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      IN HELL, THE ANCHOR NEVER REACHES THE BOTTOM . . .

      The most dangerous voyage of their lives has now begun — a suicide mission to rescue one of their own. A werewolf, a vampire, a dragon slayer, a pair of witches, and a lovely lady pirate who captains a ship laden with mysterious and dangerous cargo. Only this small band and the secrets they carry within; some in their minds, some in their hearts, and for those who still have them, some in their eternally tarnished souls.

      For the saints are still broken. Some are lost, some will become lost, and some may vanish forever — as if they’d never existed.

      One is already trapped in Hell — the others are trapped in their own tortured pasts. One of them knows how to get into Hell — but none of them know how to get out. Too many secrets, too many obstacles, too few answers.

      A stalwart ship with broken saints, traveling along wind-driven seas to a Hell they can’t find and a guide they won’t trust. Can’t trust.

      And Death continues to come ever closer, marking its boundaries and stalking its prey.

      Slowly. Carefully. Properly.

      A dance that only Death can do.

      Our band of redeemers is searching for a way in and then a way out, but they may never find either one, for the Gateway to Hell is too well hidden.

      The rock walls are too high. The flames are too hot.

      Its terrors run too deep and move too fast.

      Born of the worst nightmares you can imagine, these devil-spawned demons within were bred to be unbeatable. They’re too frightening to fight, too hard to defeat . . . and too real to ignore. And once you’re in, there’s no way out . . . and nowhere to run.

      There’s too much pain, too much despair, too much suffering, and too little hope. The journey was impractical. Surviving was improbable. Returning was impossible. That’s why it’s going to take a band of saints to march into Hell and get the job done — even if they’re broken. Maybe being broken means they’re also expendable. Only one other entity knows for certain . . . For ghosted in the background, the archangel Michael watches it all . . . knowing full well that the fate of humanity hinges on the outcome of this little band of outcasts . . .

      In this place called Hell, nothing touches the bottom - and nothing escapes;

      not even B-r-o-k-e-n Saints.

      There have been other tales, but none like this, for this one tells the tale that dead men can’t tell — especially those condemned to spend what’s left of their destinies and limboless lives rotting in Purgatory.

      What happens to broken saints? What happens to mankind? And what happens to those of us who learn their secrets . . . their legacies . . . and the obligations that were never fulfilled or repaid?

      

      It’s time to find out before time runs out.

      Turn the page.

      Take the voyage.

      And you’ll learn more than you ever wanted to know . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Death was Near. I could feel its breath;

      
        The craze, the craze, the craze…

        FROM THE BOOK OF THE DAMNED
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        Casablanca, Morocco

        1540 Anno Domini

      

      

      

      My prey was here, and as he moved around the docks as though he were safe, only I know how unsafe he really was.

      His motions were meandering and cautious; mine were non-existent.

      He picked up his pace; I let patience guide mine.

      I watched his every move carefully as he made his way toward the quiet streets, and I knew it would soon be over as quickly as it began. I wasn't afraid of losing him; I had his scent and he was mine. There was no escape - only death would be delivered to him this night. A lonely street, a cold night, an unseen end from an unexpected direction. This was my war and his fate - or so I believed. 

      With the streets deserted, there was no other soul to see my wolfish form or run from me in fear. I moved ahead, creeping closer to my victim, as my paws left heavy imprints in the mud. No matter. Even if discovered, no one could ever connect me to them after the impending change, and therefore no one would ever be the wiser.

      But the inevitable question still remained; not whether or not I can bring him down and not whether or not I can kill him, but whether or not I can kill him in such a way that he will stay dead.

      No recovery.

      No resurrection.

      No restoration.

      Just dead -- now and forever, and whatever comes after that. That is the mystery yet to be resolved; will he stay dead?

      As I crept closer, I could see his breath slowly misting in the cold night air, and I could hear his heart beating against his chest as he began to make haste down the deserted street. He must have sensed I was near as he turned slightly to steal a glance over his shoulder.

      Still he didn't see me.

      Still he was blind to his fate.

      And I didn't hesitate.

      I ran, leaped, and took him down in seconds, tearing into his throat with razor sharp fangs-- ripping flesh from his neck as I brutally fought to devour his life force. Blissful eternity . . . forevermore.

