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  Chapter one
Kenya's Hunter


Nani pressed her hands to her eyes, but the image of wounded villagers huddled on the ship’s deck would not go away. The red puddles beneath their feet would be hard to forget. 
Saltwater dripped from her hair and clothes as Nani sank into a hardwood chair. Everything in her wanted to curl up on the floor and sleep for a long, long time.
There was a sharp knock at the door. Some instinct warned Nani to sit up straight and smooth over her weary face. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Alexi do the same just as a pair of Bayru Mari Kai marched into the captain‘s cabin.
Their eyes swept over the strangers filling the cabin and the pair hesitated a moment before giving kitar, but for very different reasons.
The man looked them over with a curiosity that bordered on delight, but the woman turned cold eyes on the blond girl seated at the table. Her gaze lingered over Nani‘s cropped hair and her face grew even darker — if that were possible. The woman opened her mouth to speak, but Alexi jumped up and turned to Nani and Tai.
“My B’nli,” she said, with a dip of her red head. It was not the sign of kitar, but it may as well have been. “Allow me to present Captain Hillawi and her husband Samuel, first mate of the Mirantha,“ Alexi said.
The other woman’s sharp eyes flicked to Alexi in annoyance. Now everyone knew she was the captain, whether she liked it or not.
What is Alexi doing? Nani thought, but her friend wasn‘t finished.
Alexi turned her bright smile at the captain and waved a hand at Kalin. “And this is Kalin Elios, Guardian of the B’nli and husband of Melii Elios, Guardian of the B’nli and cousin of Corinlathana B’nli.”
Kalin nodded, his usual smirk playing at the corners of his beard.
The first mate’s face broke into a grin, but the captain frowned. She cleared her throat and shot Alexi another dark look.
“I am afraid further introductions will need to wait, Trusted,“ she said.
That last word was so forced that it was obvious the captain did not trust Alexi any further than she could throw her. She turned back to Nani and Tai.
“My people have been through all of the refugees on all the ships,” the captain said. “Everyone has been accounted for, except one man, a Hunter.”
“Except his Knife is gone,” the first mate interrupted. “He says he has given it up.” Samuel’s eyes swept the room and came to rest on Kenya. “Are you wounded?”
Kenya tried to sit up and failed. It was obvious she was in pain.
“The man claims he is under her protection,“ Samuel explained. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but the only proof he could offer was that he possibly broke her ribs.”
Breath above! Nani thought to Tai. Kenya actually convinced the man to Give Up the Knife! Guilt played at the edge of Nani’s thoughts. She was so deeply tired that she had not bothered to see if her friends had managed to escape Talaris without getting hurt.
I hope Kalin is right about these people, Tai thought to her as he took a step forward, partly blocking Nani‘s view of the door.
“Bring the man in, Captain,” he said. “I will deal with him.”
Nani held her breath. If Kalin was right, the captain would not dare question a direct order. But if things had changed in Bayrudaal…
Captain Hillawi’s eyes swept over the room again, and Nani could see the woman’s thoughts as clearly as if they were written on her face. Five tired younglings sat to one side, and the annoying little redhead, the “Trusted,” stood by the table, bold as brass. The ancient Guardian, if it really was Kalin Elios, looked as if he found the whole situation rather entertaining.
The captain‘s eyes came to rest on the pair claiming to be B’nli. The young lini did not look frightened in the least, and her sar certainly was not. Hillawi had no way of knowing if they were telling the truth. The only thing the captain knew was that they were dangerous.
Captain Hillawi turned to her first mate and gave a short nod. He called a quick order out the door and two more Bayru men pushed a dripping wet Hunter into the cabin. Both of the Mariners had blades drawn and held against the man.
Nani leaned around Tai to get a look at him. With a shock she realized there was something in his face and the way he stood that reminded her of Tai. He was taller and older than Nani‘s sar, but still, the resemblance was there.
