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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Jianna slashed her sword to knock the thrusting blade away from her. She had to defeat the final guardian if she was going to claim the golden statue for her prize. She could see it just ahead, behind the leather clad dark knight.
 
   “Ha, that’s all you’ve got?” Jianna challenged. She spun inside the knight’s reach, pulling her dagger and thrusting it up at him. He grunted as the weapon hit him in the side just below his ribs. She danced away as the knight fell to his knees and cradled the injury. His sword had fallen to the ground.
 
   Feeling full of herself Jianna danced forward and planted her foot against his chest, toppling him to the ground. She flipped her dagger in the air, catching it by the hilt and then tucked both her dagger and sword back into their sheaths at her waist. She stuck her tongue out at her vanquished foe then danced past him towards the dais with the beautiful golden statue of a woman on it.
 
   The fact that it was nearly twice her weight was of no concern to her. She was half elven, miracles of magic were an everyday occurrence to her. Even her existence was an aberration of nature, although one of the finest kinds, if she said so herself. Her mother was the Empress of the Elven Empire, her father the Empress’s Consort. She’d wondered why he couldn’t be king for the longest time until her Aunt Tasha had explained that her daddy was a human and could hold rank and position, but never be blooded royalty with a claim to the throne. She still didn’t understand, but if Aunt Tasha said it was so then it must be.
 
   She slowed as she approached the dais. Something seemed amiss. She circled it, frowning at the oddly colored rocks that made up the stonework. Unable to find anything wrong she stepped forward onto it. She heard a click and felt the stone shift beneath her feet. She gasped in fear and tried to leap back before it was too late.
 
   The golden statue moved, drawing a great golden hued blade that took her two hands to wield. She turned, moving with a grace and speed that seemed impossible. Jianna drew her sword and dagger and glanced around. How could she fight something armored in steel?
 
   The Golden Lady leapt forward, catching Jianna off guard. The girl backed away, holding her sword up to block the blade that crashed into it. Her sword shattered, splinters flying even before it was knocked from her hand. She cried out and fell back, stunned by the powerful attack. Her dagger was forgotten in her hand.
 
   The Golden Lady lunged again, her sword plunging forward to touch Jianna in the chest and push her fully onto the ground. Jianna slammed her fist against the ground, tears running from her eyes. “That’s not fair! You’re the prize, Aunt Tasha! You cheated!”
 
   A chuckle came from the fallen dark knight. He was standing and watching. He pulled off the mask and tossed it aside, revealing the short blond hair and brown eyes of her father. “You  did well, but there’s more to life than a good fight,” he said to her.
 
   Her bottom lip stuck out while her chin quivered. “But daddy, she wasn’t supposed to fight back!”
 
   He chuckled and held out his hand to her. She harrumphed and climbed to her own feet, then glared at the Golden Lady. Tasha flipped her visor up to reveal a woman with ebony skin. She smiled, her teeth a startling white. “Little warrior princess, you fight with the heart of a wersal, but you must think before you rush ahead. Never take anything for granted. Every breath we take we must cherish and be thankful for. Every move we make must be measured or we lose the chance to be thankful.”
 
   Jianna turned away, tears running down her face. “I almost had you,” she whimpered.
 
   “Next time you’ll do better, you always do.”
 
   The Empress stepped onto the field, clapping her hands as she moved. Diaphanous skirts swirled about her legs as she seemed to float across the courtyard. Jianna’s father looked at her and grinned, a sparkle coming to his eyes that spoke of endless devotion. “Six years old,” the Empress said, shaking her head. “You’re an overachiever, young lady. Your father’s rusty in a fight, but he’s still one of the better swordsmen I’ve ever fought with. Or against.”
 
   “You’ve fought each other?” Jianna gasped.
 
   “It was a long time ago,” he said, chuckling. “Don’t let her fool you, she wasn’t so tough.”
 
   “He only beat me because I was possessed by an evil wizard,” she riposted.
 
   He waved his hand. “Don’t go confusing the girl. Legends of wizards and such got no place for her yet.”
 
   The Empress laughed. “I can think of quite a few tales of impossible deeds!” Her expression grew somber. “Kind of like dealing with the politics of court. I swear some days I’d give anything to run away with you and sail to the edge of the known void and beyond.”
 
   “Any day, my Empress,” he said with a bow.
 
   “Mommy,” Jianna tried to interrupt.
 
   She laughed, not having heard her daughter. “Tell me Dex, I heard the rebels were scattered, but what do you think? You sailed with them.” She smirked and added, “Admiral.”
 
   Jianna tapped her foot, drawing an amused smile from Tasha. “Mom?”
 
   Dexter raised an eyebrow at his wife and sighed. “Aye, Empress Jenna, they’ve been routed but they’ll find a new rock to hide under and plot against us.”
 
   “Mother!”
 
   Jenna turned and stared, her mouth open at the young girl’s tone. Jianna stood with her arms crossed and one hip thrust out. Jenna smiled. “I’m sorry honey, promise me you’ll run away with a dashing young hero like your father before you’re forced into a life of court.”
 
   “Won’t come a day when I’ll let that happen,” Dexter grumbled.
 
   “You’re a fine man, the finest I’ve ever known!” Jenna protested. Tasha nodded behind her, seconding the Empress’s praise.
 
   Dexter laughed. “I’ve known myself a lot longer than you ladies have. I know what’s on a man’s mind, especially a younger man like me!”
 
   Jianna let out an exasperated sigh and threw her hands up in the air. She turned to storm off when Jenna called out to her. “Jia, I’m sorry! What is it you wanted?”
 
   She turned, staring at the ground. Her fierce attitude disappeared and was replaced with a shyness that was out of character. “Would you train me sometime? You’re always so busy but, well, I’d really like it,” she blurted out.
 
   Jenna turned to look at Dexter and saw him grinning. Her eyes narrowed. He threw his hands up in ignorance, then shook his head to reinforce the unspoken exchange. She turned back to Jianna and smiled. “I’d love to, princess. I’ll see what I can arrange, okay? I have to get back to court now, but I wanted to see you first.”
 
   Jianna’s eyes fell. Her excitement at having her father back from his mission dashed. She offered a thin smile and nodded, then turned to replace the wooden training dagger she still held. Dexter’s eyes followed her, then turned to his wife. Jenna was already off, heading back to court.
 
   “It’ll get better,” Tasha offered. She took Dexter’s wooden sword from him.
 
   “Damned elves,” he muttered, glancing at Jianna to make sure she hadn’t heard him. Then again she was part elven, she probably heard everything he said and knew what he thought as well. He wished Bekka, Logan, and Bailynn hadn’t left – Bekka had always offered words of advice. Being a half elf herself, her suggestions would have been doubly inspired.
 
   “One thing’s for certain,” Dexter said to his daughter. “Nobody’ll be serving us dinner if we don’t get cleaned up proper for it! I’ll meet you there.”
 
   Jianna turned and grinned at him, her disappointment forgotten. “Will you tell me about your journey?”
 
   “Only the parts filled with fighting and bloodshed,” Dexter promised with a wink.
 
   “No maidens to rescue this time?” Jianna asked, her tone too serious to be real.
 
   “I came back to the fairest maiden in the void.”
 
   Jianna giggled. Tasha grinned behind her, shaking her head slightly. She stared at Dexter until he noticed, then she looked away quickly and started to walk away in her golden suit of mail. “Tasha, you’ll be joining us?”
 
   She stopped and glanced back, then nodded. “Yes, Captain, I mean sir. Of course.”
 
   Dexter chuckled. “I’m liking Captain, but outside of the fancy pants elves and off the deck of a ship, Dexter or Dex’ll do just fine.”
 
   She nodded, turning away quickly away that suggested she might have been blushing. Dexter couldn’t tell on her dark skin. Then again, it wasn’t his job to care. She’d been a part of his crew and after Jenna’d accepted the job of remaking the Elven Empire to a decent place again, she’d hung around and become the unofficial nanny and protector of Jianna.
 
   Jenna had insisted they’d stick around just for a few years, long enough for Jianna to be born and the Empire to become stable. With the way of elves nothing was quick. Six years had passed and Jia was turning into a remarkable young lady blessed with Jenna’s beauty and none of Dexter’s bad luck. She did have a touch of his impatience, though.
 
   Now Jenna seemed no closer to leaving than she’d been before. Dex had no right to complain, life was fine in between discovering plots to assassinate his family and plunging the empire into chaos. It wasn’t so difficult from before they’d helped the Elders end their banishment.
 
   As for dinner, Dexter could use all the help he could get when it came to Jianna. He loved the girl like no other, but the questions she asked and the things she came up with often left him tongue tied. Tasha spent a lot of time with her, she’d be sure to help him out of a jam. She’d been a lot of help time after time, Dexter mused, once she’d gotten past thinking the void owed her for being born. He didn’t even blame her for being descended from Rosh. He blamed the man for that, but Rosh had gone his way long ago and things had been all the better for it.
 
   Now he just had to come up with some fanciful tales to dazzle his daughter about his recent trip to wipe out the rebellious sect of elves. Maybe a trip through a cloud of gas or a rare water moon would keep her attention. He smirked as the beginnings of an adventure that never happened began to take shape in his mind.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Jianna wiped the sweat off her face a final time before she slipped a cape over the shoulders of her sleeveless tunic. She preferred the simple elven fashions her servants had laid out, they were looser and far more comfortable. She was having dinner with her dad and he suffered a lot of human hang ups about modesty. She’d never understand what the big deal was about clothing – or a lack of it. He insisted when she got older it’d make sense but that sounded like silly grown up talk to her.
 
   She grinned into the mirror of her vanity. She’d missed Dexter. Three months was less than a blink of the eye to an elf but she was only half elf. No matter which half of her heritage she blamed, she missed him with all of her being. Especially since her mom was always so busy. 
 
   Her grin turned to a sigh. Aunt Tasha was always there for her. She wasn’t really her aunt, but she didn’t mind. Tasha was exotic, kind, and wonderful! She shared wonderful stories about her life as the Golden Lady, before the Voidhawk had come and freed the elders from their banishment on her world. Tasha told her about a boy that the Golden Lady had employed, but never really noticed until the very end, when he’d been killed.
 
   “Jianna?”
 
   Jianna twisted in her chair, gasping in surprise. Aunt Tasha stood in her doorway, wearing a golden dress that shimmered with each movement she made. Her gasp turned into a smile. “You’re so pretty!”
 
   Tasha smiled and walked over to her, moving awkwardly in the dress. Jianna’s smile faded. Tasha wore dresses at times, though it was rare. It wasn’t the dress that worried her, it was her walk. “Did you hurt yourself?” Jianna stood up and started towards her, worried. Nothing hurt Tasha, she was her protector! She was like Keshira, tough and unstoppable, without the creepy smile.
 
   “Yes, I stumbled earlier. I’ll see a healer later. We must hurry. Come, let me brush your hair.”
 
   Jianna frowned. Tasha sounded weird too. Could a sprained ankle do that to her voice? Her worries faded before the promise of one of Tasha’s legendary hair-brushing sessions wormed its way into her mind. She’d pulled it back into a bun after having it braided for the training session earlier. She didn’t think she had time before dinner to do anything with it. Tasha felt otherwise. She settled back into her chair and stared up at the dark skinned woman, displaying an anticipatory grin. She reached up released the pins from the bun, letting it fall down. It reached the base of the seat she sat on.
 
   Tasha moved up behind her, her eyes studying the amber hair. Jianna was struck again by the oddity of her behavior. She’d brushed it hundreds of times, the act was relaxing and wonderful. It soothed Jianna in troubled times and gave her strength when she needed it. Tasha knew Jianna’s hair better than Jianna did, why was she suddenly so curious about it?
 
   Tasha’s hands gathered up the amber tresses, pulling them together until they fit within the loose fist of her left hand. Tasha leaned forward, reaching past Jianna for the brush on her desk. Jianna saw the movement and knew something was wrong. It not only looked wrong, but it felt wrong. Tasha always used a special brush she kept in the drawer of her desk.
 
   Jianna started to turn when she felt a burning sting on the back of her neck. “Ow!” She gasped, trying to spin away. Tasha’s grip on her hair had tightened, preventing her from escaping.
 
   Jianna stared in the mirror, the image swimming and shifting before her eyes. Before her eyes Tasha shifted, her features melting. The dark skin lightened and faded, as did the details of her eyes, nose, and mouth, and even ears. In moments nothing remained but a blank curvature, something that defied explanation. She stared at it, the pain in her neck forgotten as she struggled to understand the faceless being that Tasha had become.
 
   “For your sake, I hope your father succeeds.” She heard the voice and felt the voice, almost as though whoever the person was spoke to her inside her head.
 
   The prick in her neck suddenly blossomed, spreading intense heat throughout her body. She tried to scream but all that came out was a gasp before her lungs locked up. Jianna slumped forward onto the desk, her muscles refusing to obey her. The assassin let go of her hair, allowing her body to slide off the desk and her chair to the floor below.
 
   Jianna felt herself pulled back, though she couldn’t say what part of her had been grabbed. Darkness surrounded her vision, closing in until her room was only a pinprick of light at the end of a long tunnel. Then it faded away, leaving her surrounded by darkness. She spun around, or at least tried to. Nothing made sense anymore. She couldn’t feel her feet on the floor, nor could she feel her arms swinging through the air searching for a wall. She couldn’t even feel herself – it was like she’d been separated from her body. If she’d still possessed her lungs she would have gasped. She’d seen her body fall away from her. Jianna couldn’t even scream against the darkness that imprisoned her.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “Admiral, where’s Jia?”
 
   Dexter looked up from the table as Tasha approached. He forced his eyebrows down, fighting hard to ignore how the attractive the gold dress she wore contrasted with her dark skin. The feminine curves revealed beneath the dress brought warmth to his face. It had been years since they’d seen any real battles, he knew they were getting soft. Tasha looked to be the exception to the rule, she was a firm as she’d been when she’d first joined his crew.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “What? I thought she’d be with you,” he scrambled, turning to look around the garden. She’d played pranks on them before, but he doubted she’d be hiding this time.
 
   “I stopped by her room and knocked on her door, but there was no answer. I assumed she’d come to meet you,” Tasha said. She frowned, glancing around much the same as Dexter.
 
   “That won’t do,” he muttered, pushing against the table with his hands as he stood up. “Let’s go.”
 
   Dexter led the way back to Jianna’s room, his pace quickening as they walked. Elven servants and soldiers cleared out of his way, most offering him a deferential salute. He ignored them all, his stomach twisting with worry. Why wouldn’t she have answered the knock? “Did you hit the door hard enough? She gets caught up in her games sometimes…”
 
   “Yes,” Tasha said, clipping off the word sharply.
 
   Dexter frowned. Of course she had. If anyone had spent more time with Jianna than he had, it was Tasha. He halted abruptly. He’d been so focused on rushing to reach her room he’d nearly walked past it! He glanced at Tasha but the woman’s eyes were on the door, sizing it up as though it were an enemy. She reached into a slit along the side of her dress, her hand disappearing as she grabbed something. Dexter yanked his eyes away. Tasha must have been reaching for a concealed weapon, something he could appreciate..
 
   He left his own dagger at his hip. The thought of an enemy in the heart of the Elven Empire was beyond belief. Their enemies were the rebel elves that still believed the elven people were destined to rule the void and enslave every race they encountered. Everyone that worked in the Elven capitol of Flasgoryll had been screened by elders. Not just interviewed, but magically inspected. No, his daughter was simply caught up in one of her games or playing a prank on them.
 
   Jianna’s door refused to yield when Dexter tried the latch. He frowned, then pushed against it again. He turned back to Tasha and noted the narrowing of her eyes. “I didn’t try to open it earlier,” Tasha admitted. “But she’s never locked her door.”
 
   Dexter turned back and slammed his shoulder into the door. It took a second attempt before it fell open, the magically grown wood breaking under his assault. He stepped in, his dagger was in his hand, and saw Jianna’s body on the floor.
 
   “Jia!” Tasha cried out.
 
   Dexter beat her to the girl, dropping his knife and pulling her to him. Her skin was cool to the touch. “Jianna,” he whispered, shaking her gently. She lay still in his hands, her body possessing the slack that only came with death.
 
   “Keshira!” Dexter howled.
 
   “Captain?” she asked via the magical bond the two shared. “I feel your pain, what troubles you?”
 
   “Healers to Jianna’s room, now! Get Jenna here!”
 
   “Captain, she’s in court still, I—”
 
   “I don’t give a damn what you have to do, get her now!”
 
   Tasha snatched her hand back from Jianna’s cheek. She jerked to her feet, a slender dagger in her hand. She spun about slowly, studying the room. She squatted to pick up the only thing that was out of place, Jia’s hairbrush. She studied it while Dexter clutched Jia tightly to his chest. He rocked her and spoke soothing words to her, promising her that everything would be all right. Tasha knew better.
 
   After what seemed like hours later the door burst open again, Jenna striding through. “What’s going on?” she snapped. “And don’t ever send Keshira for me again like that! She scared half the palace guard to death! They—”
 
   Jenna fell silent when she saw Dexter cradling their daughter. She rushed over and fell beside them, reaching out to her. When Jia didn’t move Jenna looked up at her husband, her eyes filled with unshed tears. “What happened? Is she…okay?”
 
   “She’s breathing, barely,” Dexter managed, his voice a whisper. “She’s cold and limp as a rag. Poor girl’s barely got the strength left in her to make her heart beat.”
 
   “What happened?” Jenna asked again, this time succeeding in pulling the girl’s body into her own arms.
 
   “I mean to find out,” Dexter rose slowly, then picked up his dagger. Keshira stood, alert and waiting just inside the door. She looked almost comical, staring around for threats while she herself wore the finest elven silks in torn shreds about her body. Something never changed, when Keshira was given a task her own safety was ignored. She’d fought through the surprised guards to reach the Empress, paying the price with her clothing.
 
   “‘Shira, fix your clothes,” Dexter snapped. She glanced down, her lips parting in a smile that Jia would have found out of place and creepy. Dexter glanced back at his stricken daughter and felt the room shift around him. He took a half step to steady himself, then focused on the pleasure golem again. “Fetch Xander and whatever elder’s you can. And this time don’t forget the healers!”
 
   “Aye, Captain,” Keshira said. She turned and rushed off, running through the halls with a stride that tore the skirts of her dress.
 
   Elven guards outside the room milled about, preventing anyone from approaching. One attempted to step in, a haughty elf that happened to be the Captain of the Empress’ guards. Dexter stepped up to him and pushed him back out into the hall. “Unless you’re a healer, no one steps foot in her until my wizard has a look.”
 
   “Admiral,” the elf reproached. “Maintaining the safety of the royal family is my chief priority. I must—”
 
   The elven Captain stumbled back into one of the guards standing outside. He reached up to his lips, his hand coming away bloody.
 
   “You step foot in here again and it’ll be something a might sharper and pointier meeting you,” Dexter rubbed his knuckles in the palm of his other hand meaningfully.
 
   Tasha moved to stand between Dexter and the Captain, her legs spreading to take a position of watch in the doorway. With his line of sight broken, the elf slipped away. “I’ll keep them out,” Tasha promised.
 
   Dexter raised an eyebrow. Her pose in the dress was ridiculous. She’d pulled the slits up to accommodate her defensive stance, allowing the fabric to bunch around her waist before falling nearly three quarters of the way to the ground. She held her serpentine bladed dagger in her hand.
 
   Dexter shook his head and turned away, then looked down at his wife and daughter. He went back to them, kneeling to offer what comfort he could. Tears fell from Jenna’s eyes, soaking her unresponsive daughter’s tunic. At a loss for words, and knowing that the rage was building inside of him to balance out the agony, Dexter remained silent.
 
   After a few minutes a brief commotion preceded Tasha stepping aside and allowing a woman wearing light blue robes to enter. She hurried over and sank down beside the grief-stricken parents. Reluctantly they let her lay Jia on the floor so she could examine her.
 
   “My name is Korina,” she said with a bow of her head. “I’m—”
 
   “I know who you are,” Jenna snapped. “Now tell me what’s wrong with her!”
 
   The half-elven healer nodded again and returned her attention to her patient. Dexter watched her, remembering the one time he’d met her. She’d been on one of the many outcast planets Bekka had visited, trying to bring news and hope for a brighter future for the Elven Empire. Korina had returned with her, taken by her words, and had found a measure of respect for her skills in Flasgoryll.
 
   Before she looked up Xander, the wizard who’d once served on Dexter’s crew to pay off his debt, entered the room. The wizard was followed by a young looking elven woman. She had the look of a witch from her clothing, the kind that only the immodest elven people could produce.
 
   “Admiral, Empress,” Xander greeted them. He glanced over his shoulder before adding, “Keshira insisted I come right away, what happened?”
 
   “Was hoping you could tell us,” Dexter said. Keshira replaced Tasha at the door, allowing the woman to join the growing crowd in the room.
 
   “I don’t know!” Xander snapped. “Trilliana and I were—”
 
   “Found out a few minutes ago how much I missed punching people in the face,” Dexter growled. “Tell me what you can magic up about this.”
 
   Xander followed Dexter’s hand movements to Jianna. He frowned, then knelt on the other side of the girl. He glanced up at Korina, then waited until she finished humming. She blinked, her eyes focusing on him slowly.
 
   “She’s gone,” Korina whispered.
 
   Jenna gasped, only Dexter’s strong grip on her keeping her standing.
 
   “Her body’s here and alive, but it grows weaker with each breath. A day, perhaps a week? Then she’ll breathe her last.”
 
   “You said she’s gone?” Xander pressed.
 
   Korina nodded, then held her hands up. “I can’t reach her spirit. This is but a shell. Her mind and soul have fled already, although where I do not know.”
 
   Xander snapped his fingers, conjuring up a globe of light on his finger. He reached out and gently opened one of Jia’s eyes, then the other. He dismissed the light and looked up at Korina first, then to Dexter. “She’s right, her body is well, or as well as it can be without a spirit to inhabit it.”
 
   “Where she go?”
 
   Dexter glanced around, then nervously shrugged. He saw Dexter’s expression darken and the man’s knuckles whiten. “I’ll try to find out,” Xander added. “But we don’t know anything that happened.”
 
   “Look for a mark on her body.”
 
   The voice carried across the room, drawing startled gasps. One of the elders stepped past Keshira without so much as a glance at her. He reached up and removed the hood on his dark robe, then stared down at the girl through silver eyes. “It is a special tactic used only in the most unusual of circumstances. That it should be used here is most grave.”
 
   “Elder Kiltyrn, my thanks for coming so soon,” Dexter said.
 
   “I sensed a spark of forbidden lore, I had to see if it was as I feared,” Kiltyrn said.
 
   Korina searched Jianna’s flesh, looking for a mark of some sort. She nearly gave up hope when, at last, she found the small but swollen dot on the back of her neck. Elder Kiltyrn frowned as he studied it.
 
   “Most unfortunate,” he mumbled before turning to address Jenna and Dexter. “Her soul has been stolen. Her body will wither and die in a matter of days.”
 
   Dexter heard himself gasp. He took another step, using his grip on Jenna to keep himself from falling as much as he was keeping her from sagging to the ground. 
 
   “Stolen? By who?” Jenna asked.
 
   “By an enemy. Either an enemy of your own or an enemy to your Empire,” Kiltyrn said. “This is no simple feat. It requires a great deal of magical talent to craft a weapon capable of doing this. I did not think anyone was still alive that could do so. For an assassin to possess the skill and magic necessary to infiltrate the private rooms here tells us that this must be a very well funded operation.”
 