      Definitely what I wanted.

      Needed.

      Hoped for.

      Prayed for.

      But would it be enough? By all the saints will this be enough?

      I didn't know. My lineage is powerful, and I fear nothing -- and no one. But I could sense this was something different. Very different. Deadly different.

      I just didn't know what.

      And in that instant, I had my answer; he still lived!

      Even before his body hit the ground, he turned and tried to slash me with his blade. It sizzled with demon force as it sliced through the open air, barely grazing my body as it shaved the edge of my fur. I knew then that this was no common blade he wielded against me. It was the legendary Sword of Death, and it was made of Damocles Steel. Long told tales say it was flamed and formed thousands of years ago, perhaps not long after God created the world, by ancient artisans for reasons unknown. Nothing could stand up to it and nothing could stop it. It was an irresistible force, and it was not to be reckoned with.

      But Death was here in Morocco, and he was seeking me even as he began to heal from the wound on his neck.

      I spat out his blood as we eyed one another.

      I knew why he was here -- and now he knew I was here.

      I stayed my ground.

      I wouldn't run from him. It would be useless.

      But I still had a killing move.

      I charged him again. This time, I locked his sword arm and hand between my teeth and tore at it with all my strength. He dropped the sword and screamed in pain as his arm was torn from his body.

      Death can feel pain? Of course it can. As can the rest of his kind. Nearly impossible to stop and kill. Where one fell another would rise. There is no escaping death. But he wouldn't be having me tonight. My claws slashed against his torso -- ripping him open and exposing the inner workings of this ungodly evil. For just a brief moment of eternity, I gazed down at my sworn enemy . . . and then did the most righteous thing I could think of . . .  I devoured him.

      Let him heal from that!

      Blood dripped down my jaw.

      The noise of the battle and his cries of pain drew others from their homes. Commotion and chaos; magnets of curiosity.

      But I couldn't stay and savor my victory -- I had to run. His life was ended, and my time here was running out. How long would it be before another found me? I turned and ran rapidly toward the street, making sure I headed away from the oncoming noises made by that small band of brave souls who had ventured out on this dangerous night. I ran and ran until I reached a shaded group of shadow trees near the crest of the hill. It was here I paused briefly to look back at the consequences of chaos. But despite the warmth of victory, I could still feel a lingering chill. Something still bothered me; something that shouldn't be there . . . and suddenly I knew; it was the sword! How did he get the sword?

      I looked back and examined the carnage carefully. I knew that if I could find it, I should go back for it, but there was no time. I could never recover it without being detected. Suddenly, something caught my eye. It was a slight glint of moonlight reflecting off darkened metal. It had to be the sword! It was there, on the ground, the blade buried almost up to the hilt in mud. As my gaze became more intense, my vision became more focused. My eyes narrowed slowly to mere slits, and I could feel the hackles on my neck begin to rise. What I was witnessing couldn't be. It simply could-not-be! By all the power of all the saints that ever lived, this abomination could not exist! I howled uncontrollably at the moon, for even though I wasn't sure of what I saw, I still believed it. I had no choice. I could not deny it. It was real, it was happening, and it was NOW, and though never in my life had I ever envisioned such a seen, I knew immediately that it was a sight that would taunt me and haunt me throughout my remaining days! No matter whatever happened, I knew I would never forget the horror I was experiencing, for this changed everything! For there, in the pale, eerie moonlight, I could have sworn that I had seen . . . a hand . . . crawling slowly toward the arm. . . reattaching . . . and then moving on to grip the sword. As the fingers of the hand took hold, the sword rose slowly in the air to about five feet off the ground. It was held steady by the same hand that I had previously severed from it's arm, and it was pointed upward in challenge toward a small copse of shady trees on the hill . . .  directly at me . . .

      

      
        
        Casablanca, Morocco

        1540 Anno Domini

      

      

      Edyth Kenley

      Casablanca was alive with movement. Every corner held excitement and my ears filled with dialects I didn’t recognize. The night was warm, so I had left my cloak back at our rooms. I was told under strict orders not to step foot outside, but I wanted to see Casablanca before we set sail and this would be my only chance. I didn’t mind that Patrick would be displeased with me and I did have the foresight to leave my two younger siblings, Tomas and Conor, safely behind. It had worked in my favor they had both been sleeping when I left and wouldn’t be asking where I was going.

