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      Sun.  Sun and sea.  I was getting a little tired of both.

      I sat on a crate near the bow of the Tempest, a soft sea breeze wafting over me.  The horizon was a plain picture of blue-green seas and a few scrags of uninhabited land that stuck out of the waters.  A few of the masses were large enough to plop a house, if that house didn’t mind being slightly larger than an outhouse.  Otherwise, the view was water reflecting the bright sun above my head.

      I shifted on the crate and winced when my ribs complained.  I set my hand on my stomach and felt the stiff bandages that kept me from moving too much.

      “You look a little lost.”  The voice came from behind me, and I twisted around in time to watch Marc saunter up to me.

      I looked him over.  “And you look a little tired.  Shouldn’t you get some rest?”

      He chuckled.  “You sound like Doc.  As for that rest, I’ve had enough of that over the last week to last a lifetime.”

      I found my attention pulled toward the patch over his left eye.  “How’s the patch holding?”

      Marc wrinkled his nose, and the cloth wrinkled along with it.  “I’ll be glad when it’s put in its proper place again.”

      I leaned forward and examined the patch.  “How was Jaeger able to pull it off if magic stuck it on?”

      “Jaeger has many nicknames,” he mused as he took a seat on the large wooden box.  “Hunter is his most well-known one, but he also goes by the name ‘Glintgrip.’”

      My eyes lit up.  “Like the light that came from his left hand?”

      “That’s the glint.  He had a spell cast on his hand to be able to dispel most any magic.”

      “Do a lot of people have that ability?”

      “No.  All magic has some sacrifice to it,” he mused as he stretched himself up.  “For Jaeger, he can’t use that hand, not even to pull a rope.  Not many sailors would make that sacrifice for something they couldn’t use more than once in a while.”

      I nodded at his patch.  “You lost an eye for that magic?”

      A faint smile played across his lips.  “Yes, but it was worth it.  The Tempest is the fastest ship on the sea when I’m aboard.”

      I cocked my head to one side.  “What is that, um, eye that replaced yours?  It looked like a storm.”

      “The eye of the worst sea storm mixed with the fury of the gods,” he told me with a wink.  “And some of my own passion, of course.”

      I snorted.  “I’m surprised I haven’t seen the roads paved with women who are waiting for you.”

      “The cart drivers wouldn’t like that,” he quipped as he turned his attention back to the sea ahead of us.  A particularly large outcropping rose in front of us.  “There are stories about this place and these stones.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Don’t you want to brag about his conquests?”

      “Never talk about another woman when you’re with a woman,” he scolded me as he stood.  “The stories go that the giants had a great battle here.  They tore the rocks from the ocean floor and hurled the stones at each other.”

      “What were they fighting over?”

      “Mankind.”

      I blinked at him.  “Come again?”

      He turned to me with a smile.  “They were fighting over who would rule over us.”

      My face drooped.  “Did the good guys win?”

      “No.”

      My heart sank into my stomach until I remembered something.  “This really is a story, isn’t it?  There aren’t really gods in this world, are there?”

      He chuckled.  “That depends on whether you’re looking for divine help.  No one is an unbeliever in the eye of a storm.”

      There was something in his smile that I didn’t like.  Some lingering touch at the corners of his lips that told me there was more to his story than he was telling me.

      He turned back to the stones.  “But these stones show sailors something else.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The capital,” he told me as he swept an arm ahead of us.  “And there it is.”

      I stood to get a better look, and my eyes widened.  We sailed around a particularly large crag, and a huge island appeared in front of us.  The land mass was at least a hundred times larger than Rynek and three times taller.  There were also little, plant-covered islands that protruded from the larger island, creating a messy archipelago of life.

      The main island was covered by a large city that stretched up its main slope to a flat top once occupied by a volcanic cone, but long blown away during some terrible eruption.  The great distance between us meant I couldn’t make out any fine details, but I could see many tall buildings with white stone walls and even some kind of tower situated in the center of the metropolis.