   “Can she be saved?” Dexter blurted out. He’d all but ignored everything the elder had said, focusing instead on when the ancient elf had said about her body fading within a matter of days. “If her body’s still alive for a few days, can we put her soul back in it?”
 
   Kiltyrn bowed his head, pondering the question. He nodded a few times then raised it up to stare at Dexter with his strangely luminous eyes. “It’s never been done, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be. The process is simple in theory. The problem is the trap that holds her soul will not let her go without having her soul replaced with another.”
 
   “We destroy it then,” Dexter grunted. “Not the first time we’ve done it.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” Kiltyrn let a sad smile tilt his lips upward. “But her soul would not survive the destruction of the cage, nor would whoever destroyed it.”
 
   Dexter scowled. “Heard that before, too. I’ll take my chances. Now where do I find the son of a bitch that done this?”
 
   “After the flash of ancient necromancy the assassin disappeared from our sight,” Kiltyrn said. “I can only offer one final bit of hope, though I fear it may be your undoing.”
 
   “What hope?” Jenna snapped, clinging to his words.
 
   “I can put this body in a state of suspension. Months will pass before it feels another day.”
 
   “I’m not sure why that’s a bad thing?” Dexter asked.
 
   “You could spend the rest of your life searching for something you may never find. It might be wiser to stay here and finish what you’ve started. This fool’s errand might be the point behind this attack.”
 
   “Admiral, I’ll go,” Tasha interrupted, stepping forward. “Jia’s the daughter I’ve never had. I love her more than I value my own life. I won’t stop until I find her.”
 
   Dexter held up his hand. “That’s enough, Tasha.”
 
   “Sir, I—”
 
   “I said that’s enough!” Dexter snapped. “Freezing time or not, I don’t got the time to listen to you babble about how important Jia is.” He turned to look at Xander and the wizard’s scantily clad apprentice. “Wizard, I need you.”
 
   Xander frowned. “I’m not much use with necromancy. Besides, wouldn’t you want someone more skilled with combat magic? You have a habit of finding people that want to kill you wherever you go.”
 
   “I want you. Either you come willingly or I knock you on your arse and you wake up on the ‘Hawk.”
 
   Xander sighed. “Then I’m yours. Trilliana, this will serve as a test of your ability to use magic in the face of adversity.”
 
   Dexter nodded then turned back to face his wife. He saw the tension in her body and hoped she wouldn’t snap like an over-wound bowstring when he reached out to take her hand. “I’ll find her and bring her back.”
 
   “No, we’ll find her,” Jenna squeezed his hand. She turned her head towards the door. “Captain Lucemius! Have the nobles assemble. They have thirty minutes and not one minute longer. I will address them.”
 
   The elf that Dexter had punched bowed to her from the doorway. Dexter noted he didn’t dare step foot into the room. He also noted the elf’s swollen lip. “Tasha, stay with Jia. Keshira ready the ‘Hawk. I’ll pick up a few more people we need and meet you there.”
 
   “Good, I’ll be there as soon as I finish with the council,” Jenna said. “Elder, what preparations must you make for Jianna?”
 
   “I think you make a grave error,” Kiltyrn said. He waved his hand over Jianna’s body, sprinkling a fine dust he’d taken from his pocket over her. “But it is your error to make. Without strong leadership your people may forget the progress they have made.”
 
   Jenna nodded. “Thank you, Elder Kiltyrn. We are indebted to you again. As for my people, I’ve already ignored the ones that matter the most for too long. If the elves forget so quickly then perhaps they were never mine to begin with.”
 
   Kiltyrn nodded. “Her body awaits. It will endure for years in this state. Returning her soul will break the enchantment. May the winds of the void speed your journey.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   “We’re sailing on this?” Trilliana’s tone left no doubt about what she thought of the Voidhawk.
 
   “She’s been docked for a long time now,” Dexter defended his ship. It was true that the ‘Hawk had seen better days, but the problem wasn’t a matter of dry rot or damage, just dust settling in. “She still sails the void and I reckon she’ll be sailing it long after we’re gone.”
 
   The smirk on the witch’s face said otherwise. Dexter scowled at her, but turned away when he heard a commotion on the docks. He turned and saw Jenna striding along the wooden limbs of the conjoined trees Flasgoryll was built upon. She wore breeches and a vest made of leather, with her swords at her hips and a pistol on a sash. Dexter also noticed that she looked angry.
 
   The elven capitol city was massive, nearly the size of a small moon. As with nearly all elven outposts and citadels, Flasgoryll was a living entity. Far from sentient, it nevertheless consisted of a massive tree that had been nurtured with magic to grow into the shape that its tenders had imagined. Now it housed thousands of elves and served as one of the Elven Empire’s mightiest shipyards capable to growing the most breathtaking vessels to ever set sail across the void. The Voidhawk, in comparison to nearly any elven ship, seemed crude and uninspired.
 
   “Look beyond the surface,” Xander urged his apprentice. “The Voidhawk has served for many years and has no small amount of magic built into it. Beyond that which is necessary to sail the void, I mean. I thought like you once, even after I worked my own magic into it to increase the size of the cargo holds. I’ve come to learn much more about it, there’s magic in it that goes beyond what the books can teach us. The magic of devotion and hard work. The magic of love.”
 
   Trilliana spun to look at him, her delicate eyebrows raised. “You sound poetic, or at least romantic.”
 
   Xander chuckled, trying to erase the red bloom from his cheeks. “Emotion carries power. It can be dangerous, especially for those that know how to use it. I’ve had lengthy debates with the Elders about it. I suspect channeling such energies over long terms—and by invoking them in massive groups of people—is what can cause inexplicable phenomena to occur. Miracles, you would say, or for even longer term results the creation of deities.”
 
   “There’ll be no deity that can save you if you don’t have the ‘Hawk ready to sail by the time I’m back on the deck!” Jenna stepped off the ramp and strode across the deck, heading to the circular staircase that would take her to the companionway closest to the bridge.
 
   Dexter allowed himself a smirk. “Seems my first mate is back,” he offered. A ribald curse drifted up from the staircase, followed by a crash of wood against wood. He turned without another word and hurried after her.
 
   Jenna was pulling chart after chart out of a chest, unrolling the delicate parchments on the table then tossing them aside. She looked up at him when he entered and glared angrily. Her eyes softened. Her shoulders sagged and it seemed only her hands on the table kept her knees from collapsing beneath her. Dexter hurried over to her, rounding the table and placing his hand on her back.
 
   “We’ll get her,” he whispered.
 
   Jenna turned, burying her face into his chest and letting loose a sob. The Captain had little choice but to hold her tightly while she let loose the emotions that had been building in her. Emotions that, he suspected, had built over six long years spent denying everything except the needs of the Empire.
 
   When she could draw a breath with little more than a shudder she whispered into his sodden shirt, “I’ve been a terrible mother.”
 
   “You’ve been here. Busy, yes, but you were here,” he consoled. “Beats what I grew up with.”
 
   “My mother was here too,” she confessed. “She’s still here somewhere. Exiled with my father.”
 
   Dexter sucked in a sharp breath. “Do you think they did this?”
 
   “What? No,” she said, still clinging to him. “I just meant my mother was always around, but she seldom had time for me. She never played with me or listened to me. She would talk to me at times, telling me how things were and what was expected of me, but that was it. I fear I’ve turned out just like her!”
 
   “Can’t say that your mother seems the type to send her daughter off to practice swinging swords around in the air with a smile on her face.”
 
   Jenna was silent for a moment, then she shook her head. “She thought my interests were scandalous, at best.”
 
   “Well there you go. Maybe you weren’t so bad after all.” Dexter grimaced, his words sounded over and done with. He spoke carefully, trying to end on a hopeful note. “You aren’t a bad mom.”
 
   She sniffed and pulled away from him. “I’m jealous,” she admitted. “You spent so much more time with Jia.”
 
   Dexter sighed. “There’s not a day that’s passed I haven’t pined away for life on the ‘Hawk. Running the Elven Navy’s not much better for family life than being Empress is.”
 
   Jenna glanced up at him, a twinkle in her eye he’d not seen in a long time. “And you’ve got an idea what it’s like to be the Empress?”
 
   “Well, on top of having people kneeling and groveling all day long there’s the problem of tripping on some of those dresses. Horrible things, don’t let a person move in them! Not to mention they take too long to get out of when court’s gone on too long and I’m fit to bursting with all that fancy Elven wine I’ve drank.”
 
   Jenna snorted, then buried her head back in Dexter’s chest. “Thank you, Dex. I don’t know how you can make me smile, but you can.”
 
   “Comes with being Captain and all. If you’d like I’ll show you some of the other perks later.”
 
   “Other perks?”
 
   “Private bedroom, for starters.”
 
   Jenna looked at him again, then softened in his grip when she saw the tenderness in his eyes. She kissed him hard, not out of passion but out of necessity. Dexter clung to her in return, finding that it helped him as much as it did her.
 
   “How are we going to find her?” Jenna whispered once they’d separated.
 
   “That’s where the guy upstairs comes in.”
 
   Jenna’s eyebrows scrunched together. “When did you take up religion?”
 
   Dexter grinned, having lured his wife into his trap. “I meant the man wearing the dress.”
 
   She let out her breath with a soft chuckle. “You really think Xander can help?”
 
   Dexter shrugged. “Been many a time I didn’t know what would get us out of a jam. With the proper motivation he’s always come through for me.”
 
   “You’re going to punch him again, aren’t you?”
 
   “I was thinking of tearing the scarves off of his naughty little apprentice and using them to tie her to a ballista bolt, then seeing how that might affect the weapon’s aim.”
 
   Jenna’s eyes widened. She let out another laugh before shaking her head. “You wouldn’t do that.”
 
   Dexter’s grin didn’t fade but his eyes shifted just enough to match his lower tone, “If I knew that pissing into the wind with my mouth wide open stood a chance of getting her back, I’d do it.”
 
   Jenna studied him then nodded. His promise stood as an example of the lengths he’d go to and it sent chills down her back yet warmed her heart. She remembered the times he’d risked his own life trying to save her, even above that of risks he took for the other crew members. She nodded. Dexter would find a way to move the very void surrounding them if he had to.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “The Captain has picked you for a reason. It’s an honor, he’s the best damned captain I’ve ever sailed with or against,” Jenna said before the assembled crew. They stood on the main deck of the ‘Hawk while she and Dexter stood on the forecastle. “I know most of you and call you my friends and more. For those who are new here, to me and to each other, introduce yourselves. You first.”
 
   Keshira stood on the left side of the line of people gathered. She cocked her head in response to Jenna’s demand, then grinned. “I am Keshira, Empress.”
 
   Jenna scowled at the use of her title. “And what skills do you bring me?”
 
   “I can handle any position on the ship save the helm. I do not tire and I’m stronger than any two people aboard the vessel. My bond w—” 
 
   “That’s enough, Keshira,” Jenna snapped. Her eyes shifted to the man beside her.
 
   “Xander,” he said brusquely. “I’m the wizard the Captain can’t seem to live without.”
 
   “He’ll live just fine without you if you don’t mind your tongue,” she snapped.
 
   “Trilliana Asoolus,” Xander’s apprentice answered. “I’m a witch, my specialties were forbidden until you ended the tyranny, Empress. I am most adept with combat magic.”
 
   Jenna nodded and turned her attention to the next crewmate.
 
   “Sayara Dwymminwyll,” she said. “I’m a helmstress, the finest in the Navy, according to Admiral—Captain— Silvercloud.”
 
   Jenna turned to Dexter, raising an eyebrow. “Helmstress?” She inquired. He ignored her until she looked away, then had to bite down on his tongue to keep from grinning.
 
   “Where’s Tasha?” Jenna said, turning back to face him.
 
   “She’s below in Jia’s room. While we’re docked she won’t leave Jia’s side.”
 
   Jenna’s head snapped around, her eyes narrowing. “Is that wise? Or appropriate?”
 
   “You try getting her away.”
 
   Jenna cursed under her breath. She turned back to face the others. “We’ve never sailed with a full crew, this won’t be any different. There’s more you must know. I’ve abdicated the throne. Rule of the Elven Empire now rests within the council of nobles. If you come with us we can’t guarantee your safety or a future upon our return. If we return.”
 
   “Council of Nobles?” Dexter asked.
 
   She turned and nodded. “It’s a new body of government I created.”
 
   “Who’s on it?”
 
   “The elves who made it before I had the guards lock the doors. There were seven of them.”
 
   A laugh burst out of Dexter’s mouth, spraying spittle on Jenna’s arm. She glared at him. “You just put seven random Elven Royals that were in the right place at the right time in charge of the entire Empire?”
 
   “No,” she said. “They weren’t all royals, two were servants. They’re nobles now.”
 
   Dexter laughed again. He shook his head, chuckling and faced the crew. “I’ve sailed with most of you, expect nothing different this time.” He paused for effect, then glanced in Jenna’s direction. “Save the First Mate seems a bit more unpredictable this time around. Now make ready, we’ve no time to waste!”
 
   Dexter turned to Jenna and nodded. “Let’s go find her.”
 
   She returned his nod and turned to snap out orders at the crew. Dexter listened for a moment, enjoying the nostalgia it brought back. The last time she’d been that fired up they’d been weaving in and out of the battle between the elders and the elves. Nobody was trying to destroy the Voidhawk this time. He frowned. Maybe not the ‘Hawk but something more important was at stake, his family.
 
   Sayara took the helm without being told what to do. Keshira moved to the mainmast. Xander waited, glancing about the deck with a frown on his face. Jenna stepped in and began to bark orders out, assigning the wizard and his apprentice jobs then berating them when they failed to do them properly. Dexter followed Sayara to the bridge, intending to tidy up the mess Jenna left behind. If he found some inspiration along the way all the better.
 
   With the last of the charts rolled up and placed back in the chest, Dexter turned to study Sayara. The elven woman was staring ahead, her point of focus far beyond the walls of the bridge. She was one of the best pilots he knew. Better than him, from what he’d seen her accomplish while chasing rebels. The Voidhawk was one of the biggest ships she’d ever sailed, but he had faith in her.
 
   “Captain!” Jenna’s voice sounded irritated as it echoed through the hull.
 
   Dexter glanced at Sayara and saw a faint smile on her face. Sitting in the helm she was aware of everything on the deck of the ship. She couldn’t see it, exactly, but the awareness was like a sixth sense for the helmsman. Or, as she’d claimed, helmstress. He shook his head at the term and headed back up to see what had crawled up Jenna’s skirts.
 
   He had a hunch as soon as he cleared the deck and saw another woman standing at the edge of the plank. She wore a dark gray cloak but beneath it she wore breeches and a sleeveless tunic that had seen better days. “Permission to come aboard, Captain?”
 
   Dexter glanced at Jenna and saw that she’d already moved on to continue preparing the ship to leave. He waved her on and walked over to greet the newcomer. “A word of warning, we’ll be leaving any time now so unless you fancy yourself paying for a room you’d best be quick about your business.”
 
   She nodded. “My business is leaving, Captain. I heard of your sudden departure and I wish to offer my services.”
 
   Dexter stroked the rough whiskers on his chin. The ‘Hawk could use a few more hands, but she didn’t look to be much bigger than his daughter. “What can you do?”
 
   “Anything you need me too. I’ve been everything from a cook’s monkey to a deckhand. I’m small but strong, sir, and I can tend the rigging easier than most.”
 
   Dexter smirked. “I expect you know how to sit the helm too?”
 
   She nodded. “Aye, sir, I can. Never with anything so large as your ship, but I can learn.”
 
   “The ‘Hawks got pilots a-plenty. She’s short-handed on the deck though, what’s your name?”
 
   “Celia, Captain.”
 
   “Just Celia?”
 
   She blushed and cast her eyes to the ground. After a moment she risked a look back up at him. “Aye, sir, just Celia.”
 
   Dexter grunted. “Your past is yours, long as it don’t come following you and make trouble for me or mine.” Celia nodded. “You stay on the ‘Hawk and I ‘spect no lies and no hiding things. Get me?”
 
   She nodded again. “Aye, Captain!”
 
   “Jenna,” Dexter snapped, turning to where his wife was berating Trilliana for a sloppy job tying a knot on the port wing sail. “Got you another deckhand. Put Celia to work and get us off this flying salad.”
 
   Jenna’s eyes narrowed but she nodded. “Celia? Get over here. You know how to tie knots?”
 
   Dexter watched for a moment as the newest addition to the crew hurried across the deck. He nodded, catching Keshira’s eye and earning a wide grin from her in the process. He chuckled and turned away, thinking of how Jia insisted that Keshira’s ready smiles were creepy. Nobody should be so happy that they’re always grinning, she insisted. Thinking of Jianna sobered his own good spirits. With a sigh he headed back to the bridge to stew on where in the void they might find her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   “Captain, I’ve been thinking and—”
 
   “About damn time,” Dexter muttered. “I’m not paying you for your talents on the deck.”
 
   Xander gaped for a moment, reliving the moment when the ‘Hawk had tacked and one of the ropes he’d failed to secure wrapped around his leg and yanked him across the deck. He clamped his mouth shut and frowned, then tried again. “Yes, well I expect we’re all a bit rusty.”
 
   “Keshira’s having no problems.”
 
   Xander sighed. “She’s a construct! That’s hardly fair. But since you mentioned Keshira, she was the basis for what I was thinking.”
 
   Dexter glanced up from the charts on the table. So far he’d studied every system he could think of within the borders of the Elven Empire. They were hours, at worst, behind the assassin. Thirteen ships had sailed before the ‘Hawk, too many for them to catch and question. According to the harbormaster’s logs they were bound for ports in all directions.
 
   “Yes, well, I was thinking of Keshira because she’s a construct, like I said. She’s a pleasure golem. She was built for the express purpose of meeting the needs of her owner, whatever they might be, without suffering any long term damages. Since you accidently came to be her Master, her abilities have served in a different role than was originally intended.”
 
   “There needs to be a point to this,” Dexter growled. “Right now you’re telling me Keshira was built to be used for my pleasure and somehow that has something to do with my daughter? You can understand why my trigger finger’s feeling a might bit itchy?”
 
   Xander held up his hands. “You’re right, of course. But let me finish. Keshira’s body was crafted with the aid of magic, but it had no life of its own. Her maker had to infuse a soul into it, a soul that was stolen from a woman long ago.”
 
   “You telling me Jia’s going to end up stuck in the body of some whore somewhere?” Dexter’s fist slammed into the table.
 
   “No!” Xander shouted, shocking Dexter by the outburst. “I mean many things. I mean there is hope, if we can find the receptacle that her soul resides in. Imprisoned souls are a rarity, the wizard who created Keshira and her sisters was extraordinarily knowledgeable and powerful. Souls are in high demand amongst those who can use them, making them very valuable.”
 
   “This is about money?”
 
   Xander shook his head. “No, well not exactly. I don’t know why she was chosen or who did so. What I’m trying to tell you is that I’m almost certain whatever device she’s trapped in has a means of discharging her soul built into it. The elder felt differently, but they seldom deal with such things. Devices are crude and amateurish to them. My greatest strengths lay in artificing. It makes little sense to create a device that would serve only as a prison. Even the denizens of other dimensions that use souls for barter would not bother with a device that won’t allow a soul to be released from it.”
 
   “Other dimensions?” Dexter parroted.
 
   “Yes, though you’ve probably heard of them as demons and such.”
 
   Dexter’s eyes widened. He swore loudly and punched the table again.
 
   “Captain, please, restrain yourself. That’s superfluous information, what I’m telling you is good news! If we can find the device it will only be a matter of time until we figure out how to release her from it.”
 
   Dexter stared at him, then nodded. He glanced at the charts on the table, including the one he’d torn with his fist. “Now tell me where we go to find her.”
 
   Xander took a step back. “How would I know that? We have nothing to go on, only what you and Tasha told us when you found her.”
 
   “Put your nose to it then,” Dexter said. “Or I’ll let Tasha know you’re not trying hard enough.”
 
   Xander’s eyes widened. He nodded and turned away, hurrying to the door. Tasha had been forced to leave Jianna’s side once they’d set sail, but she kept her armor ready and her sword with her at all times. She checked on Jia every chance she had, sometimes even spending her time off the deck sitting with the soulless girl.
 
   The wizard paused at the doorway. He turned back to Dexter and, with only a glance at Sayara, he said, “Dexter, all your threats and blustering aside, I’d sooner face Tasha’s wrath than let you down.”
 
   Dexter looked up at him and nodded. Xander shut the door and was off, headed to do whatever finger-wiggling he could do that might help. Dexter stared at the door for a long moment, then turned back to the charts. Powerful wizards, demons, and black markets. He rubbed his chin again and wondered where he would go if he had something as valuable as Jianna’s soul.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Jenna found Dexter hours later staring out one of the eye shaped windows of the bridge. The void stretched away before them, lit only by the stars in the sky that promised limitless places the assassin could hide. In every direction there was more of the same, crushing their spirits with the weight of the task.
 
   “They’re rusty and I don’t know the new people, but it feels good to be back here,” Jenna said after she’d walked up to him and slipped her hand into his.
 
    “Not what I had in mind for a reunion,” Dexter admitted. He pulled his hand away and wrapped it around her side. “Never thought I’d sail without Bekka, Logan, and Bailynn.” Dexter barked out a macabre laugh. “Never thought I’d miss having Rosh’s ugly mug around here either.”
 
   Jenna smiled. “I know. Me too. I never realized how much we depended on Rosh. He was difficult, but between him and Keshira we didn’t need anyone else tending the sails.”
 
   “I was thinking Bekka, mostly,” Dexter admitted. “Logan was our healer and we could be sorely missing him soon enough, but Bekka had a way of healing the soul.”
 
   A shadow passed over Jenna’s face at the mention of ‘soul.’ Dexter sighed. “She was quiet and had a way of helping me figure just about anything out without her saying much.”
 
   “I didn’t know. I mean, I talked to her a few times, but she never really opened up to me like that.”
 
   Dexter smiled. “She helped me with you.” Jenna’s raised eyebrow brought a fresh smile to Dexter’s tired face. “Think she told me if I didn’t hurry up and do something about you, she was going to.”
 
   “She was what?” Jenna asked after snapping her mouth shut.
 
   Dexter nodded. “Aye, she had a thing for you. When you wasn’t available she set her sights on Willa.”
 
   “I knew that. About Willa, I mean,” Jenna remembered back to a talk she’d had with the sorceress what seemed like ages ago. She shook her head. “It was like a keg of fire powder with all of them on here. Lucky no one put flint to steel.”
 
   Dexter chuckled and pulled Jenna in close. He reveled in the feel of her body against his. “Been too long since we’ve had some time for ourselves.”
 
   “Mmm,” Jenna agreed, savoring the moment as much as he did. Both of them pointedly ignored the fact that it had taken a tragedy to make them realize it. “When we’re done with this, then what?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Dexter was quick to ask. He feared he understood Jenna’s question all too well. The odds were worse than long that they’d never find Jianna’s soul, but he refused to consider them.
 
   “I mean after we get her back,” Jenna whispered into his chest. She hugged him tightly, as though his presence alone could bring Jianna back and make everything all right.
 
   “I don’t know,” Dexter returned the whisper. He stared into the void, noting how cold and distant everything seemed.
 