The stranger’s eyes landed gratefully on Kenya, but in the next moment he saw Tai and his face twisted in anger.
“You!” he shouted. “I thought it was a lie! You have betrayed Avoria!“ In his rage the man took half a step towards Tai, dragging his Bayru guard and their knives with him.
Nani’s eyes flitted to the captain, who made no motion to interfere, but then the rush of thoughts in Tai’s mind pulled her attention back to the Hunter. Tai’s brain made her feel as if she were trying to chase several rabbits at once as he played out the situation in his head. Suddenly his mind locked on a single train of thought and he spoke.
“No, Nathinial,” Tai answered, his voice steady. “The Tribune has betrayed us all.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Nani’s eyes flitted back to the captain, whose lips pressed together at the realization that Tai and the Hunter were on a first name basis. Things would be so much simpler if she could just use her Ilni to show the woman that they were indeed the real B’nli, but she knew that this was not the time to handle. One false move now, and there was no telling what would happen.
The Hunter, Nathinial, pulled his eyes from Tai and focused on Kenya.
“We were sent into the Mari Kai stronghold,” he said, the words tumbling out in anger and confusion. “We had orders to take out every witch there because they would be protecting the greatest possible threat to the sovereignty of Avoria. But there was no stronghold! Just shepherds and merchants and school children! There was no fight, just families fleeing in terror!”
His wrists were bound, but he shook them at Nani with a look that blamed her for his whole world falling apart.
“And as for you!” he spat. “Eminent destruction of Avoria indeed! I could break you with my bare ha—“
“Enough!” Tai thundered, stepping fully in front of Nani.
The other man drew up suddenly. A trickle of fresh blood ran unnoticed from his side as the guards reminded him of their presence.
Nani’s eyes narrowed. She was not afraid of him, but the fact that he recognized her was worrisome. The Hunters must have been given a very accurate description of her.
“Cut him loose, Captain,” Tai said, his voice low again. Then he turned to Nathinial. “Wait on deck for me. You will have the facts, and then you can make your decision.”
The Bayru guarding the Hunter did not even wait for the Captain to agree. They gave kitar, sliced the ropes from Nathinial‘s wrists, and vanished from the cabin.
The man looked around in confusion.
“Decision?” he asked.
“The Hunters just burned a village to the ground and you turned up alone in the midst of the refugees, claiming you’ve defected. What would your superiors do, Nathinial?“ Tai said coldly. “Protection comes at a cost.”
The man gave a weak laugh.
“What could you possibly want from me?“ he asked.
A pained voice drifted up from Kenya‘s chair.
“Your loyalty, Nathinial.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Nathinial stared at the wounded girl for a moment, and she stared back. Then his head swung back to Tai. He gave a curt nod, spun on his heel, and marched out the open door.
“Barius,” Tai said. “Keep an eye on him.”
The mass of cream-colored fur rose, shadowing the door frame with his bulk, and then he padded silently after the Hunter.
“Ashes,” Samuel whistled, his eyes on the beast.
Kenya tried to pull herself upright again.
“What will happen to him?” she asked. “I told him to Give Up the Knife and come with us.”
“The choice is his to make,” Captain Hillawi answered. “If the Tarn sent him, he will be dealt with accordingly. But if he has truly Given Up the Knife, we will take him to Compass East to live among others like himself.”
“Others?” asked Aidan. “You mean other Hunters?”
Hillawi’s eyes flashed over Aidan and his blond hair. The boy pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, but he did not look away.
“He is not the first Hunter to find that the Avorian Tribune has been lying to its people,” said the captain. “But this situation is different. If he has truly Given Up the Knife, he has as much right to refuge as the villagers, but they will not understand that.”
Samuel cleared his throat.
“If he chooses to stay,” he added. “We will have to make a show of chaining him up on deck. Let the refugees on board come to their own conclusions about his fate as we transfer them to the other ships.”
The captain nodded.
