

    
        
          A Problem of Pirates

        

        
        
          Arualian Archives, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Emily Watson

        

        
          Published by Emily Watson, 2025.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

A Problem of Pirates (Arualian Archives, #3)

1 The Boys Set Sail

2 A Visit to the Docks

3 The Hospitality of the Niantó

4 We Didn’t Mean to Go to Sea

5 The Prudence of the Nianshó

6 We Meet a Queen of the Sea

7 And the Chase Is On!

8 The Legend of Salawake’s Gold

9 Walter (Nearly) Dies of Hunger

10 Dangers of the Deep Below (or Amy Sees the Merpeople)

11 The Black Fleet Attacks

12 The Last Leg of the Race

13 And Then There Were None

14 Confronting Captain Corelli

15 The Silence of Dewey’s Sound

16 A Meeting on the Beach

17 Welcome to Bengur Valley

18 We Meet Cap’n and Billy of the Bertha Mae

19 A Meeting with Lionel Crew

20 New Friends and Rash Decisions

21 Sharks on board Fortune’s Wings

22 We Sail into a Den of Thieves

23 The Boys Sail to an Even Worse Den of Thieves

24 The Brawl in the Thirsty Eel

25 The Defeat of the Pitcairn Pirates

26 Sawyer on board Bertha Mae

27 Canticle’s Attack

28 Fishing for Merpeople

29 Canticle’s Aftermath

30 The Secrets of the Merpeople

31 The Mysteries of Maps

32 Journey to the Portal

33 Horseshoe Island and What They Found There

34 Leeches in the Kitchen

35 Walter Makes an Offer

36 The Wrath of the Hurricane

37 The Duel on the Deck of Fortune’s Wings

38 The Sun Comes Out Again

39 Walter Forms a Crew

40 ZudadanZ and How to Find Them

41 The Expedition Journeys Through the Portal

42 Twice Saved by Leeches

43 The Nature of Change

44 The Wreck of Bertha Mae

45 The Problem with Thieves

46 The Unreliable Nature of Smugglers

47 To Catch a Thief

48 Amy Dines with Captain Jameson

49 An Invitation to Parley

50 How Hogs Lost His Prisoner

51 Jameson’s Final Bow

52 Aaron Takes a Knee

53 What Followed After

Spread the Word!

Sailing Terms & Definitions

Translations of the Olden Tongue

Record of Names | People

Places

More by This Author | If you enjoyed The Arualian Archives...

1 | A Rough Start

About the Author


A Problem of Pirates 

Copyright © 2025 by Emily G. Watson

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

For information contact :

thistleboundbooks@yahoo.com 

Cover Design by Karakanaka Studio

Template created by Derek Murphy

Ebook ISBN: 979-8-9992006-2-4

Second Edition: June 2025

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​1 The Boys Set Sail 
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FOR THE RECORD, I didn’t mean to go getting anyone into trouble. But perhaps, as father said, they should have just put that as my second name.​[1]  

As the Witness compiles these volumes on the 3rd Age of Awakútan for the Arualian Archives, the others all agreed that I should be the one to tell this story. The Witness is swamped with archiving and translating and cataloguing anyways, so he was more than happy to leave this volume to me. 

Now, where to begin?

The pirate problem in the Sunrim Ocean had only been getting worse over the last two years, lots of ships disappearing, seriously impacting trade, and driving up prices of everything, and so on and so forth. So the nations had put together a joint naval force in an effort to squash them. Three new ships, the craftsmanship of the Chalefian navy, unrivaled masters of sailcraft. The latest in Arualian weaponry developed from the explosive mushroom powder of the Wolfmoon Mountains.​[2] Companies of Sardunian and Caprikash knights and soldiers. And the generous funding of the Spice Isles. Walter and Aaron were to accompany them, assigned by Father, the king, to head the Arualian representation in the Great Fleet, and Sir Percy was to command the regiment in charge of the Arualian firebarrels. 

It was a beautiful sunny morning, not a cloud in sight over the Port di Chalef, the day of the send-off. If you have never been to the seaside, then you do not know how truly magical it can be: the smell of the salty sea air that taunts of adventure, the glittering tips of every wave, the gentle crashing of the waves against the shore; an entire world lurking beneath the surface, waiting to be discovered. There are many reasons that mankind dares to venture out into such a dangerous field where nature has declared he was not born to go. How was I supposed to resist that?

But as Walter and Aaron prepared to embark on a high seas adventure, Amy and I were going to be left behind at Chalef for the summer. The three gallant ships bobbed gently at the dock, as if they too were impatient to set sail, and high-pitched trumpets mingled with the cry of the gulls on the breeze.  

Dignitaries representing the nations of Chalef and Sardun gave mostly uninspired farewell speeches, wishing the members of the Great Fleet a safe voyage and a successful mission. Father finished it off with a nicely polished address, short and to the point. And then with much cheering and fanfare, Walter and Aaron, along with dozens of knights and sailors from the three countries, boarded the ships and set sail for Caprika. 

And that was that. They were off on another grand adventure and had the audacity to leave me behind. Amy was less bothered by this, more intrigued at the prospect of exploring the city of Chalef. And if Walter and Aaron had been around, I would have enjoyed it too. It was a maze of canals, stone arches, tunnels, and bridges, where boats were more common than carriages, holding many secrets to be discovered. But adventure did not await me in Chalef. Only hot summer months of formal meetings and luncheons and evening dinner parties. And I’m afraid I was determined to hate it. 

––––––––
[image: ]


​[3]AARON STOOD BESIDE Walter on the sterndeck of Fortune’s Wings, watching the Port di Chalef grow more distant on the horizon. As the deck swayed beneath his feet, his eyes kept drifting to his mother and brother and to the two womanly figures beside them. It felt strange to be going on an adventure without any of them. It had to be disappointing for Airdella especially, and his heart ached for her. She had always hated being left behind. 

“Well, are your men ready for the farewell salute, Your Highness?” someone spoke to Walter beside him.

Ah! The firebarrel demonstration! Aaron stirred himself out of his thoughts and turned towards the captain of Fortune’s Wings. The Chalefian naval officer was of medium height and stocky build. His dark eyes and sharp features were framed by a thin close-trimmed beard and long black hair that was tied loosely at the back of his neck. His eyes gleamed with intelligence, and a hint of a smile played always at the corners of his mouth.

“Whenever you are, Captain,” Walter nodded. 

