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            Malli stood among the fighters gathered near the inner gate, her hands wrapped tightly around the hilt of a blade that was no longer merely a training tool. Her breath came fast, not from fear, but from anticipation, her energy sharp and focused in a way that had only been hinted at in the training grounds. This was the moment she had imagined, the moment she had demanded, and now that it had come, it did not feel like a game or a test.
It felt real.
One of the older soldiers glanced toward her, his expression cautious. "You will stay behind the line until ordered," he said.
Malli's jaw tightened. "I will not hide," she replied.
"You will hold position," he corrected.
Before the exchange could continue, Abbakka's voice carried down from above. "She will move when it is time."
Malli looked up, meeting her mother's gaze across the distance. There was no softness in it, no reassurance meant to ease what she felt. There was only expectation.
Malli inclined her head slightly. "Then I will be ready," she said.
The first strike came with a force that echoed across the water, the sound sharp as it struck the outer defenses. The Portuguese ships pressed forward, their movements more cautious than before, yet still driven by the need to break through. They had learned from the last engagement, but not enough.
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​Chapter 1
No Tide Waits
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The dawn came slowly to Ullal, as if the sea itself had decided to hold the light just beyond the horizon for a few lingering moments more. The sky stretched wide in muted shades of silver and pale gold, the first rays of the sun brushing against the restless surface of the Arabian Sea. The tide whispered against the shore in a steady rhythm, neither calm nor violent, but alive in a way that suggested it could become either at a moment’s notice. Fishing boats rocked gently in the shallows, their ropes creaking against worn wooden posts, while farther out, larger vessels sat heavier in the water, their silhouettes sharp against the rising light. It was a coastline that never truly slept, only paused between movements, and on this particular morning, it watched as closely as the girl who stood upon its edge.

Abbakka stood barefoot on the damp sand, her toes sinking slightly with each shift of her weight, as though the earth itself was reluctant to let her go. She was still young, not yet shaped by the responsibilities that would one day claim her, but there was nothing careless about the way she held herself. Her posture was alert, her gaze fixed not on the familiar boats of Ullal’s fishermen, but on the distant shapes that hovered farther out, just beyond the easy comfort of recognition. Those ships were different. Even at this distance, their presence felt wrong to her, too rigid, too deliberate, as though they did not belong to the rhythm of this coast.

She narrowed her eyes slightly, studying them as the light grew stronger. The sails caught the morning wind in a way she had not seen before, stretched high and wide, unfamiliar in both shape and intention. They did not drift. They advanced. Even in stillness, they seemed to be waiting, as though the sea itself had been told to hold its breath until they chose to move. Abbakka felt a tightening in her chest that she did not yet have words for, only an instinct that whispered something was not as it should be.

Behind her, the village was beginning to stir. Voices carried faintly through the morning air, fishermen calling to one another, the distant clatter of baskets being prepared, the low murmur of traders already thinking of the day’s exchanges. Ullal thrived on movement, on the endless coming and going of goods and people, on the quiet understanding that the sea brought both fortune and risk. Abbakka had grown up watching it all, absorbing it without effort, learning the patterns long before anyone thought to teach her. But this, this was not part of the pattern she knew.

She took a step forward, then another, as though she might close the distance by sheer will alone. The water lapped at her ankles, cool and insistent, but she did not look down. Her focus remained fixed on those distant sails, her mind already turning over possibilities, questions forming faster than she could answer them. Who were they? Why did they sit there, just beyond reach? Why did they feel like a challenge rather than a passing presence?

“You watch them as if they are watching you back.”

The voice came from behind her, calm and steady, and Abbakka did not startle at its sound. She knew that voice well, knew the quiet strength that lived within it. Her mother approached without hurry, her steps measured, her gaze following the line of her daughter’s sight until it, too, settled on the distant ships. For a moment, neither of them spoke, the silence between them filled with the sound of the tide and the growing hum of the waking port.

“They do not belong here,” Abbakka said at last, her voice low but certain. “They move like they have already decided something.”