   “You’ll find her.”
 
   Dexter nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He’d search for her until his last breath, but there was a lot of searching that needed to be done. He closed his eyes and pushed the dismal thoughts away, when he opened them he looked down and found Jenna’s eyes rising to meet his. “You haven’t yelled at anyone in at least ten minutes, let alone sent orders that would have a small world fit to be tied. Where’d that woman go?”
 
   Jenna snuggled against his body. “I’m only tough when the job calls for it,” she answered. “And because I’ve got you to keep me strong.”
 
   “So who keeps me strong?”
 
   She tilted her head up to press her lips to his. “You’re the legendary Captain Silvercloud. You’ve broken enemy ships with your bare hands and fended off armies of women throwing themselves at your feet. You’ve got strength enough for us all.”
 
   Dexter smirked at Jenna’s playful words. He shook his head, knowing the rumors she’d recounted were only a sample of the many that had grown over the years. They were more than exaggerations, they were blatant lies in most cases. He still enjoyed coming across new ones, though. “Speaking of women, there was a time when I’d never step foot on a ship with a crew full of women, let alone be the Captain!”
 
   “Don’t forget Xander.”
 
   Dexter snorted. “He’s a man wearing a dress.”
 
   “Wizard’s robes.”
 
   Dexter rolled his eyes.
 
   A gentle cough reminded them they weren’t alone. Sayara looked at them from her position on the comfortable chair that served as the ship’s helm. “Captain, I don’t mean to interrupt, but there’s another ship keeping up with us off our starboard.”
 
   Dexter turned and hurried over to the other window, disengaging himself from Jenna. She followed and, a moment later, they saw an elven racing ship in the distance. A light flashed from its deck, signaling a desire to close with them.
 
   “So much for leaving the throne behind,” Dexter said.
 
   Jenna frowned. “Ignore them,” she suggested.
 
   Dexter looked again, then shook his head. “See the symbols on the flag? One of the elven royals. I forget who, but he has a collection of yachts and other ships. This one’s been used to win the Soldarin Race several years in a row.”
 
   Jenna stared at it and grunted in recognition. “I didn’t think you could see that far.”
 
   “Ever since the Elders granted your wish I’ve noticed little things like that. I think they slipped a little elf into me.”
 
   Dexter had long since gotten used to his improved vision and sense of smell. He never seemed to catch a cold anymore either. All in all, he had nothing to complain about because of it.
 
   Jenna’s eyes widened. “I wonder if that means you’ll live longer?”
 
   Dexter chuckled. “What are the odds any of us will find out?”
 
   “So far we’ve done pretty good,” she persisted. “Some close calls but I’m hopeful.”
 
   “I’m hoping the same thing.” Dexter gave her a quick kiss then looked out the window again. “I got a hunch and it’s times like this I hate when that happens. Head on up and signal them back. We’ll talk.”
 
   “Aye aye, Captain,” Jenna winked at him.
 
   She turned and hurried away, giving Dexter another moment to be effectively alone on the bridge with his thoughts. His eyes fell on Sayara. It wasn’t the same, seeing her instead of Bekka sitting there. He knew Sayara was a great pilot – better than Bekka even, but he didn’t know if he could trust her. After the talk he and Jenna had, he supposed now was as good a time as any to find out.
 
   “Sayara?”
 
   “Aye, Captain?” Her voice was strained. He understood, splitting her concentration between the ship and him was difficult.
 
   “I trust it need not be said, but I’m saying it. Nothing you hear on this bridge goes anywhere, or your next boat will be a wooden board without a helm.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she said. “I understand…and sir?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know only time will prove myself to you and the Emp—First Mate, but I want to say that there are many of us who are dedicated to you both. Devoted, even.”
 
   “Devoted?”
 
   “Aye, sir. The changes you’ve brought scared us all, but they’ve been wonderful as well. We may be a small number, but we understand and we’re eternally grateful!”
 
   Dexter nodded. He had the support of a small subset of elven women. It wasn’t his idea of an optimal army, but even with Jenna six years out of practice he doubted he could beat her in a fair fight. “Thank you, Sayara. Now pay attention, the ‘Hawk ain’t a tiny little elven flitter or scout ship that’ll let the gravity from another boat overpower it.”
 
   “Aye aye, Captain!” She snapped, a smile on her face.
 
   Dexter shook his head and headed for the deck, stopping by his cabin to grab his sword. He had a hunch a fight was brewing.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “You don’t have a skiff?” The Captain of the Kimrowia called across the distance between his ship and the Voidhawk. Each ship carried an air bubble proportional to the mass of the vessel. The magic worked into each ship made it possible, although even a body floating in the void had a few minutes of breathable air around them.
 
   Merging atmospheres also merged gravity wells of a voidship. Generally the larger ship’s gravity plane overrode the smaller one, although ships similar in tonnage could have some effect on one another.
 
   “Never had much need,” Dexter replied. “This is a transport.”
 
   “What of the tales telling of the Voidhawk leading an army of warships into battle?”
 
   Dexter shrugged. “Didn’t have need of a skiff then, either.”
 
   Jenna coughed behind him, hiding her laugh. Dexter glanced around at the crew, noting each was in position should trouble erupt. Celia was furthest away, looking as though she wanted to be anywhere but the deck. Dexter felt his eyes narrow and the hunch he’d been toying with twisted his stomach.
 
   “Duke Elnossgorian seeks a parley with you, have you any means of transport?”
 
   “Xander!” Dexter snapped.
 
   The wizard stepped forward and pulled the sleeves of his robes up his arms. He raised his hands and incanted a spell quickly, his hands scribing the arcane formula in the air. A translucent silver disc took shape before him, easily six feet in diameter. Xander gestured his hand forward, sending the disc across the space between ships.
 
   “Neat trick,” Dexter admitted. Louder he called out, “Send the Duke over, my wizard says the disc will hold at least three or four people.”
 
   Xander snorted beside him, his only outward show if irritation at how Dexter could conjure up conversations from thin air.
 
   Two of the men on the deck moved to the disc and stood on it, their backs turned to the Voidhawk. A third emerged from the cabin and joined them. Dexter gave Xander a nod, prompting the wizard to call the disc back across the void.
 
   As they approached Dexter studied the men. The first two were thugs, although well dressed and equipped ones. Duke Elnossgorian would call them his personal guards, and Dexter had no doubt they were, but from where he came from they were little more than ruffians. The Duke had the obvious attitude of traditional elven royalty. Dexter hadn’t met him before, but the expression on Jenna’s told him the man behaved exactly as he looked.
 
   Moments later the disc hovered inches above the Voidhawk’s deck, allowing the three elves to step off of it and face Dexter directly. “Captain Silvercloud,” the Duke greeted him with a slight nod.
 
   Dexter noted that the Duke made no mention of his title as Admiral of the Elven Navy. “The ‘Hawk’s a fine ship, Duke, but she’s no match in a race against that sloop of yours.”
 
   The Duke glanced back at his ship. “Quite,” he said. “I’ve no interest in a race, Captain. I fear I’ve come for other matters. Matters I have little time to trifle with. It’s come to my attention that you have something of mine. I want it back.”
 
   Dexter stiffened. “Been a while since I’ve heard words like that. Out here in open space that’s a bold claim, especially seeing that you’re on my ship and amongst my crew.”
 
   Jenna stepped forward. “Duke Elnossgorian, we have nothing of yours nor any need of it. You’re holding up our voyage and—”
 
   “Do you let all of your crew treat you so disrespectfully?” the Duke asked, interrupting Jenna. “I wonder, she sat the throne for a short time, is she the power behind the helm as well?”
 
   Dexter smiled at the elf while he fought to keep his hand from sliding towards his pistol. “Funny how ships and women work, don’t you think? They both have minds of their own at times. If you treat them right and take care of them, they’ll be faithful to you in ways you can’t imagine, even if there’s a squeak here and there along the way.”
 
   “As for your claims, I’ll caution you to mind your tongue. In the void there’s one law that no one dares to question, and that’s who runs a ship. Even as Admiral of the Elven Navy I got no right overriding the orders of a Captain on his vessel. Unless, of course, I happen to be the Captain.”
 
   The Duke’s eyes narrowed, then strayed briefly to where Celia was hiding behind some barrels. “Was not the throne abdicated?”
 
   Dexter glanced at Jenna only long enough to see the redness of her face. “Aye, the Empress had better things to do than babysit a bunch of fool nobles. In all the rush, I never turned over my commission as Admiral. And since no member of the new council has been sent to inform me otherwise, you’d best be on your way before I have my wizard send a message to the Navy informing them to be on the watch for a pretty little racing yacht.”
 
   The Duke’s nostrils flared. “You wouldn’t dare!”
 
   “All this empty void around me and you want to dare me?” Dexter chuckled. “Duke, it’s time for you to go back to your boat.”
 
   “Not without what’s mine!” He hissed. He pointed at Celia. “My daughter.”
 
   Dexter turned to stare at the girl. She stepped out from the barrels but made no move to come forward. Dexter motioned for her, studying her more closely as she approached. Most elves looked young to him, but now he wondered if he’d made the mistake of hiring someone too young.
 
   “Is this true?” Dexter asked once she stood near them.
 
   Her eyes studied the deck. “Aye Captain, my name is Celia Elnossgorian.”
 
   “How many cycles you seen, Celia?” Dexter asked, referring to the standard period of 365 days most worlds counted as a year.
 
   “Twenty one.”
 
   Dexter’s eyes widened. At that age he’d been on his own for half his life and doing fine, even if some of his friends thought otherwise. He frowned and turned to Jenna. “Elves got an age limit on when they can run off and try something stupid?”
 
   She shook her head. Dexter noted the only spot on her face that wasn’t red was her jaws, where she had them tightly clenched. Jenna stepped behind Celia and put a protective hand on each shoulder. She forced her jaw to relax and said, “Remember, Jianna is half elf, she’s maturing at the rate of a human, not an elf. At her age most are learning a trade, either at school or under a master. Or, in the old days, a noble or merchant girl might serve as a lady in waiting trying to catch the eye of a wealthy noble.”
 
   “There you have it,” the duke said. “She’s not ready to be on her own yet.”
 
   “Reckon that all depends,” Dexter said. “She seemed awful keen on helping out on the ‘Hawk. Said she could do anything, and had experience to boot. Might be this is the right place for her to learn.”
 
   “Captain, I’ll take her on as an apprentice,” Jenna offered. She stared directly at the Duke, a subtle curl of her lip daring him to challenge her.
 
   The duke’s eyes flared. “What? No! Celia, you must come back. You have responsibilities!”
 
   Celia twisted her head around to look at Jenna. “The Soldarin Race is coming up and he needs me.”
 
   Jenna’s lips parted in shock. She turned to glare at the duke. Dexter stepped forward, blocking her line of sight with the noble. “There you have it, she’s got a mentor and a promising trade lined up. What more could a good father can ask for? Now we’ve a long journey ahead of us and I can’t be sure how far or how long my wizard can keep that disc together.”
 
   His own cheeks flaring red with anger, Duke Elnossgorian turned and climbed back onto the disk. His goons joined him. As Xander started to send it back he said, “I suppose you’re right, Captain. I should be thankful that my child has the opportunity to learn and excel.”
 
   Dexter stiffened at the play on words. Did the duke know something about Jia? He stared, ignoring the gasp from Jenna. It was common knowledge what had happened to her – or at least that something had happened to her. Only a few hours had passed but word spread quickly, especially when no attempt to hide the assassination attempt had been made.
 
   Still he waited until the disk was within a few feet of the elven ship. “That’s enough,” Dexter said. “Let’s get back under sail.”
 
   “Captain?” Xander asked, confused. Did Dexter really want him to dispel the disk before they reached their ship?
 
   “Aye, save your strength. We’ve got work to do and I need you to figure out where we’re going.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Drop that damned disk!” Dexter hissed, turning to glare at him.
 
   Xander swallowed and made a motion with his hands, sending the arcane energies back to the ether whence they’d come. Dexter turned back in time to see the three men plunging to the gravity plane that ran along the horizontal center of the ship. Once they fell through the invisible field gravity reversed, pulling them back towards it.
 
   Their screams for help carried across the distance with ease. Dexter’s fury was replaced with a grin and then a chuckle. He turned, seeing the stunned expressions on the faces of his crew. Jenna shook her head and let loose a laugh as well, but none of them could match the excitement of Trilliana’s wide eyes.
 
   Xander caught the elven witch’s gaze and felt himself stripped bare by it. There was an obvious hunger in her eyes. He broke away from it and snapped out orders to resume their course. Shaking his head in an attempt to convince himself he hadn’t seen the lust in Xander’s apprentice’s eyes, he hurried to the room he and Jenna shared to give himself some peace.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Dexter was sitting at the small table in his cabin, toying with a cup half filled with elven ale. He sighed when he heard a knock at the door. He knew the conversation Jenna wanted to have and he wanted to put it off as long as possible. Finding Jianna was his top priority. His only priority, in fact. To the void with what others expected.
 
   “Yeah,” he called out.
 
   The door opened and Jenna entered, followed closely by Celia. “Captain, I figured you’d want another word with Miss Elnossgorian.”
 
   “What is it with elves and all these damnable names?” Dexter mused. “Mind if I just call you Celia?”
 
   She blushed and nodded, looking everywhere but at him.
 
   “She claimed she needed to talk to you too, Captain.”
 
   Dexter drained the ale in his cup and stood up. “All right, out with it. You’ve flown that racing yacht of your father’s?”
 
   She nodded. “I’ve always been good with sailing, sir.” Her voice had taken on a subdued quality. “If you’d like, I’ve been looking about your ship and found some things we can do to make it faster.”
 
   Dexter looked at Jenna, noting he sly grin. He returned his attention to Celia. “That’s why you wanted to see me? To tell me the ‘Hawk’s not the fastest ship in the void?”
 
   “No, sir. I mean yes, but no. I wanted to apologize. For my father, and for not telling you.” She rubbed her hands together nervously.
 
   “That’s a start,” he said. He took a deep breath and let it go, trying to forcing his irritation out with it. “So you’re fast and you’re good with ships. Kind of young, don’t you think? The man who put this ship back together and made it what it is was four times your age, and a dwarf to boot. He was a master shipwright, you’re a spoiled kid with a wealthy fop for a father.”
 
   Celia backed away, her eyes going to Jenna for help. “Dex,” Jenna said, her tone promising more to come.
 
   He held up his hands to stop her. “My daughter’s spoiled and I happen to think she’s pretty damn special. By the time she’s old enough to do what you’re doing, I expect she’ll be turning heads, too.” Dexter ran his hand down the wall. “Willa was younger than you. Human, but younger. She was a slave when we found her, dancing with death. Took a priest to bring her back and Kragor took to her, taught her what she needed to know with none of us being the wiser. I reckon if she could do that, then maybe you can, too.”
 
   Celia’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears for a moment, then they overflowed and spilled down her cheeks. She stepped forward and threw her arms around Dexter, squeezing him tight. Dexter grunted and looked at Jenna, his eyes wide. Jenna bit her lip, struggling to hold back a laugh.
 
   “I’m sorry, Captain,” she whispered into his shirt. He’d changed it since his last run in with a sobbing woman, but he worried he might run out of clothes soon.
 
   “No need for that,” Dexter mumbled. “And there’s no crying on my ship, get the ruffles out of your sails, we’ve got work to do.”
 
   “No, I mean…I’m sorry about this,” she said.
 
   “What?” Dexter felt that familiar twist in his stomach telling him something was about to go horribly wrong. It preceded a sharp prick in his back. His body gasped but he’d already been pulled into a tunnel of colors and lights.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “Dex!” Jenna yelped when he collapsed to the floor, his greater mass pulling free of Celia’s arms. She rushed over to him and all but fell on top of him. She grabbed him and pulled him over so he leaned against the other door in their room that led to the bridge. “Dex, are you okay? What happened? Dexter? Dex? Dex!”
 
   His face was slack and his mouth gaped open. His eyes stared past her, beyond the walls of their room. She backed away, letting go and watching as he slid over and collapsed on his side. Their bed hit her in the back of the legs, forcing her legs to buckle. She sat down on it, catching herself with her arms, then stared at her husband. Her mouth opened and closed but no words came out.
 
   “He promised,” Celia whispered. “Just a message, that’s all.”
 
   Jenna’s head snapped around, her braided hair whipping around and slapping against her chest. Celia was sitting on the floor against the door to the companionway, her knees pulled to her chest and her arms hugging them to her chest. “What?” Jenna snapped, finding the strength to stand.
 
   Celia looked up at Jenna, fresh tears streaming down her face. “He promised me he just wanted to talk to the Admiral.”
 
   Jenna grabbed her under the arms and yanked the petite woman up. She slammed her into the door, then pinned her against it with one arm. The other pulled her dagger so she could press it against Celia’s throat. “What did you do?” Jenna demanded.
 
   “I didn’t…I mean, I did but I didn’t know…I—”
 
   The dagger pressed harder, the flat of the blade compressing Celia’s windpipe enough to make her gasp. “I’m not the Empress anymore,” she said. “I met Dexter in a prison cell. The arms master on the ‘Hawk was a wanted bandit. If you don’t tell me everything right now whatever happened to Dexter is going to seem like a holiday retreat!”
 
   Before Celia could wheeze out a response the door behind her smashed inward. Celia and Jenna went flying back. Jenna scrambled, throwing the smaller woman off of her and jumped back to her feet. She reached for her sword but stopped when she saw Keshira standing in the open doorway, staring at where Dexter lay.
 
   “Captain?” Keshira sounded like Celia, her voice small.
 
   “Xander!” Jenna yelled.
 
   Celia jerked, startled by how loud Jenna’s voice was. She rubbed her throat, her hand coming away with blood on it. Her eyes went to the floor, when Jenna’s dagger lay.
 
   “Don’t,” Jenna snapped, seeing where she’d looked. “I promise you I’ll kill you before you can figure out which end to stab me with.”
 
   Celia shook her head. “No!” She whimpered. “I don’t want to hurt anybody!”
 
   Xander poked his head through the open doorway. “What happened? Captain!”
 
   “She happened,” Jenna pointed at the sobbing girl. “Xander…I can’t…is he dead? There’s no blood!”
 
   “It’s so quiet,” Keshira whispered. She looked around as though she couldn’t see anyone in the room. “I can’t hear him anymore.”
 
   Jenna cursed. She stepped over and grabbed her dagger, then cast a withering glance at Celia.
 
   “He’s alive,” Xander said a moment later. He rose from where he’d knelt next to Dexter’s body. “But he looks like your daughter. A heart that barely beats and breath that scarcely fills his chest.”
 
   “Is his soul gone?”
 
   Xander shrugged. He turned to Jenna and said, “I don’t know. I’m not a healer and I don’t study the necromantic arts. And this is necromancy!”
 
   “What about the girl, Trilliana?”
 
   Xander shook his head. “She barely knew divination when she came to me, let alone conjuration or enchanting. Necromancy is a lost knowledge amongst the elves and the elders were reluctant to share it. I never cared for it, so I never pursued it.”
 
   “Now’s the time,” Jenna snapped. “I need to know what’s happened to him!”
 
   “How’d this happen?”
 
   Jenna turned to stare at Celia. “Tell him!”
 
   Celia took a shuddering breath. She held up her hand, which held a ring on it. “This,” she rasped. She coughed and tried again. “He told me to flip it over and poke the Admiral with it. It would let him talk to him. He had a message, he said. It was something that would help his daughter.”
 
   “When?” Xander asked.
 
   “Who?” Jenna demanded at the same time.
 
   She looked between the two of them. She shook her head. “I don’t know!” she whined. “He had a dark robe on, a hood hiding his face. He sounded like a man, but the way he talked was so weird. I heard him, but I couldn’t tell that it was him that was talking. His words, they didn’t seem to come from anywhere.”
 
   “When was this?” Xander repeated.
 
   “Less than an hour before the Voidhawk set sail.”
 
   “After Jianna,” Xander stated for his own benefit. He turned, pacing a few steps in the small room, then turned back. “The ring, give it to me!”
 
   Celia was tugging it off even before Jenna could turn to threaten her with her knife. She held it out to Xander, who eyed it warily. Celia placed it in the palm of her other hand and held it out to him again.
 
   “Hold it,” he ordered. She nodded then waited as he whispered some arcane words. A moment later he stared at it, then nodded and reached out to take it. He studied it for a moment longer, turning it in his hands to view it from all angles. “I’ll need some time,” he muttered.
 
   “There’s no time!” Jenna snapped. “We don’t have an elder handy to help Dexter the way he helped Jia.”
 
   “I can’t just figure this out because you snapped your fingers!” Xander yelled back at her. He took a breath and let it out, then nodded. “I’ll go as fast as I can. I won’t stop for food, sleep, or even to relieve myself. Jenna, I promise you, if I can figure this out I will do so.”
 
   “Go,” she snapped. Xander nodded and turned away, clutching the ring in his fingers and heading for his quarters.
 
   Jenna turned to Celia. “Keshira.”
 
   Keshira turned slowly to look at her. “I’m alone,” the golem whispered.
 
   “No, Dexter’s just lost. We’ll get him back. I need your help. He needs your help.”
 
   Keshira turned to look at Dexter’s relaxed body. “How can I help him?” Her voice was stronger, but far from normal.
 
   “Take her to the cargo hold. Strip her and search her. Everywhere. Stay with her and make sure she doesn’t try anything.”
 
   Keshira nodded, then turned to Celia. “This is your fault,” she stated, her flat voice somehow more disturbing than the tightly controlled anger in Jenna’s.
 
   Celia nodded. “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry,” she whimpered.
 
   Keshira stepped to her and grabbed her, then picked her up and carried the crying woman to the empty cargo hold.
 
   Jenna turned to Dexter again. She took several breaths to steel her nerves, then she stepped to him and worked on dragging him over to their bed and placing him on it. When she was finished she sat next to him on it and reached over to stroke her hand across his scruffy cheek. She sniffed back her own tears. “Don’t you dare leave me,” she whispered. “I can’t imagine a life without you. I won’t imagine it.”
 
   She paused, offering her unresponsive husband a smile. “One way or another, I’ll get you back.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The colors faded almost as soon as they’d come. In their place he saw nothing. It reminded him of the time he’d risked everything and touched the same crystal Jenna had touched that transported them to a magical place filled with blinding light. They’d communed with the Elders then, the first to do so in thousands of years.
 
   The difference was that this time he wasn’t blinded by white light. Nor was he plunged into darkness. Darkness meant an absence of light. Where he was there was nothing, not even darkness. He imagined the experience would be similar to having his eyes plucked out of his head. Without the pain, at least.
 
   “Admiral Silvercloud.”
 
   Dexter wanted to spin around but he had no control over his body. The last thing he’d felt had been prick of a needle or a knife, he couldn’t be sure which, then the brief sensation of being yanked abruptly away. If he’d had lungs, he would have gasped.
 
   His soul had been stolen, just like Jia’s. He wondered if Jia was here with him. For all he knew she could be here beside him. If ‘here’ was a place.
 
   “I apologize for the unusual parley,” the disembodied voice continued.
 
   Dexter strained to focus on the voice, but there was no way he could do so, other than to pay attention to it. It did sound familiar to him, or it felt familiar to him, since he no longer had any ears. He had no mouth either, how was he to respond?
 
   “This need not be one sided, Admiral. Project your thoughts. Think what you wish and I will hear it.”
 
