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  To Thali, 

What an adventure you started us on!
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   A Day for Storytelling


It had been a long day, one where Thali and Elric hadn’t had a moment to themselves since the previous night. Thali had leapt out of her dress and gone training before bed, so now she pulled off her boots and tossed them unceremoniously on the floor. Because she’d been training outside, the thump of her boot scattered a ring of mud across the beautiful, pristine wood. She groaned, but she was so tired she didn’t care enough to clean it up. She did, however, gently place her other boot on the ground. 
“I have a question,” Elric said. He was already tucked into bed, papers scattered over and around his lap, a tiger across his feet, and a poodle belly bared between his legs. 
Thali didn’t have the energy for words. She just looked at him and raised an eyebrow. 
“That armoire was moved in here after we were married. I assume it’s yours?” He pointed to a cabinet directly across from her; she had forgotten it was there. She smiled. That cabinet had been a constant in her life. She had picked it out long ago from a flea market she and her family had visited when she was six. Even though it was simple, she’d added different touches on and in it over the years. She laughed as she looked at it now. Within the rooms of a royal palace, it was a bit of an eyesore. It was chipped, scratched, and a little crooked. The outside looked as though a few panels of wood had been varnished by a child—which it had. Against the plush blues and purples of the room, it looked like it belonged in the trash.  
“What’s so funny?” Elric asked. 
“It’s just ... it’s so out of place, but not,” Thali said. 
She thought of the items within. Feeling a sudden burst of energy, she bounded over to the doors and reached underneath with her right hand and above with her left. She danced her fingers along the tumblers, setting them to levels she’d created so long ago. She reached behind the armoire with her left hand next, fiddling with the mechanism that she’d made. The doors cracked open with a pop! She opened them and turned to see Elric leaning over the bed, watching with interest. 
“It’s where I keep my most precious things,” Thali said. It was much more than that though. She opened the doors of the armoire wide. Necklaces of all kinds hung on the inside of the doors. She had organized them by length and chain color. The more delicate chains hung closer to the hinges, so they didn’t have to swing around so much with each door opening. She brushed her hands along the jewels, pearls, and delicate filigreed silver. She pushed the memories that each brought aside; she didn’t have the energy to reminisce right now. 
The main compartment was filled with tiny drawers. Thali pulled one out and tipped it in Elric’s direction. It was filled with gems in small boxes. The back row of boxes was filled so full of loose gems sorted by color that Thali couldn’t tip the drawer much. The next row had pendants with various-sized gems, again organized by color. And the closest row was filled with tiny charms and earrings. 
“But your ears aren’t pierced.” 
“They’re all from Tariq. He said I should have earrings in case I ever do get my ears pierced.” Thali explained. 
“No wonder you’re so hard to impress,” Elric said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that many gems in one place that wasn’t in the royal vaults.” 
Thali smiled and put the drawer back. She pulled out the next one, bringing it to the bed. Again, it was bursting with tiny boxes. Elric peered into the boxes. Five contained pearls, some strung together, some loose, and one had a strand of tiny pearls. 
“My brother gave me these when we were little. He’d seen me eyeing my mother’s jewelry and had collected oysters for a month while we were at sea to find the pearls and string them together.” 
She picked up the thin strand of pearls; all were uneven and different. But one was a little darker than the others, a little bigger too. She remembered that Rommy had told her he’d refused help from the crew when they had offered, wanting the present to be solely from him.  
Elric pointed to another strand filled with pearls the size of walnuts, all a soft gray. 
Thali laughed. “My uncle gave me that one. We always get weapons from my uncle. But one time, I think when he realized I was nearing marriageable age, I opened the usual oilcloth to find this strand of enormous gray pearls.” Thali smiled, remembering how upset she’d been. “I think I was thirteen. Rommy got a dagger that had this wicked curved blade. I was so upset. But I’d learned long before to be appreciative of gifts, so I’d smiled and put it on. It must have looked ridiculous. My uncle leaned in and whispered in my ear that as a woman, when I married, jewelry would always be mine. It was a way for me to have my own funds should I need them. Then he winked at me and said he’d get me a sword next time.” 