Her mother studied her, not the ships, but the girl who watched them. There was no surprise in her expression, only a recognition that seemed to reach beyond the moment itself. “And what do you think they have decided?” she asked.

Abbakka did not answer immediately. She shifted her stance, crossing her arms as she continued to watch the horizon, her brow furrowed in thought. “That this is theirs,” she said finally. “Or that it will be.”

Her mother’s lips curved slightly, not in amusement, but in quiet acknowledgment. “And what do you think of that?”

Abbakka turned then, her eyes sharp, her expression already carrying a weight that did not belong to childhood. “It is not.”

The answer came without hesitation, and for a moment, the world seemed to pause around them. The sea continued its steady rhythm, the light continued to rise, but something in that simple exchange settled into place, as though a truth had been spoken that could not be taken back.

Her mother stepped closer, reaching out to brush a strand of dark hair away from Abbakka’s face. There was a gentleness in the gesture, but also a firmness, a grounding presence that did not seek to soften what had just been said. “You do not speak like other children,” she said quietly.

Abbakka lifted her chin slightly. “I do not want to be like them.”

“No,” her mother replied, her voice carrying a note of certainty that matched her daughter’s. “You do not.”

She turned her gaze back to the horizon, her expression thoughtful now, as though she were seeing something far beyond the distant sails. “This coast,” she continued, “has always belonged to those who understand it. Not those who think they can take it.” She paused, then looked back at Abbakka, her eyes searching, measuring. “But understanding it is not the same as loving it. And loving it is not the same as defending it.”

Abbakka frowned slightly, the words settling into her mind even as she struggled to fully grasp them. “Then what is needed?” she asked.

Her mother did not answer immediately. Instead, she placed a hand on Abbakka’s shoulder, her grip firm, anchoring. “A will that does not bend,” she said at last. “A mind that sees before others do. And a heart that does not choose the easy path when the harder one is right.”

Abbakka looked back toward the sea, her gaze finding the ships once more. The light had grown stronger now, illuminating their forms more clearly, making them impossible to ignore. They were still distant, still quiet, but no longer hidden by shadow. They were there, and they would not simply disappear with the tide.

“I do not want an easy path,” Abbakka said, her voice steady, her eyes unwavering.

Her mother watched her for a long moment, then nodded, as though something had been confirmed. There was no attempt to redirect her, no softening of her resolve. Instead, there was something else, something quieter but far more powerful.

Then you will not be given one,” she said.

The wind shifted slightly, catching at the edges of Abbakka’s garments, pulling at her as though urging her forward. She did not move, but the feeling remained, a subtle pressure that matched the restlessness already building within her. The sea stretched out before her, vast and unyielding, filled with paths she could not yet see but already felt drawn toward.

Behind her, Ullal continued to wake, unaware of the moment taking shape at its edge. Traders would soon fill the docks, fishermen would cast their nets, and the day would unfold as it always had. But for Abbakka, something had already changed. The world beyond the horizon had revealed itself, not in full, but enough to make it impossible to ignore.

She stood there a moment longer, the tide brushing against her feet, the wind tugging at her, the distant sails fixed in her sight. There was no fear in her expression, only a quiet, growing determination that had not yet been tested but already refused to yield.

The sea moved, the light rose, and somewhere beyond the horizon, the future waited, whether invited or not.
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​Chapter 2
Steel & Tide
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The training grounds lay just beyond the main heart of Ullal, where the noise of trade softened into something steadier, more deliberate, and far less forgiving. The air there carried the sharp scent of metal and dust rather than spice and salt, and the ground had been worn hard by years of movement, footsteps, hooves, and the repeated strike of blade against blade. It was a place where mistakes were corrected quickly and without gentleness, where strength was measured not in words but in endurance, and where discipline was expected rather than taught. Abbakka had come to know this place well, long before she was meant to belong there.