   Dexter’s first thoughts returned a mental chuckle from his counterpart.
 
   “The problem with this form of communication is the need to take care lest you forget the lack of any internal dialogue or censor.”
 
   “Wouldn’t be so sure of that if I were you, I’m holding a full carho hold’s worth of thoughts back that I’d dearly love to share with you.” Dexter thought back. “Is this what you’ve done to my daughter?”
 
   “Straight to the point, as I remember. I can’t tell you how much I admired that, given the political games I had to play. In a sense, you’re correct. The difference is that the device used on you is only temporary. The material isn’t strong enough to hold you for more than a short time. Less, the closer the ring is kept to your body. Additional magic was needed to allow me to speak with you.”
 
   Dexter wasn’t sure who he was dealing with, but he ached for the need to punch or shoot the man. If it was a man, even that he couldn’t be certain of. “Went to a lot of work for this,” Dexter said, refusing to give anything away.
 
   “I see your time amongst the elves has taught you a bit about politics as well. I know I have you for a while yet, but let’s dispense with the nonsense. I want something, and that requires your assistance.”
 
   “Most times when someone wants a favor, they try asking first,” Dexter pointed out.
 
   “Regrettably, that would not have worked. I’ve spent years planning this. Years waiting for the perfect time and perfect events. The elven empire holds something I want. Something large.”
 
   Something large? Large like a ship? There were more ways to get a ship than Dexter could count on the fingers of his missing hands. No, it couldn’t be a ship. Larger then, but what could be larger?
 
   “A port, Admiral,” the voice answered his unprojected question.
 
   Dexter wondered if the Federation was involved. They’d either been at war or on the verge of war with the elves for years. When the elves had been shaken up from within by the elders, things changed. The Federation didn’t trust the elves nor did they have much interest in dealing with them. In spite of that Jenna had seen to it that every Federation system world or port that the elves had taken for the last forty years had been given back.
 
   “Might be a problem,” Dexter told him. “The Elven Empire’s run by a new Council of Nobles or Royals or something like that. The Empress abdicated the throne and I’m only Admiral in name.”
 
   The voice was quiet for what felt like a long time. Without any external reference, Dexter had no idea how much time passed. “This is unfortunate,” the voice finally said. “I didn’t anticipate that.”
 
   “What, you never figured someone might value the lives of their family more than their position?”
 
   “I did not,” he admitted. “You’ve proven time and again you’re resourceful, perhaps you might yet be of assistance. You must, if you have hopes of reclaiming your daughter.”
 
   “Threatening you won’t do me much good, but you can be sure I won’t have an itch to help your cause. What do you need?”
 
   “Meet me at Port Freedom. Make your best speed, Captain, we’ll talk more then. Think along the way about my needs. Satisfying those will make this a mutually beneficial situation.”
 
   “Kinda hard, seeing that I’m in here and can’t tell my crew where to go.”
 
   The voice chuckled again. “Soon enough, Captain. A few days, at the most. Long before your body would waste away.”
 
   “So who am I meeting? And where?”
 
   “I’m hurt, Captain, that you don’t remember me. No matter, when you dock I’ll send someone. Until then, relish the peace and quiet. I doubt you’ve had an opportunity such as this in years. Not since you were a lonely solitary pilot for the Federation.”
 
   How long ago had Dexter met the man? Or was it a woman? He remembered a few, but couldn’t imagine any of them aspiring to control an entire city floating through the void. Then again, nobody would’ve figured he and Jenna would end up reorganizing the Elven Empire seven years ago.
 
   “And what if I don’t play nice?”
 
   “That would be foolish, Captain. Irritable to me, but not insurmountable. I always have a backup plan. The backup plan consigns your daughter to an eternity of agony. I suggest your cooperation.”
 
   Dexter fumed silently. He had questions but none he dared ask for fear they’d tip too much of his hand. Getting Jia back was his first priority, but close behind that was putting at least two feet of steel into the belly of the bastard that had done this to them.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Jenna stood outside Jianna’s door listening. She stared at the latch but her hand wouldn’t move any closer to it. Inside was someone more precious to her than her own life. Jianna wasn’t just her daughter, she was a symbol that had bridged race and culture. Jenna’d yearned from almost from the day she’d first met her husband. There were other half elves scattered through the void – thousands of them if not more, but there was only one Jianna. Jianna was a symbol of hope for the future for both races, or she had been. Now Jianna was so much more to her. She was her daughter. Her baby girl. Her only real priority anymore. And now Jenna couldn’t bring herself to open the door and face what remained.
 
   She’d done so much in such a short time. Seven years and she’d gone from being an exile to helping overthrow her father and taking his place as the leader of the void-faring elven people. She’d travelled through time at Dexter’s side and witnessed amazing things even the most imaginative of elves wouldn’t have dreamt possible. She’d done all of that and more, but none of it helped lessen her desire to hide in a dark corner and hope that she’d wake up from this nightmare.
 
   Jenna turned away from Jia’s door, only to find herself facing the Captain’s room. She and Dexter shared that room, but now he lay stricken the same as Jianna was.  She had nowhere to go, nowhere that was safe for her to knees to buckle and the tears to come. Numb, she turned and walked down the companionway. Jenna stopped at the cargo holds and turned into the one on her right and faced Dexter’s assassin.
 
   “Keshira, they need you on the deck,” Jenna ordered in the firmest voice she could muster. Celia sat nude in the corner, hugging her knees to her chest. The sight filled Jenna with shame – she’d wanted to adopt the same position only moments ago.
 
   “I don’t know what to do,” Keshira said so softly it was almost a whisper.
 
   “You’ve spent years working the deck of a ship, Keshira. You know it better than anyone. Go and help. Show the new hands how it’s done. Dexter would have wanted it.”
 
   Keshira nodded. “Yes, Mistress.”
 
   Jenna jerked at the title. She watched the pleasure golem leave the hold, her normally erect and proud frame now slumped. Jenna shook her head and reached for the door. She paused, a thought coming to her, then stripped all of her weapons off and left them outside the door. She shut it before she could change her mind, then turned to face Celia.
 
   Celia looked up at her, her eyes wide and red. The tears had dried but trails of salt and dirt remained on her cheeks. Jenna walked over to her, feeling disconnected with her own body. She didn’t know why she was there, Celia had told her everything she knew already. She reached down and pulled the girl to her feet much like she’d done in her cabin hours ago.
 
   Jenna knew why she was there now. She had no blades with her but she wasn’t there to kill Celia. She’d come to hurt her. Once Celia was standing Jenna hit her, knocking her back into the wall. Celia gasped and let out a yelp, then was silenced when Jenna’s fist connected again.
 
   Celia almost fell but the walls of the corner slowed her long enough for Jenna to grab her hair and hold her up. Her other fist slammed into her time and again, striking her stomach, chest, face, and whatever else she could. Celia’s legs gave out, dropping her to the floor of the hold. That wasn’t enough for Jenna, she kicked her, driving her soft boots into the girl’s torso and hips.
 
   The red haze in her vision faded. Jenna stopped, breathing hard and feeling exhausted. Something was running down her face and her hands and feet throbbed. She reached up, extending her fingers painfully wiping away the tears on her own cheeks. Another wipe came away red. She’d lost all control and had managed to smash her own nose in the one sided fight.
 
   As her ire faded Jenna heard Celia gasping and sobbing. The small elven woman’s body shook violently. She’d curled into a ball facing the corner. She looked frail and pathetic and it was Jenna’s fault.
 
   “Will you live?” Jenna’s voice was so raspy it startled her.
 
   Celia jerked, then cried harder.
 
   Jenna swore and took a moment to study her hands. Her knuckles were split and bleeding, though much of the blood on them was Celia’s. “Answer me!” Jenna shouted.
 
   Celia hiccupped loudly before breaking into fresh sobs. She mewled into her chest but the pitch changed enough that Jenna realized she was trying to talk to her. She’d fallen back to speaking in elvish, her native tongue.
 
   Jenna listened closely and picked out enough words to construct her response. “I’m so sorry,” she kept repeating. “I’m a terrible person. I’ve let everyone down. It doesn’t matter anymore, they’ll never forgive me. You can kill me. Please, just make it end.”
 
   “Make it end for you while my daughter and husband are trapped forever?” Jenna snarled. She almost drove her foot into Celia’s back. She turned away, shaking her head in disgust.
 
   “Dexter would have probably killed you,” Jenna growled at her. “He might have made sure he got everything out of you he could first, but then he’d have killed you.”
 
   “Please!” she whispered.
 
   “He wouldn’t have beat you. He wouldn’t have ripped out your eyes or burnt your toes so you could enjoy the smell of roasting flesh. He wouldn’t have broken your fingers and torn out your fingernails one by one. No, Dexter would have just killed you and been done with it.” Jenna paused, wishing the girl would at least look at her. With reluctance she had to admit that, if their situations had been reversed, Jenna wouldn’t have given Celia the satisfaction of seeing her fear. “Dexter’s a far better person than I am!”
 
   “I should die,” Celia moaned.
 
   “And you will,” Jenna promised. “But not until I’m sure you feel as much pain as you’ve given me!”
 
   Celia gasped, expecting another strike from Jenna’s foot or fist. When it didn’t come she dared to slowly turn her head and look through swollen eyes. Jenna stood there, staring with pure malice in her eyes. Celia whimpered and rolled over. Her breath caught in her throat as she moved, evidence to the injuries she’d received. She managed to make her way to her knees, then she bowed her head before Jenna.
 
   “I deserve this,” she whispered.
 
   Jenna forced her aching fists to unclench. “Why?” The question slipped from Jenna’s mouth without her intending to ask it. “You’re just a child! Why would you do this? When I was your age I just wanted to be free to sail the void and meet new people.”
 
   “He made me,” Celia cried. “He killed my best friends! He said my family would be next, and that he’d save me for last if I didn’t do what he asked. I didn’t know what he was making me do, only that I had to do it!”
 
   “What makes your family more important than mine?” Jenna barked.
 
   Celia cringed and sank down lower on her knees. She looked up, trying to see Jenna through the swollen flesh and red tint the blood in her eyes gave her. “I didn’t know he hurt your daughter,” Celia said. “And I didn’t know your family. I only knew mine. I’m so sorry, Empress!”
 
   Celia collapsed forward, reaching for Jenna’s feet to try and debase herself. Jenna backed away, denying her, but not before she saw the damage she’d done to Celia’s face. Both the girls eyes were swollen nearly shut, but the left one was red with broken blood vessels. Her nose was broken and splayed to the side, though the blood on her upper lip was darkening. Her lips were split and there were even jagged tears in the skin above her hairline.
 
   Jenna felt her stomach twist. She’d done that to Celia. The rage left her, making her feel heavy. She’d beaten and tortured Celia. Not for information, but because she thought it would make her feel better. She’d lost control and acted like any member of the Elven royalty or military would have. In short, she’d behaved just like the tyrants she and Dexter, with the help of the elders, had deposed.
 
   “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” Jenna whispered.
 
   Celia glanced up and saw that Jenna wasn’t looking at her. Jenna stared through the wall behind her, her eyes unfocused.
 
   “We just wanted to sail the void,” Jenna continued. “We helped the elders and they helped us. They changed us so we could have a baby and so Dex would be around to enjoy our long lives together. The elves? That was temporary. A few years at the most to show them how to live, then we’d move on.”
 
   Jenna shook her head. She wasn’t shaking off her memories, she was reliving them. “Jia was so precious and vulnerable, we didn’t dare return to life in the void yet. A few more years, we figured. Time for her grow and learn, then we could set sail again and show her the wonders of the void.”
 
   Jenna looked down at Celia, focusing on the frail looking girl. “Dexter was a human, something most elves don’t think too much of even now. They hide it, knowing it’s not the new way of things, but elves have long memories.”
 
   Celia was nodding along with Jenna’s words. She was young but she’d seen it too.
 
   “They think nothing of the value of women, either,” Jenna said, feeling a little of her former fire return. “Dexter laughed in the face of all that. He could get fighting mad arguing with me, but he always knew the right of things. He always did the right thing, even when it came to putting himself out for others. We’re still here because he wanted me to do what I felt was right. Now look where it’s gotten me.”
 
   “You made a difference,” Celia said. “My father hated you for it. Many of his friends as well, other nobles. But many of the younger elves I spoke with, they were excited by the changes. Especially women. You made so much possible!”
 
   “And now I’ve lost everything I had and the elves have lost the promise of a brighter future,” Jenna said. She sighed and shook her head. “I regret hurting you. I’m not sorry – I can’t bring myself to feel that, but I do regret it. I don’t know what any of our futures hold but I promise you no one will lay a hand on you again. You may yet die for what you’ve done, but if that happens it will be quick.”
 
   Celia bowed her head again until it touched the wooden floor. Jenna turned away, walking swiftly to the door. She stopped, seeing the discarded bundle of clothing that Keshira had stripped from Celia. “You may get dressed,” Jenna said. She exited the hold and shut the door behind her, barring it before her vision became too blurry to see.
 
   Blinking and rubbing away the tears, she grabbed her weapons and hurried back towards the bridge. She stopped beside the same door that had defeated her earlier, but this time she opened it and pushed through before she let herself be stopped. Looking everywhere but at the figure on the bed she pushed a chair next to the bed out of the way, then knelt down next to it.
 
   Jenna raised her head to see the small body beneath the covers. She reached out and took her daughters still hand, then brought it to her cheek to hold. “Oh, Jia,” she whispered before the tears came.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   “Where’s Jenna?” Xander called as he walked across the deck from the rear stairway.
 
   Tasha turned from the railing on the forecastle. She’d been staring into the void ahead. Had Xander asked she’d have said she was keeping watch for hazards ahead. In reality she was struggling to make sense of what had happened. She wanted to lash out at someone, but there was no one at hand she could cut down. She wanted to save Jia as much as anyone did, if not more.
 
   Tasha frowned, it was an unfair thought. Jenna had been burdened with the affairs of state. Tasha had once held title and position, before she’d encountered the crew of the Voidhawk. Everything had changed then. She’d met the man her people worshipped as a god, her own ancient ancestor that hadn’t been seen in thousands of years. Rosh had turned out to be worth every tale that had been told of him over the years.
 
   Tasha had sacrificed everything to join the Voidhawk’s crew and to travel with them. She wanted to experience and learn more. And learn she had. She’d learned sacrifice and hardship like she’d never imagined, but she’d also found friendship and loyalty unlike anything in her life.
 
   Then Jianna had come along. Tasha was a warrior queen without a war, yet she found spending time with Jianna filled a void she hadn’t realized was in her soul. Over the years Tasha felt certain she’d spent more quality time with the princess than anyone save her father. Now that Jia was…
 
   Tasha took a deep breath and released it. Jia wasn’t gone. She was hurt. They’d heal her, they had to. Everyone was focused on it. Even the woman who had more than any one person had a right to had given up her crown. Tasha’s own position had commanded respect, but it was nothing next to being the Empress of the elven empire.
 
   It was unfair, but Tasha couldn’t help her bitterness towards Jenna at times. The woman had been born privileged and spurned it, then she’d had the luck to fall in with Dexter and earn his love. She’d won another game of dice thrown by the fates and ended up as the Empress, then she’d been blessed with Jia. It was easy to be spiteful, but anyone Jenna called a friend found it impossible to hate her. Even if sometimes it felt like she didn’t deserve her husband and daughter.
 
   “Tasha? Have you seen Jenna?”
 
   Tasha spun around, her hand going to the sword on her back. It was impractical, carrying such a weapon while working the deck of a voidship, but twice now they’d been caught by surprise. First Jianna, now Dexter. She shook her head and relaxed her hand.
 
   “Either with Jia or the Captain,” she said. She paused, realizing who it was she was talking to. Xander looked rough. For the first time since she’d known him she saw a hint of a beard growing on him. The stubble matched the dark shadows under his eyes. He’d locked himself away in his room for two days trying to figure out something. Now that he was out it must mean something. “Can you help the Captain?”
 
   Xander reached up to scratch the stubble on his cheek, using it as an excuse to glance around the deck. He bobbed his head a short distance. “I think so.”
 
   “Come!” Tasha said, gesturing with her hand and heading for the bow staircase. Xander followed her to the companionway and into the Captain’s cabin. Dexter’s body lay unconscious on the bed. He was covered with a blanket but his skin looked sunken and his complexion pale.
 
   “Jenna?” Xander asked, turning to look at Tasha.
 
   “I’m here,” Jenna mumbled, stepping into the room from behind them. “What do you know?”
 
   Tasha stepped back, allowing Jenna to move closer to the bed and her stricken husband. Xander held out the ring that Celia had used on him. “I don’t understand the intricacies of necromancy,” Xander began. “But I can sense powerful magic and mystical bonds between Dexter and this ring. It’s different than what I can read from the princess, Dexter’s body is still attached to his soul, but the ring has a stronger bond for now.”
 
   “For now?”
 
   “It’s weakening. I don’t understand the nuances of the magic, but I can sense that it’s growing weaker. I want to put it on his finger.”
 
   Jenna hissed. “A prick from it did this to him!”
 
   Xander held up his hand to stop her. “I know, but Celia wore it without harm. I can find no danger for the wearer of the ring. I think contact may help. Or if not, then when it weakens enough if he’s touching it there will be no trouble allowing his soul to find its way back to him.”
 
   Jenna stared at Dexter then hugged her arms around herself. Her eyes lifted to Xander’s, searching his for hope. “Are you sure of this?” she whispered.
 
   Xander saw Tasha standing behind Jenna. She gave him a nod of encouragement. “Yes, I’m certain.”
 
   Jenna let out a breath she’d been holding. She nodded then blinked rapidly. Xander turned away, partly out of respect and partly to face Dexter. He reached down to pull the limp hand from beneath the blanket, then placed the small ring at the tip of Dexter’s pointer finger. It shifted in his hands, growing to slide onto the Captain’s finger. Dexter slipped it on and backed up a step, his vision focused on the ring.
 
   Jenna gasped. “Did you hear that!”
 
   Xander jerked his head to look at her. “Hear what?”
 
   “His breathing, it changed when you put the ring on!”
 
   “It did?” Xander turned to look at Tasha, she shrugged, the large scabbard slapping lightly against her back.
 
   “About time you figured it out.”
 
   “Dex!” Jenna gasped. She threw herself onto him, ignoring is weakened condition. His groan was muffled by her smaller body. He groaned again, prompting Jenna to back off of him just enough to let him breathe unobstructed. “What happened? Are you okay?”
 
   “Port Freedom,” Dexter wheezed. He looked past Jenna at Xander and Tasha. “Who’s sailing my ship?”
 
   “’Shira and Trill are on the deck, Sayara is at the helm,” Tasha said.
 
   “Trill?” Xander echoed, turning to glance at the imposing woman behind him. Tasha shrugged. She’d used the short form of her name a few times and the elven witch hadn’t complained.
 
   “How long was I out?” Dexter asked as he tried to sit up.
 
   “Two days,” Xander answered. Jenna moved to help him, supporting him until he was sitting on his own.
 
   Dexter cursed. “Feel like I’ve been floating through the void for a month.”
 
   “You couldn’t survive a month without—”
 
   “I made it through a lot of things I shouldn’t have,” Dexter interrupted the wizard. He pulled the ring off his finger and flipped it through the air to Xander. “Don’t reckon I got a need for that no more, maybe you can find a use for it. Look like you could use some sleep and a razor too.”
 
   Xander nodded. “I expect we all could use some. But that won’t find your daughter.”
 
   Dexter nodded, turning his head slowly to study the room and the people in it. When his eyes found Jenna he stopped and offered her a smile. “Two days floating in a whole lot of nothing gives a man some time to think.”
 
   “What happened?” Jenna asked again.
 
   “What did you do to Celia?”
 
   “She’s in the hold,” Jenna said, looking away quickly. She glanced back at him and saw the question in his eyes. “She’ll live,” she added.
 
   “Time for a chat. Tasha, can you head back up to help out on the deck?” Dexter paused, tilting his head to the side for a moment. “You said Keshira is up there? That’s odd, I can’t feel her.”
 
   Xander’s eyes widened. “The temporary separation of your soul from your body must have broken the bond with her!”
 
   “So that’s all it took?” Dexter said, rising to his feet with Jenna’s help. “Gonna miss her. How’s she been since I…went away?”
 
   “Heartbroken,” Tasha said. “There’s no other way to describe it.”
 
   “Wait a minute, I thought you’d been trying to come up with a way to break the bond and set her free since you opened her crate?” Jenna asked him.
 
   “I have,” he said. “But that don’t mean I don’t miss her.”
 
   Tasha left the room first, heading back to the deck. It irked her to be excluded until she realized that she wasn’t being excluded, she was being trusted with Dexter’s ship. After his family and crew, the Voidhawk was the most important thing in the void to the Captain. She smiled as she climbed the staircase, determined to make sure nothing went wrong on her watch.
 
   “Sayara’s spent two days on the helm, or did you spell her for a bit?” Dexter asked his wife on the way to the hold.
 
   “She said she could handle it, she’d spent longer on scouting missions.”
 
   Dexter nodded. “I expect she’s right, but she’s got to be damn near done in. Xander, you’ve been stuck in a hole, I can smell you from here, so who’s kept the helm charged up?”
 
   “It made for a good lesson for Trilliana. She knows virtually nothing of practical artificing, so I…” Xander stopped himself from a lengthy and technical explanation. “I showed her how.”
 
   Dexter smirked. “I take a long nap and everybody’s growing up.” He paused at the door to the hold, then waited until Jenna slid the heavy bar out of the lock. He offered her an apologetic smile before pushing the door open and walking in.
 
   Celia looked up from where she sat in the corner and gasped when she saw him. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she fainted.
 
   “That’s nothing,” Dexter quipped without missing a beat, “first time I saw Jenna she threatened to kill me. Come to think of it, she didn’t look too much better either.”
 
   Jenna studied the floor, not taking the bait.
 
   “She been fed since you tossed her in here?”
 
   When no answer was forthcoming Dexter grunted. “Xander, get cleaned up. Jenna, clean Celia up and bring her to the galley. Bring some food too, I’m starved and I been sleeping. Can’t imagine how she feels.”
 
   Jenna nodded and started to leave after Xander. She stopped and turned back to Dexter. She stared at him until Xander was out of earshot then said. “I’m so scared!”
 
   He took her in his arms, though they felt like they already had coils of rope dragging them down. “I’m back and I know where to go now. We’ll get her back.”
 
   “You were gone too,” she whispered, not trusting her voice to anything louder. “I thought I’d lost you both.”
 
   “I ain’t that easy to get rid of, haven’t you figured that out yet?”
 
   “We’ve been through a lot,” Jenna said, pulling back enough to look him in the eyes. “But this feels different. It feels worse. A scratch from someone we trust and that’s it, you’re gone.”
 
   “No more scratches then,” he offered.
 
   Jenna wiped at her eyes then shook her head.
 
   “Now go do as I ask. Don’t forget I’m the Captain,” he grinned and earned a roll of her eyes. Having just a brief glimpse of the Jenna he knew and loved was enough. She turned to do as he bid while he made his way, slowly, back to the bridge.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
   “I miss Jodyne,” Jenna said after she sat the fourth plate on the table. She took the empty spot and studied the meager fair. Elven bread and a dry elven cheese awaited them. Water filled their cups. Jodyne had been the ship’s cook and the wife of Kragor, Dexter’s original first mate. Both had been lost in the battle between the elders and the elves, and both were sorely missed in spite of their heroic sacrifice that won the battle.
 