“And did he?” 
“He did. That one there actually.” Thali said. She pointed to the sword leaning against the nightstand. “The scabbard came the year after.” 
“He’s right you know,” Elric said. 
“What do you mean?” 
“The jewelry. It’s a common way for ladies of the court to accumulate wealth. They use jewels from previous suitors to pay for things they might want or need,” Elric said. 
Thali shrugged. “I’ve never really wanted for anything.” 
“What about that one?” Elric asked. He pointed to an old, beat-up leather cuff with a huge red gem in it. 
Thali smiled. “I don’t know if you’ll believe me if I tell you.” 
“Try me,” Elric said. He had stacked his papers on the bedside table and sprawled between the tiger and dog, resting his elbows on the bed, his head cupped in his hands. 
Thali reached for the cuff, but as she pulled it out, a pearl-and-diamond collar clattered to the floor. 
“Is that a necklace?” Elric asked.
Thali snatched it off the floor, carefully checking that each pearl and diamond were still safely secured. She smiled, thinking about the day she’d received it. “Yes, but I like using it this way instead.” Thali slid the stiff collar behind her ears and then up along her forehead to sit in her hair. 
“It’s beautiful,” Elric said.
“My friend, Daena, gave it to me.” Thali sat down as she pulled the jewelry off her head and ran her fingers over the pearls. 
“Tell me about her,” Elric urged.
Thali smiled nostalgically and thought back to her childhood, her exhaustion fading at the memory.






  
  Daena


“It’s time.” Lady Jinhua glanced at eight-year-old Thali, who was tilting her chin up as high as possible. Her hope was that if she stayed very still, she’d be able to see more of the land they were about to visit. Shiny brass roofs on the shore reflected the sun, making the collection of buildings look like one long, continuous brick structure. Rommy had told her that this place didn’t have a fortress wall but that the entire city was made to look like one long building. A massive courtyard filled the center, where adults trained for combat. There, he’d seen more people practicing their weapons skills in one place than ever before. 
Lady Jinhua coughed and raised her eyebrows at Thali, who pushed herself off the barrel. Her brother patted her arm as she passed, and Crab followed her as she went down to her family’s quarters.  
Crab grunted a bit as he pushed the bed away from the wall, then opened the trap door underneath it. “Got a good book?” he asked. 
Thali lifted a small sketchbook and dug in her pockets for charcoal. Crab nodded and Thali climbed into her hidey hole. She adjusted the pillow and blankets to her liking. 
“See you at supper,” Crab said.  
Thali nodded. He closed the door and Thali heard the creak of the bed as he moved it back over the trap door. Then she heard the metal latch that secured the bed to the wall. They were common on ships so the beds and other furnishings didn’t slide around with the ship’s movement. Silence fell momentarily before she heard metal clang on metal as he wrenched the bolt tight. She knew the brief silence came because Crab had finger-tightened the bolt first. She was an old hand at this hiding thing now.
Thali’s little hand went to the tiny latch behind the pillow she was leaning on. Her other hand went to the small satchel that she now strapped around her body. 
“If you ever hear this knock,” her mother had said before knocking quickly twice, then pausing and knocking once more, “You open this hatch. Do you remember how we practiced it?” 
A tiny Thali had nodded. 
“Then you jump out the window and into the water. Swim to land. Do you remember your swimming lessons in the ocean?” 
Thali had nodded again, thinking about the map she’d had to memorize. Once she was old enough, she’d learned that there was a safehouse in every port and had been given a password. Those at the safehouse would bring her to Tariq’s family in Bulstan if anything were to happen. 
Thali heard shouts from the dock now, and they brought her thoughts back to her dark hole. Her eyes took their time adjusting, but she could see a tiny bit as she opened her sketchbook and started to draw a bird she’d seen the other day. It had taken a ride on their ship and then left as soon as they had seen land. 