She stood now in the early morning light, a wooden training sword gripped firmly in her hand, her stance set with a confidence that did not quite match her years but did not falter under scrutiny. Opposite her stood a seasoned instructor, his expression unreadable, his posture relaxed in the way of someone who had learned to conserve effort until it was needed. Around them, other trainees moved through drills, the sound of clashing wood and shouted corrections filling the air, but Abbakka’s focus remained fixed on the man before her.

“Again,” he said, his voice even.

Abbakka did not hesitate. She stepped forward, her strike quick and precise, aimed not with reckless force but with intention. The instructor deflected it easily, his movement economical, and before she could reset, he countered, forcing her back a step. She adjusted immediately, shifting her weight, correcting her balance, and attacking once more, this time angling her blade differently, testing for a weakness rather than repeating the same motion.

The instructor’s eyes narrowed slightly as he parried again, noting the change, but still he held the advantage. “You think too much,” he said, stepping in and tapping her shoulder with his blade in a gesture that marked the end of the exchange.

Abbakka lowered her sword, her breath steady despite the exertion. “And you think too little,” she replied, her tone calm, not defiant for the sake of it, but certain in its own right.

A murmur passed through a few of the nearby trainees, quickly stifled as the instructor regarded her with a long, measured look. For a moment, it seemed he might rebuke her, but instead, he gave a small nod, stepping back and gesturing for her to reset her stance.

“Then show me the thought behind your strike,” he said.

She did not smile, but there was a flicker of something in her eyes, something sharper than satisfaction. She raised her sword again, her grip tightening, her focus narrowing until the rest of the world seemed to fall away. This time, when she moved, there was a subtle shift in her rhythm, a hesitation that was not uncertainty but calculation. She feinted high, drawing his guard upward, then turned her movement into a low strike aimed at his side.

The instructor blocked it, but not as cleanly as before, and for a fraction of a second, the balance between them shifted. He corrected quickly, stepping back and lowering his blade.

“Better,” he said, though his voice carried no softness. “But you are still trying to win too quickly.”

Abbakka straightened, her expression thoughtful rather than frustrated. “If I do not, then I lose.”

“You lose when you stop learning,” he replied.

From the edge of the training ground, Thirumala Raya III watched the exchange in silence, his arms folded behind his back, his gaze fixed on his niece. He had arranged for her training to be more rigorous than that of most, pushing her beyond the boundaries that would normally be set for a girl of her station. It had not been a decision made lightly, nor one without opposition, but he had long since learned that Abbakka was not suited to limits that others accepted without question.

He stepped forward now, his presence enough to draw the attention of those nearby, though he did not raise his voice. “Leave us,” he said to the instructor.

The man inclined his head and stepped away without argument, and soon the others found reasons to drift farther from the center of the grounds, leaving Abbakka standing alone before her uncle. She lowered her sword slightly but did not relax her stance, her awareness still sharp, as though the lesson had not yet ended.

“You speak boldly,” Thirumala Raya said, his tone neither approving nor critical.

Abbakka met his gaze without hesitation. “If I do not speak what I see, then what is the point of learning?”

He studied her for a moment, his expression unreadable, though there was a faint tightening at the corners of his eyes. “There is a difference between seeing and understanding,” he said.

“And I will not understand if I am not allowed to question,” she replied.

The words hung between them, not as a challenge thrown in anger, but as a statement that had already taken root within her. Thirumala Raya did not answer immediately. Instead, he moved past her, gesturing toward the far side of the grounds where the horses were kept.

“Come,” he said.

Abbakka followed without hesitation, falling into step beside him as they approached the stables. The horses shifted as they drew near, sensing the presence of those who would ride them, their movements restless but contained. One of the stable hands moved to bring forward a mount, but Thirumala Raya waved him back, selecting a horse himself, one known for its strength and temper.

“You have learned to stand your ground,” he said as he adjusted the reins. “Now you must learn when to move.”

Abbakka took the offered reins, her grip firm as she swung herself into the saddle with practiced ease. She had ridden before, many times, but there was always something different in the way her uncle approached these lessons. They were never about the act alone, but about what it meant, what it revealed, what it demanded.