      Patrick had been utterly mysterious before he had left us. He wouldn’t tell me his destination, only that he had no time to explain and would share when he returned. I knew the man’s secrets; I knew he was both man and wolf and at times his wolfish nature took over, so I didn’t argue when he said he had to go out. The look in his brown eyes indicated that he needed to run off the devils steam, so, I had hurried him out the door as I planned my evening. He was a bit hesitant to leave me and I feared my eagerness may have given away my intentions, but still out the door he went.

      I had only known Patrick Blakesley a short time. We had met when he arrived at my village in Giota Caorach, Ireland, about six months ago. The man saved my life and I had saved his, but it was no longer safe for me to remain in my homeland and so my brothers and I had to leave.

      Patrick promised me adventure and adventure it has been ever since. Morocco was but one stop of many, and so far it was my favorite and I wanted to see more of it.

      Together, Patrick and I had defeated the Druidic clan that nearly destroyed Giota Caorach, but a part of me feared they are now only hiding; waiting until they grow stronger. There was a shadow that has grown over me as I have worried they would return and catch me unprepared. Perhaps unbeknownst to them, that would be easier said than done.

      I smiled coyly. My powers, which they were so desperate to gain, have grown by leaps and bounds.

      The Druidic clan had wanted my powers; powers given to me by my father, the Aztec god Quetzalcóatl, the god of air and wind. He had fallen in love with my mother, an Aztec princess, who had been betrayed by those who were jealous of her and sent her off to Europe as a slave.

      I walked through Casablanca eagerly, my steps quickening, barely touching the ground as I glided across in excitement. Dancing women, dressed in fine golden jewelry and brightly colored silks, moved gracefully to a joyful tune as they performed a native dance for the watchful crowd. Fires in pits cast large shadows of the women so all could see. The walkway was lined with inns and storefronts selling wares I had never seen. I stopped and stood before a stall with grapes; purple, green and white. I gently plucked a purple grape off a vine and marveled at the sweetness, closing my eyes as I savored the taste.

      My reverie was suddenly broken as my shoulder was bumped by a woman wearing a hooded cloak as she swiftly passed me.

      “Pardon me,” she whispered.

      I nodded with a smile as I turned back to the man at the stall. I opened my mouth to speak to him about the price of the grapes. I hesitated for a brief moment; my belt felt lighter. My hand flew to my waist— yes, I had just been robbed! I quickly turned back to the woman and watched as she made her way down the crowded street, weaving and then disappearing into its heaviness. I quickly pushed through the crowd as I pursued her.

      That woman stole my coin purse!

      Patrick had been right to warn me of the thieves who lived here, but I hadn’t thought that I would become one of its victims. If this is what Morocco was like, a place filled with thieves, then I would be glad to see it behind me. But first, I would reclaim my purse. I wouldn’t mind giving the woman a coin or two; I remember what it was like to go hungry, but I had never resorted to thievery. Of course, I had my mother who did that for me. My mother’s Púca or rather ghost, who would take what my brothers and I needed from the neighbors.

      I shook my head as I recalled some rather uncomfortable memories. There had been one or two times when the rightful owner of the stolen items had found them in our cottage. Fortunately, they had believed me when I acted just as confused as they were. Although that didn’t stop a few odd stares from being sent my way when I would visit the market. Whispers would follow me as I walked through the village and I had heard them call me a witch more than once, but I had grown used to the stares and rumors.

      I had believed I would live in Giota Caorach until the day I died, but then I had met Patrick Blakesley and everything changed; my thoughts, my goals, my entire life. It was then that I had realized I had found a whole new world.

      I followed the woman into a tavern and nearly missed her going out the back. I weaved my way through the patrons, especially those with wondering hands, and as I passed, one of them grabbed my arm and tried to yank me down onto his lap. I slapped his hand away and pushed past him.

      “How dare you touch me,” he snapped. His chair knocked onto the floor as he stood up and followed after me. The other men in the tavern laughed at the spectacle he had made of himself. “Get back here!”