“Once the refugees are all off of the Mirantha, we will accompany you to the second proof and I will send the fleet on to Compass South. There’s no ship to spare, so I’m afraid he will have to wait aboard the Mirantha. He can be taken to Compass East after that.”
Nani nodded and the Hillawis turned their attention to Kenya.
“May I have your name, miss?” Samuel asked, but Kalin lay a hand on Kenya’s shoulder.
“The Lady Bellman should save her strength, my good man,” the Guardian said. “I will speak for the Trusted.”
Samuel’s jaw dropped open.
“She is Trusted as well?” he asked.
“They all are,” Kalin said with a wave of his hand over the group.
“Of course, they are,” Captain Hillawi muttered, and Nani was pretty sure she saw the captain roll her eyes.
Nani turned her thoughts toward Tai as Kalin introduced the others.
I’m pretty sure Captain Hillawi is hoping the next test will kill us off so she can be done with this whole affair.
Tai nodded at her.
A good many lives are in her hands, he thought back. I would be cautious as well, if I were her.
Nani turned her attention back to the others just in time to see the Hillawis give kitar and leave the room.
Alexi leaned over and dropped her voice.
“Nani?” she whispered, back to her normal self again. “This is our second broken bone since we left Brazil. You might want to pay attention when the Menders get here.”






  
  Chapter two
The Menders


Tai hovered by Nani’s chair, trying not to let her see just how carefully he was watching her. He frowned and picked a strand of seaweed from her hair. 
Nani exhaled. Drained and weary, she looked around the cabin. Massive windows ran along the stern and six berths lined the side walls. Four were being used as storage, but two of the berths were neatly made, and Nani wished she could crawl into one of them and sleep for a week. Her entire body felt on the point of collapsing.
She turned her eyes to the window, and some trick of the smoky morning light made the disheveled girl in the glass appear to be alone.
Last night she had come very close to ending up that way.
Kalin cleared his throat, and Nani looked up to see him frowning at her.
“The B’nli do not stand around dripping wet like beggars!” he said, and then grumbled that Nani and Tai should help him pull the water from everyone’s clothes.
Nani frowned right back at him. She had used the last of her strength keeping her composure when the captain had barged in. Now that the drama was over, she was too tired to even answer Kalin, much less to do any handling.
The Guardian threw an anxious look at Tai, but then he started handling without another word.
Tai began as well, and Nani dropped her head into her hands. They had come face to face with one of the Tarn last night, and in the fight the Pillar of Light had done exactly what they needed it to do.
But the Pillar of Water was different. It was still out there somewhere, broken and leaking. Nani had needed it to rescue the villagers from the Hunter’s Spheres, but using so much of a broken Pillar had sapped Nani of all her strength. Her B’nli Connection would heal her, but something told her the exhaustion was a dangerous thing.
The sound of wounded refugees floated in through the walls, and Nani rubbed away a tear threatening to spill from her eye. An entire village was in flames because she had tried to hide there from the Tarn. People had lost everything because of her.
Tai finished draining the water from Aidan and shifted his efforts to Nani’s clothes and hair. She was so tired that he was having a hard time handling, and Nani lay her hand on his arm to make it easier for him.
“Maybe we shouldn’t wait for the Menders,” Li said to Kalin as he pulled the water from her clothes. “Can’t you help Kenya?”
“No,” he said, distracted. “Ribs are not something I prefer to mess with.”
Nani looked up in surprise, but then she saw that Kalin and Tai wore the same worried expression.
And they weren’t looking at Kenya.
Tai caught her eyes again. Rest, Nani, he thought. He rested a hand on her shoulder. She would get her strength back faster if they were connected.
Nani swallowed. Just how tired was she?
She looked at the water puddling under her clothes. Pulling water out of clothes should have been easy for Tai. No wonder he was anxious.
“What happens now?” Chan asked.
