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"More coffee?" Carol poised the carafe over a cup. The man sat in front of the window, staring across the red-brown desert to the distant horizon. He had a duffel across his feet. His jacket was a faded army issue. She'd seen his type many times before. Veterans, most of them, called by the desert to disappear over the horizon. Carol would never see him again, most likely.

He nodded, then glanced up at her. She caught her breath at his eyes. Clear gray with a hint of lavender, like the air right after a rainstorm. Like the crystal that sat on her grandmother's dresser. Eyes that a woman could drown in. She dropped her gaze, flustered. She dribbled coffee across the stained and worn table top as she filled his cup.

"Sorry," she mumbled as she swiped a rag across the spill.

She hurried away, waiting until she stood behind the bulwark of the coffee station before stealing another glance. He'd turned his face back to the desert. His hair curled into soft waves, touched with gray along the temples, but not thinning, not yet.

"Another lost soul passing through?" Margaret bumped her elbow. The older woman reached for the full carafe. "You know not to get involved with seekers. They can only hear the desert calling. We won't see him again."

"I know." Carol dumped the dregs of her carafe into the sink then rinsed it. Only two types of visitors walked through the old café doors, tourists who came just long enough to say they'd seen the desert, and the loners who disappeared over the tumbled rocks that lapped the edges of town.

The desert wasn't sand and dramatic dunes. It was a rumpled plain of rocks, mostly fist size and rounded as if caressed by water. But water hadn't washed those stones in a thousand years, if ever. The plain dropped in a series of low ridges, off to a far horizon. Rumor said that something lay at the heart of the desert. The locals called the lost souls that wandered into it Seekers. They had visions, delusions of whatever waited. Death, most likely. Carol set the carafe in the slot, watching as fresh coffee drizzled from the spout. Seekers didn't bring much business, not like the tourists. But even on a good day, the café was lucky to keep both waitresses running. Today was a better day than most. Carol picked up the refilled carafe and started on her rounds again.

The man was still at the window hours later when the last bus of tourists pulled away, back to the soft beds and full-service hotels of Los Estanques. Agua Dulce boasted one run-down hostel and the café. The bus depot saw more business than anything else, but only because it was the end stop of the tourist run that included the wonders of Porzunico Territory. If it weren't for the tours, no one would visit the desert except the lost souls.

Carol collected dishes from the last table of late diners, a party of rich city folk with their own car. She listened to their laughter as they gathered at the edge of the parking lot to gawk at the sunset over the stones. Few cars came out their way, those that did were the fancy vehicles of the rich, come to gawk at the expanse of stones before they glided away in their expensive cars back to their glittering lives. Seekers came on the buses or walking the long dusty way from the cities, too poor to own vehicles, too full of dreams and visions to be practical.

"Does it ever bother you, to have them mock your desert?" The man's voice surprised a jump out of her. The dishes in her tub rattled. He watched her settle them more firmly. His eyes took on a faint hint of gold, a reflection of the last light spilling across the sky.

"Let them mock it," Carol said as she picked up a final glass. It clinked as she set it in the tub. "They don't understand."

The man's lip twitched. "And you do? Living at the edge, always watching. Have you ever walked across the stones?" His eyes flicked to her name tag. "Have you, Carol?"

She shook her head, her loose curls bobbing. "Why would I want to? There's nothing out there but more stones. Dull brown ones, same as you can see here. It's a big nothing out there."

"Then why do your eyes keep turning to it?"

She wiped the table clean then moved to his table, setting her tub of dirty dishes next to his coffee cup. Still half full of cold coffee, she noted. "Are you finished?" She pointed at the cup.

He nodded as he turned back to the window and its view of rocks. The noisy party started their car and drove away, leaving silence in their wake.

Carol set the cup on top of the plates. Her gaze strayed to the last flickers of sunset light. A single star twinkled brightly in the fading remnants of day.

"You're watching it now." His voice was mild, laced with gentle amusement.

"It has its own beauty, if you watch long enough."

"Is that why you live here?"

"My father hated it, but my mother lived here all her life. He left when she died. I stayed on. I guess I've got too much of her in me, and not enough of him."

The man laughed, a soft chuckle. "Too much of him or you would have walked the stones instead of pouring coffee for strangers."

Carol cocked her head. "Why are you here? So you can mock the locals who live on the edge? You're as bad as the city folk. Worse. They only mock our desert.”