“We are almost to the Clavamoor Buoy.” The captain motioned with his cigar towards the bow of the ship. A large buoy floated on the waves of the harbor ahead of them, the bell on top clanging its warning to all passing ships that here they were about to enter the open sea.  

“Well then, Sir Percy, would you prepare the firebarrels, sir?”

“With pleasure, my lord.” Sir Percy saluted and walked down to the main deck. 

“I am looking forward to seeing these firebarrels in action,” Colonel Bridgeworth said, looking out over the main deck and clasping his hands behind his back. Aaron noted how the man rose slightly onto his toes, his large white mustache twitching.  

“As am I,” Aaron told the Sardunian officer. His heart beat faster in anticipation as he watched Sir Percy and his men prepare the weapons for salute. 

The long iron cylinders were spaced along the sides of the main deck, six on each side, like long narrow bells laid on their sides on wooden supports. The latest weapon that the Arualian military engineers had invented for using the mushroom powder, which had come to be called firepowder so as not to reveal the secret of its origins. A paper cartridge, similar to the stuffed paper balls used by the harab, was stuffed down into the end of the cylinder, then a round ball of carved stone. When the powder was set off with fire, it propelled the projectile out of the end of the cylinder. 

Chosen men of the 44th Regiment now rolled them into position along the sides of the deck using ropes and pulleys. The force of the explosion would thrust the barrels backwards in the opposite direction. So the engineers had added wheels to the barrels to allow them to move safely without getting damaged. The barrels were loaded with powder cartridges but no stones, as this was merely a salute. No need to go hurling projectiles at the Port di Chalef.  

“Set fire!” 

At Sir Percy’s command, a man at each barrel touched a long pole with a smoldering wick into a hole in the top of the barrel. 

Boom! Aaron felt the vibrations pulse through his body and the deck beneath his feet. The sound of the explosions echoed off the water and against the walls of the harbor. Out of the corner of his eye, Aaron saw Walter give a small jump and then a quick swallow. Small wonder that Walter would shudder, for it was an explosion of the same firepowder that had taken half of his hearing away just two years ago. 

A hearty cheer went up from the crew of the ship and was returned by the two other ships, who took their cue from Fortune’s Wings and lit their own firebarrels. The Sardunian companies struck up a hearty chorus as they sailed past the Clavamoor Buoy. They had officially left the harbor and were now at sea.

“Brilliant!” Colonel Bridgeworth exclaimed. He clapped Walter on the shoulder. “We’ll show those pirates what for, eh?”

Walter gave a laugh, for the enthusiasm and cheerfulness of the man was hard to ignore. “Indeed, Colonel.”

Aaron too gave a chuckle as the colonel hurried down the steps to the main deck and bent over to examine the iron barrels. Though the older man’s hair was white with age, his energy and strength seemed not to have been touched by it. The man stood a head taller than almost anyone on board the ship, and he made a dashing figure in his yellow-gold jacket that he wore over his chainmail shirt. His only volume seemed to be shouting, and Aaron could hear his hoarse barking as he bent over the firebarrels and talked to Sir Percy.  

Shouting that, though loud, Aaron knew that Walter couldn’t hear, hard as he might concentrate. He turned to look at Walter, who in turn was now glancing back at the buoy behind them. “You alright?” he asked. 

“Mmm? Yeah, fine. It just feels strange, doesn’t it? Not having them along?”

Aaron glanced at the docks back at the port, now too far away to make out any individual people. “Does feel wrong. But I am glad that they’ll be safe, out of harm’s way. However long that lasts.”

“I’m sure Airdella will find some kind of trouble to rustle up in Chalef,” Walter chuckled. “Shouldn’t take too long.”  

“On the bright side,” Aaron shrugged, “at least I won’t have to listen to you two arguing all the time.”

“Well, at least I won’t have to listen to you two flir – ”

Boom! Another loud explosion shook the boards beneath them, and they looked back at the main deck. Apparently, Colonel Bridgewater had asked for one more demonstration, for he and Sir Percy stood beside one of the barrels, waving away the cloud of smoke coming out of the end of it. 

Captain Gattone​[4] on the other end of the ship seemed to take no notice besides a glance over his shoulder, then after a pull on his cigar, issued an order to his first officer Salvo to finish making full sail. 

Aaron watched the crew move about the deck and up into the rigging. Fortune’s Wings served as the flagship of the Great Fleet, and she really was a beautiful ship. Her new decks were smooth and clean, the sails on her four masts trim and tidy, and every bit of brass polished to perfection. Her golden-orange color glowed like a sunrise. Her figurehead was a woman in a golden robe with an outstretched hand, her wings wrapped around the ship’s prow. The other two vessels, Tiger’s Teeth and Kestral’s Claws, were identical in design to her. But Tiger’s Teeth was painted a blood-red with black stripes, and her figurehead was a tiger, its mouth open in a roar, and its fangs glistening in the morning sun. Kestral’s Claws was as colorful as her namesake, beautiful blues and oranges, her figurehead’s beak and curved claws extended. 

Surrounded as they were by men of the regiments and companies of Arualia and Sardun, it was a little strange to see so many women on board the ship. The independent city-state of Chalef, given that the water and ships were such an important part of their culture and daily life, did not shy away from allowing women sailors, unlike most countries. Nearly half of the crew of Fortune’s Wings were women. They reminded Aaron once again of Airdella, with their dark curly hair and olive complexions. She had taken after her father the king, whose lineage was from eastern Arualia. Aaron could easily see Airdella as one of them. 

Salvo came aft to the quarterdeck and told the helmsman to make a course due east. 

“Due east it is, sir!” the helmsman said. “Chasin’ that sunrise.”

Walter cocked his head at the man’s accent. “Southern March?”

“Born ’n’ raised, Your Highness!” the man nodded. His brown shaggy hair was bleached with highlights from long days in the sun, and his skin while tanned and calloused was still pale enough to make him stand out from the Chalefians around him. “I was a Voyager for ten years, been at sea another five. When I heard about the new ships being built for the Fleet, I just had to be a part of it.” He slapped his hand on the ship’s wheel. “This is the future of ship building, Your Highness!”

“How so?” Aaron asked. Although he had come to know a little more about ships over the last few weeks, he was still unfamiliar with ship designs and engineering.  

