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      Pain.  Life was full of it.  So was my body.

      “Ouch!”

      I flinched away from the source of the trouble.  It was a wizened old woman with a scowl on her face and a rag soaked in disinfectant in her hand.  Her other hand held my arm as strongly as any vice.

      She leaned forward and squinted at the gash on my arm.  “You did a terrible job.”

      “I didn’t have your good brandy,” Marc quipped from where he stood beside the mantel.

      Baba twisted her head around and narrowed her eyes at him.  “You don’t need a good brandy to have clean rags.”  She pinched the cloth she’d removed from my wound between two fingers and lifted it for his viewing pleasure.  “This isn’t clean.”

      “It’s the best we could do without supplies,” he countered.

      She wrinkled her nose and tossed away the offending thing.  “Galivanting about, going to the theater, and fooling with those young scamps.”

      “I did enjoy it,” I spoke up.

      Marc smiled and bowed his head to me.  “Thank you, Rose.”

      Baba wagged a gnarled finger at me.  “Don’t encourage that scamp.  He’ll be taking you to the Corveth Verge before you know it, and then you’ll be lost.”

      “We’ve already been there,” Ramaro spoke up as he lifted his head from the cushioned chair close beside me.  He stared into the fire that crackled in the hearth.  “Not much there, really.  Just a lot more islands with some rude birds.”

      I laughed.  “I think that sounds like a nice change in pace from what we’ve been doing.”

      Baba plucked a fresh bandage from the table beside her and wrapped my arm tightly.  “That would be the wisest decision to let your wound heal.”  She paused and cast a sharp look at Marc.  “Which means he’s not going to do it.”

      He folded his arms over his chest and grinned.  “I don’t want to disappoint you, Baba.”

      She scoffed and finished her work.  “Whatever you have planned, make sure you don’t go playing too much with those Managers.  Three is a sight more than you’ve ever managed.”

      “I handled four once,” he countered.

      Baba scoffed as she stood and shooed him away from the hearth.  “That was when you had that fellow with you.  The one with the beard.”

      His face fell a little.  “Yes.  That was quite the unexpected turn.”  He pushed off from the mantel, and his smile returned as he looked me over.  “What do you say to a short walk?”

      “Don’t be gone too long,” Baba called out to us as she took up the ladle that hung on the side of the hearth and stirred the concoction in the cauldron.  “Soup will be ready any time now!”

      My stomach tried to race out of the cottage faster than I, but not quite as fast as Marc.  “We’ll be sure to arrive at the right time,” he answered as he shooed me through the front door.

      Ramaro darted through our feet and down the path.  “Yeah!  Right after it’s dead and gone!”

      “Speaking of dead and gone,” Marc mused as he took my unwounded arm and led me onto the street.  “What do you say to visiting Morgan?”

      I furrowed my brow as I tried to recall that name.  “The pirate’s grave?”

      “That’s the one.  I can’t leave here without paying my respects.”

      “How long do you think we’ll be here?” I wondered as I swept my eyes out toward the sparkling port and the vast ocean beyond that.  The sun was only a faint glow on the horizon and would be gone in less than an hour, at least according to my reckoning.

      “We should have all the supplies stowed away by tomorrow.”

      “That’s more than the last time we were here, isn’t it?”

      “Double the amount,” he mused as he grinned down at me.  “The men ate quite a bit during their vacation at the capital, and there’s no telling what troubles we’ll have in the future that will keep us away from friendly ports.”

      “Are there many of those?  The friendly ports, I mean.”

      “Here’s Rynek, of course, and the easterly edges of the Corveth Verge have more.”

      “What is the Corveth Verge?  Baba mentioned them, didn’t she?”

      “They’re the fondly nicknamed ‘last wilderness of the sea,’” he revealed as we walked up the gentle slope toward the cemetery.  “All the other areas were explored centuries ago, but very few people have gone beyond the Arches of Eryndor to the west and into those dark, unmapped waters.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Why not?  What’s there?”

      “Gods and monsters.”

      “Really?”

      His eyes twinkled at me.  “You saw the Wraithcourrier’s tagalongs, and you still ask that?”

      I shrugged.  “I thought maybe you guys were joking when you said they were gods.  I thought maybe they were some sort of sea creatures.”