Kalin frowned at all the water on the floor and thumped the deck twice with his staff. The puddles ran away to find a drain to go down and then the Guardian waved a hand at Nani and Tai.
“The Bayru assumed you two were yet another set of impostors and you would be dealt with during the first proof,” he said. “Now the captain has to sort out whether you are in earnest, or if we used the attack to distract her from the test.”
“The test!” cried Li. “I nearly forgot! What was it?”
They all looked to Nani and Tai. Even Kalin looked curious.
“They put weights on our ankles and told us to walk back to Talaris without handling,” Tai muttered. The Trusted stared at him blankly.
“But…,” Aidan said. “I don’t understand.”
The old man burst out laughing.
“Finally!” he said, clapping his hands together. “Something simple!”
Tai shot the old man a look.
“Would have been simple,” Tai said. “if we had known.”
“Known what?” Li fumed at the two of them. “You aren’t making any sense!”
Kalin turned to the others.
“Have you not wondered why the villagers call them the Breathless?” he asked, still smiling. “The Bayru find the slur quite offensive, but the drylanders do not understand them… The borders have been closed a very long time.”
Li coughed impatiently.
“The Bayru can breathe under water,” Kalin said. “Through their skin.”
The group stared at him blankly.
Marc ran a hand through his hair and gestured at Nani and Tai.
“What’s that got to do with them?” he asked.
“Nani’s mother was from Bayrudaal, remember? Blond hair, skindiving… It all runs together.”
“Fine!” Chan growled in annoyance. “So, Nani can skindive, or whatever you call it. But Tai’s an Avorian! Were they hoping he’d drown?”
But it was Alexi that answered. She lay a calm hand on Chan’s shoulder.
“Only if he was lying,” she said. “But the B’nli share life, remember? For the real B’nli, it would be nothing.”
Kalin nodded in agreement, but the rest of the group turned wide eyes on Tai.
“I don’t know how it works,” he said. “I was drowning, but once I realized Nani was okay I calmed down, and then I… I was fine.”
“Sheesh,” Aidan grunted. “I could see how that would be a hard test to cheat.”
“What about the rest of you?” Tai asked. “How did you escape?”
“Well!” Chan blurted out. “Kenya’s crazy!”
He gave Kenya a furious look. “She shot a Hunter, right through the hand! And then we ran for it.”
“Sounds like it was a pretty good shot,” Aidan mumbled.
Chan ignored Aidan and went on.
“And then that Nathinial guy showed up and grabbed her, just at the edge of the exit well! When I turned to help her, she kicked me into the bloody well! I don’t know what happened to her after that,” Chan fumed. He kicked the backpack lying at his feet, and it was clear that they were not going to get another word out of him until he heard what had happened to Kenya.
All eyes turned on her, and Kenya sat up a little.
While she told her story, Tai squeezed Nani’s shoulder. She glanced up to see that he looked as though Kenya had his entire attention, but at the same moment he pressed a different mental image of himself to Nani.
She seems quite shaken, he thought, pointing at their friend. And I don’t think it’s her ribs.
Nani did not move, but in her mind, she turned to Tai and nodded.
He squeezed her shoulder to let her know that it had worked, but still he did not let go.
Nani turned her thoughts back to the group.
“You shouldn’t have pushed me!” Chan snapped at Kenya. “You wouldn’t be so hurt!”
He’d be dead if she hadn’t, Tai thought to Nani. He’s not ready to face a Hunter yet.
“But Kenya,” Li interrupted. “How did you get away?”
The group practically held their breath as Kenya whispered about the rotting man. Her voice trembled every time she mentioned him.
The group stared at one another in silence until Alexi broke the tension. She quickly told the others about her journey to the ship and the jin connecting some of the Mari Kai on board.
Then Aidan told what had happened with his group. By the time he finished, Nani was finally beginning to feel better. The drained feeling was going away, replaced by hunger.
