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Chapter 1: The captain’s ship
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Under a flaming sunset, the sailing ship Blue Bucket lay gently at anchor. I slumped in a coil of rope, watching the dreamy sky of orange and pink, while picking idly at the flaking paint of the deck with a fingernail. The Blue Bucket was the personal creation of her captain; slipshod, roughly planked and seaworthy only if you squinted. He shouted at her continually in rough weather, cursing her for being nothing but the pail she was named after. But, secretly, I think he felt a touch of affection for the old slab-sided sailing rig. She always brought us through in the end, even if most of her paint had worn off by now and the sails were so patched that they were a network of dark stitches and odd rags.

Officially, I was the second mate of this rough little rig. Above me in rank was the first mate, Bowen, and then Captain Leighton, himself. This left two people beneath me; the only untitled crewman Kipper, and the cook, Edna. She was a skinny old whiplash of a woman who flashed a crazy grin when she was happy, and happened to be the only one of us with any classically piratical gear - an eye patch. 

At sixteen, I was a young officer for a ship. But as you might have guessed by now, we were not part of any navy. We were pirates. Mostly raiding along the coast of Selland though, when things got too hot for us, we would take off for any other coast we could hit.

The dreamy sky turned a little darker, and I had to flick a chip of paint out from under my fingernail. It was a lazy evening so far. 

As I was inspecting the flake of blue paint, Kipper came sliding down from the crow’s nest at the top of the mast and landed beside me with a thump. He had been on watch for the last three hours, though the ship had been peacefully anchored in this bay for a week, and it was time for his replacement to show up. Me.

“Hey, Sark.” Kipper stopped to talk to me. He was a tall young man with hair the color of caramel and a face that usually wore a grin. Like me, he was dressed in a plain cotton shirt and tough canvass pants held up by a belt stuck full of old pistols, knives and other collected weapons. They came in handy for cutting your meat at dinner or throwing at thieving seagulls on the deck. 

“Yeah, Kip?” I replied, not quite ready to give up my comfortable seat, but pretty sure he was going to demand that I take his place in the nest.

To my surprise, he did not say anything about taking the next watch. Instead, he sat on the edge of the rope to whisper, “Have you heard the news yet? About the wrecked ship?”

“No!” I sat up straighter, instantly knocked out of my languid mood by spiking interest. A larger ship was the dream of the whole crew. “What wrecked ship?” 

He put his hands together and rubbed them like a miser looking over a pile of gold, teeth showing as he grinned. “Bowen just came back from Appledock with the news of it. It seems that he heard in the cooper’s shop that there is a ship down the coast about a day’s journey away. It was run aground on some sharp rocks, but nobody has news of what happened to cargo or crew.”

“The cargo was probably taken by scavengers by now.” With a frown, I tapped a finger on the oily pile of rope, “But the ship might still be useable. How big is it?”

Kipper looked even more secretive then before, if that was possible. “ Bowen said it’s a schooner.”

I sucked in my upper lip, eyes opening wide. A schooner was a fast ship and, though not really large, it was bigger than the Blue Bucket. It could hold a lot more crew, as well as having more room for plunder down below. If only it was not too broken up by the rocks....

“Are we going after it?” I asked, excited.

“Don’t know.” Kipper shrugged, though he looked just as eager as I felt to get hold of a larger ship.

As we sat trying to calculate how much of a ship could be rebuilt by taking apart the Blue Bucket, a voice rang out from the cabin on the aft part of the ship, “Sark! Sarkin! Report immediately!”

That was the captain. It seemed that I was to be included in the council after all, even if it was just to take my orders for the morning. Jumping up, I told Kipper to get Edna to replace him on watch for now and dashed across the deck to the captain’s cabin. It was actually our cabin as well; there were four sleeping places in the room. The two highest ranking officers got sleeping berths, one on each side, and I got a hammock strung in the middle of the room along with Kipper’s. These hammocks were stowed away during the day, making room for the captain to use his navigation table. 

As I came in, Leighton and the first mate were standing over the table, looking down at a map. The captain was a stout, broad-shouldered man wearing a faded blue uniform which he had plundered from some unfortunate ship’s captain long ago. His hair was mostly faded from brown to gray, and he kept it neatly tied back in a short bristle on his neck. 