      The bustle of ant-like people along the streets was matched and surpassed by the busy wharf.  Hundreds of ships of all sizes and varieties were anchored in the huge bay or at the docks.  Tens of thousands of pounds of goods moved in and out of the dozens of warehouses that stretched along the shore.

      “Captain,” Fidel called from the wheel deck.  “Shall we anchor here?”

      “Around the far side of the crag,” Marc answered before he turned his attention back to me.  “Now we wait for the signal.”

      I blinked at him.  “What do you mean?”

      “My handsome features precede me, and the Admiralty is looking for you,” he pointed out as he folded his arms.  “We can’t just go strolling in there without special passage.  Once there, we’ll have to disguise ourselves.”

      There was something in his voice I didn’t like.  “As what?”

      “As husband and wife with an adorable baby on the way.”
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      “I won’t do it!”

      The protests came from Ramaro as he sat on the crate on the deck.  His tail swished to and fro behind him, and his tongue flicked out every three seconds.  “You can’t make me!”

      Marc stood over him with his arms folded over his chest.  “As your captain, I could make you walk the plank into the deep.”

      “I’d rather have that than go along with your plan!”

      I raised my hand.  “I’m not so sure about this, either.”

      The weakening late-afternoon sun shone down on us as the Tempest rocked up and down on the waves.  Her anchor was down and her sails were lowered, leaving the crew little to do but to lie about on the deck and bask in the sun.  The ship was anchored close to one of the larger crags, and the island city was hidden from view as we were concealed from it.

      Marc shrugged.  “Very well.  He can stay on the ship and hunt the mice.”

      Ramaro’s tail struck the rear of the crate.  “Why can’t I just hide in a hood or a bag?”

      “Hoods bring attention, and the Sylvaris Nightshade guild works their ‘magic’ in the capital.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “The what guild?”

      “Sylvaris Nightshade,” Marc repeated for me.  “They’re a group of expert thieves who operate in the capital and surrounding islands.”

      “Does the Admiralty allow that?”

      A faint smile slipped onto his lips.  “They don’t have a choice.  The guild members are professionally trained and suicidally loyal.  Everyone who’s been captured by their enemies has committed suicide.”

      My eyebrows shot up.  “Everyone?”

      “Everyone.”

      Ramaro scoffed.  “And you actually believe them?  They’re a bunch of thieves.  Lying is second nature to them.”

      I had to tamp down the corners of my lips.  “Like it is to a pirate?”

      He wrinkled his snout.  “We have more honor than that bunch.  They’ll as soon steal from their mothers as not.”

      “I think it’s about time you went below deck and performed your rat-catching duties,” Marc chimed in.

      Ramaro flicked his long tongue at the captain.  “Do I look like a cat?”

      “We could fix that by gluing the hull’s dust weeds to your scales.”

      His tail acted like a bongo against the back of the crate.  “I’ll have you know these scales saved your hides in the fight with that lunatic, Jaeger, or was your dragon brain too interested in eating chickens to notice?”

      A bemused smile slipped onto his lips.  “I was thinking more of roasted lizard, but we couldn’t miss our flight.  Jaeger was so eager for us to stay that he may have gone to drastic measures to keep us there.”

      Ramaro’s nostrils flared.  “You might joke about it, but it was no joking matter to the two of us.  I had to hide under the boat while those villains pawed over Rose.”

      Marc’s good humor dropped off his face.  “We’ll have to find a way to thank them for that.”

      “I’m alright,” I spoke up as I offered the pair a smile.  “You both saved me, and we’re here now waiting for, um, someone.”

      “The Wraithcourier,” Ramaro reminded me as he stretched his neck up and surveyed the area.  “The creepy bugger should’ve been here by now.”

      “He comes when he wants to, and no earlier,” Marc reminded him.

      Wraithcourier.  The name made me shiver.  I wrapped my arms around myself.  “Why is he called that?”

      “Nobody’s ever seen his face,” Ramaro told me as he flicked out his tongue.  “Nobody’s even sure it’s a man.  It could be a phantom or maybe the spirit of a drowned sailor.”

      “Isn’t a spirit the same as a phantom?” I inquired.