The helmsman pointed towards the other two ships off to the port side of Fortune’s Wings. “They’re designed for the chase. Narrow hulls and shallow drafts make them fast. We can sail closer to windward than any other known type of ship of this size. Pirates won’t be able to outrun us. And if they try to enter a cove or an area with shoals and shallow water, we’ll be able to follow them.”

Aaron smiled at the man’s passionate enthusiasm. “They are certainly beautiful ships.”

“Of course, out of the three, I’ve grown partial to Fortune,” the helmsman said, patting the ship’s wheel affectionately. “We’re off on a grand adventure! Wouldn’t have missed it for the world. And of course, fortune’s on our side.”

Walter gave a chuckle at his pun. “Indeed, we are. Your name, good sir?”

“Hank.”

“Hank. Glad to have you aboard, sir.”

“Glad to be here, Your Highness. We’ll see where the wind takes us.”
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2 A Visit to the Docks
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IT WAS A LONG tiring week in Chalef. While the city itself was beautiful, Amy and I were never allowed to roam it independently. Instead, we spent most of our time confined within the grounds of the Palace di Chalef. The gardens were gorgeous, and the view from the ramparts overlooking the sea was fantastic. But it was still confining behind that wall. There were alleyways and canals and street markets out there, unexplored. 

And there were the duties of being Princess Regent, which meant I had to attend every state meeting that father did. If anything were to ever happen to him, he wanted me to know of all the goings-on between Arualia and the other nations. 

Even when I was not in meetings, I could hardly find a moment’s peace from the dozen counts and knights and dignitaries hovering around me. I knew what they were after. While some buzzed about like bees, hoping to gain my favor and court me into a marriage, others schemed ideas to propose a marriage contract, dropping not-so-subtle hints about how advantageous it would be for Arualia to strengthen her connections with whatever country. 

After enduring a painful evening banquet on the seventh day, I sought refuge in a tower high above the palace to watch the sunset and breathe the sea breeze in peace without any annoying politicians or courtiers. The tower was over the servant quarters and held little interest to the nobility, and I had yet to find one of them in this part of the palace. 

“Knock knock,” a voice interrupted my solitude. Father stood at the top of the narrow winding staircase. 

“Good evening.” I gave a smile at seeing his face framed in the doorway. He looked about as tired and drained as I felt. 

“Not meaning to interrupt your peace and quiet,” he said. “Truth is I could do with some myself. Permission to intrude?”

“Granted.” I scooted over on the wooden bench to make room for him. 

Sitting down beside me, he stretched out his long legs in front of him and leaned back. We sat in silence together, watching the golden sky turn to orange with streaks of purple. 

“How many did you get today?” I finally asked. 

Father gave a soft chuckle. “A whopping five. How about you?”

“Seven.”

“You win today.” Father handed over a small stack of copper coins. “You do know I wouldn’t actually force you to marry any of them?”

Much as it was something I did absolutely know, it was still relieving to hear it said out loud. “And for that, I am eternally grateful.” I kissed his cheek and took his arm, cuddling up to his shoulder. 

He returned the kiss to the top of my head. “Certainly! Hardly a one of them is worthy of you, anyways. Don’t give yourself into a marriage for anything less than you deserve. I’ll not have my daughter demeaned or disrespected in that way.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I assured him.

“And what would you dream of, Della?”

I shifted my face to look up at him. “Whatever do you mean?”

“What does the Princess Airdella dream of doing?” he asked again, his serious expression framed in his dark locks that were streaked with gray. 

“You mean besides being with Aaron and Walter and the Fleet?” 

Father nodded, giving another chuckle as he looked out over the city again. “This I know.” He gave a sigh. “You know that the role of being Princess Regent is only temporary. You’ve done well in it, though I know you’ve never enjoyed it. Walter is the Crown Prince, but he has been busy focusing on other responsibilities the last few years. Training for knighthood, and now, his first official command as a knight. But soon, when the time is right, you will no longer be obligated to hold that position. 

“I do not want you to be miserable just because you were born into something that you had no choice over. I want you to be able to make your own choices within that. You are a princess of Arualia, and there’s no changing that, but there’s many ways to serve Arualia and our people. Not all of them involve sitting on a throne. In fact, that would be very difficult since only one person can do that at a time.” 

Father nudged me upright to look me in the eyes. “You are your mother’s wild child,” he smiled, tucking a strand of my unruly hair behind my ear. “I don’t think even I could tame that out of you. And I don’t think that would be right. You’ll find your own path, just as she did.”

I bit my lip, swallowing against the lump that had formed in my throat. What had I ever done to deserve such a father? “Was that what grandfather said when you married her?”

Father’s chest shook with his loud hearty laughter. “Quite the opposite! Here I was, returning from a war suppressing the rebellion of the Southern March with one of their women in tow, a commoner at that. She was hardly what he considered ‘princess’ material, nor did she intend to be. He never did warm up to her fully. Which was a shame.” He swallowed and pursed his lips. 

It was something that had caused a rift between him and his father, which was never fully mended. I knew it still hurt him. 

He squeezed my leg and kissed my cheek one last time. “Getting late. I think I shall retire for the night, Princess.”

After he left, I retired to my chambers. As exhausted as I was, I found it difficult to sleep. So I sat at the open window and watched as the first light of dawn fingered its way through my window, illuminating the tiled roofs and cobblestones of the city below. The wrought-iron railings of the floors below caught my eye, not for the first time, as a tempting means of escaping to the street below. 

I felt that I would suffocate if I remained within the walls of the palace. Here in these early morning hours, I could have at least a small measure of peace and freedom, if only for a short time. 

I wrote a quick note to my handmaid Everly and slid it halfway under the door to the next room, telling her not to worry that I would be back soon. I just needed a walk in the fresh air. I donned my simplest blouse and skirt, threw a cloak over my shoulders, and took to the roofs. It was an easy climb down, and I wandered the alleyways towards the docks and the sunrise. 

My boots clattered on the cobblestones, and my pouch of stardust bounced gently against my hip. This was not the scarlet pouch given to me by Elroy. I had taken to carrying a smaller pouch around as I had never really run into a situation where I needed all of it. As the early morning breeze played with my hair, I closed my eyes and smiled, breathing deeply of the air that smelled of the sea – and a fish market. 

The streets of Chalef are a maze of stone alleys and canals. Sometimes, an alleyway will end directly onto a canal. Other times, a stone bridge will arch across to the other side. The dusky orange-gold stone and plaster of the buildings glowed in the early morning light. 