Bowen was slim and agile. His black hair was chopped short in an attempt to look a little less like a tribesman, though he still had the tanned, scarred features which he had acquired living among the wild Ullabarians. 

“Ah. There you are, my lad,” Captain Leighton exclaimed as I stepped into the cabin. He and I were both Sellanders, quick of temper and impulsively generous. But whereas he affected the accent of a highborn officer, I always spoke in plain, mid-range Sellish. 

“Come over and take a look at this map, Sarkin.” The captain continued, waving a hand over it as if he could make a genie appear with the gesture, “See down here, in Horebrock Cove? Well, it seems that we have a ship capsized among the stones there.”

He looked at me as if expecting surprise, but I only grinned, nodding, “That’s what Kip said, cap. Are we going to go get it?”

Leighton humphed and tucked a hand into the front of his jacket, looking offended. “That rascally Kipper! He needs to learn to mind his own business. And don’t you smirk, sirrah!” He nailed me with a glance, “You’re just as bad. But to answer your question; yes, we are going to go see what can be done about this wrecked schooner. Can’t have it clogging up the wrecker’s rocks, now can we?”

“No, cap’n.” I saluted, turning my gaze to look down at the map. It showed an up-close view of the shore of Selland, from the large seaside town of Welmur down to the Littleton lighthouse. This was about half of the eastern shore of Selland; the upper half was much rougher and less frequented.

I could not read the names of ports on the maps, since I had never learned to read at all, but I had memorized the important places on most of them by now. Horebrock Cove was a wide, jagged dip in the land with no towns nearby, only lonely homesteads. But it was well known as a wrecker’s paradise because of the many jagged rocks which lurked there just under the surface. It was a good bet that the cargo of the schooner was all gone by now, cleaned out by the local people, but the ship might still be repairable. 

“Now, what I want you to do, m’lad, is make sure that the crew are ready to set sail early in the morning,” the captain told me, laying a hand on my shoulder. “Bowen and I will be getting the new barrels filled with water and put aboard in the gray hours. You must make sure that everything else is stowed; the food supplies are in good order, the weapons will not shift around, and Edna has not left her spices on the counter again.”

Once, our cook had forgotten to put her jars of spice away in the cupboard where they would be safe. Left on the counter, they had spilled off as soon as the ship had hit a rough swell. The captain had been, unfortunately, visiting the kitchen for a mid-morning snack at the time and when the ground red pepper fell to the floor, the jar burst open. The pepper went everywhere, and the captain had sneezed and choked for the rest of the day.

“Aye, aye sir.” I saluted again, turning about to leave, “Everything will be properly stowed by sunrise.”

“Very good!” The captain clapped his hands together, and I went quickly out onto the deck. I was almost skipping as I made my way over to the mainmast, where Kipper had taken my place in the rope coil. It was one of the problems with having the captain’s cabin being the same as almost everyone else’s cabin; if there was a meeting of the officers, the other crewman could not go to sleep in his hammock.

“Hey, Kip.” I kicked at his ankle to make sure that he was awake and told him the news. Then I went up to the crow’s nest, where the cook was on watch. She had long, white hair running loose down her back, bound by only the black cord of her eye patch. Her hair gleamed in the twilight, making her look like some sort of wraith. She turned as I came up and gave me a grin full of crooked teeth, “Well, darlin’, what’s the captain have to say? We shoving off in the morning?”

“Yes,” I nodded, clasping my hands together behind my back. “And you have to make sure to get your cooking stuff stowed, good and early.” I reminded her sternly, “We don’t want another pepper episode, or anything like what happened when you didn’t put the knives away properly.”

“‘Course I’ll get everything stowed, ducky,” she replied with a cackle of laughter. No one aboard knew where Edna had come from before she joined our crew, though I often suspected that she had been a child’s governess in her younger days, for how often she called me by childish endearments. Edna was just a touch cracked, I think, but she was the bravest cook to ever sail the seas and always meant kindly enough. Even when she was digging a giant splinter out of your foot with what felt like a shovel, or forgetting to put away her gear in the galley.

“Good. I’ll take over the watch now,” I told her, moving over to stand by the low railing of the tiny crow’s nest. She cackled again and went shinnying down the ladder like a twelve-year-old boy.