She swallowed, hoping, as she did every time, that she wouldn’t have to open the latch, wouldn’t have to use the daggers hidden on her, wouldn’t have to call on the dolphins and ask them to help her get to the safehouse. Her father had told her that at this port, the safehouse was red brick with a green roof, and ivy covered it so much that it obscured windows. The inhabitant would be Cerisan. She would have herbs drying inside the windows and high over the hearth and an orange tabby cat. 
Thali took a deep breath and then slowly let it out. She listened to the sounds of her family gathering their goods and the shouts of the crew as they unloaded their wares and prepared to set up at the market. Thali took three more breaths, but then she heard scratching behind her. 
She blinked, wondering if she’d heard wrong. More scratching. Thali blinked again. What was she hearing? 
More scratching came then, and this time, Thali used the trick that helped her win hide-and-seek. She closed her eyes and focused on a specific part of her mind. It always told her when someone, especially animals, were close by. People were harder to sense. In that corner of her mind, she could feel the consciousness of living things; they felt like threads to her. She felt some fading threads first as fishermen handled their morning catch. It made Thali cringe. Then she felt a couple of dolphins nearby and a whale that seemed closer to shore than he should be. But there were no animals near her let alone on the other side of the hatch she was leaning up against. 
Three taps sounded on the hatch at her back. Then it stopped. Then came three more taps before it stopped for longer. Thali froze. Was there a person on the other side of the hatch?  
She listened above again. It all sounded normal. There was nothing out of the ordinary. She could hear Crab hollering as he directed the unloading, feet shuffling on the deck, and the squeak of pulleys as merchandise was hauled out of storage.  
Then Thali heard the crinkle of paper. But it was much closer. She scooted over and moved the pillow. Then her hand found the latch, and she opened it a little. Thali hissed when she felt the edge slice through the pad of her finger as the paper slid through the crack. She grabbed the paper with her other hand as she brought her tiny cut to her lips.
Hi, I’m Daena. Your parents and my parents are meeting, but I wondered if you wanted to come out and play. Your brother is very boring. 
Thali didn’t know what to do. Her mother had told her what to do in case of an emergency and that she wasn’t to reveal herself. But Daena already knew she existed. Thali was already discovered. She wondered if Rommy had sent Daena. If so, it would be rude not to go out and play with her.
Three more knocks sounded on the little door, and another paper slipped through. Thali took it more carefully this time, thinking of her paper cut. 
It must be very boring in there. There’s way more to do out here. I promise you’ll have a good time.  
Thali was half scared but half excited. She wanted so badly to be out and amongst the people at the port. She could do it. She could handle herself. The callouses on her hands from the hours of training her mother put her through should be evidence enough. The fact she could disarm every member of their crew was proof of that too. Besides, her parents had let her come out at a couple of the smaller, safer ports; they just hadn’t been sure about this one. 
Another three little knocks on the wood told her Daena was still on the other side. 
Thali patted the daggers in her boots, the one across her midsection, and the tiny one along her upper arm her brother had made her hide.  
She reached for the latch, pushed the pillow and blankets further aside, and palmed another dagger just in case as she opened the tiny door. 
“Finally.” A small girl shape filled the hole. 
Thali blinked. The sun was blinding after being in the dark hole for so long. 
“Hi, I’m Daena.” A tiny hand thrust itself into the hole and grabbed her hand. Thali had to stuff the dagger up her sleeve quickly so as to not stab the girl.  
“What’s your name? I only know that you’re Lord Ranulf and Lady Jinhua’s younger daughter, Romulus’s sister.” 
“How … how did you know?” Thali asked. Some of the girl’s features were finally coming into focus, and she saw dark hair mostly tied back, dark-brown eyes, and a smile with missing teeth. She was probably about the same age as Thali herself was. 
“Your brother obviously has a sister. When I met him, he wasn’t like the other boys who don’t. He ruffled my hair before remembering his gentlemanly manners. I knew he had a sister.” 
Thali saved that piece of information to poke her perfect brother with later. “How did you know where to find me then?”