      Ramaro curled his tail around himself and stretched himself to his full, unimpressive stature.  “Of course not.  A spirit is the shade of your average dead person.  A phantom is much more than that.  It’s a soul that is so powerful that it’s taken on a new life.  They can even talk and touch you, whereas a spirit needs to really focus to do either of those things.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at my short companion.  “You seem to know a lot about spirits.  I thought you didn’t like people all that much.”

      The tip of his tail twitched.  “I know a lot about a lot of things.  As for them being people, humans are conceited enough to think they’re the only ones with spirits.  I’ve met more animal spirits than humans.”

      “That’s because they’re more likely to talk to you than a human,” Marc pointed out as he inspected the area around us.  “The fog’s coming in.  He should be here any moment.”

      “Fog?  But it’s a perfectly clear-” The words died in my throat when I noticed the huge bank that fast approached us.

      The completely clear horizon was now blocked by a high wall of fog that approached us from the direction of the city.  The barrier blotted out the sun and cast us in its huge shadow.  Its speed was so fast that if I had been forced to outrun it, I wouldn’t have won.

      My mouth dropped open, and shivers ran down my spine.  I had to lick my dry lips before I could speak.  “W-what is that?”

      “The coming of the Wraithcourier,” Marc revealed as he stood.  “He hides his customers in his fog.”

      I wrapped my coat tighter around myself.  My breath came out in white wisps of warning.  The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention against the rising tide of mist.  “Won’t somebody in the city notice the fog and see where we land?”

      Ramaro rolled his eyes.  “Nobody will be the wiser that it isn’t a natural fog when we land after sunset.  The city has them most every night thanks to the warm waters.”

      Marc turned to face our small friend.  “Are you coming or do you start rat duty?”

      The agama hunched his shoulders, but slipped off the crate and slunk over to the port side of the ship.  “Stop asking stupid questions, and let’s get onto that boat.”

      “Boat?” I asked him as I jumped to my feet and was promptly attacked on both sides by the heavy flaps of the overcoat that I wore.  The dingy exterior was thankfully not the same as the clean interior, thanks to a lot of soap and scrubbing.  I grabbed the sides and rebuttoned the few remaining buttons on the front.

      “I don’t think this is going to stay on very well,” I told my companions.

      Marc strolled over to me and buttoned the last few, which just happened to be over my breasts.  A sly smile slipped onto his lips.  “If you have any further problems, feel free to ask for my help.”

      I frowned and swatted his hands.  He yanked his hands away before I connected.  “I think I can handle this part myself.”

      He reached into his vest and drew out a small roll of rope.  “I think this’ll help.”

      I could only blink once before he looped his arms around me and drew me against his chest, where his hands settled atop my butt cheeks.  We were face to chin, and I could feel every ripple of his muscles.  He flashed me a sly grin.  “Like what you feel?”

      I glared at him.  “I’d like it better if I wasn’t feeling it, now let me go.”

      He raised his hands on either side and stepped back.  “I was just helping you.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him and took a step.  “How were you helping-” I paused, and my eyes widened before I looked down.  The rope he had held was now neatly wrapped around my waist.  I twisted this way and that, and the large coat no longer fidgeted around my thin frame.  “I, um, thanks.”

      “Are you two coming?” Ramaro snapped at us from the railing.  “He’s not going to wait forever!”

      Marc set a hand on my lower back.  “Come on, or we’ll miss our boat.”

      He led me over to the railing, and Ramaro scooted to one side.  I grasped the wood and leaned over the side.  My blood ran cold.

      The fog parted to create a passage, and a long, narrow boat glided out of the mist at the end.  The vessel had been carved from a wood as black as the deepest night, and the surface was smooth enough to reflect the dark waters.

      The most striking part of the ship wasn’t the material, but the driver.  A tall, robed figure stood at the back of the boat.  They were as thin as a skeleton and grasped a gondolier pole in their pale, bony hands.  A hood covered their face, and they were slightly hunched, so inquisitive eyes wouldn’t have an easy time taking a peek.