I looked out across the dark gray waves of the ocean, thinking of the different lands which were out there. I had been to the shores of Fraistia and some of the Middle Islands, as well as all up and down the east coast of Selland. But I had yet to see such places as Grackland, Durny, or the far, wild coasts of Ullabar. Just to know that we were moving in the morning made me thrill all over. It had been a pretty boring season so far this summer, with only one tiny treasure chest found onshore and one minor fight with a transport carrying livestock. After that fight, we had been forced to dock here, in a hidden bay near the town of Appledock, for repairs. 

I knew that most of our money had run out by now, and what we really needed was a galleon full of gold, or at least a rich merchantman in our claws. But a new ship would do a lot to improve morale, and simply knowing that we were going to weigh anchor was worth a fortune to me.

Clenching my hands on the rough, splintery wood of the railing, I tilted my head up to the sky of deep, misty blue. Stars were starting to come out, some red or green, though most of them appeared to be a bright, piercing yellow. Their pattern was familiar to me; I knew many of the constellations. I breathed deeply of the moist, cool air and let out a sigh of satisfaction. Weighing anchor in the morning. Setting out on a new adventure, even if it was just up the coast a piece to a wrecked ship. I was made glad once again that I had left the land-lubber’s life behind to take to the sea.

—-
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EARLY NEXT MORNING I awoke to the sound of muttering voices and boots being put on. A faint, gray light trickled through the open cabin door, showing the captain and first mate getting out of bed while Kipper slept curled like a baby in his hammock. I reached a leg out of my sleeping net to kick the bottom of Kipper’s, waking him with a startled gasp.

“Come on,” I growled at him, jumping to the floor before slipping on my own boots. “The morning is a’wasting.” 

He snorted and sat up, bumping his head on the roof. Rubbing it, he slid down beside me and shivered once, “Huh, it’s still a little cold out.”

“You’ll get used to it.” I gave him no time to argue, hurrying out of the door after Bowen as he followed the captain.

“We are going to take Kipper this morning, too,” he informed me over his shoulder, adding without a smile, “because the barrels are going to be heavy once they are full of water, and he can carry all of them on his back for us.”

“Yes, sir,” I agreed with a chuckle, though I would miss the only crewman’s company in trying to get everything put away in time. Not that the ship was large; it was only a little over seventy feet in length. But the amount of junk which could be held in this space was surprising.

Kipper soon caught up with us, and we descended into the galley to be given our morning rations. There was no proper mess deck on our ship; you ate where you pleased as long as it was not on the captain’s bed or in anyone’s way. I took my hunk of bread and dry slab of meat down into the cargo hold, looking over what was there to be secured. The water barrels would be refilled and tied down by the water crew (everyone but me and Edna), while the food supplies already seemed to be mostly in good order. I only had to fit a lid back onto a barrel of flour which the cook had neglected to cover. 

After that, I made sure everything else below was ship-shape. The bulwarks and planks all seemed to be in good order, despite the lack of a good layer of paint, so I ascended the ladder to the main deck. Hastily, I picked up a few lost daggers from near the prow. I did not know if they were Kipper’s or mine, but he could not have told the difference and no one else aboard collected them like we did. So, I stuck them in my already clinking belt and continued on into the captain’s cabin. 

The captain’s collection of maps needed to be stowed carefully in their drawer, for Leighton was very fond of his maps, and all the instruments of navigation had to be put away before we sailed. These instruments included such things as a drawing compass, spyglass, and sextant, all of which were delicate and expensive.

It took only a moment to cram my own loose gear in a wall cupboard, putting Kipper’s in a second beside it. The captain’s old admiral hat, a tarnished thing of stripped feathers and gold braid which I did not know how he had got a hold of, I stuck in one of the cupboards below his berth. There was a pair of holey socks on Bowen’s bed; I left them, as they could not make any trouble if they flew around the room in rough seas, and they could hardly become worse off than they already were.

Hurrying out, I trotted into the kitchen to help the cook put her things away. Once everything was ready there, I went to help the water crew and found them almost finished, themselves. Tying down the last few barrels, we completed the job before pulling up the plank which led to shore. I had been a carpenter’s apprentice on land for a few months before running away to join Captain Leighton at sea, so the wood supplies were my special care on the ship, as every talent a person had on this ship must be used to its full extent to make up for the lack of crewmen. Stowing the plank away neatly, I ran back up on deck just in time to see the anchor come up out of the water and the newly raised sails billow outward as they caught a breeze. The captain was standing at the helm, and Bowen was up in the prow to keep a watch out for shallow rocks. I joined Kipper on one side of the deck, leaning over the rail and watching the water start to riffle past in beautiful curls.