They rode out from the training grounds toward the open stretch of land that led to the coast, the wind picking up as they gained speed. Abbakka leaned forward slightly, adjusting her balance as the horse responded beneath her, her movements instinctive but controlled. Beside her, Thirumala Raya rode with the ease of long experience, his posture steady, his gaze forward.

“Faster,” he said.

She urged the horse on without hesitation, the ground blurring beneath them as they moved. The wind tore at her hair, the sound of hooves striking earth filling her ears, and for a moment, there was nothing but motion, the world reduced to speed and direction. Yet even then, she remained aware, noting the terrain, the slight shifts in the horse’s movement, the distance between them and the line of trees ahead.

When they finally slowed, drawing to a stop near the edge of the coast, the sea spread out before them once more, vast and unchanging in its presence. Abbakka’s breath came faster now, but her eyes were steady, fixed on the horizon as though it were part of the lesson itself.

“You watch the sea as if it speaks,” Thirumala Raya said.

“It does,” she replied. “It tells you where you are weak.”

He turned slightly in his saddle, studying her more closely. “And what does it tell you now?”

Abbakka did not answer immediately. She looked out at the water, at the distant line where it met the sky, at the faint shapes of ships that moved far beyond the reach of land. When she spoke, her voice was quieter, but no less certain.

“That we are not the only ones who see it as something to command.”

Thirumala Raya nodded slowly, as though confirming a thought he had long held. “Then you understand why you are here,” he said.

“I am here to be ready,” she replied.

“No,” he said, his tone firm, though not harsh. “You are here to learn how to think. The blade, the horse, the sea, they are tools. Without the mind, they are nothing.”

Abbakka turned to face him fully now, her expression intent. “Then why do so many follow without thinking?”

“Because it is easier,” he said. “Because it is safer.”

“And because they are told to,” she added.

He held her gaze, the faintest hint of something like approval passing through his expression before it was gone. “And you?” he asked.

Abbakka’s answer came without hesitation. “I will not be told what to think.”

The wind shifted again, carrying the scent of salt and something else, something distant and unfamiliar. Thirumala Raya looked at her then not as a child, but as something else entirely, something not yet fully formed but already undeniable.

“You cannot be controlled,” he said, more to himself than to her.

Abbakka did not respond, but there was no need. It was not a question, and it was not a criticism. It was a realization.

After a moment, he inclined his head slightly. “Then you must learn to control yourself,” he said.

Abbakka nodded once, her gaze returning to the sea, her grip tightening slightly on the reins. The lesson was not over, and it would not be for a long time. But something had shifted, not in the training itself, but in the understanding between them.

She would not be shaped in the way others were. She would not bend to expectation or settle into the role prepared for her without question. And Thirumala Raya, standing beside her at the edge of land and sea, knew that his task was not to force her into that shape, but to ensure that when the time came, she would be ready to stand on her own terms.

The tide moved steadily below them, the horizon unchanged, and the path ahead remained uncertain. But for the first time, it was clear that Abbakka would not simply follow it. She would choose it.
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​Chapter 3
Language of the Trade
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By midday, Ullal no longer belonged to the quiet rhythm of the morning tide but to the controlled chaos of commerce, where every voice, every movement, and every exchange carried weight beyond its immediate purpose. The docks stretched wide along the coast, lined with vessels of every size and origin, their hulls marked by journeys that extended far beyond the horizon Abbakka had once studied in silence. The air was thick with overlapping scents, pepper drying in woven baskets, cardamom crushed beneath hurried hands, salt clinging to everything it touched, and the faint trace of unfamiliar oils carried in from distant lands. Men shouted across planks and ropes, negotiating, arguing, laughing, while others moved with practiced efficiency, loading and unloading goods that would soon disappear into the interior or be carried away once more across the sea.

Abbakka moved through it all with a deliberate pace, neither hurried nor hesitant, her presence drawing glances that lingered just long enough to acknowledge her, but not long enough to disrupt the work. She was still young enough that some dismissed her as merely curious, yet there was something in the way she observed that unsettled those who noticed. She did not look as though she was wandering. She looked as though she was measuring.