      I didn’t turn back; I was not going to lose sight of my coin purse. What would Patrick say? Oh, I knew what he would say, but that was too late now and even though my purse had been stolen, I was still enjoying myself immensely. I could always resort to my magic and force the woman to stop, but doing so would reveal my powers. As I chased after the woman, the man I had slapped followed close behind, cursing after me as though that would force me to stop.

      Lifting my skirts so I could run faster, I began to close the distance between me and the thief I was chasing. When I got close enough, I grabbed her by the arm and turned her around to face me. “I believe you picked up my purse,” I shouted breathlessly, my words pushed out in a rush. I glanced over my shoulder to see how close the man grew to us. Too close!

      “Mi scusi?” she asked, confused. “Excuse me?”

      My coin purse was not in her hands, nor did I see it on her belt, but I knew she had been the one who had taken it. “My purse,” I stated, firmly. “I’ll need it back.” Again I glanced over my shoulder. The man was closer and in time he would be on top of us. I couldn’t spare another moment arguing back and forth about my stolen purse. I wanted it back.

      “You are mistaken. I don’t have your coin purse,” she said, her green eyes filled with confusion as she stared away from me. “Why would I have your purse?”

      “Woman,” the man raged behind us. “Get back here.”

      “Is that your husband?” the green-eyed woman asked. Her eyes didn’t move in his direction, but they did widen with concern.

      I glanced up at her face, and it was then I noticed she had the most unusual shade of green eyes I had ever seen; calm and beautiful and yet they had a haze clouding them. Her vacant stare revealed she was blind. But how had she managed to snatch my purse from my belt if she was blind? Maybe I had been mistaken; surely she couldn’t have stolen my purse, but I was so sure it had been her.

      I held onto her arm so I wouldn’t lose her in the crowd as I glanced over my shoulder at the man who had yelled out to us. A crowd was now gathering to watch what would happen next. I wanted to know what would happen next. Patrick’s scowl flashed in my mind’s eye, causing me to bite my lower lip in dismay. Patrick would never learn of this; I assured myself of it as I turned back to the blind woman.

      “That man is not my husband,” I spat in disgust. “He is a drunk from the tavern.”

      The woman’s eyes softened as she understood we were soon to be under attack by an angry drunk. “This way,” the woman pulled on my hand and led me down an alley. How did she know where she was going? I briefly caught sight of a ball of light, so small it could easily be missed by the casual observer. We ran down the alley, up a flight of stone steps and into a dark room.

      “Where are we?” I asked. “How were you able to lead us here— you're blind.”

      The drunk from the tavern stormed into the room behind us— we had not lost him! Light from the moon illuminated him and the highlight around him made him appear so much bigger than before. I stepped in front of the woman, ready to use my power to protect us, but she pushed in front of me and slammed him up against the wall without laying a hand on him.

      “How did you do that?” He screamed in both horror and surprise.

      The woman walked right up to him and unclipped his purse from his belt. “Let this be a lesson to you,” she said calmly, her eyes glaring at him as though she could see him. “Never attack a woman, because you never know what will happen next…”

      She turned to me and tossed me my own purse, which I caught in surprise. I had been right! She had taken it.

      “Let’s go,” she urged.

      I followed her out the door, dumbstruck by what I had just witnessed, while the man who remained stuck to the wall yelled for help. “Help me! I’m being attacked by witches!” His voice bellowed to the neighboring rooms and stores. This time, I led the way as I took her hand within mine. We ran back down the stone steps and then toward a cluster of buildings.

      Casablanca was new to me, and I had no idea where I was heading, but she followed me without hesitation. Others ran into the streets as the call of witches entwined them with fear.  I didn’t know what the people of Casablanca would do to witches. If they were anything like the folk I had known back in Giota Caorach, it wouldn’t be good.

      “The witches are over there,” I shouted as we passed by a group of people. Most of the crowd quickly followed my direction but a few decided to peruse us instead.

      “This way,” I shouted. I opened a back door and found that I had led us back into the tavern we had run through earlier. We had come full circle and we stopped in our tracks.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, breathlessly. “Your hand has tensed.”

      “We’re in a tavern,” I explained. “And they are all looking at us as though we are their next meal.”