      “It is hard to tell sometimes.”

      “How do you tell?”

      “If it tells you its a god, it usually isn’t.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Then I’d be careful what I said around it.  They don’t like to be mocked.”

      “Do you know that from experience?”

      “Well, I have ventured past the Arches a few times.”

      My attention invariably traveled up to his eye patch.  “That’s how you got that, right?”

      His smile faltered and he brushed his fingers over the cloth.  “I haven’t told you the story yet, have I?”

      I perked up.  “No.  Will you tell it to me now?”

      “No.”

      My face drooped.  “Why not?”

      “Because he just has to keep it to himself,” Ramaro spoke up as he trotted along beside us.  “Even I don’t know what happened to him in those dark waters, and if Baba knows, she’s not telling.”

      “I swore an oath to keep this power a secret,” Marc revealed as he stared ahead and pursed his lips.  “And I never break my oaths.”

      I looked over his tense face for a moment before I nodded.  “Alright, but I’d still like to know more about these arches and the Verge.”

      He smiled at me.  “That I can tell you to your heart’s content, but wouldn’t you rather see them?”

      My eyes flitted between the two.  “Is that safe?”

      “Sailing isn’t safe,” Ramaro reminded me as he lifted his snout.  “That’s just the way it is for sailors of any breed.”

      My reckoning of what was left of the day was a little off.  We reached the ancient graveyard at the same time the last rays of the sun disappeared behind the horizon.  The long shadows now became the norm as the world fell into darkness.  We reached the tall headstone of the infamous pirate and found the ground around the base covered in as many bottles and scraps of paper as our last visit.

      Marc held out a slip of paper to me.  “Care to make an offering?”

      I accepted the paper, and an idea popped into my head.  I wasn’t sure where it came from, but I had a strong feeling about it.  “Do you think he’d mind a little song, too?”

      “From you, no.”

      I knelt and set the slip of paper on the foot of the stone.  A cool breeze blew over me as I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath.  My lips parted, and a soft sea shanty flowed out of me.  I didn’t even remember learning such a slow, melodious song.

      

      
        
        Oh, the salt wind howls through my tangled hair,

        I haul the ropes with a widow’s stare,

        The sea took my love, left me bones to mend,

        But I’ll sing him home where the waves don’t end.

      

      

      

      I started back when smoke burst out of my paper.  Marc grabbed me and hefted me to my feet, while Ramaro’s tail flicked behind him.  “What have you done?”

      I shook my head.  “I-I don’t know!”

      We watched mesmerized as the smoke cleared, revealing lines etched by fire into my scrap.  Ramaro inched up to the parchment and squinted before his eyes widened.  “This looks like a map!”

      My heart leaped up.  “Really?”

      Marc slipped around me and plucked the paper from the ground.  He examined the lines for a moment before he turned to me, surprise on his face.  “This is a map of the Verge.  I recognize the Arches of Eryndor.”

      My jaw hit the ground so hard I swore it bounced.  “You-how-why-huh?”

      A crooked smile slipped onto Marc’s lips as a faint glow came from under his eye patch.  “It looks like you’ll get your wish to visit the Corveth Verge.  A pirate can’t resist a chance to search for buried treasure, especially when the offer is from Captain Morgan himself.”

      I lifted my wide eyes to the headstone as another chill breeze wrapped around us.  Had he been who told me the song?  What was hidden on the map?

      I was about to find out, and we weren’t the only ones who would find an interest in the captain’s legendary buried treasure.
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      “You’re a fool to be going off following this map.”

      We sat around Baba’s warm hearth with night still peeking in through the windows.  Marc’s surrogate mother stood in front of us with the map clutched tightly in one wizened hand.

      Baba wagged the parchment in Marc’s direction.  “There’s no telling what kind of traps that Morgan fellow left for foolhardy pirates.”

      “Or if maybe you two weren’t neck deep in a bottle,” Ramaro chimed in.

      Marc leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest.  “We hadn’t touched the stuff, and I have the best crew in all the seas.  If we find any trouble, they can get us out of it.”

      She jerked her head in my direction.  “And you’ll be taking Rose in there with you, I suppose?”