      The ferryman sailed silently up to our ship and turned so the boats were parallel.  Then he waited.
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      A noise behind us made me jump.  I whipped my head around to find Fidel carrying a rope ladder over to us.  His eyes showed his worry as he set the bundle on the railing.  “You’re sure I shouldn’t be going with you, Captain?”

      “More company makes for more eyes on us,” Marc pointed out as he tied one end of the ladder to the railing and pushed the other over the side.  The ladder dropped to within a foot of the water and swung in front of our driver.  “And I

      He nodded at me.  “Should Miss Larkin not remain aboard ship?  It would be safer.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach, and my eyes flickered to the door to the captain’s quarters.  Marc and I had been sharing a room, but not the bed.  He’d insisted, and I’d insisted on piling most of the blankets on the floor and sleeping there.  The floorboards were as soft as concrete.

      A sly smile slipped onto Marc’s lips.  “It would, but I think she’d like something more than a pile of blankets to sleep on.  Besides, I have plans for her that need her by my side.”

      My eyebrows crashed down, and I folded my arms over my chest.  “What does that mean?”

      He swung over the railing and landed neatly on one of the lower rungs of the ladder.  His head peeked over the banister, and his eyes sparkled at me.  “It means we’re late for our boat.”  He ducked out of sight before I could inquire further.

      I leaned over the railing and watched him climb down the rope ladder like a monkey.  Ramaro scurried up to me atop the railing and flicked his tongue.  “Are you coming or not?”

      I sighed.  “I’m coming, just give me time to get over this railing.”

      “Allow me,” Fidel spoke up.

      Before I could object, he had wrapped his arms around my thighs and lifted me off the ground.  I yelped and swung like a poorly constructed building in a heavy wind.  “What are you doing?  Let me down!”

      “Very well.”

      He set my feet on top of the railing, so now I stood several feet above the deck, facing the water.  The steep drop below me made me dizzy, and I swayed to and fro.  My arms flailed on either side of me.

      Fidel grabbed my hand and one of my pant legs.  “I’ll hold you while you climb down.”

      I nodded before I lowered myself into a stoop and eased one leg over the exterior side of the railing.  My foot found a rung and, with Fidel holding tight to my hand, I set my other foot on the lower rung.  That rung was damp from the foggy air, and my inexperience meant my foot slipped.

      I screamed and would have tumbled backward into the water if Fidel’s grip hadn’t stopped me.  As it was, I still slammed my stomach against the side of the ship and dangled against the ladder.  Ramaro snapped his jaws on my shoulder sleeve and stilled my flailing body.  Several of the sailors rushed over, and a few slipped their arms through the narrow gaps in the posts and grabbed hold of me.

      “Rose!” Marc shouted as he hurried up the ladder.  He grabbed my feet and set them back on the rungs.  “Get a good grip on the rope and ease yourself down.”

      Fidel released me, and I did as he instructed.  My heart pounded in my chest as I inched my way down, one rung at a time.  The boat awaited us, and Marc soon set foot on the vessel.  It rocked a little at his weight, but he remained standing and held the bottom of the rope while I finished my climb.  I was never so happy to be in his arms as he grasped my hips and eased me into the rocking boat.

      Marc eased me into the bow seat.  Ramaro scurried down the rope ladder before it was pulled up by the crew.  Marc looked up at all their faces and gave them a smile and a salute.  “Wish us luck at the pool halls, men!”

      “Beat the odds, Captain!”

      “Don’t forget the broads, sir!”

      An uproarious laughter followed us as the boat in which we sat was steered away from the Tempest.  So lazily did our driver use his pole that it seemed the vessel moved of its own accord.  We glided into the fog, and the Tempest was soon lost to view.

      A heavy chill hung in the air around us, but that was nothing compared to the silence.  The quiet was so all-encompassing that for a moment I thought the world had frozen.  I wrapped my heavy coat closer about myself, as much to keep the silence as bay as the cold.

      Marc sat on the center board with Ramaro at his side.  The agama had a sour look on his scaly face.  “Can’t he turn up the heat a little on this boat?  He’s trying to freeze us out.”

      A mischievous smile slipped onto Marc’s lips as he reached into his pocket.  “It’s probably because he hasn’t been paid.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Paid?”