   Dexter sampled the bland food on his plate. He was tempted to agree with his wife, but a surge of self-preservation kept his mouth shut. He filled his mouth with more, surprised at how his body was calling for more of the boring meal.
 
   He noticed Celia was eating more like an ogre than an elf. Her face had been washed and fresh clothing provided, but there was no hiding the bruises and cuts. Her nose was freshly swollen after Jenna had set it. Now the girl stared at her plate, eating like a dog denied food by its master.
 
   Dexter waited until she finished. Her eyes darted around the table, searching for more food. He pushed what remained on his plate over to her, then saw her glance up at him. The fleeting contact was gone an instant later, but in that moment he’d seen surprise and hope.
 
   “Celia, I need you to tell me what happened.”
 
   Celia choked on the piece of cheese she was eating. She coughed it up, gasping for breath, and took a drink to sooth her startled throat. When she’d regained her composure she pushed Dexter’s plate away and risked a look at him. “I told them.”
 
   “I need to hear it from you.”
 
   Her chin quivered but Dexter held her eyes with his own. In a trembling voice she spoke. “I was with some friends at the Fluvian gardens when a man approached us. He wore a hooded gray robe so I never saw his face. He sounded funny too, like it wasn’t really him talking.”
 
   “What did he say?” Dexter was sure it was the same man that had spoken to him, but he needed to know more.
 
   She took a deep breath before continuing, “He didn’t say anything at first, he just walked up to Rowen and held out his hand. Rowen stopped in mid-stride, even though he should have fallen over from losing his balance. The man released him and Rowen fell, but he was on top of him and he twisted his neck until I heard it pop.” Celia turned away, her shoulders shaking as she struggled with the memory.
 
   “I’m sorry about your friend,” Dexter consoled her. “But I need to know more.”
 
   She nodded and looked back, then shook her head and let out a pitiful laugh. “I don’t think I’ve got any tears left,” she said. She looked at all three of them, then bit her lip. “Blayn tried to help. He ran over but I knew it was too late. I think Blayn did too, but he pulled his knife and tried to stab the man. The man paralyzed him too, then walked around behind him. Blayn tried to turn when he could, but the man in the robe used magic to throw a stone from the ground and hit him in the head.”
 
   Something about the attack nagged at the back of Dexter’s mind. He’d never encountered anyone who could do something like that, had he?
 
   “He turned to me and I wanted to run, but I couldn’t. I just stood there. My friends were dead, just like that.” Celia searched Dexter’s eyes for understanding.
 
   “You had every right to be scared,” Dexter said. “Where there’s magic there’s bound to be a seasoned warrior ready to soil his armor. I once knew a man so strong there wasn’t a man nor beast that could kill him. Magic ended up being the only thing that could put him down.”
 
   She nodded. “Maybe, but I should have run.”
 
   “Maybe he’d paralyzed you as well?” Jenna suggested.
 
   Celia gasped, then her expression fell. “No, I could move. I just didn’t. He walked up to me and told me he needed me to do something for him, and if I refused he’d do to my family what he’d already done to my friends.”
 
   “And what did he want you to do?”
              She stared at her hands before answering. “He said he needed to talk to you about your daughter. I had to poke you with the ring he held out for me. He showed me how to flip the charm in it and warned me not to let it touch anyone else, or my family would suffer.”
 
   “What about the rest of it?”
 
   “The rest?”
 
   “Aye, the part about being a skilled deckhand and helmsman?”
 
   “She doesn’t have ‘Shira’s strength, but she’s as good on the deck as any we’ve ever had,” Jenna answered for her.
 
   Celia nodded. “I know things about ships, Captain. I meant everything I told you before…”
 
   Dexter nodded. “What now, then?”
 
   “What?” Celia’s mouth gaped open, confused by his question. “Whatever you’re going to do to me. I deserve it all. I didn’t ask for this, but I went along with it.”
 
   “Might just have turned out you done the best thing you could have, for all of us.”
 
   “What?” The question was asked by all three of Dexter’s tablemates.
 
   “I had a talk and it wasn’t much of one. He wants a port, but he didn’t say which one. Can’t be a port on a moon or a world, I’m thinking, so it’s got to be one of the elven flying salads or maybe something like a bandit sanctuary in the void. We’re supposed to head to Port Freedom and he’ll meet me there.”
 
   ”Maybe he wants Port Freedom,” Jenna said.
 
   “Thought about that,” Dexter said. “Maybe that’s what it is, too. He said he’d been planning this for years, then got kind of uppity when I told him you’d renounced your crown. He seemed to think we might could still help him out though.”
 
   “He’s got Jianna’s soul?” Xander asked.
 
   “Claims he does.”
 
   “Then we find a way to give him what he wants,” Jenna said with an air of finality.
 
   “Don’t let your sails get too full of wind,” Dexter said. “Seems like an awful lot of trouble to go through just to end up governor of some trading post floating through the void.”
 
   “Aye, but if we get Jia back, does it matter?”
 
   Dexter nodded, she made a good point. “We’ll see what we’ve got to do. We’ll get her back and deal with whatever we have to along the way. Celia, once you’re feeling up to it I need you back in the rotation. I’m adding you to the helm too. I’m right in thinking you’ll be working for me and only me this time?”
 
   Celia’s eyelids nearly opened wide enough to let her eyeballs fall onto the table. She nodded vigorously. “I…I can’t believe you’ll have me. Yes, Captain! Yes! I can’t go back, not now. Not after what happened.
 
   “Turns out you was working for me before too, but that’s hardly the point. When this is over and things settle down we’ll see about patching things up with your father, too.”
 
   Her elation dimmed somewhat. “Sir, if it’s all the same, I’d rather stay here.”
 
   Dexter glanced at Jenna and got a shrug in response. He could tell she had a few words to share with him on the topic, but they weren’t the kind of words he allowed in front of his crew. He almost grinned at how easily they were falling back into their roles as though it had only been six days instead of six years.
 
   “I’ll be sure the spixers don’t undo what improvements you make,” He said, closing the subject. The spixers were what the Navy sailors had come to call the constructs the elders had shown the elves how to build. Xander, in particular, had taken great interest in them. The spixers were a metallic sphere with four articulated legs to allow them to climb all over the hull of a ship and reach damaged sections. Additional arms with tools built into them emerged from the sphere as needed to repair the damages. The name came from a cross between a spider and a fixer.
 
   Dexter turned to face the rest of his crew’s direction. “I mark it a couple of weeks to Port Freedom,” Dexter changed the topic. “Time enough to get some practice in. I’ll lay good odds that we won’t get out of this without it getting bloody. But first, send Keshira to my cabin.”
 
   He noticed the lines around Jenna’s eyes tighten briefly. She’d wanted to say whatever she needed to. “Captain, I—”
 
   “Will accompany Keshira to my cabin? Good, I can’t think of a better idea,” Dexter interrupted. He flashed her a smile then finished the water in his cup. “Ladies, wizard,” he said by way of dismissal. Dexter put his cup in the washing bucket then made his way to his cabin to await Keshira and Jenna.
 
   His wait was short lived even though he’d nearly nodded off to sleep in his chair. In spite of two days of sleep he was exhausted by the brief activity. A sharp rap on the door and then Jenna pushed it open, leading the woman in. Dexter looked at her and was amazed at what he saw. Instead of the ready smile she shared with everyone and permanent erect posture she carried herself with, she looked defeated and miserable. She’d once been the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen but now even Xander in his wizard dresses seemed more fetching.
 
   “Captain!” Keshira said, her eyes brightening a little. The corners of her lips twitched, threatening to grow into a smile. It faded before it could be realized. “Sir, are you real? I can’t feel you anymore.”
 
   “I’m real, Keshira. Xander says that because of what happened to me, something about me not being connected to my body anymore for a little bit, that our bond was broken.”
 
   “I’m all alone,” Keshira said. It sounded like she was whining, but Dexter knew it was a simple statement.
 
   “You’re the same as any of us now,” he tried to reassure her. “Just an insecure about what other people think of us and alone in a void filled with other lonely people.”
 
   Jenna scowled at the analogy, which prompted a wink from Dexter.
 
   “Some of us get lucky and we find someone special,” he said. “You know what I’m talking about, you’ve felt the love Jenna and I got for each other. I hope you can find that yourself someday. That takes away the loneliness.”
 
   “I’ve felt it,” she echoed. She looked at Jenna and then Dexter. “I felt your love for Jianna too. I tried to make her like me.”
 
   Dexter chuckled. “She knows, she’s just young. She didn’t understand how you could smile so much.”
 
   “I’m not sure how I did either.”
 
   “You’ve known nothing but happiness. Even some of our miserable times were happy times for you – you were fulfilling the only existence you knew you had. Now you can do anything, Keshira. You can be anything. You’ll always have a place on my crew or as my friend, but should you want to go and find your own life I won’t hold it against you.”
 
   “That’s it?” Keshira asked.
 
   Dexter’s smile faded. “Yeah, I guess it is,” he said. He frowned. He’d hoped it would go better. “I can tell you what to do on the ‘Hawk, but I can’t tell you who you should be or how you should act other than that. And I won’t. “
 
   “Dex, she needs you,” Jenna said.
 
   Dexter’s head snapped around to his wife. “You the same woman that was jealous a few years back?”
 
   His wife shrugged away the accusation. “Yes, I was, but I know better now. I know you better, and I know Keshira. She’s naïve but she’s also my friend. I care for her, and I want her to be safe. She needs you to tell her what she must do. Even if she’s not bonded to you, she’ll do anything for you.”
 
   Keshira nodded. “I can’t do anything else.”
 
   Dexter cursed the wizard that had created Keshira. She was a beautiful and a wonderful woman, but denying her of the ability to choose her own destiny was the greatest crime a man could commit. Greater even then stealing his daughter’s soul, and that one had earned a death sentence.
 
   “All right, then take what I’m saying as my command, ‘Shira. I want you to pursue what makes you happy. Figure out what fills you up and takes away the loneliness, then do it. Maybe you ain’t so good at figuring out what to do, but once you’ve got something in your pretty head you’re plenty good at figuring out how to do it.”
 
   Keshira nodded, a faint smile coming to her face. “Thank you, sir. And thank you, Empress. I want to make you happy, any way I can. If that means finding something else that makes me happy as well, then I will do it.”
 
   Jenna gave the tall woman a hug on her way out, then she turned to face Dexter. “Dex…”
 
   “Gods, woman. I’m tired,” Dexter moaned.
 
   Jenna took his hand and pulled him out of his chair. She clung to him tightly until he started to sway with exhaustion. “You need rest, and then we’ll talk,” she promised. “I don’t always understand the way you do things or the why behind it, but it seems to work out pretty good most of the time.”
 
   “Only most?”
 
   She guided him to the bed and sat him down on the edge of it. She gave him a kiss before helping him pull his clothing off. “If you trust Celia, I’ll accept that. I did terrible by her and I need to make it up to her, I’m just not sure how.”
 
   “You’ll figure it out,” Dexter mumbled.
 
   Jenna smiled and ran her fingers through Dexter’s hair. “Too bad you’re so tired, I was going to offer to help you sleep.”
 
   Dexter groaned. With their schedules and jobs, intimate moments between them had been few and far between. He had to hire some more crew. Tasha was acting arms mistress, but she’d made a fine second mate.
 
   Jenna gave him a lingering kiss as he started to drift away into a far more comfortable darkness than the last one he’d endured. “Rest well, my love. Jia’s not the only one that needs you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
 
   Dexter sat in the chair next to Jianna’s bed but his thoughts led him elsewhere. He tried to relive every memory he had since taking possession of the Voidhawk. In particular he dredged up the earliest days, when he and Kragor had been rebuilding the ship in between his time spent pretending to work for the Federation.
 
   His concentration was shattered by Keshira’s voice. “Where’s the Captain?” she asked, her voice sounding irritated. Dexter smiled at the emotion. He didn’t enjoy irritating beautiful and powerful women—usually—but in this case it meant Keshira was functioning intellectually and emotionally on her own.
 
   “I’m in here,” Dexter called out loud enough to carry through the door. He winced and turned to look at the small form of his daughter, then frowned. If only a loud voice was all he needed to wake her.
 
   Keshira opened the door without hesitation or knocking. “Captain, I heard about your experience. I believe I know who is responsible.”
 
   “Dex!”
 
   Dexter watched Jenna go storming past the door towards the bridge. She stopped, having caught sight of them out of the corner of her eye, and glared up at the taller pleasure golem. “Free or not, don’t you ever leave your post like that again!”
 
   “What’s going on?” Dexter rose from his chair. Keshira’s words had startled him, but the new situation needed immediate attention.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Keshira said. “I was trying to think of how I could make the Captain happy. Helping figure out what happened seemed like the best option, since neither of you wish me to fulfill the purpose this body was designed for.”
 
   Dexter coughed and even Jenna’s petite elven nostrils flared. The deranged wizard that had built Keshira had built several golems just like her, though each had their own look. The end result was a constructed being that was designed to fulfill whatever carnal desires their bonded Master wanted. In order to do that the pleasure golems had to be not only anatomically and aesthetically pleasing, but also strong, resilient, and able to learn quickly. 
 
   “Wait,” Dexter said, a thought occurring to him. “The purpose your body was built for? You saying you’ve got an itch you can’t scratch?”
 
   Jenna gasped in the doorway.
 
   “I’m not saying I plan on scratching it,” he added as an afterthought. Jenna scowled at him.
 
   “Sir, without our bond I am free to reflect on what I do best and what brings me the most pleasure. This body was built for that purpose: pleasure. It has become apparent to me that everything I do has some sensation that triggers excitement or arousal in me. Using my body to haul on the lines, feeling my clothing rubbing against my skin, and other things. Ormitor built me with pleasure as his top priority. He did not do so unkindly, I think, for he made sure I would find great enjoyment in any such activities as well.”
 
   Dexter clamped his mouth shut. He shook his head to clear it of Keshira’s disturbing revelation. The disturbing part being that it sounded as if he could turn the Voidhawk into a sailing brothel. “Um, well, you’re not likely to start molesting my crew, are you?”
 
   Keshira smiled. “No, sir. I think that even if you were to desire me to do so I would have reservations. As you said, I’m responsible for myself now and I wouldn’t like that very much. I’ve learned everything from you and the others, I understand respect and kindness.”
 
   “Huh,” Dexter said, at a loss for words. He was proud of Keshira. Proud and amazed. In the span of four days she’d reached these conclusions on her own. Her constant smile was gone, but in its place there was a sparkle in her eyes that told of a more complete being. She was a far cry from the suicidal maniac that had been prophesied when she outlived him.
 
   “That’s wonderful,” Jenna snapped. “But no matter what you’re feeling, you need to get clearance to leave your post when you’re on the deck!”
 
   Keshira nodded. “You’re right, and again I’m sorry. I was so excited I just forgot.”
 
   “See to it you don’t forget again,” Dexter echoed Jenna’s sentiments. “Now since you came all the way down here, who do you think is behind all this?”
 
   “Dex, there’s more,” Jenna interrupted.
 
   “More than rebuking her for running off deck?”
 
   “Aye, we’ve got company.”
 
   Dexter frowned. He hadn’t felt the subtle shift that usually accompanied a voidship’s transition from sailing unimpeded through the void to tactical speeds. “Did the Duke send another ship to get his daughter back?”
 
   Jenna shook her head. “I don’t think so, these are elven ships.”
 
   “Ships?” Dexter repeated, emphasizing the ‘s’ on the end of the word.
 
   “Three of them, scouts. And they’re ahead of us.”
 
   “Get everybody ready. I don’t expect it’ll get ugly but I’m tired of being caught with my pants down.” Dexter’s hand checked for the pistol at his hip. “And Keshira, who do you think’s behind this? I don’t want to run the chance of forgetting to ask later in case this gets exciting.”
 
   “Rolxoth, the sheriff of Port Freedom.”
 
   Dexter and Jenna gasped in unison. Rolxoth had worked out a deal with them the last time there were there. They’d just killed the wizard that had created Keshira and burned down his house in the process. Freedom meant doing Rolxoth a favor. A favor that ended up backfiring rather badly when the elves double crossed him and overran Port Freedom.
 
   The tricky part was that Rolxoth wasn’t a human or an elf. He wasn’t even a dwarf, he was something else entirely. Someone had once told him that Rolxoth came from a race of beings said to come from another realm. There had to be magic involved, they were faceless and powerful, two qualities Dexter could attest to after having met him.
 
   “That son of a bitch!” Dexter muttered. “I remember him saying he was happy there. Looks like he wants it back.”
 
   “He went to all of this trouble for it?” Jenna asked. “If he had enough money to arrange all of this, why’s he need Port Freedom under his fist?”
 
   Dexter nodded. Jenna had a way of making sense. “We’ll figure that out later, right now we got some elves to deal with.”
 
   Dexter stopped by the bridge on his way out. Celia was on the helm, not his first choice considering it might turn into a tactical challenge. He peered out the window and saw the ships ahead. They were closing at a rate that made swapping out helmsman all but impossible. The time needed to merge with the ship and take control wasn’t excessive, a few minutes at worst, but it could be the difference between life and death.
 
   “Celia, stay sharp. This could get ugly and we might need every bit of speed you can give us.”
 
   “Aye, Captain,” she said. She smiled at him, ready to show her prowess. Dexter noticed the bruises were fading and the cuts were healing. Jenna still didn’t trust Celia but his wife was too embarrassed by her temper tantrum to say anything bad about the young woman.
 
   Dexter hurried up to the deck, stopping only to grab his sword he’d taken years ago from the elf that had tried to capture Jenna the last time they’d been to Port Freedom. He girded it about his waist and marveled at how the void seemed to be getting smaller.
 
   Dexter reached the bow deck and joined Tasha, Xander, and Jenna. Tasha looked resplendent in her gleaming golden plate mail. “Think I’m still the admiral?” Dexter mused aloud to let them know he’d walked up behind them.
 
   “Do I look like a butterfly?” Jenna quipped.
 
   “Captain, their weapons are loaded and manned,” Tasha said, pointing to the ballista on the bow of each scout ship.
 
   “That’s not very friendly,” he muttered. He turned and glanced back at the ‘Hawk. Celia had been working on improving their sails and other features of the ship, trying to give it some extra speed. Ballista would be useless against the ‘Hawk. On the outside it looked normal enough but Dexter had called in some favors with the elders. Of course a hardened hull wouldn’t do him any good if they tore up the sails that captured the solar winds. “I don’t see any hailing flags either.”
 
   “Sir, we’re almost in range.”
 
   “Ain’t no gravity or air but what the ‘Hawk brings with us the void,” Dexter reminded the Golden Lady. He stepped over to the weapon the elders had outfitted the Voidhawk with and patted it appreciatively. It resembled a ballista in that it fired a steel tipped bolt, but there the similarity ended. The weapon used magic, not mechanical arms, to propel the tree trunk size bolt. “We’re always in range. We don’t have the crew to reload the Lumberjack, so we wait until they shoot first. Then we wait some more to make sure we don’t miss. Then we turn and hit them with the other one.”
 
   They sailed on in silence, closing the distance with the three elven vessels. Dexter began to think his fears were unfounded, they were less than a minute from merging atmospheres with the lead ship and still nothing untoward had occurred. Almost as if his relaxing shoulders were a signal, there was movement aboard the three ships.
 
   “Captain, they’ve fired on us!” Jenna shouted.
 
   “Some gratitude,” Dexter muttered. “Bring our bow up!”
 
   Dexter snapped orders to the crew. Keshira, Trilliana, and Sayara scrambled to work the sails to help Celia raise the ship’s pitch. A few seconds later Dexter felt the first thud of a ballista bolt striking the hull of his ship. A second vibration gave proof to the impact of a second bolt, but the third shot wide to the starboard.
 
   “That’ll do, bring us down and line her up with the lead ship.”
 
   The bow dropped, bringing their opponents back into view. Figures lined the railings of each ship, pistols drawn and pointed at the Voidhawk. Normally it wouldn’t be a concern, the power of a ship’s helm and the magical bubble of air and gravity that surrounded it swept small objects aside. A catapult, ballista, or shot from a bombard might break through the repelling field but an arrow or bullet would not. Unless the battling ships were within each other’s bubbles.
 
   “Captain, we’ve merged air!” Tasha cried out. Jenna continued to give orders, bringing the ship around to line up for the shot.
 
   Dexter nodded. Now things were going to get interesting. He waited for the perfect moment. “Fire!”
 
   Tasha spoke the magical command word for the ballista. The bolt, twice as long as a man and as wide around as Dexter’s thigh, burst out of the tube so fast wind buffeted the four of them. The bolt streaked through the void and hit the elven ship on its port bow, a few feet beneath the deck. It punched through the hull and smashed through the wooden bones of the ship. The main mast, which held a triangular sail, canted to the side. The ship listed badly, supplies from within the hold spilled out of the gaping hole in the hull.
 
   Xander pumped his fist in the air and cheered at the direct hit. “Sir, she’s breaking up!” Tasha cried out.
 
   “Bookworm, learn anything useful in the last six years?”
 
   Xander pulled his sleeves back. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small lead ball. “Think you can hit their mainsail?”
 
   Dexter scoffed at the wizard. He drew his pistol and fired it at one of the ships, then hurried to pour fresh fire powder into the barrel and pack it tightly. By the time he was ready Xander held the bullet suspended in the air between his hands. Dexter noted the faint bluish glow the lead gave off. 
 
   The first enemy pistol shots struck against the ship, one coming so close between the two men that Xander ducked back and nearly lost his concentration. Dexter stepped closer to the wizard, holding the pistol in place so Xander could place the ball in the end of the barrel.
 
   Dexter wasted no time in ramming it down the pipe, then he turned and pulled the hammer back. He paused, staring in surprise at his pistol. He could feel the cold seeping out of it and into his hand.
 
   “Hurry!” Xander warned. “It grows colder with each passing second!”
 
   Dexter aimed and fired, then dropped his pistol to the deck and grabbed his aching hand. Dexter stared at the wizard, uncertain if he should thank the man or punch him. His fingers were tingling as warmth began to return to them. He followed the wizard’s gaze and saw the enemy ship’s mainsail hanging stiffly from the ropes.
 
   “Shoot it again!” Xander cried.
 
   Dexter searched for his pistol on the deck and reached for it, but by the time he’d picked it up another shot rang out. Jenna watched, smoke rising from the end of her pistol. A moment later the elven mainsail shattered and fell to the deck in broken chunks. Xander wooped in delight.
 
   “One left,” Dexter said, reloading his pistol. He looked back up in time to see something bright and yellow slam into him. He grunted, all the wind knocked out of him, and slammed into the deck.
 
   When Dexter’s head stopped ringing he sat up and looked around, trying to make sense of it. “What in the void…”
 
   Tasha lay several feet away, one leg hanging over the edge of the forecastle towards the main deck. She looked up at him and grunted, then pulled herself to her knees and then her feet. “Are you all right, Captain?”
 
   Dexter shook his head and stood up. His hip and back hurt, but other than that he seemed to be okay. “What happened?”
 
   “The other elven ship reloaded,” Jenna said. “If you’re done lazing around, I mean to turn our tail to them.”
 