      A crooked smile slipped onto his lips.  “The map was made for her.  The captain wouldn’t approve of her not coming to see what he offered her.”

      Baba threw up her hands.  “Fine!  Get yourselves killed!  And all for what?”

      Marc’s eyes twinkled as he leaned toward our hostess.  “Morgan was rumored to have the finest herb books in all the seas.”

      Baba froze, and her eyes darted to him.  “Don’t tempt me, demon.”

      “Tempt you to what?”

      “To join you on your foolish trip.”  Baba took a step toward the kitchen, and a sharp crack came from her back.  She winced and clutched her aching backbone.  “If only you’d found the stupid thing a decade ago or two ago.”

      Marc stood and plucked the map from her hand.  “We’ll be sure to bring you back a souvenir.”

      “I’d be glad enough if you came back at all,” she grumbled as she shuffled off toward the kitchen.  “Now let’s eat.  All this talk of sailing always gets me hungry.”

      My stomach flip-flopped, and I cast a frantic look at Marc.  He cleared his throat and stood.  “Why don’t you let me help you?”

      “I’m fine!” she called over her shoulder.

      “But we won’t be if she gets a hold of that cooking spoon. . .” Ramaro muttered.

      A knock came from the door, and made our whole company freeze.  Marc narrowed his eye at the entrance before it darted over to Baba.  “Are you expecting anyone?”

      She snatched a thick wooden spoon from a heavy container and frowned at the door.  “No.”

      Marc looked over his shoulder at us.  Ramaro nodded and used his mouth to tug on the cuff of my pants.  “Come on.  Into the back room with you.”

      “But why?” I wondered as I reluctantly stood.

      My question was answered in a rather violent fashion when an explosion came from outside.  The front door was blasted into the house, and Marc just barely avoided being struck by it.  The wood struck the wall opposite the front door and cracked the mortar.  Dust flew everywhere, but I could see Marc’s eye glow in the gloom.  Light footsteps strolled through the doorway and paused short of where Marc stood.

      The dust settled and revealed a man in a flamboyant, bright purple overcoat with an equally startling, broad-brimmed hat.  His yellow socks were a travesty, and his gemstone-covered shoes a crime against nature.  He appeared to be about thirty, but his features were hard to see behind a pair of large spectacles.  The glasses were so dark that I couldn’t see his eyes.

      He flung out his arms on either side of him and grinned at us.  “Good evening, one and all!  I hope I’m not disturbing anything.”

      Baba marched forward and wagged the spoon at him.  “You little monster!  How dare you-”

      “Not right now, Baba,” Marc warned her as he grabbed her shoulders and drew her back against his chest.  He kept his eye focused on our ‘visitor.’  “This one’s a little more important than your average intruder.”

      The man grinned and swept into a low bow.  “It pleases me that you know who I am.”

      “But it doesn’t please me to have you storm in here like a battalion of Ironshores,” Marc retorted as he nodded at the door.  “Where has the quiet class of the Sylvaris Nightshade gone?”

      The man scoffed.  “Who needs to lurk in the shadows when brute force is much more effective?”

      Baba shrugged off Marc’s grip and wagged the spoon at the man.  “Whoever you are, either spit out what you want or get out of my house.”

      Our visitor looked down his tilted nose at Baba.  “This has nothing to do with you, old woman.”

      She swung the spoon around and jabbed it at the door.  “My door has everything to do with this, and if you don’t have anything smart to say, then get out!”

      The man lifted his nose even higher.  “You have no power over me, Gertruda Chlosta, and your silly little tricks with plants are nothing against my skills as chief of the  Sylvaris Nightshade.  I, Lucius Furtius, have personally seen to the theft of-”

      “Too much of my time,” Baba quipped as she threw her spoon at him.

      Lucius sidestepped the utensil and glared at her.  “Do you believe that could harm me?”

      “Not that,” Baba retorted as she nodded at something behind him.  “That.”

      Lucius partially turned and discovered that the spoon had struck a thin basket of hanging herbs.  The utensil clattered to the floor as a green cloud shot out of the plants and roots.  The vile air struck him and forced him into a coughing fit.  Ramaro and I scurried back, but that didn’t prevent me from inhaling some of the gas.  The odor reminded me of cheese left in the back of the fridge for a few months too long, and it had been taken up with a bag of rotten vegetables.