Now that she knew what had happened to her friends, those berths in the wall were starting to look pretty inviting, but resting could wait until the Menders had seen to Kenya.
“I still don’t understand,” Aidan said, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “How did the Hunters get into Talaris in the first place?”
“It was that dead blackbird, wasn’t it?” Marc asked. “That rotting man was using its eyes to spy on us. That’s why the pantera killed it.”
“And his master was probably the man on the cliff,” Li said.
“Yes,” Tai nodded, his voice low. “I have seen the rotting men before. They work for the Tarn.”
Their thoughts shifted to the cliff in Talaris and a chill ran through the group.
Kalin sighed. He had tried to tell them that the B’nli were powerful, but none of them had understood, not even Nani and Tai.
No one had realized the B’nli were capable of melting granite.

      [image: image-placeholder]After a while there was a soft knock at the door and a pair of Mari Kai entered the cabin. They gave kitar without the slightest trace of doubt, just as Reena had done back at the Thread Guild. But that was not what caught Nani off guard. It was the sar.
The woman was obviously Bayru, but the man was not. The big man’s olive skin and dark hair prodded at the depths of Nani’s broken memories, and a single word bubbled up in her mind: Cayos.
Nani got to her feet and pointed the pair to Kenya, who was slumped down in her chair and breathing raggedly. The Menders frowned at one another, and the sar stuck his head out into the hall. He made a few quick signs and then two Mariners squeezed into the full cabin. Without a word they gave kitar to Nani, emptied one of the storage berths, and then slipped back out of the cabin.
The female Mender closed the door behind them and turned to Nani.
“My B’nli,” she said, surprising the group by speaking out loud. “I am Taipa, and this is Quartus.”
The woman turned to Kenya and gave her a tired little smile. “Quartus is going to lay you on the berth so we can get a good look at you, alright?”
Kenya nodded and Quartus scooped her up gently, moving her to the berth.
“Captain Hillawi does not mind your speaking with us?” Nani asked.
Taipa shook her head.
“No, my B’nli,” she said. “Menders are not Mariners. Bayrudaal has held to the old ways. Menders answer only to our Oaths and the Empire.”
Nani swallowed a little. “Yes, of course.” Her eyes flickered over towards Kalin and saw that he was watching her carefully again. Nani winked to let him know she was feeling better, and the old man nodded with relief.
Taipa turned her attention back to Kenya.
“May we?” she asked.
Kenya nodded and bit her lip. Taipa put one hand on her sar’s back and Quartus began to handle.
“What’s he doing?” Kenya asked.
“He is using the Animals and the Light to look inside you,” Taipa explained softly. As she spoke, she leaned forward and lifted a few tiny braids off of Kenya’s neck.
From where Nani sat, she could just see the flicker of alarm pass over the woman’s face, but her voice was steady when she spoke again.
“Looking is not painful, Trusted,” Taipa said.
Nani glanced over at Kalin again, but he raised his eyes at her and nodded back to the Menders. Quartus had stopped handling and was speaking to Taipa with Handspeak. The woman turned to Nani.
“We should have come sooner, my B’nli,” she said with a frown. “Three of the Trusted’s ribs are snapped clean, and there is much tearing in the tissues nearby. She is in a fair amount of pain.”
“No,” whispered Kenya. “It’s alright.”
Taipa made a face.
“Quartus must pull your ribs back in line so they will mend properly,” she said. “He is very good at setting bones, but you will feel it.”
Taipa lay a finger on her lips, signaling for quiet. Then she placed her hand upon her sar’s back again.
Kenya stared at the ceiling and Quartus sat in deep concentration. To the others it looked as if nothing was happening, but Nani could see the threads he was pulling from the Pillars. They were thinner than the finest hair, and each shimmered slightly as they vanished into Kenya’s chest where Nani assumed he was anchoring them to the bones.
