’d heard a thousand stories of how the ancestors built the long, narrow pier in her village of Gartria when they first arrived in the land of Genfrith many long years ago. Transporting the rich orange and vivid black stones from outcrops a day’s journey inland, then adding the sharp lines of mortar made from the bright red sands all around her.

      The stone walkway extended far into the water, branching out into smaller piers so twenty ships could anchor safely. Everything from flat, shallow local fishing boats to solid, round-bellied day-boats with bright, colorful sails, bringing merchants and visitors from all along the jagged coastline of the great continent of Hanferthen.

      Once in a while, and not nearly as often as Mranes would have liked, the great trader ships from across the vast, cold, and dangerous Nifendraw Sea arrived, anchoring at the farthest point from shore where the seabed plunged to depths unseen and dangerous. Unlike the cheery day-boats sitting high in the water—with sunshades in equally bright tones allowing the travelers to enjoy their days sheltering from the warm sun—the trader ships were darker.

      Quieter.

      More serious, somehow.

      They arrived under a billowing arrangement of ominous gray sails, with broad decks made of dark green wood that held no cushions for conversation or napping. The traders were designed to carried enough cargo that their sturdy decks were riddled with hidden doors for loading and unloading.

      Or so Mranes had heard. She’d never seen much of the mysterious cargo or stepped onto one of the traders for herself.

      Usually diverted from their normal first calling port of Masnarech far to the north near the rocky Gorowan Mountains because of dreadful storms, the people on board the traders at first seemed as odd as their ships. Men and women of all shapes and sizes, as varied as the clothing they wore, or the fine silk fabrics they brought from distant lands.

      Tall and slender like her father, short and curvy like her mother, and everything in between. With hair brown or black, blonde or gray, striking green or gorgeous deep orange. Skin ranging from so pale she wondered how they didn’t roast in the high sun at sea, to much darker than her own warm brown, to every shade from intense blue to mossy green to vivid purple.

      Some with magic that helped them guide their huge ships safely through icy waters and past fierce creatures that could drag them under the waves more surely than the worst storm. Others supposedly with magic to help convince both sellers and buyers to agree to terms most agreeable to the traders on their ships.

      Despite all that, the waylaid traders were always friendly once they reached the red sand beaches of Gartria.

      Thankful for the long pier and deep harbor that could hold their ships with more under water than above, rather than forcing them to detour far to the west and the vast, bustling city of Casai. Putting in at Gartria allowed them to unload enough onto wagons headed north to allow safer passage along a coast that grew steadily more shallow and rocky.

      Generous with their coin, smiles, and the goods they carried.

      Providing yet another reason why the ancestors’ hard work building the unusually long pier truly created the solid foundation that made their village’s livelihoods joined with the sea possible today.

      At least that’s what Mranes had been told every time she expressed dismay at having to repair that mortar yet again when this day of community labor rolled around.

      Several children both older and younger than her worked along the pier: some kneeling or sitting on the surface, others in the water like she was. A few adults lingered in tiny boats toward the deepest point, in case anyone slipped or got into trouble.

      That and watching to make sure the vital repairs were done right.

      In her more frustrated moments, Mranes was sure every bit of half of her one-day-short-of-fourteen years had been spent on this very spot.

      Legs in the warm, salty water, bare feet in the shifting sand.

      Loose-woven tunic and short breeches designed to dry almost as soon as it got wet either floating on the water or fluttering in the summery, flower-scented breeze. Today a tan version several shades lighter than her skin, cut long enough for the height she’d added seemingly overnight.

      Hands aching from trying to fill in the gaps she’d scraped clean hours ago. Moving quickly enough so the mortar had a chance to set before the tide rose high enough to splash all of her hard work away.

      Just the right mix of the smooth red granules with water-resistant sap from the squat, brushy wybar trees that grew all along the coast, with the astringent stink cutting through the salt-water air.

      Even at her most annoyed, Mranes had to admit how amazing it was that the resulting sticky goop had kept the pier sturdy and functioning for all those countless years.

      She leaned down enough to rub her hands together in the warm water and rinse away the remnants of sap. Thank all the powers that be, the lowest parts of the pier that never quite dried out even during the lowest tides were made of huge slabs of stone. Buried where their rough edges wouldn’t catch and tear at feet and wagon wheels alike.

      So only the walkway along the top had stones small enough to need all this bothersome maintenance. Mranes knew from knuckle-scraping experience how hard the stones were, how difficult they must have been to shape.

      But sometimes she still wondered why the ancestors hadn’t figured out how to quarry smoother pieces all those years ago.

      Probably so their children and grandchildren and great-great-greats would get stuck with this same chore year after year, all in the name of respecting history or building responsibility or something equally strange the adults kept telling them.

      Standing back up to her full height, Mranes brushed irritably at her thick brown hair that seemed to escape no matter how tightly she bound it away from her face. She’d tried braided strings of fabric or seagrass, long strips of cloth, even tucking it into one of her father’s broad straw hats. Everything short of the intricate braids and twists reserved for married women.