      Lucius stumbled about the room and came too close to Baba.  She had a spare utensil hidden somewhere, probably a place I didn’t want to think about.  Baba swatted him on the head, and the man crumpled to the floor.  She clapped her weapon in her palm and gave a nod.  “That’ll teach you to blow down someone’s door.”

      “If you could teach me how to blow away your fog, we’d all be the better for it,” Marc quipped as he stooped beside the man.

      “Easy enough,” she replied as she snatched up a blanket from a couch.

      Baba shook the blanket, and the fog drifted out the open door.  She strolled after the mist, herding it completely out, and she made sure to step on the back of the unconscious man.  He elicited a soft groan but remained otherwise still.

      Marc knelt beside the man as Baba folded the blanket, ever sneering at her ‘visitor.’  “So this is the infamous Lucius Furtius.”

      “Is he some sort of Manager?” I spoke up as I inched my way toward the man.

      “He’s the chief of the Sylvaris Nightshade,” Marc answered me.

      The back of my mind tingled.  “Aren’t they connected with the capital?”

      “The main thief guild in that illustrious place,” Marc mused as he rolled Lucius onto his back.  He rummaged through the man’s pockets and drew out a managerie of short knives, daggers, key chains, and pick locks.  He took up one of the daggers and tapped the tip against the man’s purple vest and white blouse.  “And this fellow is their leader.”

      I choked on a laugh.  “Shouldn’t a thief be a little less, well, noticeable?”

      “He doesn’t do the work himself, he just leads,” Marc revealed as he stood.  “He climbed their ranks with darker clothes and turned into this rainbow the minute he replaced the last leader.”

      “Retirement?” I guessed.

      A crooked smile slipped onto his lips.  “In the most permanent state.”

      “Oh. . .” I replied as I dropped my gaze to the man.  “So what do you think he wants with us?  We didn’t steal anything.”

      “We’ll have to ask him that,” Marc suggested as he strode over to the pitcher beside the sink.  He pumped a healthy heaping of water into the jug and carried it over to the fallen man.  Marc paused and reveled in his devilry for a moment before he dropped all of the contents onto the man’s face.

      Lucius came up sputtering and wide-eyed.  He blinked at us as water dribbled from the corners of his lips.  The man spat out the last of the ocean and glared at us.  “How dare you!”

      “Like this,” Marc quipped as he set the pitcher down and drew out the dagger he had ‘borrowed’ from Lucius.  He pointed the tip at our visitor’s throat.  “Now tell us what you want, and use fewer words, this time.”

      Lucius sneered at him.  “I would rather die.”

      “That’s the Manager’s style, not a thief,” Marc reminded him as he tapped the tip against Lucius’ throat.  “Besides, we interrupted your explanation.”  He applied pressure with the point, and Lucius stiffened.  “Finish it.”

      Our guest swallowed, but not very hard.  “You wronged one of our members.”

      “We need a name.”

      “Theo Schreiber.”

      My mouth dropped open.  “We wronged him?  He’s the one who tried to kill me!”

      Lucius sneered at me.  “Whatever your lies, you injured him so severely that he is still under the care of a doctor, and he says you are at fault for it.”

      “You, as the leader of the Sylvaris Nightshade, should know a lie when you hear one,” Marc scolded him.

      The thief nodded at me.  “This woman led a trio of men to his house, where he was attacked by them.”

      My face drooped.  “That’s a really bad way of explaining what happened.”

      “But do you deny the accusation?”

      I shrugged.  “I didn’t really mean to lead them there.  Theo kidnapped me, and they wanted me, too.”

      He stabbed a finger at me.  “Then you admit to luring them to my member!”

      Marc clapped a clawed hand on the man’s shoulder and lifted him off the floor.  Lucius stiffened as he was turned so he faced the captain.  “Get out.”

      Lucius lifted his chin.  “I will not-”

      “Then I’ll help you.”  Marc strode out through the empty doorway and down the path.  He dumped Lucius onto the road and stepped back.  “Don’t come back without money to fix the door.”

      His former captor leaped to his feet and spun around to face us.  “This isn’t the last of our business!  You’ll hear from me again!”  He spun on his heels and marched off.