His hand closed over her wrist, calloused but warm. "I didn't mean to mock you, only myself. I'm a coward, or I would have left this morning instead of sitting here." He tugged her to sit across from him.

Carol glanced at the kitchen. Margaret and Clive, the cook, were busy talking as they cleaned up from the day's business. She slid onto the worn vinyl bench. "Did you serve in the war? Is that why you come to the desert?"

"To escape memories of violence? Maybe." He shrugged. "The war's over, long over."

"What side were you on?"

"Does it matter? Both sides lost. We shouldn't have used the beam. It was—" He hesitated, searching for the words he wanted. "Beyond horrible. No one remembers that day the same."

"But the war's over now. We're all at peace."

His smile held sadness tinged with regret. He patted her hand. "If enough people believe it, peace might become truth."

She stared at his hand covering hers. His fingers were slender and long, a musician's hands. Callouses marred the smoothness of his tanned skin. She wove her fingers through his on an impulse. "Don't go into the desert. Don't disappear like the other seekers."

"Seekers?"

The warmth of his fingers laced through hers brought a flush to her cheeks. "The lost souls who stop here before disappearing across the stones. They won't even bother looking for your body."

He tugged his hand free then slid from the booth.

"You're going. Tonight." Carol stared at her hand, pale on the red table top.

He picked his duffel off the floor, swinging it over his shoulder. "Thanks for the coffee."

Carol nodded. She risked a glance up at his face. Those incredible eyes studied her, catching light in a way that made them glimmer like her grandmother's crystals again. She shivered, recognizing those eyes from some buried memory. A photo, perhaps? She knew she'd never met the man before.

He turned to leave.

She slid from the booth, driven by a half-realized impulse. Her hand caught the worn cotton of his sleeve. "Please, come back and tell me what's at the center. When you find it."

He stiffened. "What do you know of it?"

"That something lies there, something haunted. My grandmother used to whisper stories, late at night." She loosened her fingers, let them slide away.

He caught them in his warm grasp. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Come with me and find out for yourself."

"I should get back to work." She tugged her hand from his, turning to her tub of dirty dishes.

"Someday you won't turn your back, Carol. I see the desert in your eyes."

Carol shook her curls as she wiped his table clean. "Maybe the sky, but never the stones. I'm saving to take a trip to the sea. Maybe I'll move there, go to school, learn to be something more than a waitress. I've got dreams that don't involve the desert." The dishes clattered as she lifted the tub.

He took one step towards the door.

"Why are you going? What is it about endless dry stones?" She bit her lip to keep back tears. The desert had taken her mother, soured her grandmother, drove her father away. It wouldn't take her, despite the dreams that whispered on the night breeze.

His eyes clouded as his smile faded. "I wish I knew."

"What's your name?" She used to catch their names, before they vanished, until the list grew too long.

"Joe. Call me Joe." His eyes strayed to the window, to the call of the desert night. He shifted impatiently.

Carol firmed her grip on the tub of dishes and reality. "Good-bye, Joe." Her voice cracked on his name. She bit her lip as she hurried to the kitchen with her rattling load.

"I told you not to get involved," Margaret spoke as Carol blundered into the kitchen. The older woman patted her shoulder as dishes dropped into the sudsy water. "Sweetheart, by the time they get here, they're lost already."

"Why?" Carol rounded on Margaret. "Why do they throw themselves away?"

"Who says they are?" Clive turned from the stove, a dripping scrubber in one meaty fist. "Ever since the war ended, things haven't been the same. It's almost like we're only part of something. Like the beam broke more than the armies, like it did something to the fabric of reality."

"Listen to the short-order philosopher," Margaret poked a long nail into her upswept hair and scratched her scalp. "Talk like that will land you out there with the others, Clive."

Clive frowned, staring at the greasy scrubber. "What was I saying? We gotta order more patties soon. I opened the last box tonight." He turned back to his stove.

Carol plunged her hands into the warm, soapy water. She wished she could wash Joe from her mind as easily as she washed crusted food from the dishes.
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"She's making for the fog bank, sir."

“Come about and put on more sail."

"You don't mean to follow after her? What of the rocks, captain? She pulls a much shallower draft."

The captain turned on his first officer, a tall lanky man. "That ship is captained by a notorious pirate. She's rifled our larder and pillaged our ships for the last time. We will catch her, Mister Crow. Is that clear? Her ship is listing. We damaged her in our last encounter. We shall catch her. You shall catch her, Mister Crow.”