      “What are you two doing running in here?” a man with a grey beard asked as he licked his dry lips. “Are you the night’s entertainment?”

      “It looks to me like one of them is blind,” another man shouted as he stood up. “See how her eyes are discolored in a most unnatural way…”

      “Yes… like one eye entices while the other bewitches!”

      We were pushed further into the tavern as the men who were pursing us stormed into the tavern.

      “These two are witches,” one of them gruffly shouted to the room full of patrons. “They were using black magic.”

      “It’s true,” another confirmed. “We all saw it.”

      “What is this now?” a patron asked, his English tone clear to hear as he stomped his cup onto the table before him. “Two witches here in Casablanca?” He spat on the floor and then retrieved his drink. “As though I haven’t heard that before. Tell me,” he said and then took a brief drink. “Was this before or after you tried to have your way with them?”

      “What does it matter to you?” he stammered out. “It is of no concern of yours.”

      “Naw,” he spat. “I am but merely curious; I have a very inquisitive nature. Are you not the same drunken sailor who stumbled off the Santa Paulina?” This man sat at the table as calm as can be, holding his focus and drinking at his leisure. He was rugged looking for sure; dark hair, a tad longer than most, a hooded brow over his piercing blue gaze and his hands were scarred as though they had been cut by a blade.

      I moved closer to my new friend. I didn’t want her to worry. I could easily put an end to this, but by doing so I would be revealing my magic and proving the scum had been correct; I am a witch.

      I watched and waited to see what this man would do. Who and what would these men believe? And what do they do to witches in Casablanca? I shivered at my fear of being burnt at the stake. I had endured years of torment by the village girls who had grown up with me and would warn me with glee that one day I would be burnt at the stake. My mother would chase them away, but their words had lingered and tortured me.

      “We are not witches,” I shouted. “These men accosted us!” I pointed firmly at them, willing the others in the tavern to turn their attention away from us.

      “I believe I would know if the woman you’re traveling with is a witch,” he calmly stated. His eyes mischievous and I worried he was up to no good. Sweat broke out on my brow and I itched to wipe it away, but I constrained myself. I didn’t want them to see that I was worried. Who was this man? He was clearly English, but his clothing was worn and torn on the right pant leg; the English I had encountered were always well dressed down to the shine on their shoes. Perhaps he was in a brawl before coming to the— where are we? I glanced at the sign on the back wall for the name of the establishment. It read; The Jilted Dandylion, but the lion was faded so it read  The Jilted Dandy. The man behind the bar appeared English as well.

      “It’s true,” the drunken man stammered.“We saw her dark magic with our own eyes.”

      “The hell you did,” the English man spat. “Can you not see one of the women is blind?”

      “Blind as a bat she may be—” his friend didn’t let him finish as he yanked up an empty chair and threw it at the seated man. It missed him but it started the brawl.

      All the patrons were quickly out of their seats and moving away from the walls as they began to fight, with a few of them bringing a knife into the battle. Shouting and screaming ensued and we were not left out of it. This had gone on long enough and someone was going to get hurt. I knew how to get out of it, but how was I going to explain this to Patrick?

      Without hesitating, I raised my hands and the doors and windows flew open, gusts of air wrapping around the patrons as they were yanked outside and into the street. The woman beside me gasped.

      “It’s alright,” I whispered, but I was sure she couldn’t hear me above all the shouting and screaming.

      Once the room settled down, the handful of patrons who remained were littered on the filthy floor. All but the man who had one of our accusers tangled within his arms, the neck broken and the body lifeless.

      As he dropped the body to the floor, the dead man’s empty eyes stared up at me as though begging for help that would never come.

      “What have you done?” I asked in horror. I hadn’t meant for anyone to die.

      “The man would have done worse to you,” he said dryly. “Barkeep,” he shouted as he walked over to the bar, careful to step over the broken chairs and table. “I’ll take a bottle of your best!”

      He strode by me and didn’t spare me another moment. With no barkeeper to be found, he moved behind the counter and shifted through broken bottles. Liquids spilled out of half empty bottles as he searched for one that had been left untouched, cursing as he did so.

      The woman I had stormed in with returned to my side. “Do not mind him,” she said softly. “He is not completely a brute.”