“Ho! Sarkin!” Captain Leighton called out sharply. “Up to the crow’s nest with you! Keep a lookout for sails on the horizon.”

Obeying immediately, I scrambled up into the perch and started scanning the waters. The sun was just rising over the edge of the world, turning the trees onshore bright green and touching the sea with translucent blue. A few puffy clouds floated across the sky, not threatening us with either rain or high winds. Inside the hidden bay, the water was smooth and gentle. Outside, the sea was a little rougher, but still on the pleasant side for a small pirate ship.

The officers guided us carefully past two arms of brush-covered land and out onto the open waters. There, we turned toward the south and started sailing down the coast toward Horebrock Cove. Though the ever-changing scenery of land continually distracted me, I had to keep my gaze mostly on the ocean. It would be disastrous for a Sellander ship of the line to pinch us up against the shore; we could never have outfought anything much bigger than a ketch with our two large cannons, one small cannon and five pirates. Our one advantage was that we were small and lightly loaded. If I had spotted a ship, we would have had two options; to bank into the shore and hope that we were not spotted, or run away as fast as our sails could take us. 

Luckily, the sea was empty as far as I could see that morning. Little, pointed waves danced in the shining sun, tipped in silvery white. A giant white bird circled out over us, before turning in toward the green land; an albatross, searching for breakfast. It seemed like the best morning I had ever had on the sea yet, though it felt like that almost every time we set sail on a new venture. It did not matter that we were broke; we were going to find a bigger ship and make it ours, if we could. 

The ship scudded along at a good pace, blown by a soft wind from the north-east. Once or twice, we hit a rougher swell, and I was forced to hang on to the railings so that I would not be flung overboard. As midday neared, Kipper was sent up to replace me. 

Hungry from a long morning of watch, I slid down the ladder and made my way to the galley. There, I was given some more dense bread and an apple from the orchards by Appledock. There was often a reason for the name given to a place, and we always knew how to make use of it.

As I was finishing the apple in my favorite coil of rope by the mast, Bowen joined me with his lunch. As always, my gaze was caught for a moment by the wide scar which marked one side of his face. It was a reminder of how he had come to leave the land of Ullabar and the wild tribes there. He had started a fight with a chieftain’s son, getting a canyon blown in to his face by a pistol during the fray. The chief had exiled Bowen afterwards; his son had been killed in the fight despite being the one with the pistol. 

But I did not stare at the first mate for more than a split second; all of us had scars, whether they were easily visible or not. We all became used to each other being that way and simply did not care anymore. 

“Do you have time to practice your skills more, now?” the first mate asked me casually, pulling a stick of charcoal from his belt pouch. He still wore buckskin leggings like a tribesman, though his shirt was of the more common cotton.

“Yes, as long as the captain doesn’t need one of us to take a trick at the wheel,” I replied, sitting up expectantly. I knew that by 'skills’ he meant mind magic, and the study of this mysterious art always fascinated me. 

Bowen shook his head, explaining, “Captain Leighton has missed the feel of the ship moving to his commands.”

“Haven’t we all?” I grinned, moving so that I was sitting on the edge of the rope, instead of in the center. “But what are you going to do with that charcoal?”  

“Show you something. Watch.” Though he was not actually a native of Ullabar, Bowen had lived many years among the people who had captured him, and learned from them the mind magic which he was now teaching me. It seemed that they taught the magic in a roundabout way, for his lessons did not always make sense when they started. Now he drew a large square on the deck with his charcoal and added a smaller circle within it. In the center of the circle he put a dot about the size of my thumb.

“Do you know what this is?” he asked, gesturing at the diagram.

“Um, a squid’s eye, it looks like,” I returned, squinting at it with exaggerated scrutiny.

He just shook his head calmly, not rising to the bait. “No, this is your mind. See, the square is the outer part of your consciousness; it is what you are speaking to me with and what the impression of this picture first stuck to in your mind.” He moved his finger to point at the next shape inward. “This is the inward part of your consciousness. It is what you are thinking about this picture with and what you use to consider the problems you meet with every day. It is also where emotions make themselves felt, even if it is not where they have originated.”