Eventually, I wandered past the open-air fish market where some fishermen were just hauling in their early morning catch. At the end of a dock strewn with stacks of boxes and crates and barrels and fishnets, I stood and and stared out at the sea. If I closed my eyes, I could hear the cry of the gulls and the lapping of the waves around the pilings below and at least pretend that I was off at sea. That was where Amy finally found me. 

“Airdella, what are you doing?”

“Oh, to have been born a Chalefian sailor,” I sighed wistfully, leaning my elbows on a stack of crates and putting my chin in my hands. 

“Well, you certainly have the looks of one,” Amy said.  

She was not wrong. Our father’s heritage came from eastern Arualia closer to Chalef. I took after him with our olive and ruddy complexion, stocky build, darker wavy hair, and dark eyes. Whereas our mother had been from the Southern March, ivory skinned and golden haired. Amy and Walter had inherited more from her side of the family. Dressed so plainly in the streets, it was no wonder that the people I had passed on my morning walk had assumed I was Chalefian. 

“Not that I can’t relate with your feelings.”

“But you like being an ambassador?” I frowned and turned around. 

Amy was fidgeting nervously with her hand, rubbing at the scar across the back of it. After she was stung by the tail of a sheeksa two years earlier, she had been quickly healed from the venom but left with a terrible scar. Its black veins spread like a spider across her white skin. I knew how self-conscious she must feel about it. But if ever asked, Amy would shrug it off and refuse to admit that it ever troubled her. 

“I thought you were enjoying Chalef. Or at least, not disliking it as much as I do.”

“You think you’re the only person with troubles?” Amy raised her eyebrows. “I’ve got more than enough egotistical politicians trying to make their nations seem better in every way, while also trying to wheedle the secret of the firepowder out of me, or hint at how profitable a marriage between our two countries would be. Or in the case of the Prashlanders, saying as well as they can say that they would love to apply for a loan from the king of Arualia without actually saying it.”

I snorted. “I thought this whole murder-the-king-and-set-up-our-own-utopia was supposed to work perfectly and wouldn’t need help from any outsiders. Hullo, Gail.”

I received no answer from Aaron’s brother, who had his nose pressed into a book.

“Try telling them that. In order to provide everything for everyone, the government usually needs money. But they can’t tax it from the people if the people don’t have it to begin with. They’ll make beggars out of everyone.” Amy leaned on the crates beside me and gazed out at the golden orb of light rising over the horizon.

“How’d you find me anyways?”

“Because Everly found your note and came running to me. I’ve told Everly to come to me before bothering father with your shenanigans, and I’d take care of it and save us all the drama.”

“Did you say something?” Gail finally looked up, half startled, from the book he was reading. “Sorry, I didn’t hear it.”

“Good morning, Gail,” I laughed. Very typical Gail to have his nose in a book and miss half of what was said to him.

Though in this case, we might have done better if we’d paid more attention to him. As Amy and I stood for a few moments in silence, each lost in our own thoughts watching the gulls and the birds diving for fish, I thought I heard a muffled yell and a muted thud behind me. I turned quickly, but Gail was no longer standing amongst the fishnets and barrels.

“Gail?” I called. 

Amy and I both stood dumbfounded for a moment. 

“Maybe he went to the fish market?” Amy said uneasily. 

I started to answer but was cut off as a hand clamped itself over my mouth. Amy vanished behind a veil of burlap. I clawed at it with my hands, but arms of steel clamped them to my sides. As I struggled to scream and bite my way through the burlap and fingers, I was dragged and then shoved, smacking forward into a hard wooden surface that smelled of corn. The hands and arms released me, and I pushed myself away. But there was no room to move. I tore the burlap sack off my head. All around me, hard walls of darkness closed in. 
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3 The Hospitality of the Niantó
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“THERE SHE IS, YOUR Highness! Caprika!” Hank waved his hand towards the horizon.

Walter leaned over the railing to get a better look. “Ever been?” 

“Couple dozen times now.” Hank balanced on the ship’s railing, holding onto the rigging and leaning out over the water for a better look. “Gold sandy beaches, perfect weather all year round, sweet-smelling flowers. But it’s the food that’s the best part. I can show you where to find the best dinner in town. Or in this case, lunch. Me and the boys were going to hit the town if y’all were interested in joining us. The Lucky Finn is the place to go! Old Nuan will have cooked up the best meal you’ll have ever tasted.”

“I’d absolutely love to, but I’m afraid duty calls,” Walter said. He gazed longingly at the paradise of lush greenery and golden sands. How he would have loved to roam the town and the trees. But doubtless he and Aaron would be off immediately for a meeting with the niahntó​[5], Caprika’s ruler. As an epicenter of trade and the shipping industry, the country’s economy had been hit hard by the pirate activities, and the niahntó was anxious to see how effective the new Fleet would be. 

“Ah, yes,” Aaron sighed, propping his forearms against the railing. “Meetings and more meetings. Joy.”

“Sounds utterly boring,” Hank chuckled. 

“It usually is,” Walter assured him. “Why I’m usually happy to leave the ambassador duties to my sister.”

“Remind me why we didn’t bring her along?” Aaron asked. “She could have sat in the meetings and told us the important things.”

Walter shrugged. “Something about duties of a princess, running a joint naval operation, and the curiosity over the firepowder. Don’t look at me! I’m with you. Of course, it would be just as handy to have Airdella along too.”

Aaron guffawed loudly. “Poor pirates wouldn’t stand a chance. I might actually feel sorry for them.”

“I’ve heard many tales,” Hank said. “Both of the princesses sound like extraordinary young women.”

“They are,” Aaron said. He looked over the stern of the ship towards Arualia, which he could no longer see. “Feels very different to be on an adventure without them.”

“Here come the pilot boats!” Hank sang out, jumping down from the railing. 

Three small boats were coming out of the mouth of the harbor ahead to meet them. 

“Ah, perfect timing.” Captain Gattone said, climbing the steps onto the forecastle deck. “Prepare the ship to meet them.”

“Aye, sir!” 

As the boats pulled up alongside the Fleet, the pilots boarded the ships and, after a quick word with the captains, led the three ships into the busy harbor of Wentow. 

The harbor was congested with ships of all sizes and designs – large trade ships at the docks, small skiffs and canoes that skimmed easily across the harbor without regard to the larger vessels bearing down on them, rowboats carrying passengers from ships at anchor offshore, and fishing vessels bringing in the morning’s catch. Even the local pilot boats assigned to the Fleet had trouble navigating the traffic and bringing them safely to the docks reserved for them. 