      “Do you know him?” I asked, confused.

      “Yes,” she nodded her head. “He is the Captain of the Merry Gold. It was his ship that brought me here. I am Aurora López and his name is Captain George Flavius.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        My very essence swayed and with each tear drop I crumpled.

        FROM THE BOOK OF THE DAMNED
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          A MAN BEYOND DEATH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        George Flavius

      

      

      “I’m sorry to meet you under these circumstances,” Aurora said.

      “I’m Edyth Kenley,” the woman beside her stated, breaking the tension that had built up in the tavern. “I, too, wish we could have met under better circumstances.”

      She stood with her shoulders pulled back in defiance as though she were waiting for me to attack. Why would I bother with her? I could sense the power radiating from within her; an untapped, unhinged power I had never encountered before. Her magic intrigued me, but not enough to provoke her into a confrontation to see what she could really do with it.

      “It’s not every day I come across two witches,” I stammered out. I finally found an untouched bottle that drew my attention and I opened it quickly. Ready to wash away the sins of the day and forget about the strange woman who had stumbled into the tavern.

      “You didn’t need to kill that man,” Edyth said unkindly.

      This wasn’t the first time I had taken a life, nor would it be the last. Wretched bastards were plentiful and all too often had found their way navigating into mine. Shrugging a shoulder in dismissal of my thoughts, I took a much needed swig of the bottle.

      “I do not wish to be lectured by a witch,” I spat. I quickly took another swig of the bottle and wished she would disappear as quickly as she had appeared.

      “A witch?” she asked me, confused. “You are mistaken, Sir.”

      It seemed the woman had not disappeared, and so with a heavy sigh I accepted that she was accustomed to playing the fool. Not to disappoint the woman, I took another drink. I needed the liquid fire to play my part, but after finding the contents to my distaste, I tossed the bottle aside and spit out the foul liquid from my mouth. “Are you not a witch?” I asked. “Is she not a witch?” I pointed firmly at Aurora.

      The woman answered my question with one of her own. “Two witches?” she asked with surprise. Her gaze fell on Aurora in disbelief. Her confusion was clearly written on her face, but I was not about to enlighten her; that was for Aurora to do if she so chose. Or had I already let that slip? I replayed the scene in my mind and came to the conclusion that I had. Oh well, what’s done is done.

      “It’s true,” Aurora stated firmly as she found her voice. “I am a witch.”

      She had taken a seat at a table and was listening to every word and every movement. The woman was born blind, but she could ‘see’ with her ears and perhaps aided by a little use of magic.

      “I am a witch.” Aurora said again, but more proudly.

      Edyth quickly turned to her and held out her hands firmly as though she would prevent Aurora from speaking further. “You mustn’t say such things,” Edyth urged. “You place your life in jeopardy if anyone should hear.”

      “Is that why you tried so hard to conceal your own powers?” Aurora asked as she stood, her hand steading her as she held the top of the chair. Her eyes were staring at Edyth as though she could see the terrified look etched on her face.

      “I need to be going,” Edyth said as she turned toward the tavern door. “I have already stayed too long.” She picked up her skirts to hurry out.

      “Wait,” Aurora called out, halting her from taking another step toward the door. “Please wait. I need your help.”

      “My help?” Edyth turned back to her in confusion. “Whatever for?”

      “Aurora, the woman should be on her way,” I said. I was ready to see the last of her and I was sure she desired the same. “Let her go.”

      I knew what Aurora wanted from the other witch. Aurora was in search of a dark portal; one that would lead the way into the depths of Hell. She hadn’t explained to me why she needed to journey there, only that it was ‘most important’ and I wouldn’t be able to stop her. The foolish woman believed she could travel into Hell and return unscathed. The feat is impossible. No mortal could step a foot into Hell, or for that matter return. Yet Aurora believed she could and perhaps with her magic she very well can. But at what cost? I was Hell-bent on stopping her.

      Aurora had been traveling on my ship since Milan, Italy. I’d taken her to Rome where she debarked with the child, Levi, who had been in her care. When she returned, the child was not with her, but she had a small wooden trunk clutched tightly within her hands. She wouldn’t speak a word about it or where she had gone.