      Even if she did braid it, Mranes was sure it would work itself free to dance and tease and tickle her cheeks and ears and eyes in the wind. Then attach itself to her sweaty skin in the intricate new twists and tangles it was taking on.

      Her mother said the same thing had happened to her hair at the same age, leaving the straight locks of childhood behind. But Mranes doubted the unruly mop on top of her own head would ever resemble her mother’s lovely mass of shining curls.

      Then her heart soared into her throat at movement low on the eastern horizon, where the land rose toward the stony heights of the Gorowan Mountains.

      Perhaps an airhorse arriving with news, or simply for a visit along the warm Wrynath Sea?

      The riders came here sometimes, more often than the huge trader boats, and far more exciting. Through the air or on one of the day-boats from the distant city of Maestar, home to airhorses and riders alike.

      Her father said the riders worked far harder than anyone who fished or sailed or almost any other vocation, and that’s why they needed rest and recovery in the sun for themselves and their glorious airhorses.

      Flying urgent messages and important people about, like the powerful Honored Mages who wielded magic as easily as Mranes breathed. Swooping into distant lands full of fierce fighting, using their own weapons and clever minds to bring about peace.

      All while astride great winged beasts in every color of the rainbow.

      She refused to believe the more outlandish tales about mages from either her older brother or other kids.

      Of course they didn’t give themselves gills so they could lurk under the water and steal children away, or transform solid boat bottoms into transparent holes to drown people.

      But she never refused to listen to those tales, so she wouldn’t be surprised in case they ever did hold true.

      And no matter how hard her father said airhorse riders worked, or how often she saw their weariness and sometimes injuries with her own eyes, Mranes never stopped daydreaming of becoming a rider herself.

      Leaving her home and family behind, along with the tradition of working as a fisher like her mother, or a weaver like her father. Or even a teacher or merchant or sailor or any of the more adventurous lives she could lead.

      None of those paths compared to the freedom of taking to the sky and going where she willed. And having a spectacular airhorse of her own, perhaps with a coat of yellow or purple or pink, and smelling of sweet flowers or fresh, rainy air like they often did.

      The idea had taken hold deeply enough to show up in her sleeping lifetime as well, with constant nightdreams of holding tight as her very own airhorse swooped and dove, dancing through the air as easily as fish through water.

      Just then what her wandering mind thought was a distant airhorse against the sky drew itself up into a compact arrow and streaked toward the waves. Mranes realized she’d been watching a much closer seabird, letting her imagination carry her away as it so often did.

      “Got your head among the clouds again, love?”

      Mranes jumped even though she knew the voice as well as she knew her own.

      She turned to see her father standing on her same side of the orange and black pier, up past his knees in the swirling water. He was dressed much like she was, except he wore a broad woven hat to protect his lighter skin from the sun.

      All his clothing was sturdy and plain, as opposed to the artwork in tunics, gowns, table and bed covers, and even wall hangings he produced for trade. She was constantly amazed at the designs that took shape under his hands, as if he used paints and brushes rather than cotton and wool and silk and grasses.

      Between his work and Mranes’s mother and her fishing, they had no worries when it came to coin. Like nearly everyone in Gartria, they made certain their family had every chance to read and travel and learn as much as possible.

      None of that excused Mranes or anyone else in the whole community from their turn at the irritating, never-ending work of maintaining the pier.

      She ducked her head, embarrassed she hadn’t even heard him walk out so close to her.

      “Just watching the seabirds hunt, Father,” she fibbed. “A couple of big ones out there today.”

      He shook his head, but his eyes sparkled, the same green as her own.

      “I’ll wager you were wishing they were airhorses instead. Your mother talks of seabirds with wings longer than I am tall, but none you could actually climb onto and fly yourself away.”

      Mranes reached into her square wooden box full of mixed mortar, tied to the pier so it floated beside her, trying to hide her grin at how well her father read her mind. She was surprised to find almost all the sticky red mixture used up.

      She scooped out a handful anyway and set about looking for gaps in the stepping stones in front of her, running the fingers of her free hand across the smooth, nearly dried lines. The narrow, sparkling seams between the rocks were barely tacky now, in plenty of time to avoid damage when the incoming tide sent water splashing high.

      “I’ve heard the hunting birds in the north could even carry someone as tall as you away,” she said, hopeful she might end up so wonderfully tall herself. “They snatch up sheep and cattle, even the great hunting cats in the mountains if the tales hold true.”

      Her father laughed as he also traced the mortar lines, nodding as he went.

      “You know as well as I do how rarely the tales hold true. Especially when they’re told as gossip to frighten children much younger than you are now. You do a remarkably good job with a task you dislike so intensely.”

      Mranes hesitated in filling in a gap so small she couldn’t see it except with her fingers, long enough that a glistening bit of mortar splatted right into the middle of one of the orange stones. Her father swiped it away before she could.

      “It has to be done, I guess,” she said, again rinsing her hands in the sea. “And done properly the first time is best. If I don’t pay attention and make a lot of mistakes, I’ll be right back out here doing my whole section over tomorrow after everyone else is finished.”
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