      Leaving me with an uneasy feeling.
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      “To the left, you fool!  No, your other left!”

      “What about now?”

      “Still crooked!”

      The complainant was Baba, and her abused helper was Marc.  He grasped the door in his hands and was trying to set it back into place.  I was positioned on the sidelines with a hammer and nails for when that joyous event would happen.  If it ever did.

      Baba stood a few feet into the living room, surveying the hanging with all the joy of a clown at a funeral.  “A little more to the left!”

      “Gods give me strength. . .” I heard him mutter as he followed her commands.

      “There!” Baba screeched as she flung up her hands.  “Stop there!  Don’t move a muscle!  Quick, Rose, with the nails!”

      I jumped into position and nailed them in as quickly as my inexperienced hands could manage.  In short order, the door hung on its hinges, a little creakier for the night’s events but definitely functioning as a gate.

      Marc stepped back and surveyed his job with a satisfied nod.  “There.  Now, what do you say to my fixing some food?”

      “It’s the least you could do for bringing such trouble here,” Baba agreed as she shuffled over the hearth and snatched up the poker.  She wagged the weapon at her adopted son.  “And don’t go burning any of my fine pots like you used to do!”

      He gave a lazy bow of his head before he slipped into the tiny kitchen.  “I’ll try not to.”

      “Don’t try!  Do it!” she snapped.

      My growling stomach was grateful when we all sat down to eat a few minutes later, sans burned pot.  My mind, however, was unsatisfied, filled as it was with a million questions.

      “So if Theo was a member of that thief guild, do you think he was the phantom stealing all those music items from the homes?” I wondered as we sat around the hearth, sipping on a simple soup.

      Baba cast a dark look at the ruined plaster where the door had been thrown.  “Those fools need to keep their troubles to the capital and leave us alone.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if he had been that thief,” Marc spoke up in answer to my question.  He paused with the soup raised to his mouth and examined the door.  “That should work until morning, when you can get one of the workmen around here to do the job better than I.”

      Baba nodded.  “And only until the morning.  You didn’t set it properly.  It’s still crooked.”

      Marc grinned at her.  “Do you want to go through that again?”

      “Gods forbid!” she snapped before she dove into her food.

      “Should we worry about this guild?” I asked my knowledgeable guide.

      Marc stirred his soup with his spoon and watched the food swirl.  “They’re very persistent, and almost as dangerous as the Managers.”

      I shuddered at the reminder of those merciless men and their wicked feline.  “Do the thieves operate on the seas?”

      “Enough to follow us all the way here,” he pointed out as he set his bowl down on the table.  The food was hardly touched, but he still grinned at me.  “But my magic will take care of them following us any further.”

      Baba wagged her spoon at him.  “It won’t do you any good if you don’t eat enough to keep up your strength!”

      “I’m too restless, Baba,” Marc countered as he rose to his feet.  “I’ve had too much land and not enough sea lately.”

      “Because of me,” I added as I stared down at my own bowl.

      Marc stepped up to me and bent down so his eye captured mine.  “I didn’t say I regretted the detours, only that it’s time to set sail.  Are you ready for another adventure on the seas?”

      I smiled and set my empty bowl down before I stood.  “Ready whenever you are.”

      “Well, I’m not ready for you to be gallivanting off to gods know where,” Baba chimed in as she hopped to her feet.

      Marc clapped a hand on her shoulder.  “We’re just traveling to Corveth Verge.”

      “Just, he says,” she scolded him as she wagged her spoon at the man.  Flecks of soup covered his front and even managed to get into his hair.  “You’ll do well to steer clear of that place.  I remember what happened to you the last time you went there.  You came back as sullen as a cat who’d lost a fight, and with that magic of yours that you can’t control.”

      Marc slipped past her and looped an arm around my waist.  He drew me against his side so we both faced the irate woman.  “That’s what Rose is for.”

      I blinked at him.  “Beg your pardon?”

      “You’ll keep me in check with your music.”

      Ramaro scoffed.  “That sounds like a fool’s wish.”

      My face drooped, and my eyes widened.  “I haven’t really tried-”

      “So you see, everything will be fine,” Marc assured Baba as he inclined his head to her.  “Thanks for keeping us.”