“I guessed. I was pretty sure parents might hide their daughter in their own quarters and under the bed.” She crawled halfway out the hatch. “You coming? We’ll go out this way, swim over to my secret pond, then surprise your parents. And then they’ll have to let you stay, and we can play,” Daena said. 
Suddenly she was gone, and Thali crawled out of the hole just in time to see a splash in the water. They were the last ship at the docks, just as her father liked, and there wasn’t anyone on this side to see them. She kept her things strapped on her, squeezed out of the hole, and dropped into the ocean.  

      [image: image-placeholder]A few years later …
Thali ran ahead and leapt into the arms of the girl bouncing up and down on the dock and waiting for her. “It’s so good to see you!” she said. 
“Eeeee! I can’t believe you’re finally here!” Daena said. 
Thali looked back and saw her mother and father nod. She let Daena take her hand, and they ran up the dock past all manners of ships and workers and ran into the city, where they leapt into a little wagon. 
Daena grabbed the reins and shouted, “Go!” The two horses attached to the wagon took off along the gentle slope to the palatial building on the top of the hill. Instead of stopping at the front of the building like normal guests, Daena steered them around back and practically leapt out of the wagon as the horses stopped at the barn. “Let’s go!” Daena said as Thali jumped down to follow her. They ran gleefully to a smaller white stone building beyond the main building.  
“Hi, Mother! Hi, Father! They’ve arrived!” Daena yelled as they ran past her grand home. 
“Hello! It’s nice to see you!” Thali shouted, trying to remember her manners as she ran sideways. 
Daena grabbed her hand and pulled her along as they ran to the smaller building. Once there, Thali stood at the entrance, staring at all the things that surrounded them. This was Daena’s room, even though it was its own separate building. The first thing that always caught her eye was a plethora of sculptures lining the walls, all at different heights. It was like watching Daena grow up in front of her eyes as she slowly dragged her gaze around the room. Daena had a statue done of herself every year, and some looked better than others, but the statues started as busts and eventually became full body sculptures in the nude. 
“Don’t you get cold, posing like that?” Thali asked. She could feel heat rise to her cheeks as she turned her eyes away. Around Daena, she was braver, bolder, but not quite as much as Daena. 
Her friend, however, was in another room digging for clothes, probably for Thali. Daena always told Thali she had to dress like her if she wanted to fit in when she visited. 
“Come in here so I can hear you better!” Daena shouted from the other room.
Thali moved carefully through the first room, fearing if she breathed too hard, she might knock over a sculpture. 
“We like showing off our bodies here remember,” Daena said without missing a beat. “You’re sleeping there, by the way.” She threw a hand out behind her and to the left.  
Thali had been in Daena’s so-called room many times, but was always amazed at how spacious it was. Daena’s voice was a little muffled because she was buried in her room—not a closet but a room—of clothes, which were really just swathes of cloth she draped over herself in different ways. But Thali followed the direction of Daena’s hand and turned to see a giant pillow-covered bed of white linen. The windows on the other two walls were open to allow the breeze through.  
“Ah, there it is.” Daena dragged a trunk out and threw it open. “I kept these for you, though we might have to get creative. You’ve grown some since I saw you last.” Daena wiggled her eyebrows and made an hourglass shape with her hands.  
Thali’s face felt even warmer as heat rose to her cheeks again.  
“Put these on. We’re going out to play in the water,” Daena said.  
Thali went and picked up a swathe of cream cloth. “You’re going to have to help me. I don’t remember—” 
“Get undressed,” Daena said.  
Thali slowly started to peel off her vest, then her trousers, suddenly feeling very self-conscious. Daena was looking at her wall of jewelry though, studying each piece before she picked up a collar of pearls. Thali loved it; it had some of the largest pearls she’d ever seen, and along both edges was a row of diamonds. There was no mistaking that Daena was from the wealthiest family on the island. Thali couldn’t guess even with her merchanting experience what that collar cost.  