Quartus handled thread after thread until Nani finally lost track of them all. At last he bundled the threads together and Nani saw him move the lot with one swift jerk.
Kenya gave a sharp cry of pain. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the tears slid out anyway.
“That is the worst of it, Trusted,” said Taipa. She squeezed Kenya’s hand and the girl nodded jerkily at her.
Quartus handled for a while longer, working in and around the ribs until Nani felt completely lost. Kenya did not cry out again, but there were a few more times when she clutched Taipa’s hand.
Quartus exhaled sharply, and Nani realized the man had been holding his breath. Sweat dripped off his brow and both he and Taipa looked almost as weary as Nani had felt earlier. Mending so many people must have pushed them to their limit.
The big man spoke for the first time, and everyone could hear the exhaustion in his voice.
“The bones are set, Trusted,” Quartus said. “I have given them about four weeks’ worth of healing. If you wish it, I can take away the bruising, but there is a danger in using the Emptiness so close to the heart…”
Kenya opened her eyes and inhaled deeply.
“I can handle a little bruising, now that I can breathe again,” she said, smiling at the two Menders. “Thank you, both of you.”
“You are most welcome, Trusted,” Taipa answered. “Rest for the day, if you will.”
The pair of Menders turned to Nani and gave kitar. They looked ready to drop on their feet, and Nani’s mind raced for something she could do to help them.
“Thank you,” she said, with a small nod. The pair moved to the door, but Nani called them back.
“Taipa? Quartus?” she said. “Rest for the day.”
They both gave kitar again and slipped out, closing the cabin door behind them. Nani dropped into a chair, feeling rather silly and conscious that her friends were looking at her funny.
“What was that, Nani?” Aidan asked. “Don’t you think they’d have figured out they were tired on their own?”
But Kalin shook his head.
“They would not have stopped,” the Guardian said, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Quartus is Cayosian. They are even more stubborn than the fendwood they grow.”
He turned his eyes on the group, and there was no trace of mirth in the corners of his mouth. “Cayosians make excellent Menders, but ever since the Breaking they have been known to drop dead Handling, all in the name of keeping their Oaths.”
“You can drop dead Handling?” asked Aidan.
“Well, of course you can,” Kalin sniffed. “Push yourself too far, and you can drain the last of your own life out by mistake. It’s become much more common since the Breaking.”
Nani swallowed. No wonder he had been worried about her.
“Speaking of tired people,” Li said softly. She pointed at the berth where Kenya had finally dropped off to sleep.
“Drag me a chair over there, will you, Marc?” Alexi asked. “I want to sit with her.”
Marc nodded and dragged one of the heavy chairs over near the berth. Alexi sat down, drew her legs up, and arranged her heavy Avorian skirts around them. Then she lay her head on the edge of Kenya’s berth and closed her eyes. Marc kicked his backpack into the corner nearby and lay on the floor, using the pack for a pillow.
“I must speak with Nathinial now,” Tai said. He traded a look with Kalin and left the cabin. The others began to settle themselves around the cabin, but Kalin stayed near Nani. She dropped her voice so as not to bother the others.
“Gracious, Kalin!” Nani whispered to him. “No wonder you didn’t want to set her ribs!”
“You are quite capable of it, Nani,” he answered, matching her whisper. “Trouble is, mending takes a good deal of time to learn. And you can’t exactly go off to Tena.”
Nani shook her head as Chan dropped into a chair beside her.
“Can’t you teach her?” he asked.
“I will show her what I can,” Kalin said. “But I’m no Mender. That was Dahved’s skill to teach.”
“Our greatest enemy was a doctor?” Chan said with a chuckle. “Could be worse! What else did he do?”
“Strategy,” the Guardian muttered.
Nani pressed her eyes shut. Things just get better and better. She glanced over at Aidan, who was already asleep.
“I don’t understand, Kalin,” Nani said. “If those two are better at mending, how come it didn’t hurt when you set Aidan’s arm?”