      “Keep you so you can get yourselves killed!” she snapped as she flung her wet spoon at me.  I tried not to eat any of the flecks that sprayed my face.  “You should have enough sense to keep him from that place!”

      “We’ll be as careful as we can manage,” Marc insisted as he guided me toward the front door.  “And we’ll bring you back a souvenir from the treasure caverns of Captain Morgan.”

      “Fool!  Idiot!” she growled as she stalked our path.

      Marc opened the door and inclined his head to her.  “The gods willing, we’ll see you in less than a fortnight.  Goodbye.”

      He slipped us out into the chill air of the early morning and shut the door behind us, blotting out the furious face of our former hostess.  All was quiet up and down the dark streets as we used the starlight to guide us toward the glistening bay.  A ship lay anchored a hundred yards from the wharf, its deck aglow with the soft light of lanterns.

      My worried voice broke the calm silence.  “So how dangerous is this Corveth Verge?  You said it was just a bunch of islands, but Baba made it sound like there was something more than that.”

      He stared ahead and sighed.  “Only the gods know what all lies there, and even some of them don’t know the full story.  The Arches of Eryndor lead into the islands, but very little that lurks in the seas and on the shores isn’t known to anyone.”

      “Even the Admiralty?”

      “Even them.  They tried mapping the area about forty-five years ago.”  A faraway look slipped into his eye, and a faint smile curled one corner of his lip up.  “I remember all the fuss everyone made about the voyage, and how it’d open up the rest of the sea.  A half dozen ships sailed around the inhabited islands and showed off their large sails and cannons.  Once the flashy show was over, they made their way through the Arches of Eryndor and disappeared among the islands.”

      There was a shadow in his words that quickened my pulse.  “What happened?”

      “They were never seen again.”

      My blood ran cold in my veins.  “None of them?”

      “None.  Scouting parties were sent out, and several of them didn’t return.  The Admiralty gave up searching for them, though a few other people have tried.  Most don’t come back, and others come back telling stories about seeing monsters and shadows.”

      “Fools,” Ramaro muttered.

      “Baba said you’d been there and made it out,” I reminded him as I looked him over.  “What did you see?”

      His face twisted with shadows of memory, so that I regretted my question.  “I saw misery.”

      I blinked at him, and my mouth became so dry I could hardly get my words out.  “W-what do you mean?”

      Marc stopped and turned to face me.  There was a haunting gloom in his eye that made me shudder, but I couldn’t look away.  “I suppose it won’t surprise you to learn I ventured out into the sea at a young age.  I was barely fourteen when I set foot on my first ship, assigned the duty of helper to the ship’s cook.  It’s where I first learned about good cooking.”

      A stifled snort escaped me.  “I’m glad for that.”

      “I sailed on that ship for two years, learning the trade and rising through the ranks until I could climb the sails nearly as fast as the old salts.  The pay was good, too, and I was able to set up a tidy sum that I sent to Baba.”

      “What did the ship carry?”

      “Everything the Admiralty forbade from being traded.”

      I cocked my head to one side.  “What was that?”

      “Cloth and food from the islands that refused their ‘protection,’ and weapons they wanted to horde for themselves.  It was one of those shipments that found us in trouble.  We were set to sell a cargo to a very wealthy buyer, and the man decided the Corveth Verge would be the best place to meet.  Nobody would bother us there.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know any more, but my curiosity wouldn’t let go.  “So you met the buyer there?”

      “We found the wreckage of his ship off the island meeting place, a half-day’s journey inside the Corveth Verge.  The captain wanted to anchor the ship as close to shore as possible and search for survivors, but the frightened crew disobeyed him and turned the ship back into the deep.  It would’ve been better if we had laid anchor.  The monster that had attacked our buyer still lurked in the depths, probably bloated on its victims, and attacked us.”

      My eyes widened.  “What was it?”

      Marc folded his arms over his chest and sighed.  “I don’t know.  The thing never surfaced, though I saw the shadow of its massive body glide through the waters toward us.  It struck from below and cut a deep hole in the hull.  The ship took on water, and everyone abandoned her.  The cook stuffed me into an empty apple barrel and pushed me away from the sinking ship.  That’s what saved my life.  Everyone else was
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