"Sir." Alphonse Crow snapped a salute, fingers tapping the brim of his tri-corner hat. He turned on his heel. "Trim the sails! Come about with the wind!” His voice slapped across the deck. Sailors scurried to the rigging.

"Mister Crow." The captain waited until the first officer turned to face him. "You will arrange a boarding party. And you will lead it. You will not let that pirate escape justice. If you row hard, you can catch her sinking ship before it disappears into the fog. If she escapes, it will be on your head.”

"Sir." Alphonse saluted again, though he would have preferred arguing. Boarding the pirate’s ship would be suicide. He knew her reputation. Shalimar left no survivors, gave no quarter, fought like a lioness guarding her prey. His boots echoed on the wooden stairs as he descended to the deck. He didn't want to die, not today. Not any day, if he were to be honest. He rather enjoyed living. "Caleb, Ingalls, Cooper, gather your men. We will take that ship or die trying." It was the speech the captain expected. Alphonse rested one hand on the hilt of his sword as he stared across the water.

Their ship dipped across waves as the wind caught the additional canvas. The pirate ship drifted closer to the fog, tattered sails flapping a desultory counterpoint to the breeze lightly skipping across the water. Alphonse stood near the longboat, heart in his throat. Did the captain really mean him to commit suicide? It seemed an extreme punishment for the crime of questioning his pursuit through rocky waters in the fog. He glanced at the command deck. The captain stood beside the helmsman, looking across the sea. No, there would be no retreat, no quarter. The captain detested him. This was merely his latest salvo against Alphonse Crow. 

Alphonse silently bid farewell to his dream of someday having a sweetheart of his own choosing and a home far from his controlling mother as he clambered aboard the longboat with his men.

The boat hit the waves, rolling in the gentle swells. Alphonse took his place near the bow. The men seated oars and started rowing towards the fog. Each slap of water against the hull sounded like a death knell. Alphonse swallowed, his adam's apple bobbing in his narrow throat. He twitched the ragged lace at the ends of his sleeves. His mother would be appalled that he would face death with ragged sleeves and without a clean handkerchief in his pocket. But his mother was thousands of miles away, safe in her lair, the old witch.

"Ready the lines," Caleb boomed to the men lining the longboat.

Alphonse swallowed again as he eyed the gleaming grappling hooks swinging lazily in the air. Shalimar was more than a dangerous pirate. She was rumored to be a sorceress of immense power, allied with the Dark Lord himself. Alphonse closed his hand into a fist, touching his thumb to his lower lip in silent prayer. Several of his men copied the gesture.

Tendrils of fog swirled over the low waves, caressing the boat he pursued.

"We're going to lose her in the fog," Caleb said. "Faster, men!"

The longboat closed the distance on the sleek pirate ship. Alphonse swept his gaze over the deck. He frowned. One slim figure manned the wheel, another smaller one clambered through the rigging. He saw no sign of anyone else. Crewed by demons? It wouldn't matter. The grappling hooks arced through the air, dragging across the deck of the pirate ship as the fog closed around them. More than one man whispered a quick prayer to the All-Father.

"Board the vessel!" Caleb's shout rang through the fog.

Alphonse grasped a rope, the rough fibers biting into his palm. He scrambled up as the longboat bumped into the hull of the larger ship. He rolled over the railing, drawing his sword as he surged to his feet. He heard no one behind him.

He faced an empty deck. The lines twanged as they snapped, falling into the ocean. A scream, followed by a splash, pierced the eerie silence. Alphonse realized with a cold shudder that he stood alone on the pirate's demonic ship. Caleb and the longboat had deserted him to his fate. More of the captain’s strategy to rid himself of an awkwardly intelligent first officer? Alphonse trembled and pressed his thumb to his lip, silent plea to the All-Father to watch over his soul.

Time to put his courage to his sticking place, whatever that meant. He would not be termed a coward. He strode boldly towards the command deck.

The woman standing at the wheel flicked a single glance over him before turning her attention back to the thickening fog.

Alphonse's courage faltered. He clattered to a halt. He cleared his throat. "You are in violation of the King's laws. You will surrender."

The figure in the rigging swung down, dropping beside him with a soft thwump of bare feet on wood. "You should leave. Now."

"I will not be moved from my duty," he spoke as he turned. His voice died as he faced the ragged urchin.

A girl, no more than ten years old, dressed in torn sail cloth and tattered breeches, watched him with eyes older than God. She gave him a wry smile. "Last chance, hero. If I were you, I'd just dive over the railing."