      “Please,” Aurora pleaded to the woman. “Give me but a moment of your time, that’s all I’m asking.” She waved her hand to the chair across from her. “Sit, please,” her voice soft, pleading.

      “This is not the time or place for this,” I argued. Several patrons littered the barroom floor and could wake at any moment. The strong gusts of wind had knocked them into the walls, causing them to lose conscious, but there was no telling when they would wake— or what moods they would be in.

      Edyth walked cautiously towards Aurora. “He’s right,” she agreed. “It’s not safe to speak here. Come with me; I have a room at the Red Veil.”

      “The Red Veil?” I asked, surprised. The Red Veil is not a place Aurora should venture to since it housed thieves and murderers. The rooms were cheep and the innkeeper looked the other way for a coin or two. I know, because I had stayed there more than a time or two.

      “Yes,” she confirmed.

      I stepped from behind the bar. “I’ve been there before; it’s not the place one stays to enjoy the sights of Casablanca. And it’s not the sort of place a lady like you should stay at all; not if she wants to keep her virtue.”

      “I’m quite capable of protecting my virtue,” she said to me proudly. She turned back to Aurora. “Shall we go?” She held out her hands. “I’ll guide you.”

      “No,” I said, firmly. “We will instead return to the Merry Gold. You can speak freely onboard. The Red Veil has too many eyes and ears that could overhear you and we can do without the danger.”

      The look of hesitation on Edyth’s lovely face told me she was considering my suggestion, but I could see the conflict in her expression. Was there a reason she was so desperate to return to the Red Veil?

      “Lead the way,” she said. “But I cannot stay long. I must return; the sooner the better.”

      “I won’t keep you long, I assure you,” Aurora said, a smile on her face. She quickly moved to the door and took Edyth’s hand, clasping it within both of hers. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I wouldn’t ask if it were not important.”

      The walk to the Merry Gold was strained; no one spoke a word. It was as though they were afraid to, and I was in desperate need of my elixir. The booze at the tavern did nothing to quench my thirst and it took every ounce of my willpower to keep myself focused on the task at hand, which was to return to the ship in all haste.

      Aurora had not suspected me of my weakness, nor would she ever. I do not want her judgement, her pity or her disappointment. Why did the woman have to be so good? So… so pure? And why had I agreed to take her across the globe on an endless quest that she won’t even talk to me about? I grimaced in dissatisfaction as we neared the Merry Gold. This ship was only my temporary home. I had commandeered it after the theft of my Violance from that other wretched woman.

      It was merely months ago in an Italian harbor when I had spotted her standing onboard my ship as though she were its true captain and not I! I’m sure the woman had believed she had killed me and taken my ship as her payment.

      Damnation!

      But one thing was for certain; I would not let her keep my ship much longer. I am a patient man, but even I have my limits and they were nearing their breaking point.

      I cursed a few blunt words as I strode by my ship, the Violance.

      “What was that you said?” Edyth asked, concerned.

      I was sure she knew what I had said, and I didn’t see the need to repeat myself. I ignored her question.

      “Pay him no mind,” Aurora rushed. Always the peacemaker. “He all too often speaks without fear of consequence or rebuttal.”

      “Why do you travel with him?” Edyth whispered back. “I’m sure we can find you a better escort⁠—”

      “She’s paid her fare and I will see it through,” I interjected. Although, those were good questions she had asked and I had asked them of myself, but in the end I had chosen to be her guide. The daft woman needed someone to watch over her as she made this foolish errand.

      “Captain,” a man aboard my ship called out in greeting. It was my first Mate Peter Gentry. “Are we ready to cast off?” He asked. He was desperate to be rid of Casablanca. Peter Gentry knew that the Violance had once been mine— I had spoken of it during a night of heavy drinking. He knew I wanted the ship back; I had told him as much.

      “No,” I shouted in annoyance.

      “Very well, Captain.”

      We were quiet as we boarded the ship and I escorted them to my Captains Quarters for a private conversation. Once inside, I pushed the heavy wooden door shut and barred it to ensure we would not be disturbed.

      “What is this about?” Edyth asked as she took a seat at my desk. “What do you need to speak to me about?”

      Aurora cleared her throat. “This is most awkward to explain,” she began. She stood by the desk and clenched her hands together. It
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