Kalin glanced over at the sleeping Aidan and dropped his voice even further. “Well, I used a trick Menders do not generally approve of.”
He paused, rather guilty. Then he shrugged his shoulders.
“To be honest,” he said. “I blocked off the nerves in Aidan’s arm while I set the bones. It’s risky if you don’t know what you’re doing. Sometimes it’s permanent… But we were being hunted, and I chose to risk the arm rather than our lives.”
Chan’s eyes bulged and he wagged a finger at the old man.
“No blocking my nerves, ever!” he said sharply to both of them. “You understand me? That goes for all of you!”






  
  Chapter three
Dangerous


Nani’s exhaustion was gone, but it had been replaced with a gnawing hunger that kept her awake. Tai was right about the skindive making her hungry. Nani stared at the sunshine pouring in the cabin window. It felt like forever since she had walked on the bottom of the sea. 
She glanced around the cabin and saw that Kalin and the Trusted dozed in their chairs and on the floor, but Tai had yet to come back from his talk with Nathinial. 
Nani’s stomach rumbled, and she decided to go find Tai. She crept out of the cabin only to discover Phoen snoozing in the hall. He cracked an eye open at her as she climbed over him, and Nani paused to scratch at his shoulder blades. After a short while the pantera cub drifted back off to sleep and she tiptoed away.
Out on deck, Nani shivered in the crisp sea air and watched as the silent Mariners went about their work. One group was lowering the last of the villagers into a longboat, while another was scrubbing the deck. Nani‘s stomach tightened as they swept the red-tinged bubbles overboard.
Tai and Barius stood at the starboard rail watching the last of the villagers being rowed over to the other ships in Captain Hillawi‘s fleet. Tai motioned across the deck to where the Mariners had chained up Nathinial.
“He’s going to stay,” Tai said.
Nani nodded and they both watched as one of the crew went to unshackle Nathinial. The man spoke to the ex-Hunter for some time, but the cold wind whipped in their ears and they could not hear what was said.
“The others are sleeping,” Nani said.
“You should get some rest, too,” he said.
His voice must have carried in the wind because Samuel Hillawi appeared, giving kitar.
“My B’nli,” he said. “When your friends wake, we will turn out the captain’s cabin for the ladies in your group. There is a second cabin for the gentlemen. The Mirantha is a warship, so I am afraid sharing rooms is the best we have to offer…“ Samuel nodded toward Barius. “Your other… Er, companions, are, of course, welcome to sleep wherever they wish.”
Barius sniffed rather loudly, and Samuel took a nervous step backward.
Nani shot the beast a look and then smiled at Samuel.
“Thank you,” she said. “Can you tell us when we will be given the second test?”
Samuel tore his eyes from the pantera.
“With fair weather, the Mirantha is eight days out from that location,“ he answered. “I must get the ship underway, my B’nli.”
He gave kitar and walked away. Soon they heard his clear voice calling orders to the silent crew. At his words the anchor was raised, the sails were unfurled, and the Mirantha surged away from the Avorian coastline.
Nani shivered and wrapped her arms tighter around herself, debating whether or not to go back to the cabin. If she stayed any longer Tai would give her his cloak, but if she went back, she‘d probably just wake the others. Before she could decide, Tai’s voice echoed in her head.
Perhaps you should go, Nani, he thought.
Nani looked up to see that Nathinial had come to stand on the other side of Tai. Promised loyalty or not, he did not look happy.
Do you think we can trust him? she thought back.
Tai surprised her by answering out loud.
“Nathinial will not attempt to hurt you, Nani,” he said.
“He says you are more dangerous than you look,” Nathinial said with a weak laugh. “He says it was you that destroyed every Sphere we had. It matters not, though. No Hunter will touch you after Talaris.”
Nani looked up into Nathinial’s hardened eyes but did not understand.
