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THE SHIP CARRIED AWAY around a bend in the river and they could see the tree no more.

“Any idea what she said?”  Wolflock asked Mothy and Captain Blutro.

“I got nothin’,” Mothy shrugged.

Captain Blutro just smiled and shook his head, the sound of Aujin purring mixing with his chuckle as it nestled between the back of his neck and his high collar. The silence of the early morning carried over them as they watched the sunrise creep over the opposite horizon of trees. The powdery pink light silhouetted the rousing maramuti. Every day the ship met and bid farewell to another clan of the entertaining creatures. Some were shyer than others, some were polite and mild-mannered, some were boisterous and rambunctious, while others were sneaky and mischievous. Some would swim to the boat and climb aboard, while other clans would launch themselves from the trees and try to land on the deck. For the last three days, the banks had been littered with their mud hut hovels and everyone had looked forward to seeing what the next clan’s antics were like.

Over the morning, they had the luxury of dropping directly from the overhanging tuiti fruit trees. Tuiti trees were huge, standing over one hundred feet high with large mangrove-like roots and branches that stretched out as far as they could from the banks. Slavidus had told them that the trees held the river’s banks together; their branches reached out so the fruit could be dropped into the river and the seeds could be dispersed downstream.

Mothy stretched his arms out wide and yawned, “I’m hungry.”

“I don’t think they’ve started breakfast yet. I haven’t seen Hognut finish his pipe. It’s his turn today, right, Captain?” Wolflock pinched his chin.

“Yes.” Captain Blutro looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “But how did you know that?”

“Simple really. You maintain a fortnightly roster of all your crew and their duties, each one equally trained, except for Slavidus, who is only slightly less experienced than you and therefore is always on duty when you are not.”

“You’ve been on board for nine days. How on earth did you know the roster was fortnightly when everything was in shambles for the first day you were here?”

“That was only one day before the routine resumed. You have ten crewmen plus yourself and Slavidus. The day goes in half day rosters according to set mealtimes, all of which Mothy heartily attends; breakfast, lunch, dinner, and a midnight snack. Each crewman takes care of the normal running of the ship except the chef for the meals, which gets split into two crewman’s duties. It’s Hognut’s breakfast and lunch duty today before Goden takes over for dinner and the midnight snack shift. As I haven’t seen Hognut finish his morning pipe yet, I’d say it’s an accurate assumption that he hasn’t started breakfast.”

Captain Blutro looked impressed. “Very good, Mr Felen. I shouldn’t be surprised anymore, but you still manage to catch me off my guard. I believe breakfast should be porridge with tuiti fruit. Hognut has a special method of making it even sweeter. You’ll have to use those observation skills to find out though. He says it’s a trade secret of his.”

“I wasn’t aware Hognut liked cooking.”

“He doesn’t like anything,” Mothy chimed in. “Except for his pipe, of course.”

Captain Blutro went to relieve Slavidus at the helm and the boys made tea in the kitchen as they waited for breakfast to be prepared. They chatted about what kind of lives the Blickland sisters lived back home. Mothy was particularly enthralled by their healing abilities and Wolflock remained curious about their customs and technologies.

The rest of the crew and company began meandering into the dining hall, making tea and smelling the thickly sweet smell of the porridge. Hognut would glare around the room through his bushy dark-red eyebrows and thick beard, then put his back between the diners and the cauldron, adding his next ingredient to the mix. Hognut was a large Corshman with arms as thick as trees and a chest as thick as a bull. He had red, wiry hair that wrapped around his whole head, leaving only a little gap for his eyes and nose, and no visible mouth. Wolflock and Mothy had joked in private saying that he didn't really have a mouth, but his beard absorbed all his food for him.

For Wolflock, the sticky sweet smell was overbearing. He had eaten Tuiti fruit in every way imaginable for three days and he wanted nothing more to do with it. His stomach twisted in revulsion at the smell and he sipped his bitter tea just to clear his nostrils. At one stage, he watched hopefully as Stra, a travelling herbalist, offered to share some flavourful herbs with Hognut and change things up a little. But Hognut flat out refused. Stra lingered for a few minutes as if he wanted to insist and then, to Wolflock’s dismay, gave up and returned to his seat.

He must be as sick of the fruit as I am.

As it was served, Wolflock ate some bland hemp seed bread with a sour glare and pointedly pushed his portion towards Mothy.

After breakfast, everyone ventured onto the deck to get their sunshine and digest. Fuhji played a skipping and hopping game with Tinni and the two young Xiayahn boys, Gege and Didi, who were all under a decade old. Wolflock hadn’t seen the boys play often, but while their father was contentedly talking to Slavidus, they were given more freedom. Wolflock and Mothy sat on some barrels by the mainmast and watched them. Wolflock noticed that there was a particular glow about Fuhji that he hadn't noticed a week ago. Her hair looked thicker and her skin had a lovely even tan to it.

“She’d make such a good ma one day. Or a good teacher,” Mothy grinned, kicking his heels on the barrel.

Wolflock nodded and glanced at Froderyk, who had become far more sociable over the last few days. He was clapping along to the children’s little chant and smiling from ear to ear, unable to take his loving eyes off Fuhji for even a moment.

“I wonder if they will ever have children.”

“Seven months.”

The voice behind Mothy was so soft and quiet that it could have been mistaken for a breeze. The Xiayahn girl, Nan Nü, had come out of the dining hall with a tray of tea for her brothers and father. Her face was rounder than those born in Grothener and her fair skin was as smooth as a babe’s. Her dark, almond-shaped eyes glanced quickly away as the boys turned to her and her long black hair partitioned over her face. Wolflock had noticed that they always prepared their own food and tea, save for the nights when Grogen cooked. He’d heard their father, Nan Ji, irritably complaining that the food would affect their stomach qi. Everything he proudly proclaimed to the other passengers was always about how a good doctor never died before he reached one hundred, and that everything his children ate was to increase their longevity. Wolflock found the man to be rather self-absorbed and incapable of holding a civil conversation in which he didn’t try to outdo the other person.

“Seven months? How can you tell if she’s pregnant?” Wolflock demanded with an air of incredulity.

Nü bit her bottom lip and shrugged her shoulders, looking for a way past them. Her shoulders were tense, hunched up under her ears and her eyes darted back and forth at the gaps between them. Wolflock raised an eyebrow at her demeanour. Surely, he and Mothy were not threatening. Why was she nervous?

“Yes! How do you know?” Mothy interjected, but it sounded more like a strangled guffaw.

Wolflock turned to his friend to see why he sounded so off colour only to see that he was off colour. He had flushed hot pink under his straw-coloured hair.

“She has suddenly become very picky with her food and when she first boarded, she had a terrible vomiting condition.” Nü glanced over to Fuhji with a hint of a smile, but suddenly her eyes went wide, and she tucked her chin down. “I mean! This is what father and Gege said. I had to examine her and found her pulse and other symptoms, but I certainly gained my conclusion from-”

“Nü!”

Her father had barked across the way, sitting up and glaring at the boys so hard his eyes had become slits of suspicion. “Guò lái!”

Without another word she bowed her head and scurried over to her father. As she walked away her lips thinned in distaste for the old man’s tone, but she still silently presented him with
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