“Thali, hurry up. I’ve seen you naked many times before. So strip or I’ll do it for you.” Daena said. She placed the collar around her own neck before turning back to Thali with her hands on her hips. 
Thali grinned; her friend was still the same Daena. Thali quickly shed her clothes, and Daena draped the cloth over one shoulder, grabbing a belt and tying it at her waist as she crossed the cloth at her sides. It was a little shorter than it should have been; the cloth only reached midthigh. 
“Hmm … that’s a little short,” Daena said. She ran into her room of clothes and came back out with another, blush-pink, swathe of cloth.  
She pulled off the cream one and put the pink one on Thali. Pink was not Thali's favorite color, but she wasn’t about to complain about something that was a little longer. Daena brought the fabric over her chest and tied it once there, then snaked it down. She grabbed a layer of fabric under the longer swathes that reached her ankles and wrapped them under and around each leg. Thali was glad she didn’t have to walk around in a sheet. 
“There. Now let’s go,” Daena said. She took Thali’s hand and pulled her out the door. 
Thali nodded at the guard standing there and let Daena pull her along. They ran toward the busiest part of the city—the central training grounds. 
Shouts and grunts rang through the air as they ran toward the tall structures. Poles, ropes, pulleys, rings, and spinning objects were all raised high above the ground as people tried to make their way through the obstacle course from one end to the other. Thali and Daena headed for the end of the looming obstacles. Thali only got to look at their starting point once Daena finally stopped in front of it. 
“This one’s new as of last week. I’ve only had a chance to practice twice. Lawt made it especially with you in mind,” Daena said. 
Thali looked up. Between two giant pillars of wood as tall as masts was a wheel with five thick spokes, and on each spoke were tiny platforms at various angles. 
“Why did Lawt think of me when he made this?” Thali asked. She felt her heart rate start to speed up as she grinned at the challenge.  
“He said the shorter you are, the more difficult it is.” Daena grinned.  
Thali let her eyes roam for a moment across the other obstacles. Daena’s people had created a training ground that was an impossibly large field with three rows of pillars stretching down its length. Different obstacles stood between the pillars: wheels, bars, platforms, pendulums. This was how Daena’s people trained as warriors. Thali had arrived early enough today to catch the individual practice time. The three rows were easy, medium, and hard. After the midday meal, people would take turns running through the entire length. 
“You ready?” Daena asked as she tied her flowing hair back with a piece of leather. 
Thali nodded and they ran up to the new obstacle. The point was always the same: get from one pillar to the other without falling to the ground or touching it. For this particular obstacle, Thali would have to navigate the different platforms, which she guessed required agility given they sat at different angles, as the wheel spun.  
“Let me go first because it’s not quite what you think.” Daena said. 
Thali nodded and Daena leapt to the first, only the ball of her foot fitting on the first tiny platform. But instead of it falling with gravity, the platform started to rise as the wheel spun in the opposite direction. And it took off faster than Thali would have expected it to, almost as if something else controlled the speed. Daena crouched and grabbed hold of the tiny platform with her hands as the wheel spun. The wheel spun fast enough that it would have thrown her from the top of it if she hadn’t. Then Daena spun around on the ball of her foot and leapt to the next platform.  
Thali’s eyes were wide as she blinked. 
“Come on, Thali!” Daena said. 
Thali swallowed; she was suddenly very glad Daena had gone first. 
Thali leapt. She landed on a tiny platform with the ball of her foot and crouched down immediately. She gripped it with her hands as it spun quickly upward. It seemed to go faster even than when Daena had crouched on it. Then, before she could think about it too hard, she turned and jumped because she knew she would miss the platform if she didn’t jump right away. 
Thali turned around to watch the next person navigate the obstacle. They did similarly but hesitated. The wheel went even faster at that moment, and Thali saw the contender’s knuckles turn white as they gripped the tiny piece tightly.  
“Ready for the next one?” Daena asked.
Thali nodded. 
“One sec. Put these on,” Daena said as she dug into her fabric swathe and pulled out a couple of pieces of leather with finger holes on top. “For your palms.” 