   Dexter nodded. “Aye, let’s do it.” He turned and started walking towards the stairs to the main deck but his hip protested. “You do it, I’ll keep an eye on the bow.”
 
   “Captain, I—”
 
   “You done good,” Dexter stopped Tasha. “Get back there and gut that ship!”
 
   Jenna, Tasha, and Xander made their best speed for the stern castle while the crew worked furiously to turn the ship about. Dexter ducked low when the two ships were briefly broadside to each other, avoiding the sporadic pistol fire that struck the deck and hull. He heard a yelp from behind him, a cry of pain that meant someone had been hurt. Dexter fired back, but he only had time to reload and shoot a second round before the Voidhawk pulled away.
 
   Remembering that he’d heard Trilliana cry out, Dexter risked the exposure to take a look. He saw saw she’d been grazed by a bullet. She was working again, ignoring the blood that ran down her side and stained the scarves wrapped around her belly and hips that she pretended were clothing. He turned back and alternated staring off the bow and looking behind them to try and see what was going on.
 
   The ‘Hawk had barely completed her about face when Jenna cried out for Tasha to loose the stern ballista. Dexter leaned against the railing, trying to see over the aft of his ship. Tasha and Xander cried out, giving him hope. Even a glancing blow against an elven scout ship with one of the massive bolts would be enough to knock it out of commission.
 
   Dexter saw the broken bolt that Tasha had shielded him from lying next to the Lumberjack. He limped over and picked it up, amazed that she hadn’t been skewered. Even plate armor shouldn’t have been able to stop a steel tipped three foot long bolt thicker than his thumb. He shook his head and held onto it. Tasha deserved a trophy for surviving, let alone saving him.
 
   Jenna and the others made their back to the deck, Jenna ordering the ship to come about again. As it swung around Dexter saw only wreckage from the enemy vessel. Sailors clung to the scattered remains, though with the magic of the ships helm undone they were bobbing in the Voidhawk’s gravity plane and being slowly pushed out of the bubble of atmosphere.
 
   “Here,” Dexter said, holding out the bolt to Tasha. “Again, thank you.”
 
   She grinned and glanced at Jenna, then back to Dexter. “Doing my job, sir. There’s not a time I can’t remember you risking your life to save someone that needed it.”
 
   “A smarter person would learn from my mistakes,” he gave her a wink then turned away from her. He noted Jenna’s raised eyebrow but he calmed it with another wink sent her way.
 
   With the ship now sailing back towards the disabled vessel, Dexter had a chance to take in the damage done by Xander’s magic. His eyes widened. The mast had broken off as well and the ship showed signs of crumbling. A few bodies littered the deck and others were bobbing in the gravity plane trying to swim through air in an attempt to get away from the doomed vessel.
 
   “Xander?”
 
   “Oh!” Xander said, his eyes wide. “I tapped into the ether that the void fills, using it as a portal of sorts to drain the energy from the lead into the ether. It should close itself after a few minutes.”
 
   “It’s been a few minutes,” Dexter pointed out.
 
   “So it has. We should probably be somewhere else,” Xander suggested.
 
   Dexter studied the scout and winced when a loud crack resounded across the space between them. A large section of the deck fell inward, the impact sending visible fissures along the outer hull. A moment later it shifted and began to fall apart. “Aye! Jenna, get us out of here!”
 
   “What about the survivors?” Xander asked.
 
   Dexter turned to the men slowly being pushed back towards the frozen ship. The sailors on the other ships were already lost to the void. He shook his head. “They came with death on their minds, let them find it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   “Can’t believe elves would attack us,” Jenna protested.
 
   Dexter leaned over the table on the bridge, studying the star charts. They were a week away from Port Freedom, but only a day and a half from the border between the elves and the Federation. “You forget there’s a couple different kinds of elves,” he said. “There’s the kind you dealt with and there’s the kind that want the old ways back.”
 
   “But how would they know where to find us?”
 
   Dexter glanced at Celia on the helm. She turned her head slowly and stared back at him. Her eyes were unfocused but she offered a faint smile. Dexter smiled back before turning away. Jenna’s eyes narrowed as she saw the exchange.
 
   “We’ve got one wizard on this boat,” he stalled her arguments.
 
   “Two. Trilliana.”
 
   Dexter waved his hand, “Fine, two, but Xander says she’s not very good. Point is we got nobody on the ‘Hawk that can tell anyone where we are. More likely they know where we’re going.”
 
   “Port Freedom?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “So there’s more to it than just Rolxoth wanting Port Freedom and thinking we can help,” Jenna deduced.
 
   Dexter nodded. “Seems like it, and there ain’t a thing about it that’s pretty.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “We got no choice, we keep going.” Dexter turned away from the chart. “Could use some old friends, though.”
 
   Jenna bit her lip and nodded. “Never thought I’d want Rosh back.”
 
   Dexter smirked. “Don’t reckon he’s an option. I was thinking of Bekka, Logan, and Bailynn. I got a feeling that a healer will come in mighty handy.”
 
   “I don’t know how I could face Bailynn,” Jenna admitted. She glanced at Celia and lowered her voice, “Not after what I done to Celia.”
 
   “You told me you and ‘Lynn had a talk about that sort of thing a while back, long before them three took off,” Dexter reminded her. “And there’s not a one of us on the boat that don’t understand what happened. Maybe it wasn’t the best, but even Celia says she earned a beating.”
 
   “Nobody deserves what I did,” Jenna whispered. “It’s what my father would have done. No—it’s what he would have ordered done, he wouldn’t have bloodied his hands.”
 
   “Does that make you a bad person, or does it mean you understand how it was they came to be the way they was?”
 
   Jenna’s head jerked around to look at him. Her eyes were narrowed at first but they widened as his words sank in. “You’re a rare man,” she said.
 
   “Good thing too, if there were too many of me running around I’d get mighty tired of myself!”
 
   Jenna shook her head. “The void might be a better place with a few more of you.”
 
   Dexter resisted the urge to reflect on the mistakes he’d made in life. He’d once told Rosh that he imagined just about every son of a bitch had earned some admiration at one point or another. He shrugged her compliment off and decided it was time to get back to work. “We got another day until we hit the border. Keep your eyes and wits sharp. I’m off to see if Xander’s got any finger wiggling he can do to help keep us out of a jam. Why don’t you go let Tasha know it’s her turn on deck.”
 
   “You’ve been leaning heavy on Tasha,” Jenna observed, her voice dangerously neutral.
 
   Dexter nodded. “She’s been trying to impress me for years now, ‘spect it’s time I gave her credit for it.”
 
   Jenna frowned, which prompted a laugh from Dexter. “What’s that for?” She grumbled.
 
   “You got nothing to worry about, Empress,” Jenna opened her mouth to protest but Dexter put a finger to her lips to silence her. “You’ll always be my Queen,” he winked at her.
 
   Jenna blushed and started to look away. She changed her mind and hugged him tightly before pressing her lips to his. She broke away enough to ask, “So what about Tasha?”
 
   “First Keshira wants to pleasure us and now you want to include Tasha? We’re going to need a bigger cabin!”
 
   Jenna slapped him on the shoulder.
 
   Dexter grinned through the temporary pain. “Do as you’re told, First Mate. Tasha’s the number three sailor on this boat. We could use a few more deckhands, they’re near exhausted from the long shifts even with Keshira able to handle more than a sailors got a right to.”
 
   Jenna nodded. “She’s a good choice, I think.” She gave him another peck on the lips then stepped away. “I’ll send her up.”
 
   Dexter watched her walk out of the bridge, her hips swaying. Tasha was sitting at Jia’s bedside. Jenna’s good spirits would fall quickly when she saw their daughter’s body lying nearly lifeless on her bed. After the door shut he walked over to Celia and waited until the girl noticed him.
 
   “Captain?”
 
   “You hear all that?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   That was good enough for him. If she’d heard what Jenna said then she knew how Jenna felt. The rest she could figure out on her own. “Life on the ‘Hawk’s not quite like racing between moons, is it?”
 
   She grinned, accepting the topic change without fuss.
 
   Dexter nodded. “Good job.” He turned and left the bridge, heading to the former stateroom Xander had been given. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “Captain, we’re coming up on the border of the empire and Federation.”
 
   Dexter looked up from the table to Tasha. The meal they’d prepared was a mix of dried meats and fruits, as well as the standby of elven bread and cheese. It was dry, tasteless, and about as exciting as chewing on the table.
 
   “Not unless the Feds expanded, we should be outside any claim to the void they got.”
 
   Tasha frowned. “I thought our course took us through Federation void?”
 
   Dexter shook his head. “Charts we got are old, from before the elves took Port Freedom. Still, even then Port Freedom wasn’t part of the Federation, it hasn’t been for over a hundred years. That’s what made Port Freedom a good place for smugglers and thieves, next to both realms but outside of both.”
 
   “Why was it allowed to exist for so long?” Tasha voiced her confusion.
 
   “I used to wonder that,” Dexter admitted. “Then somebody slapped me across the face with a title. Turns out even the biggest nations can use a place like Port Freedom when something needs done that best not be public knowledge.”
 
   She nodded, a tilt of her head showing she was considering his words carefully. “Whatever the border is, we’re near to it.”
 
   “Aye, just as well. A decent meal would do us all good.” He tossed a wrinkled apple slice back on his plate. “Another week of this then.”
 
   “We need a cook,” Xander moaned.
 
   Dexter nodded. “They’ve got big shoes to fill.”
 
   Xander lowered a piece of cheese he’d been about to bite into. He cocked his head and frowned. His brow smoothed as a smile slipped onto his face. “I get it, that’s a joke! Jodyne had small shoes, she was a dwarf, but she did a fine job.”
 
   Dexter sighed. “Think maybe you shoved your head in one too many books.”
 
   Xander chuckled. “Perhaps. We need more crew in general, Trilliana does little good on the deck. Her true talent lies in the arcane.”
 
   “We’re needy bastards,” Dexter agreed. “Might be you noticed our luck’s not been too good on trusting people lately?”
 
   The wizard grimaced, then hid it behind a drink of his water. Tasha spared the wizard any further embarrassment by asking, “Should I wake up Jenna, Celia, and Trilliana?”
 
   “Why? You planning on tipping off the border patrols?”
 
   Tasha’s mouth gaped open for a moment, then she clamped it shut. “No Captain, of course not.”
 
   Dexter grinned. “Let ‘em sleep, it’s a big border. The ‘Hawk’s crossed a few times without any problems.”
 
   “Aye, Captain.” Tasha turned and hurried up the staircase to the deck without another word.
 
   “Hard to believe she’s related to Rosh,” Xander mused.
 
   Dexter stared at the staircase a long moment before he responded. “I see bits of him in her. She’s tough and stubborn. Broods sometimes, too.” Dexter slapped the table. “You been spending all your time with them dusty elves, she’s been Jia’s best friend and that makes her family.”
 
   “I meant nothing ill of her.”
 
   “Keep it that way until I tell you otherwise,” Dexter said. He slapped the table softly and stood up. “Might be good to have a wizard on the deck, in case we run into any trouble.”
 
   Xander sighed and pushed his own plate back. He rose and followed the Captain up onto the deck. He noticed along the way that Dexter had taken to wearing his sword all the time. It was another reminder of the old days, before they’d freed the elders from their banishment.
 
   “Captain!” Tasha called out after she saw Dexter had moved halfway across the deck towards the bow.
 
   Dexter knew the tone. He broke into a jog to finish crossing the deck. He saw what had Tasha riled up when he neared the railing on the forecastle. It was another elven ship. No simple scout this time, it was a full sized warship, one of the new ones that had been built after elven fleet had been devastated in the war with the elders. More than twice the size of the Voidhawk.
 
   “Sir, they’ve raised a hailing flag.”
 
   Dexter felt a knot let loose in his stomach he hadn’t known was there. “Bring us about,” he said. “And bear in mind they’ve got weapons like our own and a lot more of them.”
 
   “Aye, sir!” Tasha said. She turned and called out the necessary orders, performing them with an efficiency that impressed him. The Voidhawk turned to starboard, coming about on an intercept course.
 
   The distance closed rapidly, each second slipping past with Dexter wondering if he should wake the slumbering members of his crew. Jenna, in particular, would be of use. He knew each elven vessel was in magical communication with Flasgoryll. They’d already know of her renunciation and whatever fate the new elven council had decreed for him.
 
   Soon the ship came close enough he could make out the details. Each elven vessel was unique. They shared many characteristics among the different classes, but the manner in which they were grown guaranteed individuality. He recognized this one, it had been one of the first he’d toured when it was ready to be put in service.
 
   “I still can’t pronounce the elven name,” Dexter said for Xander and Tasha’s benefit. “It means New Winds.”
 
   “Let’s hope those winds blow in our favor.”
 
   Dexter smirked at the wizard’s words. If they didn’t, things would get complicated. They could outrun the massive warship but getting distance enough to be safe from the New Winds’ weapons would require a miracle, even with the blessings the elders had bestowed upon the ‘Hawk. For now all he could do was wait.
 
   The atmospheres of the two ships merged and, a moment later, they felt the subtle pull of the News Winds gravity plane affecting their own. Tasha reacted, calling out to drop the ‘Hawk until it was level with the New Wind’s plane. Dexter credited her for the quick reaction, but it was a reminder of her lack of experience in her position. A skilled pilot would have been prepared for the union.
 
   Dexter moved to the port side of the deck and waited as the New Winds came alongside his ship. Nearly twenty feet separated the ships when they reached a full stop. Dexter noted the Captain of the New Winds, an elf by the name of Rejinal Tellurim.
 
   “Hail, Voidhawk!”
 
   Dexter raised his hand. “Swift passage to you, Captain Tellurim.”
 
   “Strange times, these,” the Captain said. Dexter nodded, knowing his counterpart could see the movement. “Can I come aboard?”
 
   “You honor my ship.”
 
   Captain Tellurim grinned. The Voidhawk was more than legendary amongst the elves. The younger generation revered it while the rebellious elves considered it a symbol of their fall from grace. Dexter hoped that the elven captain meant it when he said, “No, sir, the honor is mine.”
 
   A few minutes later and a skiff lifted from the deck and sailed across the short distance between ships. It pulled up beside the Voidhawk’s stern deck. Lines were lashed to keep it alongside before the Captain climbed over the railing and stood before Dexter. Wordlessly, Captain Tellurim thrust his hand forward. Dexter took it and pumped it strongly. He couldn’t stop the grin from making its way to his face. 
 
   “Well met, Captain Silvercloud. Have you a place we can talk?”
 
   Dexter glanced around. With Jenna asleep in their cabin the only free rooms were the cargo holds and a stateroom. The holds would be an insult, so the stateroom it was. “Aye, follow me. Just you?”
 
   “Do I need anyone else?”
 
   Dexter grinned. “If you had the intentions of the last elves we ran across, you’d be needing the rest of your crew.”
 
   His lips tightened, an expression Dexter didn’t miss. “Confusing things are happening in the empire lately. Seems you and your wife are at the heart of them. Come, let us talk in private.”
 
   Dexter motioned for him to follow then turned and made his way to the aft companionway and down to the unoccupied stateroom. Once inside he shut the door, blocking Xander from entering with him. He heard the man mutter something on the other side, then turned back to face the elven Captain.
 
   “How’ve you been, Captain?”
 
   “Thirsty,” the elf admitted. He glanced around, taking in the richly appointed room. When he turned back Dexter could tell the man wasn’t impressed, but neither did he look disappointed or disturbed.
 
   Dexter turned and cracked the door open. “Xander, fetch me a bottle of elven wine from the bilge.”
 
   “Wine? I thought humans had stronger stomachs?”
 
   Xander’s eyes widened at the overheard remark. “Belay that,” Dexter said. “Grab a bottle of brandy. Something dwarven.” The wizard cringed as he turned to find the requested beverage.
 
   “Where’s your wife?” Rejinal asked.
 
   “Sleeping,” Dexter said. “She had a long shift and deserved a break.”
 
   “Aye, she’s six years into deserving a break, if not longer!”
 
   Dexter smiled at the gracious remark. “I’ve known her for seven, I’d give her that much time and longer.”
 
   Xander knocked on the door. Dexter turned to open it and found Jenna standing there, bottle and cups in hand. “Seems she woke up,” Dexter said. “Captain Tellurim, meet my First Mate, Jenna.”
 
   He bowed before her, going so far as to drop to one knee. “Empress, you honor me!”
 
   “Rise, Captain,” Jenna said, her voice instantly shifting to the courtly tone she’d used. When he did so she smiled at him and dropped the noble mask. “I renounced the crown, surely you know this? I’m just another vagabond sailing the void.”
 
   He snorted while Dexter filled the three cups with the expensive brandy. Captain Tellurim took the offered cup and drank a healthy swallow of it. In a heartbeat he coughed and pulled his free hand to his chest. When he recovered his eyes were still watering in spite of the smile on his face. “That’s what I expected!”
 
   “What’s going on? We’ve heard no word since we left,” Dexter asked.
 
   “There’s a growing movement trying to disband the Council of Royals you appointed,” Rejinal said. “The Council is talking to them, giving them too much influence.”
 
   Jenna swore, causing the elven Captain’s eyes to widen in surprise. “They should have used the guard to put them down. That’s the problem with a committee, they can’t agree on anything.”
 
   Rejinal nodded. “But a single ruler can be far worse if their heart’s in the wrong place. I speak only for myself, Empress, but I wish you hadn’t left.”
 
   “We were attacked by three scout ships a couple of days past,” Dexter shared.
 
   He nodded. “It’s no surprise. We were told to be on the watch for you.”
 
   “How do they know where we are?”
 
   “They’re telling everyone,” the elf said. “But I was told in confidence that you’d be headed this way.”
 
   “And your orders?”
 
   “Detain you and bring you back.”
 
   Dexter and Jenna both swore. Different phrases, but their combined efforts left their guest taking a fresh drink to brace himself.
 
   “We won’t go,” Dexter said. “Not when we’re this close to finding our daughter.”
 
   “I suspected as much. I’ve heard a little of what happened, but not through the naval missives I received.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “The wizards on my ship have their own means of keeping in touch.”
 
   Dexter frowned and thought of Xander. Why didn’t his wizard have a line of communication available?
 
   “It’s true. Jianna is deathly ill and we have to find a cure for her,” Jenna offered. “If you get in our way, Captain, you’ll give us no choice but to fight you.”
 
   He held up his hands, the cup in one of them. “You’ll have no quarrel with me. Even with your crew outnumbered thirty to one and my ship more than twice the size of yours, I know better than to tangle with the Voidhawk and its crew.”
 
   “Then why tell us this?” Dexter asked.
 
   “So you know the peril you face. There’s a vocal member of the elven nobility that is calling for your return and imprisonment. Or death. He claims you’ve stolen his daughter as well as committed crimes against the elven people.”
 
   “Celia’s not stolen,” Jenna blurted out. Dexter held out his hand, stopping her from saying more.
 
   “It’s a complicated issue, to be sure, but she’ll swear on her life she wants to be here,” Dexter said.
 
   Rejinal waved the cup dismissively. He glanced at it and saw it was empty. Dexter grabbed the decanter and refilled it, then drank with him. “I’d never ask, nor would I believe for a moment the allegations. Captain, anyone serious about a career in the Navy has studied your history.”
 
   “Bad choices and crazy luck make a poor career path.”
 
   He took another drink before shaking his head. “Brilliant moves, Captain. Every one of them. The faith and trust you’ve shown in your crew and ship are humbling. I hope to one day aspire to earn the loyalty you’ve managed.”
 
   Dexter snorted his own drink, then felt the burn in his nose from the brandy. When his vision cleared he saw Captain Tellurim eyeing the decanter again. Dexter refilled his drink, grateful for the chance to recover a little more. It did little good, the burn in his nose matched the growing warmth in his belly.
 
   “You mentioned trouble you’d last met?”
 
   Dexter nodded. “Aye, three ships sought to complicate our lives. I wish some of them had survived, my crew lacks imagination compared to them.”
 
   Jenna snorted to show her different opinion of the encounter.
 
   “Three ships?” Captain Tellurim shook his head. “The Voidhawk is indestructible!”
 
   Dexter laughed. “No such thing as something that can’t be broken, including the ‘Hawk.”
 
   “But your ship shows no signs of damage. Sailors rumors or not, there’s no way you could escape unscathed!”
 
   “Aye, but there’s little that can’t be mended.”
 
   He shook his head but let Dexter’s vague explanation suffice. “Well then, Captain, if I can’t change your mind…”
 
   “Change my mind? About what, exactly, are you to be changing my mind about?”
 
   “Returning to Flasgoryll, of course.” 
 
   Jenna’s breath hissed between her teeth, echoing Dexter’s sentiments. He lowered his cup slowly. “No, you can’t.”
 
   “Captain Tellurim, if you mean to try and stop us or threaten us, the laws of parley won’t be able to save you,” Jenna growled at him.
 
   Tellurim held up his hands. “I’d hoped I might be able to talk you into it,” he admitted. “You can send out others on your behalf. Empress, the Empire needs stability right now. I didn’t think it possible, but you provided it. The nobles…and others…want your return for their own reasons. My reasons are for the empire.”
 
   “Your empire’s been nothing but trouble as long as I’ve been alive,” Dexter muttered.
 
   Captain Tellurim nodded. “That could be, for you. But you’ve been a part of it now. You’ve seen both sides, can you not appreciate how it has also been a source of prosperity for my people?”
 
   Dexter’s eyes narrowed but it was Jenna who carried the fight. “Prosperity at what cost? The elves thrived on the backs of others. Anything not of pure elven blood was used and cast aside. Slavery and torture are the least of their crimes! Is this what you want a return to? Doesn’t the fact  that none of the changes that have taken place would have been possible with Dexter, a human? And there’s our other friends, half elves, dwarves, and others. I was once the only elf on this ship and they managed to succeed in spite of my foolish upbringing!”
 
   “Empress, I recognize their worth. I am a captain of a voidship in the Elven Navy. I’m certain I possess some bias, but I’m also willing to change. We must all be willing to change. But we need help. Your help!”
 
   “Why is it people have such funny ways of asking us for help?” Dexter wondered aloud. 
 
   “You won’t return then?” Captain Tellurim asked.
 
   “I’m short-handed and less than half your size,” Dexter said. “I expect that almost evens the odds.”
 
   Rejinal’s eyes widened. “Captain, I’d hoped to appeal to your better judgment, I don’t want any more blood spilt over this.”
 
   “Better judgment?” Jenna spat out. Dexter intercepted her as she stepped towards him with her fists balled up.
 
   “That’s your cue to leave,” Dexter warned him. “She’s stronger than she looks and I’m not sure I can keep her from tearing them pointy ears off your head much longer.”
 
   Rejinal’s lips parted. He stared at the fuming former Empress for a moment then stepped around them and made his way to the door. He slipped through it and all but ran up the stairs to the main deck. Dexter let go of Jenna a moment later, then hurried after her as she took off after the elven captain.
 
   When they made it to the deck he’d already departed. The small skiff was barely past the railing of the stern castle but far enough that Jenna wouldn’t risk leaping the distance to reach him. 
 
   Dexter turned to Tasha, who was standing nearby with a look of confusion on her face. “As fast as you can, get us out of here. Under the New Winds, they’ve got no weapons beneath their hull. I don’t expect they’ll follow us into the Federation, but be ready in case they do.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Do it!” Jenna snapped, turning to glare at her.
 