      “Nobody with any sense works for free,” Ramaro told me.

      I leaned toward him and grinned.  “You gave me that packet of your scales.”

      He wrinkled his snout.  “That’s only because I knew you were going to get us into trouble.  It was to save myself time in rescuing you with the rest of my body.”

      “Speaking of that,” Marc mused as he drew out a small knife from his pocket.  “It’s time to give a little more of that for the ferryman.”

      Ramaro narrowed his eyes at him and backed up a little along the board.  “It better not be five like last time.”

      He wagged the blade at his short friend.  “The more you give, the less trouble we have.”

      I blinked at them.  “So the ferryman wants scales as payment?”

      Ramaro snorted.  “Of course not.  He wants a piece of us all.”

      My mouth dropped open, and my voice came out squeakier than I intended.  “W-what kind of piece?”

      The lizard stared unblinking at me as his tongue lolled out and licked his mouth.  “The kind that makes women weep.”

      Marc stabbed his knife into the board just a hair’s breadth away from Ramaro’s face.  The agama’s spooky demeanor dropped faster than an anvil out of an airplane.  Ramaro whipped his head up and flicked out his tongue at the captain.  “What was that for?”

      “So you can pry some of your scales off,” Marc told him as he turned his attention to me.  “As for the two of us, the Wraithcourier only demands a lock of our hair.”

      My face drooped, and I reached up and clasped some of my hair in one hand.  “My hair?  Why?”

      “To be used as your soul.”

      My heart skipped a beat.  “My soul?”

      He chuckled.  “It’s merely for show.  The hairs substitute for the soul since they’re a part of you.”

      “Or scales,” Ramaro chimed in as he shook himself like a damp dog.  “Damned if it’s taking longer to grow those things back, too.”

      I cocked my head to one side as I studied the lizard.  “Why would they take longer?”

      He plopped his butt down on the bench and puffed out his chest.  “Because I may look handsomely young, but I’m quite old.”

      “How old are you?”

      Ramaro shrugged.  “I lost count after a century.”

      My mouth dropped open.  “You’re that old?”

      “And older.  I saw some of these ports pop up when I was a young agama.”

      “Even the capital?”

      He looked me over with a scowl.  “I’m not that old.  This place was created a thousand years ago.  Even my kind can’t live that long, barring some dark magic that unnaturally stretches our years.”

      My eyebrows shot up, and I looked between the two.  “Can that happen?  Living forever, I mean.”

      Marc looked out over the bow and pursed his lips.  “Not without sacrifice.  All magic demands a sacrifice.”

      Ramaro closed his eyes and stoically nodded.  “Even my precious scales have to be sacrificed to make that powder you found so incredibly useful.”

      “And this boat ride,” I added.

      Marc tapped the top of the hilt of his weapon.  “Speaking of that, we need those scales.”

      Ramaro grumbled under his breath as he cozied up to the blade.  He rubbed his side against the weapon and managed to pry a few scales loose.  They tumbled to the board, and Marc was quick to snatch them up.  He pried the knife out of the board and cut off a small lock of his hair before he held the weapon out to me.

      “Take only as much as I have, and that should work.”

      I reluctantly accepted the weapon and wrapped my hand around a small bundle of my hair.  The blade cut through the strands like they were made of air, and the lock drooped in my hand.  Marc held out his hands, and I gave him both my hair and his weapon.  He tucked the knife back into his pocket and held the two strands of hair and the scales in one hand over the edge of the boat.  His fingers opened, and the contents either kerplunked into the water or glided down to float on the waves.

      I grasped the side and leaned over.  Ramaro’s scales disappeared quickly, but our strands floated atop the surface for a while before sinking into the unfathomable depths.

      The boat cut through the water as silently as the oncoming night.  Nothing but darkness could be seen, at least at the outset.  Something shimmered beneath the surface.  I leaned forward and squinted.  It looked like a streak of rainbow-colored light flitting on the same path as our boat.  My eyes widened as more bands joined it, creating a bright flock of color that seemed to grow brighter and brighter the more I watched it.