His finger slid on to the dot in the center, as I tried to take this all in. “This is the center of your mind. It is not only the core of what makes your thoughts, but also your subconscious. Now, can you tell me what is wrong with this picture?”

Caught off guard by this question, I hesitated and stumbled in my answer; “Well, it-it is too simple. And perhaps the middle dot is too small?”

“Yes, exactly right.” Bowen nodded, waving a hand over the drawing. “This is all backwards in size, though I cannot draw it correctly without putting them in the wrong order. For though the square is on the outside, it is actually the smallest portion of all.” He tapped the straight-edged shape, then pointed at the others. “The circle is a little bigger than it, and the dot is actually very, very big. Also, all of the shapes are much more complicated. For instance, the dot could be made a little better by drawing it like this.”

He moved over and drew a new shape on a blank piece of decking. It looked like a jelly fish which had been run over by a wagon and splatted flat as a result. It was a squiggly, semi-round shape with little tentacles running off of it in every direction. 

“Are these the ways in which the center of your mind influences the other parts?” I asked, touching a tentacle with the toe of my boot.

The first mate nodded again, approving of my quickness. “Yes, but they are more as well. For some of these lines spread out longer and further than just into your own mind. They can spread out across the world, or beyond it. They can be moved to touch the center of another person’s mind, and even be made to change it. They are more powerful, dangerous, and wonderful than almost anyone imagines. These are the lines of your will; what I have been trying to teach you to 'feel’ in your mind as we practice.”

I stared at the black, gritty drawing in silence, trying to understand. A bird wheeled overhead letting out a sharp cry. There was a rush of wings; the bird coasted down through the air to land on the first mate’s outstretched arm for a moment, regarding us with beady, deep, magenta eyes. It was one of the rare birds of the Selland coast, a Kinkine. Its feathers were a misty, smoky blue with a patch of creamy white on its chest. The beak was curved and the talons sharp; it was a hunting bird prized for its intelligence and ferocity.

Instinctively, I made a small move as if to reach out and touch those soft feathers in amazement, but the bird started at my movement, jumping into the air to fly away. I watched it go with a mixed feeling of envy and wonder. Then my eyes fell back down to Bowen, and he smiled very slightly. “Animals have minds as well as people. It is well to remember this, for it is much more often that they will be a more trusted friend then a person can be.”

Suddenly Kipper made a sharp noise in the crow’s nest above us, before calling out loudly, “Horebrock Cove ahead! And there is the schooner!”

I jumped up swiftly from the rope and dashed to the front of the Blue Bucket. There in the center of a rocky, open cove lay a weather-beaten schooner, one mast snapped and tangled in the rigging while the other stuck out like a dark spear. Its hull was tilted away from us, so that we could not see how bad the damage was from here. The deck looked to be in one piece, though it was hard to tell at a distance.

“Furl sails!” the captain cried out from the helm on the top of the cabin, “and drop anchor. We will approach it by rowboat!”
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Chapter 2: A riddle and a shard
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The shuttle boat was lowered over the side. It was a long, narrow rowboat with seats for six and oarlocks for the same amount. Only four of us were going into Horebrock Cove though; Edna preferred to stay on the Blue Bucket as much as possible. 

Once the boat was resting on the water, Captain Leighton descended into it, taking his position near the prow. Bowen joined him on the same bench, and I sat on the next bench, facing toward the rear as they were. Kipper sat beside me, and we took up the oars to row. The going was a little rough at first, as we were just outside of the protective cove. Waves slapped against the side noisily. Once inside the cove, the going was a little easier, though the captain had to stop rowing so that he could keep a watch out for rocks and guide us with his commands.

“Hard aport, there!” His voice rang out across the water and onto the open, grassy shores around the cove. “Easy to starboard! Alright, slow down a little. Ship oars; we’ve made our destination!”

He grabbed onto a trailing rope from the schooner and began reeling us in. Captain Leighton always fancied himself as a superb officer, and, as he was actually a good captain, we rarely complained. His fancy speech and mannerisms were just a cover for a stout-hearted, generous fellow who would always put his crew before himself when it mattered.