   “Aye!” Tasha turned and started barking out orders to the crew. She had no idea what happened below deck, but it didn’t matter. It was a welcome reminder of what life had always been like on the Voidhawk.
 
   The next several minutes were beyond tense. Jenna and Dexter stood on the deck watching the New Winds as they passed under it. It fell behind them slowly, but it wasn’t until their atmosphere separated from that of the elven ship that he began to feel the knots in his shoulder loosen.
 
   “Might not be a terrible thing if our travels never cross into Elven void again,” Dexter mused.
 
   Dexter’s wife let out a short lived chuckle. “I left once before, never to return. You brought me back.”
 
   The Captain grinned. “Aye, so I did.”
 
   “Serves them right, bickering amongst themselves,” Jenna added.
 
   “Don’t suppose they’ll go back to being all high-and-mighty again, do you?”
 
   “With the elders present? I doubt it. They may not be as all knowing and all powerful as they wanted us to think they were, but they’re still a powerful force the elves can’t compete against without destroying themselves. The Federation is a balancing power, the elves wouldn’t dare risk letting the Federation sweep in afterwards.”
 
   Dexter stared ahead into the void, wishing he could bridge the distance and see Port Freedom already. A shape blocked out the stars, moving slowly from port to starboard. “Speaking of which, I think Captain Tellurim was being shadowed.”
 
   Jenna’s eyes narrowed and a sailor’s oath slipped from her lips. She turned her head and picked out the shape moving in the void. She repeated the curse with added vitriol before adding, “We’re never going to get there at this rate!”
 
   “We can try running, this is the border of Federation space, too. Port Freedom is beyond both elven and human realms.”
 
   She turned to look at him, her eyes uttering words beyond what ever her mouth could manage.
 
   “That dose of stink eye tells me I’d best go and find some captain-y things to do.” Dexter smiled and turned. “Tasha, the First Mate’s got the deck. Keep everyone ready, though. We’re to be having a chat with some old friends.”
 
   “Sir, the elves didn’t follow us?” Tasha asked after checking off the ship’s stern.
 
   “Aye, these are new old friends.”
 
   She blinked as she stared at him, then shook her head as though it could help settle her confusion. “Aye, Captain.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    “Everything looks in order. Strange, a ship sailing the void without cargo,” Dekleem, the first officer of the Federation vessel, Ora’s Bounty, opined. They’d finished a thorough search of the Voidhawk, a standard procedure for any Federation ship when they’ve reason to suspect something suspicious.
 
   “Aye, and there are few things more suspect than a human ship sailing out of the elven void,” Dexter answered. “Our cargo’s not in goods, it’s in information. Information the Federation might take a liking to.”
 
   “What are you saying, Captain?”
 
   Dexter shrugged. “Might be I’m dangling something shiny for you, teasing you a bit. Or it might be that I’ve got something the elves don’t want to be letting go,” he smiled as Dekleem’s eyes narrowed. “Or maybe I’m just headed someplace too out of the way and difficult to control for the Federation to have an interest in, even though it would suit them well to keep the elves from having their scrawny fingers in it.”
 
   “You’re a peculiar man, Captain Silvercloud.”
 
   Dexter grinned. “Peculiar? Don’t think I’ve been called that before, have I, Jenna?”
 
   “No, sir,” she responded. “Peculiar has a nice ring to it. Folks mostly grab the four letter words first.”
 
   “So Mr. Dekleem, we’ll be taking our leave then. Our freedom, you could say. I’m sure we’ll find a port soon enough.”
 
   Dekleem stared at him a moment longer, then nodded. “Very well. Swift sailing, Captain.”
 
   Dexter blinked, concerned that his thinly veiled message hadn’t been delivered. Before he could add anything the man turned and boarded the skiff sent from the Federation warship. With the other six sailors from the Ora’s Bounty already aboard, the small boat untied the lines and sailed back across the short span between vessels.
 
   “Was that wise?” Jenna hissed.
 
   “Haven’t I always been wise?” Dexter asked. He held up his hand, “Don’t answer that. Instead think of this as me hedging my bet.”
 
   “Sounds like you’re inviting trouble to me. I can’t believe they didn’t press for more details about Jia. If an elven ship accepted that she was just sleeping I’d have the Captain’s head!”
 
   “We’re at or just past the fringe of Federation void. Strong arming us won’t do them any good out here.”
 
   “You’re mad,” she sighed.
 
   Dexter grinned. “What you’re lacking is a vision. I ever tell you what I did as a boy?”
 
   “I thought you were more or less a homeless thief?”
 
   He nodded again. “Aye! Got to be pretty good at it too. I took what I need and what I felt should be mine.”
 
   “Quite the role model.”
 
   “I’m not saying what I done was right, but there’s no undoing it now,” Dexter said. “Point is, I learned important lessons back then. Lessons that I use to this day. Lessons like sometimes it’s a lot easier to do a thing when nobody’s paying attention to what you’re doing.”
 
   “You mean to start a war?” Tasha gasped.
 
   Jenna turned, startled by the interruption. Dexter gave the black skinned woman a smile of recognition. “Not a war, just give the elves something to keep their eyes elsewhere. Remember they don’t have a sizeable force on Port Freedom, just enough to secure the port and insure the behavior of the wealthy merchants that run the place.”
 
   “How do you know that? We barely got away before the elves took it over last time we were there. No doubt they’ve had reinforcements since then,” Jenna said.
 
   “Remember, Empress, that I had information on troop numbers and locations throughout the empire and beyond.”
 
   “Oh!” Jenna fell silent while she mulled his words over. “I thought regional commanders handled such things.”
 
   “They did, I made a few changes to the way the elves did things.”
 
   “Changes that will make them more difficult to deal with?”
 
   “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve yet.”
 
   Jenna sighed. “I think we’re done with the Ora’s Bounty, shall we be underway? Or do you want to tie a rope to their prow and guide them in?”
 
   Dexter laughed. “At least they didn’t threaten us.” He judged her ire to be regarding the constant interruptions they’d been facing. He felt it too, each day that passed seemed to make their chances worse for recovering Jianna. Or worse, they might save her soul only to find that the prolonged disembodied isolation made her lose her mind. For Dexter the days he’d spent alone with himself had seemed endless and he’d begun to wonder how long he could go before he went mad. How would she fare?
 
   Jenna turned away to get the Voidhawk moving again. Dexter watched the Ora’s Bounty fall behind them. It stayed still until they lost sight of it amidst the star field. Dexter yawned.
 
   “Get some sleep, I’m rested,” Jenna advised.
 
   “We’re outside of where most patrols would go. Keep an eye out, this part of the void’s like as not to have pirates in it.”
 
   “Dex, I know. Get some sleep.”
 
   “I’m just w—”
 
   “Sleep! Now!” Jenna snapped at him. “Tasha, would you please escort the Captain to his cabin?”
 
   Tasha smirked. “Should I force him into bed, too?” 
 
   Jenna’s eyes narrowed. Tasha gasped in turn, realizing what she’d said. “A guard at his door should suffice.”
 
   Tasha nodded stiffly, then turned to Dexter.
 
   “It’s a mutiny. I should have you all cast overboard,” he muttered before turning and heading for his cabin. 
 
   “Captain?” Tasha asked outside of his room.
 
   Dexter chuckled. “Go get some rest, Tasha. We’ve all been running with too much wind in our sails. Don’t worry, I’ve every intention of heeding my wife’s advice.”
 
   Tasha offered him a smile. “She’s quite a woman, your wife.”
 
   “Aye,” Dexter agreed.
 
   “It’s good to see her back aboard the ‘Hawk. She was being suffocated in the court room.”
 
   Dexter hadn’t thought of it like that before. He nodded. “I reckon you’re on to something there. Easy to get caught up in doing what you think you ought to be doing.”
 
   Tasha waited until Dexter shut the door then turned and headed for her own quarters. Dexter pondered his wife and the various roles he’d seen her fulfill. She could do just about anything, he figured. He poured himself another tumbler of the dwarven brandy and wondered which of her roles she preferred.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Dexter’s eyelids snapped open when he felt a breath of cool air across his skin only moments before the bed vibrated slightly as someone crawled into it. The blanket descended, covering him and his new guest just as an arm slipped lightly across his naked hip. A faint aroma of lilacs teased him, bringing a smile to his lips. He started to roll back but the hand on his side stopped him.
 
   “Jenna.”
 
   “Hush,” the elf admonished him. She let her hand glide on his skin in random circles. Her progress brought a gasp from him when she found what she was looking for. “Miss me?”
 
   After six years of seldom finding time for themselves, Dexter wasn’t to be denied. He turned and kissed her, using aggression to show his passion for her. She let him roll onto her, clinging to him and letting him dominate her in a way that they’d never experienced. Dexter paused, the oddity of their roles forcing its way into his consciousness.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he dared to ask.
 
   She shook her head, pulling him to her and pressing her lips against him anew. Dexter relented for a moment, then grunted and restrained himself again. Jenna, not to be denied, reached between them and used her hand to coax him and inflame his senses.
 
   “Who’s sailing the ship? Is Tasha in charge?”
 
   Jenna’s eyes widened at his words. She bit her lip before nodding. Dexter stared into his wife’s eyes, not understanding the sudden twinkle he saw in her beautiful green eyes. The twinkles rivaled the golden flecks in them, but he knew her well enough there was more to it.
 
   Dexter opened his mouth again but she would have no more of it. She pushed herself up and pressed her lips to his. He was silenced with a muffled protest, then found himself rolled over with a lithe elven warrior queen atop him. She grabbed him again, and rubbed herself against him before pausing. She stared into his eyes, looking for something the confused man couldn’t understand.
 
   Jenna sighed and rolled off of him onto her side. Dexter turned his head to stare at her, thoroughly confused. He rolled up behind her, pressing himself to her, and tried to pull her back to face him. She resisted for a moment then gave in. Dexter saw the sparkles had been moisture. Tears were gathered in the corners of her eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong?” He asked.
 
   She blinked and shook her head, then looked away. Dexter was at a loss for what was wrong with her. She sat up, sliding her legs out from under the blanket so her back faced him. Dexter reached out, trailing his hands along her smooth skin and tracing the lines of her muscles and bones.
 
   “Do you still love me?”
 
   Dexter coughed, choking for a moment on his own spit he’d inhaled at the surprise question. “Yes!” He blurted out as soon as he recovered. “I’ve never stopped!”
 
   Jenna remained quiet long enough to make Dexter think he’d given the wrong answer. “And if we can’t get her back? Will you still love me then?”
 
   “We will get her back,” Dexter sat up and reached out to put his arm around Jenna. “There’s no power in the void that’ll stop me.”
 
   “From getting her back?”
 
   “Or from being in love with you.”
 
   “It’s my fault. I was the Empress. I wanted everything to work out for my people and for us. I didn’t pay any attention to the dangers.”
 
   “Is this about Jia?” Dexter asked, trying to make sense of her mercurial behavior.
 
   “It’s about everything,” Jenna said. She turned to face him. “I used to be so strong. So sure of myself. Now look at me. I’m just pretending to be. I’m scared, Dex. Scared of everything these days.”
 
   “We’ll get her back,” Dexter insisted.
 
   She shook her head, blinking back fresh tears. “I want to believe you, but what if you’re wrong?”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   She looked at him, her eyes shimmering, and she offered a pathetic smile. “You make everything seem possible.”
 
   “I went from being a street urchin to the admiral of the Elven Navy. If that doesn’t mean just about anything’s possible, I don’t know what is.”
 
   Her smile grew to something more genuine, but it faded.
 
   “What else troubles you?” Dexter asked.
 
   “Everything,” she admitted. “Jia, you, the way I’ve acted and who I really am, the elves, Rolxoth, Tasha, the future, h—”
 
   “Tasha?” Dexter asked, picking the name out of the mix. “What’s Tasha got to do with the way the winds blow?”
 
   Jenna bit her lip again and looked away. Dexter reached over to pull her face back. “Jenna? What’s going on?”
 
   “She’s strong and exotic and beautiful!” The words burst out of Jenna’s mouth, surprising Dexter with their force. “She’s spent so much time with you and now you’re praising her and giving her special consideration. Even making her the second mate…I’m supposed to be your mate!”
 
   Dexter forced his eyelids to relax before his eyes fell onto her lap. She looked away from him but he could feel her trembling against him. “I done that so we could catch an odd bit of time together,” he said as gently as he could. “She’s a great friend and as much a part of our family as Bailynn or Bekka. Logan too, I suppose. I guess even Xander, though I trust you never to repeat such a thing. She proved she’s got heart and a mind to go with it, that earned her what she’s been given. I got no interest in her beyond that.”
 
   Tasha nodded but still wouldn’t turn to look at him. “I’m so confused, Dex. I don’t know what I’m thinking anymore. What’s happening to me?”
 
   “You’ve been calling the shots and being strong for a long time now. Maybe it’s time you let someone take care of you?”
 
   She sat still and silent, weighing his words.
 
   “Or maybe that’s some of what’s eating you, you was about as in charge as in charge can get. Now I’m running this boat and you’re having a hard time with it?”
 
   She shook her head. “The Voidhawk is yours,” she said. “It’s always been yours. Your ship, your hard work, your vision. It’s got you blood and your soul in it, the same as it had Kragor’s.”
 
   Jenna took in a breath and turned to face him at last. “No, I like being on the ‘Hawk. I love it. I just wish I felt different about me. If we weren’t here I don’t know what I’d do. Here at least I can fall into routine and pretend to know what I’m doing.”
 
   Dexter leaned in and kissed her. It was gentle and exploratory at first but he felt Jenna’s need within a few heartbeats. She pulled at him, her hands going around him and clutching at him. This time Dexter let her pull him back to the bed, having a notion of what it was she was after.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   A knock at the door roused them both. Dexter grunted, intending to let the caller know he was working on getting around. The door opened and in stepped Keshira, her eyes going to their intimate state.
 
   “Shut the door!” Dexter snapped.
 
   Keshira did so, albeit behind her rather that in front. “Captain, Tasha sent me to—”
 
   “Again with the Tasha,” Jenna mused.
 
   Dexter glanced at her, wondering if their love making had been undone. He saw the mischief in her eyes and knew he was safe. Then he remembered the beautiful pleasure golem standing not five feet from him while he was lying nude in bed without the benefit of a blanket covering him.
 
   Dexter scrambled, reaching for the blanket to yank on top of their bodies. Jenna laughed and ignored his attempts, even going so far as to climb out of bed and stand beside it facing Keshira.
 
   “Dex, it’s not a problem. This is Keshira, remember?”
 
   “Aye, I remember,” he sputtered. “I remember her saying how different things felt to her know. Things she heard, things she felt, things she could smell, and things she could see.”
 
   Jenna pursed her lips, then turned to raise an inquisitive eyebrow to Keshira. The golem smiled and nodded. “It’s true, this is exciting being here with you both. Very exciting.”
 
   
  
 

Dexter stared at her, noting how her cheeks seemed redder than usual and her lips remained parted and almost swollen even after she’d spoken. Her eyes had a soft and dreamy look about them. Lower, below her face, he could saw other indications of the constructs arousal even beneath her luxurious clothing.
 
   “Where’d you get clothes like that?” Dexter asked. She’d always dressed very nice. Immaculate, even, aside from when some physical confrontation inevitably ended with her being displayed scandalously as her clothing was ripped in part or in whole around her.
 
   “Trilliana and I have been—”
 
   Dexter held up his hand. Trilliana reminded him a free spirited version of Jenna back when he’d first invited her to sail on the Voidhawk. If that was possible. He shook his head and looked at his wife. She looked fit to burst with laughter.
 
   “You’re very beautiful, Keshira. I think that’s what our Captain means to say,” Jenna said. “But he’s also very shy. I’m trying to get him to loosen up, but I don’t want you to be distressed. If you’ll wait outside we’ll be ready in a moment.”
 
   Keshira nodded and stepped out, shutting the door behind her.
 
   Dexter cursed under his breath. “I’ll show you shy,” he muttered.
 
   “Now now Captain,” Jenna said as he swept her up in his arms and spun her about in the tight quarters. “We have guests waiting. And if Tasha sent her, it’s probably important.”
 
   “Tasha again,” Dexter echoed her earlier words with a wink.
 
   “Troublesome, isn’t she?”
 
   “Not to worry, I’ve only to remember who she’s related to.”
 
   Jenna’s eyes widened and she let out a giggle of delight, then nodded. They’d traveled 12,000 years back in time to release the elders from imprisonment. It was there that Rosh met Tasha’s ancestors and sown the seeds for a line that would become the rulers of her people. “Even descended six hundred generations from Rosh isn’t far enough.”
 
   “Six thousand wouldn’t be enough,” Dexter said. “Now be a good wife and hand me my pants.”
 
   Jenna winked at him and passed them over before moving to the trunk she kept her own clothing in. “Trilliana reminds me a lot of myself when I was younger. I knew what I was doing then, perhaps I should—”
 
   Dexter put his hand on her shoulder. She’d knelt to look through her garments and now turned to stare up at him. “Not a one of us knew what we was doing. We were young and dumb. And lucky. Now we’re mostly just dumb but old enough to know it.”
 
   “Seems like you’ve always made your own luck.”
 
   Dexter grinned. “Every little bit helps.”
 
   “So you don’t want me wearing a loin cloth and some paint on the deck?”
 
   His grin faded and his cheeks burned. “Won’t be no good for crew morale if I’m beating ‘em off with a stick.”
 
   “I think you kind of like the idea,” Jenna said, her eyes considerably lower than his. She licked her lips suggestively and added, “In fact, if you don’t put that pants on right quick Keshira and Tasha are going to have to wait.”
 
   Dexter stepped back to heed her warning. He pulled a fresh shirt on without waiting for prompting before turning back to see her tying the laces on a vest. She’d already donned breeches, he was glad to see, even if they only went just past her knees.
 
   “Ready, Captain?” She asked, winking at him.
 
   Dexter grabbed her and pulled her to him. She let out a surprised yelp as he kissed her, then let her go a moment later. “Don’t ever doubt it, either.”
 
   Jenna’s hand went to her bruised lips. She smiled as she got his message, one of eternal affection. “I won’t, I promise.”
 
   Dexter nodded and strapped on his sword belt while Jenna slipped past him and opened the door. “All right Keshira, what is it?”
 
   Keshira turned to stare at her, drawing a gasp from Jenna. Dexter looked up and saw his wife staring at the pleasure golem, then he noticed how Keshira looked somehow even more wanton and seductive than she had moments ago in their cabin. He shook his head, trying not to imagine just what she could use her sultry lips for.
 
   “Tasha wanted me to tell you we’re being followed again. Two ships this time, of unknown allegiance.” Even her words were oozing sensuality.
 
   “There’s that itch,” Dexter muttered. He shook his head and squeezed between the women. “Are they closing?”
 
   “No, they’re keeping distance enough to not disturb our gravity sphere.”
 
   Dexter frowned. Such a thing was far from unheard of, it was just rare that he’d come across other ships that weren’t bound to complicate his life. “I don’t like the coincidence. Let’s go, I got my own itch that says there’s trouble on the rise.”
 
   Dexter peered into the void, trying to catch sight of the vessels against the backdrop of stars and planets so distant they were little more white dots. He turned to see Tasha watching him. She turned and nodded, looking off the port bow. Dexter followed her gaze, studying the scenery for nearly a full minute before he picked out the movement.
 
   “That’s a ways off,” he said. “You sure they know we’re even here?”
 
   “Can’t say when they showed up, but they been holding their position relative to us.”
 
   “Where’s the other one?” Jenna asked. “Keshira said there were two?”
 
   “It was heading off, chance encounter, I think.”
 
   Dexter frowned. Chance encounters were often anything but. “Well let’s get this over with, head their way and signal a parley.”
 
   “Sir?” Tasha asked. Jenna caught Dexter’s eye and smiled.
 
   He nodded. “You’re going to play deaf you should wear your helm.”
 
   “Aye, Captain,” Tasha answered stiffly. She turned and called out the orders to bring the Hawk to port a few degrees. Short on crew, she hurried to a chest lashed to the deck and pulled out the white flag that could be used to signal a truce, surrender, or a desire to talk.
 
   They sailed another hour with the distant ship growing larger. “Maybe they don’t see us,” Jenna suggested.
 
   “They know we’re here, they’re playing dumb,” he said. “Smugglers or bandits. Maybe even slavers.”
 
   “This close to the Feds?”
 
   “You forgetting the type of folks we ran into in the heart of the Federation?”
 
   Jenna frowned. “All right. What makes you think we can catch them?”
 
   “We been drawing closer. Might take time, but we’re far enough out they know we’ll catch them. They’ll have to turn and talk to us.”
 
   “Talk? Or fight?”
 
   Dexter shrugged. “Seems like there’s less and less of a difference.”
 
   Jenna sighed. “This used to be a lot more fun.”
 
   “It’s still fun, you just grew up enough to be worried.”
 
   The elf queen rolled her eyes, pulling a fresh grin from Dexter. She smiled a moment later. “Damn you, Captain. After we get Jia back I’m not sure having you on the ‘Hawk is going to be a good influence!”
 
   Dexter cut his chuckle short and pointed at the ship they followed. It was turning to face them. “Seems they couldn’t pretend no more.”
 
   “Shall we ready for battle?” Tasha asked.
 
   “Might be prudent, just don’t get too jumpy.”
 
   Tasha nodded and called out orders to ready the crew, then she hurried below to don her armor. Jenna scowled, drawing a chuckle from Dexter. “She’s all right, just anxious. Got another half hour till they get close enough to worry about.”
 
   Tasha returned after only a few moments, clad in her gleaming golden armor. The remainder of the time passed in anxious boredom. Even Xander showed signs of frustration when he showed up and had to wait.
 
   The wait was over when the ship came to a stop with their curved prow facing the Voidhawk. An ornate carving on the bow named the ship, Scimitar. The name served it well, given the sweeping blade-like designs of the ships maneuvering sails.
 
   Dexter stared across to the forecastle as three figures walked across it to face him. It was closer to a hundred feet than fifty, allowing Dexter to see that two of them were men and the third was a woman. “What business have you, Voidhawk?” A voice carried across the distance with such force Dexter cast a startled look at his crew.
 
   “Magic,” Xander muttered. He reached into a pocket and rifled around, pulling out three pouches before finding a tiny chest that made him happy. He slipped the pouches back into the pocket of his robe. Dexter stared at the man’s actions and, more importantly, at the smooth pocket that couldn’t possibly hold the volume he’d just shoved into it.
 
   Xander ignored him for a moment longer. He opened the miniscule chest and chanted while circling a finger over it. A moment later he thrust the chest towards Dexter. “Here, rub this cream on your lips.”
 
   “You want me to paint my lips?”
 
   Xander frowned. “It’s not colored.”
 
   Jenna cackled behind him, earning a glare. Dexter dipped his finger into the waxy looking substance and pulled his finger out. He stared at a moment, then rubbed it on his lips. He gasped at the tingle it imparted, then fought the urge to wipe it off. “Tickles,” He muttered, his voice so loud it sent Jenna and Tasha stumbling backwards in surprise. Even Xander, who was prepared, flinched at the noise.
 
   “Captain, the parley?” Xander said, pointing towards the Scimitar.
 
   Dexter turned, clamping his mouth shut before he could say anything else that would carry to the edge of their joined atmospheres. “Bound for Port Freedom,” Dexter called back. “Ships that cross winds in the void without plan or purpose are bound by the wayfarer’s code to share news or trade.”
 