“Too many saw where his loyalty now lies,” Nathinial growled. “There were few among us more dangerous than Tiberian Malcor. No Hunter is fool enough to stand against Tai B’nli.”
Nani tore her eyes from the man and looked back towards the coastline, but Avoria was gone.






  
  Chapter four
Rights


When the others woke, Kalin sent them off to find lunch in the galley while he lagged behind to help the Mariners sort out the two cabins. 
They met Nani and Tai out on deck and then the group went down the nearest companionway into a brightly lit hall. The savory smell of onions and scrambled eggs wafted past them, so most of the group charged ahead. Tai and Nani stopped to peer at one of the lanterns.
Wonder what they’re burning in these? Tai thought. There’s no oil…
Nani shrugged, annoyed at herself. She was pretty sure that she did know but couldn’t remember.
When the two of them reached the end of the hall, they found the others crowded around a door, standing in the hall. Nani was too short to see past them, but Tai peered over several shoulders and passed her a mental picture of the Mariners packed into the galley.
The day shift was getting their lunch. Pots rattled, benches scraped, hands waved, and laughter echoed around the galley.
But no one was talking. At least not out loud.
Chan’s stomach grumbled. He tried to wedge his way past the girls, but they would not budge.
“Come on,” he muttered. “I’m starving!”
Li spun around with a stubborn look on her face.
“We can’t eat like this,” she said, her voice low. Kenya nodded and the two girls pressed the others back down the hallway.
“She’s right,” Kenya said. “It’s too… I don’t know… Maybe they’ll let us take our meals up to the cabin?”
At that moment a man appeared in the galley door behind them. Nani and Tai were so far to the back of the group that they were hidden from the man. Tai pressed a finger to his lips and winked at Nani.
“Good morrow, Trusted,” the Mariner said, and they both recognized Samuel’s voice. “Is everything all right?”
Nani and Tai kept silent as the six murmured a jumbled reply. Chan’s stomach growled again.
“Now’s as good a time as any for lunch, Trusted,” Samuel said, tipping his head towards the open door.
There was a brief pause and then Li found her voice.
“Thank you… Lunch sounds great,” she stammered. “But… Er… No one in there’s talking.”
“Aye Trusted,” Samuel said. “I could see why you might say that, but they’re talking plenty. Captain has her reasons for the Handspeak. I hope you’ll understand.”
“Oh, of course, we totally understand,” Li said. “It’s just kind of, awkward, you know? Is there any way we could take our food to the cabin?”
“Petros!” Samuel shouted into the galley. “Our guests will be having their meals in the captain’s cabin. Take care of that.”
“That’s not what she meant!” Kenya said quickly. “We only wondered if we could carry our food upstairs! Please, don’t go to such trouble—”
But Samuel waved them off.
“Trouble?” he asked. “Trusted, you are not asking for much at all… It is well within your rights. Now, I have work to be getting to. If you six will head back upstairs, your food will be up shortly.”
He turned back into the galley and Li turned to catch Nani’s eye.
“Rights?” she groaned, but then she bit her lip and followed the others back upstairs. It was all too easy to be overheard on a ship of silent people.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lunch came up to the cabin piping hot and as quick as only sailors can make things happen.
Kalin shook his head at Li when she tried to explain why the Mariners were waiting private tables, but in the end, he said it was probably for the best. Who knew what troublesome things they might say while sitting around so many curious, listening ears?
Nani agreed, but she kept her mouth shut about it.
“I’m going to look around,” she announced after lunch. It had occurred to her that some of her mother’s family may have been Mariners and she wanted to see what their life was like.
“I’m coming, too!” Alexi chirped.
“The Captain is not going to like that,” Aidan muttered.
But Kalin shook his head and put a hand on Nani’s shoulder.
“I wouldn’t worry about the captain,” he said. “Just be yourself.”
Nani smiled. “Anyone else coming?” she asked.
“Sure,” Tai said. “I want to check on
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