      “Rose!”
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      The shout startled me, and I would have fallen in if Marc hadn’t jumped forward and grabbed my shoulder with one hand.  He yanked me backward, and my back dropped against the bow of the boat.  I whipped my head around and stared blankly at him.  His face reflected his worry.  Ramaro was just mad.

      “You fool!” he snapped at me as his tail struck the back of his seat board.  “You could have fallen in!”

      I blinked at the pair.  “I-I know I can’t swim, but you would have gotten me out, right?”

      “And gotten ourselves in a mess of trouble with you,” Ramaro growled as he wrinkled his snout at the dark water.  “There are things that follow this boat that shouldn’t be messed with.”

      The color drained from my face.  “What kind of things?”

      He rolled his eyes.  “Drowned sailors.  Minor gods.  Even a demonic horse or two.  All very minor spirits, of course, and they’re quite useful in propelling the boat forward, but sometimes there are too many for the hairs to feed.  Those that are fed push the boat.  Those that aren’t follow it, waiting for something to drop.”

      I lifted my bulging eyes to Marc.  “Gods?  Demonic horses?”

      “The horses are demons of the deep and servants to the gods,” Marc revealed with a faint smile.

      “But there are gods in your world?  Like real, breathing gods?” I persisted.

      Marc chuckled.  “I wouldn’t say they breathe, but they do-”

      The waters on our port side started to bubble.  The next moment, something burst out of the ocean and arched over our heads, drenching us in the cold water.  I found myself gaping up at the stomach of a horse, but like no horse I’d ever seen before.  Its body was the color of dark green seaweed, and its hooves were like coral shells, even with the ribbed designs on the tops.  Its eyes were a brilliant, glowing white, and its mane was made of the tides, ebbing and flowing from its body.  The creature splashed down on the other side, sending the boat rocking violently.

      Too violently.  My stupor had left me unprepared for the violence, and I toppled overboard.  The water was as cold as ice and blacker than the blackest night.  I flailed around trying to figure out which way was up and down.  My useless limbs propelled me in a rough circle, where I ran into something hard.

      Hope sprang within me.  It must be the boat.  Then the water was lit up with those warning rainbow lights.  My eyes widened as I found myself staring into the skeletal face of a drowned man.  I let out a scream, and air bubbles escaped my mouth.

      The creature lunged at me with more speed than the water should have allowed.  It wrapped its bony hands around my throat, and a stench of decay charged with it.  I gagged on both the choking and the odor, and grabbed the thing around the wrists.  My efforts to free myself came to naught.  The creature was unnaturally strong.  I couldn’t make the fingers twitch.  The world began to fade as my air supply dwindled.  Panic was replaced by a quiet voice in my head.

      Tim.  I miss you.

      My air supply was almost spent when the waters around us began to swirl into a tornado of flashing lights.  The creature tried to hold onto me, but watery tendrils shot out and wrapped around its wrists.  The thing was yanked off me and into the rainbow vortex.  An air pocket appeared around my head, and I was able to take a deep, choking breath.

      That’s when I saw them.  Hundreds of shadows that flitted just beyond the boundaries of the storm.  I glimpsed the shapes of men with rotten cloth and strands of hair clinging to their bones.  More horses flitted between them, throwing back their heads and crying out with voices I couldn’t hear.

      Then there were the glowing shadows, like little children with fish tails.  They flitted the closest, and I could see their long hair that flowed behind them glistened like luminescent algae.  Their cherub-like faces showed curiosity in their brilliant blue eyes, so bright that I couldn’t see their black pupils.  Maybe they didn’t have any.  A few of them had a thick antenna that stuck out of their foreheads and drooped down due to the weight of a small ball that glowed brighter than their eyes.  That brilliance attracted me more than the rainbow colors in the waters.

      I had only a brief moment to stare at them before I was pushed up and to the surface.  The night air struck me as warm after my impromptu swim.  The waves lifted me, but the horrors below weren’t done with me.  Something grabbed my ankle, and I looked down to see that one of the children had grabbed me.  The child’s eyes twinkled, and a hideous smile stretched its face unnaturally wide.  Two rows of sharp teeth glistened in the glow of the cold waters.