Stumbling down the gangplank after Aaron and Colonel Bridgeworth, Walter stood on the solid ground and breathed deeply of the air that smelled of spices and fish and something delicious cooking. The Caprikash were a people of tawny skin and black silky hair, easily distinct in a crowd from all countries shouting and bartering in as many languages and jostling their way along the docks. 

Walter would have loved to investigate the source of the tantalizing aromas, but they were greeted by palace officials who bowed deeply and then whisked the political officers to a line of carriages that were to take them up to the niahntó’s palace. 

Weaving skillfully through the crowded streets, the carriage drivers brought them away from the shoreline and further inland. It was a short ride from there up a hill to the palace’s outer wall. Lush green fields and gardens filled the sides of the hill around them while the city below grew more distant. Once through the gate, the carriages came to a stop outside a luxurious palace with tiled roofs. Dark wood trim provided a nice contrast to the red clay tiles and white walls. Tall wide windows filled every wall, their wooden shutters open to allow the breeze inside. 

The carriages came to a stop at the base of a long brick staircase that led up to a pair of double doors. 

Walter stretched and looked around and waited for Aaron and Sir Percy to climb out of the carriage. Not as gawdy as Arualian and Chalefian ones, the Caprikash palace was still more lavish in color and natural beauty. It appealed to him, with its wide windows and greenery everywhere. 

Captain Gattone, Captain Borello of Kestral’s Claws, and Captain Leonardo of Tiger’s Teeth climbed out of the next carriage, and Colonel Bridgeworth out of the one behind them, along with his two lieutenants. The golden coats of their military uniforms stood out brilliantly in contrast to the more natural colors around them. 

A man came out of the doors and down the steps, placed his fist into his open palm, and bowed. “Welcome to the great island of Caprika,” he greeted them in Arualian. “The niahntó is most pleased you are here. Please come with me.” 

The delegates followed him up the front steps into a large entrance hall, then up another grand staircase of white tiles at the far end of the hall. At the top was a long room, open to the air on each end. A carved wooden table was set with a lavish meal on silver platters. At the head of the table, a man and woman sat in wooden chairs covered in red cushions. 

The man rose from the chair at the end of the table and bowed to them. His dark hair was slicked back from his square face, and he wore a red silk suit with a gold sash.

Their escort translated for them as the man began to speak in Caprikash. “Niahntó welcomes you. He hopes you had safe travels and is glad you are finally arrived. Please, join him at his table.”

Walter took his seat with the other delegates, making sure that Aaron was on his right. If he concentrated hard, he would be able to hear everything that was said at the table, but Aaron could repeat anything important that he missed to him. It also might give Walter an advantage if everyone assumed he couldn’t hear them. He had gleaned more than one vital piece of information that way. 

The escort and translator stood at the niahntó’s side. “Niahntó asks if each of you would introduce yourselves.” 

The delegates took turns around the table and introduced themselves while four women moved in from the corners of the room and began to serve the meal from the silver platters onto golden plates.  

“And did you encounter any pirates on the voyage?” 

“No, it was good wind and clear sailing,” Captain Gattone said. “Perhaps, you can advise us where the most recent pirate activity has taken place?”

Walter saw everyone shift their attention to the top of the stairs. 

Another man arrived in the room, bowing low to the king and the delegates. He had a thin trimmed beard and a shaved head, and his black suit and red sash marked his position as a soshu​[6] general.

“He says two ships disappeared just in the last week,” Aaron told Walter as discreetly as possible.  

Behind the general stood another man in a black suit with a gold sash. He had a thick head full of hair, a clean-shaven face, and narrow black eyes that darted around the room, analyzing everyone. Walter felt as though he were being watched by a snake. 

As the general walked over to the table, Walter could now hear him speaking. “They were sailing from the Spice Isles and should have arrived five days ago. And the pirates have also begun to attack villages along the coasts.”

“The Commander of the Niahntó’s Soshu, General Rai Shinosari​[7],” the translator said. “And Sama Kazimushu​[8], representative for Niahntó.”  

“I also bring forty and five of my finest fighting soshu,” General Shinosari said. “We will fight these pirates alongside you and so bring honor to Niahntó and our people.”

He and Kazimushu took their seats at the table, directly across from Walter and Aaron. 

Walter studied the general for a moment, as he felt the general also studying him. But not in the snake-like manner of his compatriot. The general observed him with a serious thoughtful expression, giving a quick nod of acknowledgement to Walter. 

“How has Caprika been most impacted by the pirates?” Walter asked the general. He tried to ignore Kazimushu’s eyes watching his every move with that almost-smile plastered on his face. 

“As they attack the ships before they can arrive to trade,” the general said, “we do not receive important goods from the other nations, and so have begun to grow short in supply. And when our ships are attacked after they leave port, we lose many of our people, and our people lose much tigrets​[9].Out of fear for their lives and their money, many captains no longer want to sail.”

The niahntó also began to speak, and their translator interpreted what sounded like a long list of laments, mostly about himself. “If no ships will sail, there is no trade. No trade means no taxes can be collected. Niahntó has expenses, soldiers to pay and servants of Niahntó.”

While the niahntó spoke mostly about not being able to pay his soldiers and servants, Walter got the idea that the loss of revenue threatened his lifestyle more than anything else. Everything about the man was lavish. His silk suit, his palace, his meal, his gardens, all the exotic animals and birds that Walter had seen in the gardens from the carriage. Certainly all of this required a lot of money which, as the niahntó noted, he could not collect in taxes on imports and exports if no trade was happening. But the niahntó’s income wasn’t the only one suffering if no one could trade. 

Walter glanced at the woman beside the niahntó. She had not spoken the entire time, nor even been introduced, but she was certainly the queen, or niahnshó​[10]. Sitting tall and proud, she listened silently to the conversation, but her dark eyes glinted with an intensity that indicated she had a keen understanding of what was being spoken. And not spoken.

“And how do you intend to fight the pirates?” the niahntó wanted to know. 

“Our ships are the finest Chalef has ever built,” Captain Gattone said. “Fast and agile. We will run them down easily once we have found them. And our ships will not be so heavily laden with stolen goods.”

“Speed will not help you,” General Shinosari shook his head. “We have sent our fastest ships on a chase before. None of them returned. These pirates are said to have a strange new weapon, very powerful.”