Alphonse swallowed. "I will not be dissuaded in the pursuance of my rightful duty. You, your captain, and her murderous crew are hereby remanded to the King's custody."

The girl scratched a flea bite on her neck. "You should have listened. Too late now."

Alphonse opened his mouth.

Wind swept across the deck. Fog danced and swirled like streamers of silk. Colors wove through the mist, opalescent shades of peach, green, blue, and burgundy. Light exploded under his feet, surging up and over the ship.

Alphonse blinked away the flickering after-images. Then stared in utter disbelief and confusion. "Where am I?"

The wooden deck no longer spread underfoot. He stood on a deck of dark, twisted metal. Lights danced across panels of black glass. A wide window curved in front of him, spreading a glory of stars across his sight.

"Beta? Position." The woman at the wheel now stood behind a console, unruffled by the abrupt change in surroundings.

"Bearing seven-two-two mark one." The girl's voice spoke from thin air. Her apparition shimmered into existence beside Alphonse dressed now in a tight black suit. "You should have jumped when you had the chance."

Alphonse looked from the ghostly image to Shalimar at the command post.

The notorious pirate sniffed. "Welcome aboard the Wanderer. Stay out of my way and we'll get along fine.” Her hands flew over the console, pressing buttons, tapping controls that made no sense to Alphonse. She was busy, preoccupied, her mouth pursed into a tight frown as she worked.

Alphonse flapped his mouth, searching for a response.

The girl-ghost, Beta, grinned. "Better find yourself a cabin. She's never happy after a transition."

"What is this thing?" Alphonse found his voice.

"A ship. A curse, if you will. We're lost."

"What are you? You were a girl, now you're a ghost of a girl."

Beta rolled her eyes. "Whatever I need to be. This time around, I'm the ship's AI manifestation. Last time, I was the cabin boy." She frowned. "Cabin girl?"

Alphonse dropped to his knees, fist pressed to his lips as he mumbled prayers.

"Get him off the bridge," Shalimar ordered.

"How?" Beta planted non-corporeal fists on her hips. "I'm the human projection of the ship's brain. I don't have a body, at least not a tangible one.”

Shalimar rubbed her forehead. "Then watch him. Keep him from hurting himself. I’m only picking up the faintest trace of a portal out there. We need a deep scan to look for it, fix the position. And see if you can find out how he came through that last portal. Last time this happened, it was a bloody mess for days.”

The girl nodded. "Get some rest, if you can. We're going to need to restock soon."

"We'll find something. We always do."

Beta swung her foot towards Alphonse. He cringed from her ghostly touch, more imagined than felt. "We need a plan, instead of trusting to luck. We changed the algorithms, though. We brought him through."

"Maybe that's what we needed. Let me know if you spot anything on scans." Shalimar crossed the bridge, standing over Alphonse's kneeling form. She wrinkled her nose. "See if we've got anything his size. He needs to bathe. He’s probably infested with fleas and lice. Make sure to burn those clothes. That last jump was too primitive for my tastes."

"Not as bad as the fishing boat." Beta giggled.

"Nothing could be as bad as that."

Alphonse prostrated himself, pressing his nose to the metal deck plate as his prayers rose in volume.

"Try to convince him I'm not a cannibal, Beta. I doubt he'll understand the rest." Shalimar retreated to the door. "And keep him from touching anything." The door slid shut on her last comment.

"Is the devil gone?" Alphonse whispered.

"She isn't a devil."

"And you are not a ghost or a demon and this ship is not possessed by the Dark Lord himself. I don't believe you." Alphonse rose to his knees.

"Believe or not, it won't matter. You didn't jump when you had the chance. You're part of the crew now. I just hope you can stay sane. The last few didn’t." Beta let her edges fade. "You passed through the portal.”

"Directly into hell." Alphonse turned his back on the sweeping view out the window.

Beta cocked her head. "This is a nice version of hell, then. You should have seen the last few realities we've encountered."

Alphonse curled his hand into a fist and pressed his thumb to his lips. His whispered prayers took on a desperate tone.

"I'll show you to a cabin, when you're finished." Beta stared at the stars, her sensors searching for the elusive touch of a portal.