Thali swallowed. If Daena was giving her these, it meant she was really going to need them. Thali slid her fingers through the holes and wrapped the bottom strap around her wrists.  
“Do you want to go first?” Daena asked. 
Thali nodded and glanced at the obstacles ahead. She had tackled these before and was excited to test her skills now that she was older and hopefully more physically capable.  
Leaning around the pillar’s platform, she looked up and saw the buckets of water and the handholds she’d have to swing across. It reminded her of the monkeys she’d seen in the jungle. 
Daena put a hand on her shoulder. “You’ll be great,” she said with a smile. 
Thali felt like Daena was a true friend in that moment. She knew she had to get moving though, or more and more people would join them on this platform, and it would back everyone up. Thali took a deep breath and launched herself upward, grabbing hold of the vertical stick and squeezing tightly as she started to slide.  
The next obstacle was horizontal, but it also had a bucket on top of it. Water had been feeding into the buckets for some time since she’d waited so long, so she knew they’d be full. She swung to the horizontal bar, which pulled the bucket and dumped the water on her, but she let it. She had braced herself for it. The bucket of water was there to try and rush people so they would be sloppy. But the next hold was a vertical stick again, which was more difficult to hold, especially when you were wet.  
Thali swung again and at each horizontal hold, she was drenched with a bucket of cold water. But she held on with both hands and closed her eyes as the water fell on her head. When she grabbed the vertical sticks, she swung faster. She got wetter and wetter and started slipping regardless of how hard she squeezed.  
She had three more sticks to go before she could swing to the platform. Thali started to shiver in the cold water and almost missed the last vertical stick. But as soon as she caught it, she felt herself slide. She tried to grab it with her other hand, but she was too soaked and tired to keep her hold. Instead, she slid and fell, throwing her legs out from under her as she landed in a sitting position in the net below.  
“All right there, T?” Daena shouted from above. She swung to the next platform easily. She was right behind Thali, so she didn’t get nearly as wet. 
Thali waved at her friend before she crawled to the edge of the net and swung herself over it. The ground was only a couple feet from there, and she landed softly.  
Rommy had joined them by then, and Thali felt her cheeks heat as she realized her family had watched her fail.  
“That was a tough one. Get back to it though,” Rommy said. 
Thali took a deep breath and nodded. She squeezed some of her cloth to ring it out, went to the next pole, and climbed up. Daena had started on it already, so Thali joined in. She was sore, embarrassed, and still cold from the water, but this time, she had to hop or leap from one platform to the next, all of varying sizes and angles. She only had to crouch for better balance once before she made it to the other side where Daena was waiting for her. 
“Welcome back. Two more and then cookies!” Daena said. She started on the next obstacle. 
Thali followed. She was quiet as she stayed focused, watching what Daena did so she knew better what to expect.  
The next obstacle was a climb. There were three phases, and Thali set herself next to Daena, who was gripping the bar. Thali let Daena go first, then followed, moving the bar up one side and then jumping it to the next rung on the other side. She had to be careful how much momentum she used because she could end up sliding right off the hooks, all of which were uneven, so it was extra hard to move to each rung.  
Daena waited on the highest platform. Thali joined her shortly, but her whole body sagged and drooped. 
Thali took a ladle from a bucket and dropped water into her mouth before she took a deep breath. Daena offered her a staff, and Thali took it as they both stepped onto the bridge. It was just a row of planks held together by rope. It would sway terribly if they moved wrong. 
They walked calmly out to the middle of the bridge before facing each other. Daena turned to Thali and waited for her to nod before they both took their positions. If there was one thing Thali thought she might be better at than Daena, it was staff fighting, and Daena knew it too. The wind picked up, and Thali’s hair blew into her face, distracting her for a moment. Daena stomped her foot and the bridge started to tip, which threw Thali off guard before she shifted, moving her staff at the same time. She swept her hair off her face and then used her staff to sweep at Daena’s feet, but Daena backed away quickly. The tension they created by separating helped reduce the severity of the swinging. Daena took the stiff pearl necklace at her throat and tossed it at Thali. 