The hair on the back of Walter’s neck prickled. “What kind of weapon?” Had the pirates managed to get their hands on firepowder somehow?

“We do not know. There have rarely been any survivors. Most of the stories we have are from witnesses that were at a distance. They describe most of the attacks as happening in the dark and the fog. This power appears to be unlike anything that has ever been seen before.” 

“Just like Arualia,” Kazimushu spoke for the first time. His eyes gleamed as he leaned forward. “This new firepowder, you intend to use it against the pirates?”

Walter twisted the stem of his goblet between his fingers. He felt Aaron and Sir Percy tense on either side of him. Here was a subject that obviously was bound to come up as they certainly did intend to use it against the pirates. It was also one where they needed to tread lightly. 

“Yes,” Sir Percy said. “As the master shipwrights of Chalef have contributed their finest arts, the Arualians have brought their new weapons. Each ship of the Fleet is outfitted with them.”

“And how does this new firepowder work? Are these weapons for close combat or can they be used from a distance?”

“We would be happy to provide you with a demonstration,” Walter said, setting his cup back on the table. “It can be used in both close combat and ranged fighting. It might be able to sink their ships without having to engage in hand-to-hand combat.” He wondered about what would come after the Fleet’s mission was complete and the pirate problem was taken care of. Delegates would return to their kings and princes and niahntó and tell of the Arualian’s firepowder. Word would spread. And the desperation of other nations to get a hold of the mushroom powder would increase.  

“Niahntó would like such a demonstration.”

Before anything more could be said about it, Sir Percy turned to the general. “What information have we been able to gather, General, regarding the pirates? Are there any patterns that these pirates follow, any behaviors or known hideouts?”

“Very little. There are very few survivors of the pirate attacks, so very little that can be known about their ships or where they go. Only that there seem to be many different ‘factions’, is this word correct? How many, we do not know. Some seem to be as allies working together in groups. Others to be lone sharks. After we sail to the Spice Isles, as has been planned, it will be a matter of clearing out any known hideouts and providing escorts for the trade ships.” 

“Perhaps we should start with the Lion’s Den,” Kazimushu snorted. “The island is a breeding ground for criminals and smugglers. They are nothing but a drain on our economy and a threat to the outside world. They have been a thorn in our side long enough.”  

Captain Gattone gave a cough. “I would like to gather more information, aya, before taking an entire island and the lives of innocent civilians living there. 

“The Lion’s Den has no innocent civilians! Only criminals!”

“As no other nation has criminals?” the captain shrugged. “Perhaps, we will get a chance to see who is right, aya? But I think that first we should see what we can learn elsewhere.”

“When we sail for the Spice Isles,” Colonel Bridgeworth said, “do you intend to sail in escort of a few trade ships?”

“Yes,” Kazimushu said. “We need for trade to continue as soon as possible. I have already arranged for five ships to sail with us.”

Us. Walter’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth. “You will be sailing with the Fleet?” he asked. 

“Of course!” the translator replied for the niahntó. “Niahntó trusts Kazimushu to represent his wishes and interests and to lead well the general and his soshu.”

Walter wondered how the general felt about taking orders from such a man. But as he glanced briefly at him, General Shinosari’s face was inscrutable. Already, Walter himself dreaded the prospect of sailing with Kazimushu. While the niahntó may have had the utmost faith and trust in him, Walter had an uncomfortable feeling that having Kazimushu along on the voyage would only lead to trouble.  
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4 We Didn’t Mean to Go to Sea
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“AMY!” I SCREAMED. “GAIL!”

Then I was pitched over on my side as whatever contraption they had shoved me into was tilted and lifted into the air. I continued to scream and yell as I was carried, my heart pounding, panicking inside the small space. Then I forced myself to stop. To listen. I could hear the water still, could hear muffled voices and footsteps on wood. Then the box was set down, and the footsteps walked away. 

“Amy!” I tried again. 

I pushed on the walls around me, but they wouldn’t budge. My hand reached for the little pouch of stardust hanging at my belt. But I didn’t know what it could do in a situation like this. 

“Hello!” I heard Amy’s muffled voice and a few thumps. 

“Amy!” another voice joined in. 

Oh good. There was Gail. At least we were all in the same place. “Anybody hurt?” I asked.

“No,” Amy grumbled. She sounded annoyed more than scared.

“They bent my glasses.” Gail’s voice was faint.  

“Animals. We’ll make them pay,” I assured him, grunting as I braced my feet against the top of the box with no success. “Amy, use your key!” If there was ever a time her magical key that could unlock any door could come in handy, now was that time. 

“Can’t find a keyhole. Lock must be on the outside.”

“Well, drat.” So much for that idea. 

“What is that pounding noise?” Amy asked.

“Someone’s playing a drum,” Gail said. His voice was calmer and stronger now as he had something else to concentrate on and observe.

“Why would they be playing a drum?”

“I think it’s a song they chant to keep rhythm while... making sail...” 

Even as he spoke, the surface beneath us lurched, propelled by some unseen force.  

Near panic threatened to drown my thoughts. We were on a boat, kidnapped and locked away. There wasn’t enough air in here – surely I was going to suffocate! My hands were bruised from beating on the walls confining me, my throat already raw from yelling. Much as I knew it wouldn’t do any good, my instinct was to keep pounding and screaming. No matter how loud I shouted, nobody was going to answer anyways. And still, the boat continued to move. 

“Hang on, what’s that?” Amy finally asked. 

The rhythmic clanging of a bell being tossed back and forth on the waves grew louder and louder and then fainter and fainter. 

“The Clavamoor Buoy,” Gail said. “We’re out at sea.” Strange how calm his voice could be at a time like this. 

“Your mother’s going to kill us,” was the thought at the forefront of my mind, followed quickly by, “Father’s going to kill us.”

“What do you mean ‘us’?” Amy’s voice was calm and icy, a tone I winced at. “This is entirely your fault. I’m going to kill you long before they get a chance.”

“You’re the one that brought Gail along, and you didn’t have to follow me.”

“You’re right. I should have just let Everly go straight to Father.”

Thinking of poor sweet Everly made me wince again. “I hope she doesn’t get into too much trouble because of this.”

“Bit late for that now,” Amy sighed.

“Fair enough.”

There was little we could do but wait until the excitement on deck had died down. And there was no telling how long that was going to be.  