Alphonse whispered prayers to the All-Father, thumb pressed firmly against his lip, soul wilting in despair.
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Joe slipped on the round rocks, twisting his ankle and dropping to his knees. The sun beat across the brown desert of stones. Nothing moved in the expanse except the shimmer of heat waves and the omnipresent mirage of water in the distance. He flopped to sit on the baked rock and drank a mouthful of stale water from his almost empty canteen. Four days of walking had brought him far, but not far enough. In the distance, a slim finger pointed to the sky, his goal, though he hadn't known it when he'd started. The sense of direction and destination grew as he walked, sick with heat and thirst. The only relief came at night when the sun slipped below the horizon and the evening breeze whispered through stone. But that was when the pull grew strongest.

He had no idea what the object might be, other than the end of his quest. He slung the canteen over his shoulder as he rose to stand once more. One foot in front of the other, an eternity of crunching smooth stones under his boots. Three years since the war ended, since the blast that ended reality. Not that anyone noticed. The world still revolved around the sun. Plants grew, rain fell, summer came in its turn with winter. And yet, something was missing. Why didn't anyone travel to certain places? Why did this desert call some souls and not others? Why did he have to be one of the chosen few?

Joe stared at his shadow as it flickered over stones. He tried to settle into his life after the war. Restlessness drove him out, on a journey without a known end. He'd drifted from place to place, job to job, until he'd landed at the café on the edge of the desert. Staring at the rocks, he'd realized this was what he'd been searching for. Not the miles of stone without a single blade of grass or hint of scraggly weed, but the hidden treasure at its center.

He squinted at the horizon, seeking the finger reaching into the sky. It seemed just as far, still. Heat waves danced distortion over it, hiding its true nature. He might reach it this afternoon, or tomorrow, or three days, or never. Distances were difficult to judge in the shimmering pan of stone. He sloshed a bare mouthful of water around his mouth before swallowing. He'd last one more day, perhaps, in the heat.

His stride wavered over the rocks, his crunching footsteps the only sound in the wide expanse. Maybe he should have listened to the waitress. What was her name? Carol. She was pretty in a washed out, faded kind of way.

Joe had been a foot soldier, a carrier of equipment for the others. Something happened during the war, through the death and destruction, something hugely important. Joe frowned as he tried yet again to remember. It was almost as if part of him were gone, torn away to wander somewhere else. Maybe that was why he felt restless. Perhaps he was seeking that lost piece of his soul.

And perhaps the heat was affecting his brain. He drained the last swallow from his canteen. The afternoon sun roasted the landscape, burnishing the horizon to copper. He stared at the finger again.

It rose on a truncated hill, one side a gentle slope, the others rough stone and sheer cliff. He squinted as he trudged closer. The thing was not natural, the sides too regular.

He stumbled, falling and catching himself on hands rough and dry. He winced as sand scraped through a tear in his pants. Sand? Grit from the stones which had grown smaller. They were barely marble sized here, but still rounded as if by waves or water. He rubbed his hand over the ground. The rocks clicked together.

He'd tripped over a white stone, larger than the brown ones surrounding it. He sat on his haunches, studying it. Strange, that it should be so rounded. Long white sticks surrounded the bulge of stone. He shifted rocks away from it.

Eyes, empty but still accusing, glared from the gravel. He backed away, wiping his hands furiously on his pants. A skull, not a stone. Some poor soul had died and disappeared into the desert. Just like he would. Did this man also feel that pull, that need to reach the center where the needle pointed skyward?

Joe stumbled away from the skeleton buried in tiny pebbles. He pressed a hand to his mouth to keep a sob inside. His eyes burned, but he was too dehydrated to cry. Was that his fate? To rest as a jumble of forgotten bones in a stone plain. A curiosity for another wanderer?

No, he'd make it to the center. He'd find out what that stone tower really was. He'd reach it, and then, perhaps, he'd lie down and die from heat, exhaustion, and thirst. His skeleton would rest beside that strange finger.

Voices whispered to him from the stones. He shook his head. Just the wind hushed by the desert. He wasn't hallucinating. He couldn't be. The finger loomed closer on its hill. Sunlight from behind shrouded it in mystery. He would reach the hill and climb its slope and touch that finger before he died.

Was it the finger of God? He wasn't a praying man, not really, but in the heat, he felt the touch of deity. He whispered phrases from long-forgotten prayers. His mother had taught him to pray. The army had stomped that urge from him. The day they'd won the war had damned him, but he couldn't remember why. His cracked voice echoed among stones as he wandered towards the hill, taunted by memories.