Thali caught it and glanced at Daena. 
“For your hair. Wear it like a headband,” Daena said. 
“Aren’t you supposed to be trying to win?” 
“It’s no fun to win if you’re not at your best,” Daena said. 
Thali shoved the band into her hair, and Daena came at her quickly. Thali took a few steps toward Daena, who jumped as Thali rolled underneath her. Thali rolled herself flat along the bridge as Daena landed, sending a shockwave through the planks. The impromptu headband kept Thali’s hair at bay as they faced each other. 
Daena came back toward her with her staff raised, but Thali was ready and redirected Daena’s downward movement, tossing her own staff away and grabbing Daena’s as she pulled her friend toward her, twisting just so. Deana gripped Thali’s hands on the staff, and they both went tumbling off the bridge, flying through the air to the net. They threw Daena’s staff away and prepared to land in the net. As they did, they broke out in laughter and held up the line while they calmed down enough to breathe before climbing to the ground.
Thali followed Daena back to her rooms, where tea and a plate of cookies awaited them. 
“Here,” Thali said as she took the headband off and gave it back. 
“You keep it. It looks better on you than it ever did on me,” Deana said. 
Thali paused as she looked at the beautiful necklace. “Are you sure?” She couldn’t fathom the cost of this piece, never mind how flippantly Daena wore it. 
“I’ve got others. Take it for all the birthdays I’ve missed.” Daena took it from Thali and slid it carefully on Thali’s head.  
“Thank you,” Thali said.  






  
  Reminiscing


“No wonder I couldn’t woo you with jewelry,” Elric said, interrupting Thali’s thoughts. 
Thali carefully placed the collar back into the armoire. While she had been reminiscing, Bardo had made his way over to the armoire. He slid up the leg into the space, then slithered through the little arm hole of a tiny vest that he lifted with his head. 
“What’s Bardo got?” Elric asked as he followed Thali’s gaze. 
A spear shot through her heart as she remembered one of her first animal friends, Tika. Before Ana, before Arabelle, there was Tika. Tika was a rat she’d found on board their ship when she was seven. She’d hidden Tika in her clothing trunk for a month before her mother had found her by accident. Mouse had heard the scream that had pierced the air as they had sailed in the middle of the ocean all the way up in the crow’s nest. 
Thali extended her arm to Bardo, who brought the vest to her. Only Bardo had known Tika, and Tika had been quick to teach Bardo not to try to eat her. 
Indi rubbed up against Thali's leg as if she wanted to join in the reminiscing. Indi had been a baby and not allowed near the house or small animals when Tika was around. Thali took the little vest with both hands. It was a little ragged, but it was beaded with the rat’s name on the back and lined with bright blue, purple, and white beads along its edges. Gold thread swirled along the surface of it too. 
“That’s a pretty tiny, flashy vest,” Elric said. 
“It belonged to my pet rat, Tika,” Thali said. The pain wasn’t as strong now; it’d been so many years ago. Now, she found her heart filled with more fondness than pain as she thought of her first steadfast friend. 
“I assume the vest is a gift from a friend?” 
Thali nodded as she remembered the last letter she’d received from Pevvie. She spun on her heel and grabbed a piece of parchment to scrawl a few words down before heading to the door and handing it to the runner in the hall with instructions to deliver the message.  
She was back in moments, and Elric had sat up in bed. He slid Indi and Ana over a bit and adjusted his position. “Well, let’s hear about the tiny vest,” he said. 






  
  Pevlu 


When Thali was nine, she found herself in yet another foreign market, where people dressed in unfamiliar outfits had danced down the aisles, catching everyone’s attention. That night, Thali and her family had packed up their stall early enough to go and see the performers. 
It had been a good market day; they were almost sold out of the goods they’d brought, so Thali’s father had decided to take everyone to the show advertised for that night. Only Crab had declined, choosing to stay with the ship. He’d even guilted Mouse into staying with him.  