“Whatever happens, we should avoid letting them know who we are,” Amy said, “assuming they don’t already know. Could be the reason behind this.”

I agreed. Amy was probably thinking more of the international incident this would cause, but we also had no idea of the people whose ship we were on. Or what they would do with that information.  
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MY STOMACH WAS GROWLING loud enough to be heard above decks by the time heavy footsteps thudded across the hold floor towards us and someone finally opened our prisons. I was in a stupor caused more by hunger than anything else but snapped out of it at the sound of a bolt being drawn back. The dim light was blinding after being locked in the wooden box.

“Aya, out you get!” the Chalefian woman grunted, waving a lantern over us.

She didn’t need to tell me. I was already clambering to my feet, fists ready to punch whomever I met. I looked for Amy and Gail. Amy was quite disheveled and red-faced (I’m sure I looked much the same), while Gail was clumsily trying to hold his glasses to his face with one hand so he could see. His glasses were skewed at an odd angle, the arm having been bent to the side. 

The woman scowled at us, and her dark eyes flashed at me and my fists. “You can try if you want. But it won’t do you any good, aya.” She pointed a bronze and brawny arm towards the hold doors. “Come on!” Grabbing each of us by the back of our necks as we came within reach, she shoved us out onto the deck. 

After the darkness of the hold, we stood blinking in the sudden brightness of the morning. One glance to the stern showed the Arualian and Chalefian coastline, the amber stones and tiled roofs of Chalef already a mere speck on the horizon. And on all other sides, nothing but the vast expanse of the Sunrim Ocean. 

The ship’s sleek lines and orange sails marked her as a Chalefian vessel. The men and women on deck were finishing adjusting the sails and coiling down ropes. Most barely glanced at us. 

I whirled to face the brawny woman. “Now see here! What is the meaning of this?”

If no one had been looking at us before, heads were beginning to turn now.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “You do not talk to superior officers that way.”

“Superior officers?” Amy echoed, hands on her hips in indignation.  

“You are now deckhands on the ship Speckled Trout. Welcome aboard!” Her tone was anything but welcoming. 

“Oh, rubbish,” I heard Amy mutter under her breath. 

“Ha!” I snorted. “I demand to see the captain!”

Others looked on with smirks, and a few gave wary glances, not at us but at the double doors at the other end of the deck. 

The woman raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you wish to see the captain, aya? Well then, come on.” She herded us across the deck. “Let’s see what the captain has to say, aya.”

The double doors in the cabin at the stern of the ship opened onto a short hallway with two more sets of double doors, a pair on either side of the hallway. The woman knocked on the door to our left. 

“Come in!” What was it with the Chalefians and their need to shout everything?

The woman opened the door onto a formal dining room, or about as fancy as one was going to get on a cramped ship. It was certainly the captain’s dining room, at any rate. Large diamond pane windows looked out of the stern and side of the ship, providing the captain, his wife, and the ship’s officers a fantastic view as they ate. A view they were probably enjoying before we showed up. 

The captain himself was a thick red-faced man, with a square chin and a bulbous nose. He had a headful of dark curls and a giant handlebar mustache, but it was his dark eyes that were the most terrifying. 

The woman sitting next to him was even more so. Eyes that flashed their gaze across you, with ill intent in the mind behind them. 

“Ah, the new deckhands.” The captain barely looked up. 

“They demanded to see the captain, aya.”

The other two men looked over at us. The younger one’s face flashed with anger as he looked at us, as if we had committed the gravest sin on the high seas. The older one merely looked tired as he glanced back and forth between us and the captain.  

“You have a problem?” the captain asked in a low growl as he turned and bored his dark eyes into me. 

Looking into those eyes, I felt a sick feeling that the captain was not above hurting and killing any more than he was above kidnapping. Poor Gail shrank back behind Amy and me. 

I took deep breaths to steady my heartbeat. “I should like to know what the meaning of all this is? Why have we been abducted and held on this ship against our wills?”

The captain wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I am sure I know nothing about this abduction. The fact is that Speckled Trout is short-handed. I cannot recruit enough hands to sail because the sailors are too afraid of the pirates, aya. If I cannot sail, I cannot deliver to Caprika, and Grasshopper will get there before me.” 

“I fail to see how that’s our problem,” I said evenly. 

“Oh, but it is now,” the captain pointed his fork at me. “If Grasshopper gets to port first, Captain Moreno will get the best prices, and we will be forced to take whatever we can get. Meaning your wages will not amount to much at all.”

“We’re getting paid?”

I almost slapped the back of Gail’s head. “We’re not your deckhands!” 

“Oh!” the captain raised his large eyebrows. “Well then, you must be stowaways! What are you doing on my ship, aya?”

My jaw dropped as I stared at him in rage, unable to speak. 

“So, you think you can steal from me, ah? Well, I will not tolerate thieves on my ship. You will work for your passage! Unless, of course, you have the money to pay for your crime?” 

“Perhaps, they can be made to pay later,” the woman sitting beside him suggested, eyes gleaming.

I could see her eyes running over our clothes. Though they were some of our plainest, she could still tell that we were of some wealth. And she was planning all the ways she could use that to her advantage. Until she had wrung every gold coin from us that she could. A woman not above blackmail and thievery. She must never know what we truly were. There was no telling what she would do with that information, what kind of imagined power she thought she could have over us. 

The captain considered her and looked back at us. “Well, money you may or may not have. But time is most certainly money. I will not lose the precious time in order to take you back to Chalef, aya. So, you will work, and you will pay – with your own sweat! Unless, you would prefer to take your chances swimming.”

Ever one to miss rhetorical sarcasm, Gail’s reply was barely audible. “I can’t swim very well.” 

“Well then, it seems you have no option.” 

The angry woman grabbed the back of our collars to drag us back into the hallway.
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5 The Prudence of the Nianshó
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THE FLEET STAYED IN Caprika for two days, preparing for the voyage to the Spice Isles. The supplies needed to be replenished and the water tanks refilled. Arrangements also needed to be made for Shinosari’s soshu. They were divided amongst the three ships, and their gear loaded and stowed.  

All parties met to map out the latest in pirate activities and known hideouts and locales for pirates and smugglers. Captain Gattone and the other captains established the route they would follow to the Spice Isles. General Shinosari and the niahntó were given a demonstration of the firebarrels, leading to a discussion on how best to use them in battle. 