The rowboat bumped lightly against the tilted hull of the wrecked ship. A tangle of rigging was hanging over the side at this point, making a ladder up to deck. We tied up here and were soon aboard the schooner. The deck was not tilted so far over that it could not be walked on; you simply had to be careful not to trip on any of the debris which littered it.

The whole ship creaked dismally as we made our way up to look over the far railing at the port side of the hull. It had been painted black, a seedy color once it started to get worn off by the waves and rocks. Down below, just above the current waterline, there was a small hole in the planks, which were splinted around it. The side must have struck on the rocks there. So far, there was nothing we could not have fixed. But there was a bigger problem to making the schooner ours; how to get it off of the rocks. For it was held up on them like a sheet caught on a bush, the whole ship having been ran up on them at high tide. It was low tide now; the rocks were exposed and the ship only touching the water along the very bottom of its hull.

I left the captain and Bowen discussing how we could get the ship off of the rocks at high tide, and went along the deck to where a hatch had been broken open leading into the hold. This had obviously been done by human scavengers, for the lock was cut straight across, but the hasp was in fine condition. Even if we could not float this wreck again, it would provide some useful hardware and planks for my carpentry stores.

Climbing down through the hatch on the awkwardly angled ladder, I slipped into the hold. Here, everything was in chaos. Empty barrels and chests littered the floor, thrown mostly to the starboard side by the force of impact. All of the containers which had held anything valuable had been taken, though I found one half-full of wine bottles packed in straw. Almost all of these were broken, but by digging I found one that was still intact. The previous scavengers had been too hasty; now I had a little bit of loot that they had missed. Unable to read the wax-stamped label, I pried out the cork and took a little taste to see of what quality this wine was. After a small sip I smiled broadly; it was good Durny vintage, tasting of the sunny slopes on which the grapes had grown.

Putting the cork back in tightly, I slipped the bottle into my belt and continued onward. Perhaps there was more booty down here that the previous scavengers had missed. 

Coming around a pile of broken crates containing water-logged sea crackers, I came face to face with a great disappointment. The underside of the hull was greatly shattered here, with rocks poking through it like a monster’s teeth. Water ran in, swishing around my feet. Even in the dim light I could see that one of the main beams had been cracked irreparably; for the ship to float without collapsing in on itself, that beam would have to be replaced. That sort of work would take a lot of time and money, since we could not do it with our small crew alone.

I frowned and let out a wistful sigh. The captain would be disappointed to learn that this ship was not in good enough condition to rescue. 

I was just about to turn away and head back up onto the deck to alert the rest of the crew to this disaster, when a noise arrested my attention. A thrill of fear ran up my spine; a groan rang out in the hold, followed by a low sigh. Was it the ghosts of the dead sailors coming to beg me to set them free? Or a sea boggle drifting up through the hull like a cold mist, to run its fingers across my face and steal my every thought? 

I froze, too frightened to move. But the sound did not repeat itself, nor come any closer as you would expect a hunting wraith's moan to do. Curiosity getting the better of me, I moved toward the sound, navigating a locker which had been thrown out of its place. Before me there was a narrow, wooden bench set against the hull. Water pooled under it, almost threatening to drown the occupant who was chained to the wall and laying on the bench. It was a truly wretched man, his clothes in tatters and his hair a tangled mat all over his head and face. His arms were held in manacles as well as his feet, and he looked starved to the point of dilapidation.

“Water...I need something to drink...” he moaned, stretching out a hand toward me like a living skeleton. For a moment I was frozen by horror, realizing that the wreckers had cruelly left him here to die. Then I jumped forward, pulling a flask of water from my belt. I had the bottle of wine as well, but that would not be nearly as satisfying to a thirsting man as good, pure water. I had brought it with me from the ship in case we had to stay on the schooner longer than planned, but now I gave it to the prisoner with the assurance, “We’ll get you out of here, friend. Don’t worry, my captain wouldn’t leave you to die.”

He drank crazily, though I tried to slow him, and then let out a sigh and opened bloodshot eyes to stare at me blearily. 