      A cry came from the boat, and its eyes were blotted out by a tiny, squirming body.  The swatting tail was familiar, and I grabbed it as I felt the creature lose its grip on me.  We were both yanked away from the danger and deposited onto the bottom of the boat.  I landed on my back, a bedraggled mess of myself, with my agama friend on top of me.

      Ramaro slumped atop my heaving stomach and belted out a mouthful of water.  A few gurgling words left him.  “We have to teach you how to swim. . .”

      I managed a smile.  “I’d settle for being tied to the boat.”

      Marc leaned over with a smile on his face, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes.  There was worry in their depths.  “I might consider strapping you to a leash attached to my belt.  Another careless episode like that, and I promise I’ll do it.”

      I shifted and winced.  “Another episode like that and I’ll be begging for it myself.”

      His eyebrows shot up, and a crooked smile slipped onto his lips.  “I might consider throwing you over myself.”

      Ramaro clutched onto me and glared at the captain.  “I’m not throwing myself over again to stop those wretched mariseth!”

      I blinked at him.  “You mean those kids?”

      He scoffed.  “Kids, nothing!  Those fiends are older than even me, and they spend most of their time trying to lure people away so they can play with them until they get bored with them.”

      “And then what?”

      He shrugged.  “Then they toss them back on land when they’re looking for a new toy.  The only trouble is, the land almost always is some place far from where they were plucked.  I’ve met many people who had to travel for years to get home.”

      “I’d just settle for getting to the capital,” I mused as I tried to sit up.

      My wobbly arms and damp, heavy clothing meant I collapsed back onto the bottom of the boat, or would have if Marc hadn’t slid down and looped his arm behind the center of my back.  He lifted me away from the hard floor and against his hard chest.  I liked the difference.  My blushing cheeks gave that away.

      “We’ll get there in good time without any more interruptions,” he teased as he lifted his eyes to the silent thing with the pole.

      The cloaked figure dipped their pole deeper into the black waters, and the boat resumed its voyage.

      A horrible thought made me swallow hard.  It tasted like ocean bile.  “The pilot won’t throw us overboard for what I did, will he?”

      Ramaro jerked his head toward the cloaked figure.  “Pilot?  You don’t think that bag of bones moves this thing, do you?  He’s just the pilot.”

      “Would you like to try steering through this mist?” Marc suggested.

      The agama flicked his tongue out.  “I would if my hands could hold that pole.  Then you’d see some impressive driving.”

      Marc smiled down at me.  “Our friend’s bragging aside, the Wraithcourier will get us where we need to go.”

      I squinted into the mist, but saw nothing but white fog.  “Where in the city are we landing?”

      Marc nodded at our pilot.  “That’s a question only he knows.”

      I blinked at him.  “What do you mean?”

      “The authorities know about the Wraithcourier and his passengers.  They can even see his fog come in during clearer nights,” Marc mused as he adjusted his hold on me.  “To avoid a greeting and time in the clanger, the Wraithcourier lands at a different spot every time.  I’ve never landed in the same spot twice myself.”

      “And you’ve used it plenty of times. . .” Ramaro muttered.

      The captain grinned at him.  “The city is worth visiting.”

      I patted one of Marc’s arms.  “You know, I think you can let go of me now.  I can get up on my own.”

      I felt his arms tighten around me.  “Why take chances?  Besides, you’re soaked.  I’ll use my own heat to keep you warm.”

      “Just don’t get too hot that you forget that I don’t want to see anything,” Ramaro growled.

      “You can shut your eyes.”

      The agama scoffed.  “And miss the landing?  He practically crashed us into the shore, and I almost fell off the boat.”  He leaned over and wrinkled his snout at the dark waters.  “And we all know these things are just itching to get a hold of anybody, especially someone as handsome as me.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen,” I promised him as I tilted my head back and looked up at Marc.  “Right?”

      My captor chuckled.  “That isn’t a promise I’ll ever make.”  He lifted his gaze to the way ahead of us.  “But we’re almost there.”
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