Kazimushu buzzed about the meetings like a mosquito, listening keenly and asking questions, especially about the firepowder. Walter noted a flicker of disappointment on his face when told that only two Arualian officers on each ship would have access to the actual firepowder stores. They were locked away in a specially built compartment in the hold. On Fortune’s Wings, there were three officers – Sir Percy, Walter, and Aaron – each with a key. Walter had scarcely seen the niahnshó since the first day. He had caught her occasionally out of the corner of his eye, watching from a doorway or a balcony. 

Walter had to admire the way that the general and the colonel worked so easily together. As different in personality as the colors of their military uniforms, they were also both brilliant commanders in their field, and they admired and respected one another’s strengths and wisdom.

While Walter and Aaron were pouring over maps with the general and the colonel, a man arrived and asked Walter to accompany him. The niahnshó wished to speak to the prince. 

“Would you like me to – ” 

“Yep.” Walter didn’t need Aaron to finish. He had been wondering about the niahnshó. She had not said a word all throughout the meal on their first day. And now, she wanted to speak to him. But concerning what? 

Aaron followed behind as the servant led Walter to a secluded courtyard in the gardens behind the palace. The niahnshó was waiting for them, feeding a menagerie of exotic birds, some in cages and some strutting around on the ground or perched in the trees. She wore her black hair in a loose bun on top of her head and brown embroidered silk robes. 

“I am sorry to disturb you,” she said in perfect Arualian, better even than their translator from earlier. “I know the general has important things to discuss with you. But there is something I also wish to discuss with you.” She glanced at Aaron. “I do not recall requesting your companion as well.”

“Aaron is a most trusted friend,” Walter assured her. “And a knight of the royal house. His companionship has been invaluable to me since I have become deaf.”

The niahnshó titled her head to the side, a slight narrowing of her eyes as she surveyed them. “They call you the ‘deaf prince’, but I think you are not as deaf as you pretend. And the help of your friend Aaron is not necessary. But,” a small smile of approval played on her lips, “I also think it is very clever of you to pretend. He may stay.”  

Walter got the feeling that this woman was far more observant and intelligent than her husband. “Thank you, Your Majesty. What is it you would like to ask me?”

The niahnshó fed what looked like a couple of dead worms to a peacock. “I wish to discuss with you my concerns about your plans to get rid of these pirates that plague our ocean. While my husband expressed his concern for his appetites, I am more concerned with bigger matters. 

“If the pirates continue, there can be no ships to sail for trade. And if there is no trade, our people struggle to make money. But even if they have no money, my husband will continue to tax them. A people who are poor and afraid are an unhappy people. And an unhappy people are a dangerous people.”

Walter understood what she was implying. Kings had been deposed for far less. Or more, if one looked at what happened to the last king of Prashland. “You are worried your people will revolt?”

“The people look for a strong leader,” the niahnshó said. “Someone who will protect them, even if that person is strict. We are small islands, but we are a proud people. It would be dangerous for our people to think their niahntó is weak, and that he must rely on other countries to help.”

“All nations are working together,” Walter tried to assure her. “It is not a matter of one country being stronger than the other.”

“But the people will not see it that way. They need to see that the tiger of Caprika is still strong. It would be easier for them to do that if the niahntó had firepowder like the Arualians.”

So that was what she was after. “Undoubtedly it would,” Walter acknowledged. “But would you sell your most powerful weapon to other nations and risk letting it fall into the hands of enemies?”

The niahnshó inclined her head again. “I understand also the concerns of the Arualians. But they are a strong nation, with many friends as well. They have many soldiers and a large army. They are well protected on their borders and have many resources. They have very little to fear from enemies. And I think letting their friends have some of this powerful weapon would help them more than hurt.”

Walter sighed. A part of him wished that they had never discovered the mushroom powder of the harab. Things would be far simpler if they hadn’t. He would still have his hearing for one. But there was no going back, and the discovery of the mushroom powder would change the world forever, from warfare to politics to trade. “I understand and sympathize with the plight of Caprika. But I am afraid that I am charged by my father the king with safeguarding our firepowder. I cannot speak to you of its origin. Nor do I have authority to sell any of it to the Caprikash government. I understand that you desire what you think would be best for your country. If that is something you feel would benefit your nation, you will need to appeal directly to the king.” 

The niahnshó stroked the back of one of her birds. “I understand. I appreciate that you would discuss this with me, and your concerns for both our countries. Perhaps, I will send ambassadors to the king, and we will discuss this more in the future.”

Walter bowed. “I am sorry that I am unable to be of more help for your concerns, Your Majesty. Perhaps, to allay your people’s fears, you can tell them of the great deeds and fighting prowess of the general and the soshu. It may serve to assure them that Caprika is indeed a strong nation.”

The niahnshó returned his bow. “It is a good suggestion. If you would please do this for me: be sure that the general and his soshu have the honor of being at the front of the fight.”

As Walter began to respond, the niahnshó and Aaron both turned sharply to look over the wall towards the city below. “What do you hear?” 

“A deep bell,” Aaron said. “Shouting. What is it?”

“It is the alarm.” 

A short pudgy anxious-looking man came running down the hallway, huffing and puffing for breath, and bowed low, panting out some words quickly in Caprikash. 

“He says that the general needs you,” the niahnshó said. “There has been another attack.”  

“Yes, general!” the man nodded. “More pirate!”

Walter and Aaron hurried after the man down many long hallways and staircases to the entrance of the palace. 

“What’s going on?” Walter asked. 

“There has been another attack on the north island,” the general said, striding towards them as he finished strapping on a suit of black and gold armor. “We should leave at once.” Without breaking stride, he barked a few quick words to the short pudgy man and continued to the front door. 

Walter and Aaron hurried down the front steps after him. Fifteen armored soshu on horseback waited at the bottom of the palace steps, along with horses ready and saddled for Walter, Aaron, and the general. Sir Percy was mounted on a horse that chomped at the bit and stomped his feet. 

“Where are Captain Gattone and the others?” Walter asked as he pulled himself into the saddle.

“Already on board the ship,” Sir Percy said. “They were overseeing the final preparations to sail tomorrow. The general sent the rest of his soshu ahead to warn them and round up all of our crew.”

“That was a swift response,” Aaron said as they spurred their horses forward to follow the general and his men at a canter through the gates.

“Let’s hope it’s swift enough!” Sir Percy shouted over the noise of the thundering hooves.  
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