“Too late,” he rasped, clawing something out of his raggedy clothes with a hand. It appeared to be a large shard of pottery, though it was like no pottery that I had seen before. Silver, bronze and tan, it almost seemed to be made more of metal than of clay. Strange shapes and figures scrawled across its curved outer shell in a complicated pattern. But I had no time to inspect it closely at that moment. He pressed the shard into my hand and closed my fingers around it as if to make sure that it was kept safely. Then he leaned forward and whispered mysteriously; 

“Four steps down, 

turn to the left.

Beware the Dark Prince,

in the city of shadow.

The castle’s base holds

a prize beyond measure.”

After that, to my consternation, he gasped, rolled onto his side, and expired. I blinked, not sure what he expected me to do with the pottery shard and strange riddle. Perhaps he had simply been crazy after all he had gone through. But he had mentioned a treasure...and a large one, at that. Unconsciously, I licked my lips. Any treasure would be welcome now, and it would ease the captain’s disappointment if I told him about it at the same time as giving the news about the cracked beam. Carrying the large shard in my hand, I climbed up onto the deck. 

The captain was standing nearby, gesturing wildly toward the rocks as he explained, “Yes, sah! At high tide, we simply make a lever out of some great trunk and pry this beauty up out of her slumberous abode.”

“But, captain, how would we get the tree out here onto the rocks and into position? And where would we find this great forest giant on the open moor?” Bowen asked skeptically, pointing out the lack of nearby woods on the shore. I hated to break the news to Leighton that this ship was not in good enough condition for us to float, but the riddle of the dying man had got me so excited that I did not wait.

Once he had heard it all, the captain took the heavy shard and peered at it curiously. It was a little longer than my hand and about the same width as all of my fingers laid side by side. In the sunlight, the bronze figures winked brightly, accented by the silver stripe which they were laid on. The main material seemed to be reddish-tan terracotta, though it was very dense. The curve of the piece made me guess that it came from the shoulders of a large vase, or perhaps the lower edge of a big bowl. 

“Hmm...very strange.” The captain inspected it closely, squinting one eye as if wearing a monocle, “But I wonder why the poor blighter gave it to you? Maybe it is a piece from one of the valuables in the collection of treasure, and he simply gave it as proof that the treasure existed at all.”

“It might also be a clue,” Bowen put in, lightly touching both the vaguely human figures and less understandable symbols on the shard. “These might spell out directions in another language. It looks a little like northern Middle Islander hieroglyphs to me.”

“Ah, yes. The people-things do look like that,” Captain Leighton agreed, “but the symbols are more like ancient Thrinnia script.”

Thrinnia script was all babble to me, but I had seen the queer hieroglyphs carved on bones which the people of the northern Middle Islands made. The symbols on those bones were usually of tiny, skinny men doing such things as fishing, throwing a spear or carrying stones. The figures on the pottery shard looked much like them, though made of more expensive materials.

“So, are we going to go after this treasure, captain?” I asked eagerly, hoping that he would agree immediately. He looked thoughtful and tapped the shard on his palm, considering. Then he said, “Well, I don’t know. We really don’t have much of a clue as to where this treasure is. Dark Princes and shadow cities simply do not tell us very much.”

Kipper had joined us soon after I gave the pottery to the captain and stood listening with wide eyes. Now he put in excitedly, “Maybe we should sail to the Middle Islands, cap’n. The natives might be able to translate the writing on that for us and give us a clue.”

“Well...” Leighton hesitated, and Bowen put in;

“Yes, and the Dark Prince might refer to one of the natives, too. The people of the southern Middle Islands have been burned almost black by the sun over time. Maybe it is one of their bigwigs.” 

“But many of those tribes are cannibals!” the captain protested, though we could all see that he was starting to give in. “And which way do we go, north or south? The script looks like it is from one direction, but the cannibals are in the other.”

“We start out going north,” I replied logically, pointing the direction. “There we can try to get the script figured out, as well as run across some of the summer merchant routs coming from Fraistia. If nothing works out in that direction, we can go south, where we might find the Dark Prince. Then, even if we don’t find this treasure, we can do some raiding over there before coming back.”

“Humph, well, you certainly have it all figured out.” The captain sniffed, before breaking out into a wide grin and tossing me the shard. “Which is a good thing, because we are going! What pirate wouldn’t go after such a treasure? Tally-ho and away we go. But one thing first; we must give that poor chap in the hold a good burial first. We don’t want his ghost haunting our venture through any disrespect.”
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