Near one of the larger vessels, a group of Arab merchants stood in discussion with local traders, their voices weaving between languages with a fluidity that fascinated her. Their garments were different, their accents shaped by places she had never seen, yet they spoke of goods and routes with the same certainty as those who had lived their entire lives in Ullal. One of them noticed her watching and inclined his head slightly, a gesture that was neither dismissive nor overly respectful, but curious.

“You watch as if you are counting something,” he said, his voice accented but clear.

Abbakka stepped closer, her gaze shifting from the man to the crates stacked behind him. “I am,” she replied. “Ships, goods, men, routes. If one changes, the others must follow.”

The merchant’s expression shifted, the faintest hint of surprise breaking through his composure. “And what would you do with such counting?”

She met his gaze without hesitation. “Understand who holds power.”

A low chuckle came from one of the traders nearby, though it was quickly cut short as the merchant raised a hand. He studied her more closely now, as though reassessing what he had first assumed.

“Power,” he said slowly, “is often thought to belong to those with swords.”

Abbakka glanced briefly toward the guards stationed along the docks, their weapons visible, their presence constant. Then she looked back at the merchant. “Those with swords protect what already exists,” she said. “But those who control what moves,” she gestured lightly toward the crates, the ships, the sea beyond, “decide what exists in the first place.”

The merchant’s smile deepened slightly, though there was nothing mocking in it. “You speak as though you have traveled these routes yourself.”

“I do not need to travel them to see where they lead,” she replied.

Before he could respond, a familiar voice cut through the noise. “Abbakka.”

She turned to find her uncle approaching, his expression unreadable as he took in the scene. The merchants stepped back slightly, not out of fear, but recognition, their conversations shifting to accommodate his presence. Thirumala Raya’s gaze moved from Abbakka to the men she had been speaking with, then back again.

“You have found the busiest part of Ullal,” he said.

“It is where the most is decided,” she answered.

He nodded once, though whether in agreement or acknowledgment was not immediately clear. “Walk with me,” he said.

They moved along the docks together, the noise of trade continuing around them, though it seemed to soften slightly in their wake. Abbakka matched his pace easily, her attention shifting between him and the activity unfolding on either side of them.

“You see much,” he said after a moment.

“I see what others ignore,” she replied.

“And what do they ignore?”

Abbakka gestured toward a group of sailors hauling sacks of grain onto a waiting ship. “They see labor,” she said. “I see who feeds who. That ship carries food away. Another will bring something back. If one stops, the other suffers.”

Thirumala Raya glanced toward the ship, then back at her. “And if someone controls that movement?”

“Then they control more than the ship,” she said. “They control the people waiting for what it carries.”

He allowed a small pause to settle between them, as though giving the thought space to fully take shape. “You speak of trade as if it were a weapon.”

Abbakka did not hesitate. “It is.”

They reached the end of the dock where the noise thinned slightly, replaced by the steady sound of water against wood. From there, the view opened wide to the sea, ships moving in and out with a precision that seemed almost effortless when seen from a distance.

“When you train with a blade,” Thirumala Raya said, his voice quieter now, “you learn where to strike. Where to defend. Where to yield. But the blade is only one part of what holds a kingdom together.”

Abbakka looked out over the water, her eyes following a ship as it turned toward the open sea. “Then why do so many rely on it alone?”

“Because it is visible,” he said. “It is immediate. It answers quickly.”

“And trade does not?”

“It answers slowly,” he replied. “But its answers last longer.”

Abbakka considered this, her gaze shifting back toward the merchants, the sailors, the endless movement of goods and voices. She had always understood the importance of strength, of readiness, of the ability to defend what was hers. But here, in the heart of Ullal’s trade, she was beginning to see something else, something less obvious but no less powerful.

“If the ships stopped coming,” she said slowly, “it would not matter how strong our walls
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