He found another skeleton lying half buried in a drift of pebbles. And another in the lee of the hill as the sun slid along the horizon. White bones glowed in the dying daylight. He skirted the skull as he wished its owner a peaceful rest.

His feet found the slope of hill, carrying him up to its crest as red rays of sunlight faded from the sky. He staggered to a stop beside the finger of stone, panting from the effort and triumph at finally reaching the secret heart of the desert.

His triumph died in a wave of disappointment. The secret was a round tower, built from fitted desert stones. He lifted his gaze along its length to the summit high above.

"A lighthouse?"

He sank to the ground, staring at the desiccated landscape surrounding the hill. He chuckled at the cosmic joke, the sound rising to a full belly laugh before dying.

Joe closed his eyes, let the humor of it follow him as he drifted into unconsciousness.
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"Alphonse?" Beta's voice rose in pitch with her impatience. "I'd kick you if I had a corporeal body."

Alphonse remained curled on the floor, thumb pressed to his lips.

"You have to move. She isn't very patient these days." Beta's image shimmered into existence beside him.

"Shalimar is the devil and I have been condemned to hell for my doubts."

"Shalimar? Is that what your people call her? Shaline Markell is not the devil. She's lost and looking for a way home. You're stuck here because you didn't jump when I told you to."

Alphonse uncurled. He reached one frantic hand, grasping through the projection of the young girl hovering in the air. "You're a demon sent to torment me." He pressed the thumb  of his other hand against his lip, mumbling prayers again.

Beta reformed her image. "All right. I'm a demon and Shaline is the essence of evil and this is hell and you're condemned to spend eternity atoning for your sins. Now that we've got that over with, may I show you to your cabin and explain the sanitation system? Forgive my bluntness, but you are setting off my sensors. When did you last bathe?"

"I bathe every time I make land fall."

"Three months. Or has it been longer?" Beta sniffed. "Come on. How about we make bathing twice a day part of your eternal damnation?"

Alphonse studied her image.

Beta tapped her foot three inches above the floor. "It won't kill you and it will make you much more pleasant company."

Alphonse lifted his thumb.

"Do you really want her to scream at you again? Her temper is not improved by your smell. She's frustrated. The last twelve jumps should have put us closer but we're farther than ever. I thought we'd figured it out. I must have miscalculated somewhere. It would help if I could access all the files."

"I don't understand. You speak of demonic things."

"I speak of our existence. I'm sure your world had a legend about a lost ship doomed to sail forever. Most worlds do. Maybe I'm thinking backwards about this. Maybe time isn't linear but circular." Beta started to fade.

Alphonse raised one hand. "Please. Don't leave me alone again. The company of a demon is better than that." He waved at the wide viewscreen behind him, aglow with the light of a million stars. "It frightens me. Where is the ocean? Where is the daylight? This is a realm of eternal night, the abode of the devil."

"That's space, what you see away from your world. It what's always in the sky."

"And you, you're a ghost, the lost soul of a child."

"I'm an artificial construct of the ship's brain, as I've told you before."

"This is not a ship!"

"It's the abode of evil incarnate, I get that. Believe what you want, Alphonse Crow. But if you're still here when Shaline wakes up, she'll probably start throwing things. She's not used to sharing her solitude with anyone other than me."

"Why am I here?"

Beta sighed. "Not again. You were on the ship when we passed through the portal to this existence. You got dragged along. Sorry. No, we can't take you back. You're stuck with us. So get used to it. And please, for the love of all that's civilized, take a bath!"

Alphonse curled his hand into a fist, thumb extended.

"Now," Beta insisted. "I've taken the liberty of providing clean clothes for you. I'll show you how everything works."

"This is a ship that sails between stars?"

"That's all. You're a sailor, aren't you? Same thing, just a different ship design."

"And the pirate Shalimar is not the devil."

"Shaline Markell, not Shalimar. She never intended to be a pirate. Your people jumped to conclusions when they saw her ship. They’re the ones who decided she fit the legend and was a pirate. They’re the ones who attacked us first.”

"I have no way home? I am forever exiled?"

"Yes. How many times do I have to explain this?"

Alphonse studied his thumb for a long moment before rising to his feet. "I have your solemn promise that my mother and Captain Blake cannot order me about any longer?"

"You will never see either of them again."

"I am a free man?"

Beta shifted impatiently. "Where is this going?"

"Am I in servitude to the dev— Shaline Markell?"

"No. But you may be tied to the ship. She tried to
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