Thali’s family followed the crowd as they were funneled toward a well-lit square. Thali looked around in wonder at how more silver dishes than she’d ever seen even in a palace had been strung high up into the air, large thick candles upon them reflecting light on the wide area. Once in the square, the crowd split apart to view all the different performers. Thali’s father reached down to hold her hand even though she was starting to feel too old to hold her parents’ hands. 
Her brother took her other hand. “Stay close, Rou, and tell me before you stop to watch something, all right?” Rommy said. 
She nodded.  
Each performer had their own little stage. Thali’s eyes bugged out of her head as she watched people playing with fire, swallowing swords, and juggling knives. She wasn’t keen to admit it, but more than once, she stepped behind her father so she wouldn’t have to watch. As her family continued walking from performer to performer, she saw tumblers somersaulting through the crowd and people walking on ropes tied high up in the sky. “What if they fall?” Thali whispered to Rommy.
“They’ve practiced a lot. I imagine it’s just like what we do onboard our ship,” Rommy said.
“But we get on those ropes because there’s something to do.”
“They’re doing something. They’re entertaining everyone.” 
“Does it count as entertaining if we’re scared for them?” Thali squeaked the last part. 
Rommy patted her hand comfortingly. He stared up at the performers as they swung each leg before taking the next step. Thali didn’t want to watch anymore. She looked beyond the rope walkers to a little stall with few people. Rommy was busy, so she pulled on her papa’s hand until he looked down. She pointed to where she wanted to go and he nodded, letting go of her hand. Rommy leaned over, placing a hand on her back. His fingertips brushed the dagger tucked under her vest along her spine. He nodded before he let go of Thali’s hand and she wove through the crowd. 
“Stay there until we come get you,” her father said. 
Thali nodded. She ducked under some people's joined hands and made her way to the lone performer placed in the quietest spot, hidden behind the rope walkers and tumblers. 
Thali felt a little self-conscious as she walked up; she was the only person near the performer now. This area wasn’t as fancy as some of the others. The performer didn’t have any draped silk behind him, only a sheet hanging between two poles and ropes outlining his imaginary stage. What had caught Thali’s attention was the dog he had with him. As she approached, she realized the performer was younger than she’d originally thought. Maybe that was why she suddenly felt bolder and braver. He was older than Rommy but younger than her parents, nearer in age to the young men they recruited to work on her family’s ships.
With him was a brown dog with black streaks along its back, almost like a tiger. The performer caught Thali’s eye and stood waiting with his dog until Thali was right in front of the ropes of his stage. He flicked his hand up, and the dog rose on two legs, walking like a human across their little space. Then the man made a clacking noise with something in his hands, and the dog returned to four legs.
Next, the man twirled his finger in the air, and the dog did something Thali had never seen before: the dog started to spin, slowly rising up again on their hind legs as they spun as if it had been caught by a slow tornado. Again, the clack sounded, and the dog returned to the normal standing position. 
“That’s amazing,” Thali said. She wondered whether she’d found someone else like her, someone who could suggest things to animals. 
“Thank you, miss.” The young man bowed deeply, flourishing his arms backward. Thali didn’t move, so he continued. He brought out a ball about the same size as the dog, and she—Thali had determined it was a she when she’d spun around—hopped up on it as soon as it was in the middle of the space. And she did it without direction. The dog looked at the young man, and he waved his hand to the side as he backed up to the rope. The dog rolled atop the ball toward to him. Then he shooed her back with his hand, and she moved backward. Suddenly, he held a palm up, and she froze on the ball. He brought out a set of rails. They inclined in the beginning, became flat like a bridge, then descended. The dog’s tail wagged more enthusiastically. 
The performer moved aside and swept his arm toward the rails. The dog rolled the ball forward and up onto the rails, continuing to roll it up until it reached the bridge, where she stopped. She looked at the man and he smiled, taking something out of his pocket to feed her. Then the dog continued down the rails until she reached the ground. The clacking noise sounded again, and the dog jumped off the ball, running to him
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