   “Fair enough, what news have you?”
 
   Dexter frowned. He bit back the mutter he’d intended, not wanting it to be shared abroad. “Was hoping you might have something useful. We ran into a Federation warship a day or so past, Ora’s Bounty. Prior to that it was New Winds, an elven ship.”
 
   “We’ve had no such encounters, we’re bound for Port Freedom and our business is our own.”
 
   “That’s fair. Have you a name, Captain?”
 
   “Aye, don’t you?”
 
   Dexter ground his teeth in frustration. He growled, keeping his lips clamped shut. “I do, Captain Silvercloud.”
 
   Dexter watched the three react to his announcement. His name didn’t seem that big a deal to him, but a moment later the woman stepped forward and, cupping her hands to her mouth, called out, “Captain Dexter Silvercloud?”
 
   Her voice tugged at Dexter, taking him back to a smoky bar made smokier by a scantily clad beauty with a fondness for smokesticks. The same woman that offered him a job to carry cargo without the Federation’s awareness to a destination that he was never meant to reach.
 
   “Aye,” he called back. “And I believe you owe me twenty five hundred gold.”
 
   Dexter couldn’t be certain, but he thought he saw the woman aboard the bow of the Scimitar laugh. That or she was asking the ship’s captain to fire their weapons on him. She raised her hands to her mouth again to satisfy his curiosity. “Why don’t you come aboard and we can talk about it?”
 
   Dexter glanced at the narrow-eyed Jenna first, then the remaining officers he had on deck. “Come abroad to port.”
 
   Dexter turned, gesturing for Tasha to enforce his own orders. He reached up to his lips then glanced at Dexter, concerned.
 
   Dexter shoved his hand in another pocket and removed a silk handkerchief. He handed it over so Dexter could wipe his lips clean of the magical balm. He whistled experimentally and was pleased to see no one clutching their ear drums in pain.
 
   “Who is she?” Jenna asked as soon as she was certain his voice was back to normal.
 
   Dexter raised an inquiring eyebrow, but his wife refused to back down. “Remember that run through the Devil’s Breath we took?”
 
   “Our first job?” She asked.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “The one where we were betrayed and captured by bandits?”
 
   Dexter shrugged. “You always remember the bad parts. We found Rosh there too!”
 
   “And where’s he at now?”
 
   The Captain sighed. They had no idea where Rosh had sailed off to after he’d stormed away from them years ago. Truth be told, it had lessened the tension on the ship when he’d gone and made life a little easier, if less exciting. “Optimism, that’s what you need. A healthy dose of it too, methinks. Look, what’s done is done. We cut our teeth and learned a thing or two. Showed others we’re not to be trifled with. That’s how a reputation is earned.”
 
   “So is raping and pillaging,” Jenna muttered.
 
   “You’re still rooting for the right side here, aren’t you?”
 
   Jenna sighed. “I’m sorry, it’s hard for me to let go.”
 
   Dexter knew what she didn’t say. It was hard for her to let go of being in control. She’d been privy to everything, as Empress. He was amazed they’d gotten free of the place as easily as they had. Between the knowledge he and Jenna possessed of the inner workings of the Elven Empire, only their speed and relative stealth had ensured their escape.
 
   “Xander, we’ll be needing one of these shiny disc things again. Big enough for me, Jenna, and yourself.”
 
   “Captain!” Tasha protested. “I insist on being there to offer my protection!”
 
   Dexter grinned and assured them, “Won’t be needed...I’ve got a plan.”
 
   Jenna groaned and even Xander’s cheeks paled. Dexter’s smile never wavered as he explained what he wanted Tasha to do.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   “Heard some fanciful tales about you, Captain.”
 
   “I’m a fanciful guy,” Dexter quipped.
 
   “So they claim. Is it also true that your first mate is your wife?” Lady Brendera asked. Dexter hadn’t gotten around to finding out what right she had to claim the title of Lady.
 
   “Aye, Jenna Silvercloud, my wife and First Mate,” Dexter introduced her. “And this is Xander, my wizard.”
 
   Lady Brendera offered a curtsy, her silken skirts parting to reveal just as much lean thigh as Dexter remembered from years long past. “You’re Highness.”
 
   Jenna’s eye narrowed for a heartbeat, then she nodded. “I’m just the First Mate on the ‘Hawk now. We’ve retired from nobility.”
 
   Brendera straightened. “So it is true. And you gave it up?”
 
   Jenna shrugged. “There are more important things.”
 
   She laughed and shook her head. “Captain Silvercloud, you continue to amaze me.”
 
   “I mean to do so again,” Dexter said. “It’s regarding that twenty five hundred gold…”
 
   “I contracted the job, you were to be paid by someone else when it was delivered!” She protested.
 
   “It was delivered all right,” Dexter said. “Right to the bandits you wanted to have it. They was waiting for us in the Devil’s Breath, like you’d figured, and they took us clean. We’d be dead or working as slaves somewhere if your friends hadn’t mistreated one of their own.”
 
   “And yet here you are.”
 
   “Here we are,” Dexter echoed. “And I’m willing to forego payment in exchange for a favor. Problem is, I expect I should be talking to the Captain of this ship, not you.”
 
   “No, you’ll speak with me,” Lady Brendera insisted. “I own the ship.”
 
   Dexter let his eyes shift to the Scimitar’s captain. The man nodded a quick assent. “All right, then. Here’s what I’d like. Passage for the three of us to Port Freedom. With the elves still controlling things there—”
 
   She interrupted Dexter to mutter, “Not for much longer!”
 
   Dexter cocked his head before continuing. “Haven’t heard of anything to the contrary, but if something’s in the wind it’s that much more important we be there sooner, rather than later. We’d like to avoid any imperial entanglements the Voidhawk might cause. Do that and I’ll wash the slate clean.”
 
   Brendera pulled a smokestick out of the satchel at her side and flicked a flame to its tip. The Scimitar’s captain scowled at the flame, but said nothing to stop her. She puffed on it and exhaled the smoke slowly. “Quite the fee for such short passage. Is there a bounty on your heads?”
 
   Dexter chuckled. “None that we know of. Had a pleasant chat with Captain Tellurim of the elven warship, New Winds, just the other day. We drank some brandy and parted on good enough terms.”
 
   She smoked silently for a moment longer then nodded. “Very well, Captain, so long as you’re willing to keep yourselves confined to a single room.”
 
   “Confined? You’ve a fine ship here, hard to believe you’ve no extra room.”
 
   “My ship, my rules,” she said with a steel in her voice.
 
   Dexter nodded. “So it is. All right then, but I’ve some important appointments on Port Freedom to reach, let’s be on with it.”
 
   “Of course. Captain Twinfell, could you see to it that our guests are shown to a room?” Captain Twinfell nodded and turned to bellow orders to one of sailors nearby. A few moments later Dexter, Jenna, and Xander were shown to a small private room with a single bed. Dexter turned to request extra blankets or something to make up a pallet on the floor when the door was shut behind them.
 
   “That was who gave you the job to smuggle firepowder across the Federation?” Jenna turned on Dexter.
 
   “Didn’t have any other offers.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and muttered, “Men!”
 
   Xander looked away, then found he was staring at a wall. He turned around a few more times before sighing himself. A chest and a small bed was all the room had for furniture. It was going to be a long three days.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Three days later Dexter felt the Scimitar shift into tactical speeds. Within an hour it turned, then continued to make course corrections as the eternal seconds ticked past. At long last Dexter felt the shudder of the ship setting down.
 
   “Was the ‘Hawk ever this rough?” Dexter asked, shaking his head.
 
   “Not this bad, but it’s better now,” Jenna said.
 
   Xander nodded. “I’ve always wondered about that, I know the elders did something to the ‘Hawk, was that part of it?”
 
   Dexter offered the wizard a teasing smile. “They’ve helped her out a bit here and there, but it’s easy to forget what it’s like being on a human ship after all this time.”
 
   “The Voidhawk is a human ship,” Xander pointed out.
 
   Jenna chuckled. “The Hawk’s Talons was a human ship. The Voidhawk was part human, part dwarven. And now, between the elders and Celia, it’s got a fair bit of elven in it too.”
 
   “Kind of like it’s crew,” Dexter added with pride.
 
   “And elves are known for the smooth sailing of their ships,” Jenna pointed out.
 
   “I like it,” the wizard said. “Disruptions make it difficult to stay focused on important tasks.”
 
   “Aye,” Dexter agreed, “but at times it’d be nice to know when something’s happening without needed to be told.” The Captain shrugged it away. “No matter, we’ve landed and I expect they’ll be sending for us shortly.”
 
   Shortly turned into soon, and from there into sometime today. Eventually, several hours later, the door opened to reveal Lady Brendera and two swarthy looking men with curved swords at their sides. No doubt they were armed in keeping with the ship’s namesake.
 
   “Captain, we’ve arrived at Port Freedom.”
 
   “Aye, some time ago, by my reckoning,” Dexter responded. He led his wife and Xander out behind Lady Brendera and down the companionway. “Had time enough to get all of your cargo off?”
 
   “What cargo?” She inquired innocently. “I’m a partner in a few shipping interests, Mr. Silvercloud, but this voyage was a bit of a gamble. I’ve had a tip that there might be some lucrative opportunities to be had in the very near future.”
 
   Dexter let his eyebrow raise. “Seems odd, you sharing that with a potential competitor.”
 
   Brendera glanced at Jenna dismissively before letting her gaze linger on Dexter. “I’m always in the market for new…partners.”
 
   Dexter heard Jenna’s breath rush through her nose. As much fun as it would have been to watch her pound Lady Brendera into the deck, Dexter knew better. “Business with you seems like the kind of excitement I’d get playing cards with a blindfold on. We’re even up now, I’ll leave that as it stands and thank you for the passage.”
 
   “Pity,” she said with a sulking swell of her lips. “But just as well, it seems you’ve been tamed.”
 
   Dexter smirked. He waited until they’d climbed the stairs to the main deck before he said, “Not tamed, I’ve moved on to higher stakes tables. They don’t use blindfolds there. Sometimes they don’t even bother with the cards.”
 
   Brendera spun about, her eyes narrowed and her lips parted in outrage. Dexter kept moving, heading to the gangplank that led to the docks of Port Freedom. “Take care how you speak to a Lady, Captain Silvercloud,” she called after him. “I’ve a long memory and a lot of alliances. In fact, here are some of them now.”
 
   Dexter had already seen the crowd of city guards moving towards them down the dock.  He turned his head to glare at Brendera and was rewarded with the sight of her smug smile.
 
   “These aren’t elves!” Jenna hissed loud enough for Dexter to hear. Even Xander leaned in, having missed what she’d said.
 
   He turned and looked about the docks, noting the variety of vessels at the port. While not the majority, several were of elven design and clearly part of the Elven Navy. “Elf ships here, so where are the elves that sailed them?”
 
   Dexter stepped onto the dock and moved towards the patrol of four guards that approached them. They were outnumbered but if Jenna could still fight half as well as she’d done in the past, he had little to worry about. The pistols on the hips of the guards, on the other hand, gave him pause. A bullet from one of those had little concern for a man or woman’s skill with a sword.
 
   “Dexter Silvercloud?” The lead guard addressed him.
 
   Dexter studied the man, noting he stood the same height and seemed a bit thicker than the Captain did. That and the neatly trimmed beard made Dexter decide to play along. “Aye, is there a problem, guardsman?”
 
   “No problem, yet,” he said. Dexter was all but certain he heard some of the other guards chuckle beneath their breath. “We’re here as escorts. If you’ll fall in with us?”
 
   Dexter looked to Jenna and Xander. The wizard looked openly nervous while Jenna’s expression was calm. Dexter could see the uncertainty in her eyes. She smiled and nodded, placing her trust in him. He turned back to the guard. “I’m pleased to be met so soon. Lead the way.”
 
   The guards rearranged, allowing two to lead the small group while the other two trailed behind. It had been more than six years since Dexter had last visited Port Freedom but the city looked much the same. The path they took was familiar as well, leading them to the offices of the city guard. Or, as it was called on Port Freedom, the sheriff’s office.
 
   The guards showed them into a room then stepped out and shut the door behind them. Dexter heard an audible click of a lock being thrown. A glance to his wife confirmed that she’d heard it too.
 
   “More waiting?” Xander muttered.
 
   “Seems that way,” Dexter said. “Got a feeling it might be a while.”
 
   “One of your hunches?” Jenna asked.
 
   Dexter rubbed his knuckles on his chin thoughtfully. “Naw,” he answered. “Just making myself ready for it in case it happens that way.”
 
   “Xander, can you check and see if there’s magic at work here? This place isn’t what I expected it to be,” Jenna explained.
 
   Xander nodded and reached out to pull the sleeves of his robe up his arms. He reached into the air and began to twist and contort his fingers while chanting strange words that made Dexter’s ears buzz. A moment later he stopped and turned, staring at the walls, ceiling, and floor of the room. He shook his head a moment later and frowned.
 
   “This room is warded,” he said.
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “Magical defenses,” Jenna explained for him.
 
   Xander nodded and added, “Such wards can be used to keep magic or magical beings from entering or leaving.”
 
   “Which is it?” Dexter inquired.
 
   “Both,” Xander said with a frown. “Strong wards too, place by a wizard who knew what he was doing.”
 
   “Can’t you get through them? Been hearing about how much people respect your talents, doesn’t that make you a powerful wizard too?”
 
   “You have a tendency to find areas of magic I spend little time or interest in studying,” Xander protested. “Enchanting and artificing are my greatest loves. Understanding the void and its mysteries are far more esoteric and fascinating then parlor tricks such as assembling a magical shield. Any wizard able to cast their first spell can create a ward.”
 
   “So you can cast one too?”
 
   “Of course!” Xander snapped.
 
   “Then why can’t you take one down?”
 
   Xander gaped like a fish for a moment, then he growled. “Bah, magic’s not so simple! It’s a complicated art requiring years of study. I’d need to know how this was fashioned, what components were used, and the base formulae it was constructed from. Then I’d have to unravel it, breaking it down one piece at a time until I found the keystone.”
 
   “Xander, wouldn’t a ward like this be tied to the room?” Jenna asked.
 
   “Of course,” he snapped.  “Otherwise it wouldn’t be nearly as strong as it is. Free standing wards are temporary by their very nature. Without an anchor they’re subject to—”
 
   Jenna waved him off. “Then wouldn’t that be a type of enchanting? The walls, ceiling, floor – they’ve been enchanted with a ward.”
 
   Xander stared at her for a long moment, then turned and studied the room around them. Finally he looked back at her. “How could you think that way?” He asked. “It’s brilliant, you’ve reduced it to something unimaginably simple, but how could someone not in touch with the art conceive of such a concept?”
 
   “So you can do it?” Dexter pressed.
 
   Xander nodded. “It’ll take some time, but I’m sure of it.”
 
   “Good, figure it out. Don’t do nothing until I tell you though.”
 
   Xander jerked his head back in surprise, then shrugged. He turned to one of the chairs at the table and pulled it out.
 
   “Bookworm, one more thing.”
 
   Xander frowned but stayed sitting. “Yes?”
 
   “Lady Brendera, I’ve seen her light up her finger like a match twice now. That make her some kind of wizard?”
 
   “Witch,” Xander corrected. “And probably. It’s a simple enough trick; it may or may not mean she has any true talent with magic.”
 
   “Any way to know for sure?”
 
   “Short of talking to her, studying her at length using my spells, or fighting her — no.”
 
   Dexter frowned. “All right, best get to your finger wiggling then.”
 
    Xander rolled his eyes. The wizard pulled in a breath to calm his nerves then focused on summoning back the magical sight that allowed him to see the ward threaded through the confines of their holding room.
 
   “Well now what?” Jenna asked, turning back to Dexter.
 
   Dexter walked over and pulled out another chair. He sat heavily in it. “Now we wait some more.”
 
   “It was nice to stretch my legs a little,” Jenna sighed.
 
   Dexter smirked. After three days pent up in a small cabin with only meals delivered and chamber pots exchanged, the walk through Port Freedom had been welcome. Now they were stuck again – and this time without the benefit of any chamber pots!
 
   “I’d offer to stretch your legs for you,” Dexter said with a wink.
 
   Jenna’s eyes widened. She glanced at Xander but the wizard was lost in his magic. She smirked and shook her head, then pulled out a chair and sat facing Dexter. “I’ve a better idea,” she said. She kicked off her boots and rested her feet in his lap. “Now rub!”
 
   “Now wait just a minute! Who’s the Captain?”
 
   “Behind every great man…” she said with a smile.
 
   Dexter shook his head in mock disgust but his hands had already started to massage his wife’s small feet.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Dexter jerked on his chair, nearly falling off when the door to their room opened. He shook his head, chasing the cobwebs of sleep from it, and stood up as an elf entered. 
 
   “Commander Banaris,” Dexter greeted him. He’d only seen the man one once, many years past, but remembered him because he hadn’t particularly liked him.
 
   “Captain Silvercloud,” Banaris responded with a very brief nod. He turned to let his eyes take in Jenna and Xander. “Princess.”
 
   Jenna’s breath hissed between her teeth at the use of her former title. It was an insult – even having stepped aside from her position the title of Empress was still hers.
 
   “Wake the wizard up,” Dexter snapped, anxious to keep Jenna from saying or doing something rash.
 
   Jenna jerked in reaction to Dexter’s words. She looked at the wizard and saw his lips moving as he continued his fight with the wards. She slapped him in the shoulder with the back of her hand, taking out some of her outrage on the defenseless magician.
 
   Xander nearly flew out of his chair. He jerked in it and leaned away from her, reaching out to clutch his shoulder. “Hey!” He snapped, looking up at her. He saw she paid no attention to him and followed her gaze to the elven Commander. “Oh!”
 
   “Not the typical quarters I’m accustomed to when visiting,” Dexter said, ignoring Xander’s outburst.
 
   “Regrettably not,” Banaris said. “But it seems that these are complicated times.”
 
   “Everybody keeps telling me that,” Dexter said. “The thing is, I don’t care about complications. I’m supposed to meet a man here and I’m guessing Lady Brendera sold me out to you thinking she could make a profit. That’s not my interest, and I’d take it kindly if you’d end this nonsense and set us free.”
 
   Banaris laughed. “Ah, Dexter, so full of confidence. I always enjoyed that about you. It’s a weakness, you know, and one that I’ve been exploiting.”
 
   “Dex,” Jenna hissed.
 
   Dexter ignored her. “I’ve had my share of jokes and this ain’t one of them. Jenna, are you laughing?”
 
   “Dex!”
 
   “I didn’t think so,” Dexter continued as though she’d given him the wittiest of responses. “So let’s cut through this nonsense. What do you think you’re entitled to and what makes you entitled to it?”
 
   “I’d say that I’m entitled to far more than this pathetic rock. I’d say the elves deserve more than to be holding hands with every inferior being in the void. I’d say all of that and I’d blame you two for all of it!”
 
   Dexter felt a growing fight within himself between confusion and rage. Banaris sounded like one of the deposed elves, but the way he was carrying on cast a shadow of doubt in Dexter’s mind. He wasn’t happy with the words the man was saying, regardless of their source or intention.
 
   Banaris laughed again, louder and with a echoing quality that sounded almost disembodied. Dexter looked around then stared back at the man. The hair on Dexter’s arms and neck rose as his stomach twisted.
 
   Banaris let his laughter die down. “I’d say those things if that’s who I really was.” Before their eyes Banaris seemed to melt, or at least his facial features did. They shifted and morphed, the lines and shadows becoming smoother until, a few moments later, they stared at a blank and faceless oval. Dexter shook his head, having a hard time making sense of the creature’s featureless face. “I told you I’d have you brought to me when you got here, Captain.”
 
   “I’m here,” Dexter snapped. He struggled to put aside thoughts wondering how Rolxoth breathed without a nose or how he ate without a mouth. Let alone how the creature could speak directly into their minds. “Where’s my daughter.”
 
   “Somewhere safe,” Rolxoth said. “And she will remain there until our business is concluded.”
 
   “And what business is that?” Dexter asked, signaling Jenna behind his back to restrain herself.
 
   “As you can see, Commander Banaris and I have a special relationship.”
 
   “You killed him?” Jenna growled.
 
   “Surprisingly, no. He’s attending to matters of state, assuring his end of our agreement.”
 
   Dexter nodded. “Handy, I got to admit. You stay here pretending to be him so you get to run the show and he doesn’t have to spend so much time so far from his fellow conspirators at Flasgoryll. But you’re wanting this without the hassle of being someone else?”
 
   “Indeed, you’re a shrewd man, Captain Silvercloud. Your time among the elves has served you well,” Rolxoth said. “Indeed, the elven soldiers and merchants here have nothing more than rumors of your recent actions.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll command them to return home,” Jenna snapped. “The elves are busy enough with their own troubles I doubt they’ll be in a hurry to reclaim it. Port Freedom has no real advantage to the Empire, other than as a means of inconveniencing the Federation. When I left the elves were trying to work with the humans, not against them.”
 
   “How quaint,” Rolxoth said. “And entirely irrelevant. But your plan has merit. Especially when the elves learn they acted on the orders of an Empress without a throne!”
 
   Dexter didn’t need to look at his wife to feel her grinding her teeth. He stepped forward, putting himself in front of her to slow her down in case her temper got the best of her. “You want a fight,” Dexter accused.
 
   “I do. And I’ve the men standing ready for it. Port Freedom will be united against the elves this time, and they’ll have me to thank for it.”
 
   “Problem is, you’re telling us all about your plan,” Dexter pointed out. “It’d make us traitors in the elves’ eyes, probably end up with prices on our heads. How’s that make me likely to help you out?”
 
   “I have your daughter,” Rolxoth reminded him. “Is the good of the many worth more than the good of the one?”
 
   Dexter cursed, then turned to Jenna. He saw the fire burning in her eyes. Her hand inched towards her belt where her weapons rested. Rolxoth chuckled, the sinister sound penetrating their minds directly. Jenna’s eyes began to widen then they froze, locked on Dexter. Her hands had stopped moving but her chest still rose and fell with each breath.
 
   “You bastard, let her go!” Dexter growled, turning back to Rolxoth.
 
   The faceless being chuckled again. “Don’t forget I’m no simple man you can threaten or coerce. Your full crew, even the construct you had with you before, were no match for me. What makes you think the three of you can contest me?”
 
   “Captain, he is from another realm,” Xander spoke up. “His type thrive on chaos and power.”
 
   “That right?” Dexter asked the question to buy himself some time to think.
 
   “There’s more. The chief unit of barter amongst the beings of that realm is the souls of others.”
 
   Dexter’s head snapped around to stare at Xander. Xander, he saw, was unnaturally still as he returned Dexter’s stare. Dexter turned back to Rolxoth. “That true?”
 
   Rolxoth shrugged. “It is, but I left that realm behind decades ago. It is another dimension. Another layer of existence. It is beyond your mundane understanding. What you would do well to take from this is the comfort that I know many beings that are capable of dealing with stolen souls – whether that means to release them or to bind them for their own personal interests.”
 
   Dexter started forward, reaching for his pistol as he did so. He toppled forward, his limbs refusing to obey him beyond his initial half step. The stone floor against his cheek promised a bruise days in healing, but he couldn’t give voice to the pain and the rage beyond the air bursting from his mouth.
 
   “I’ll leave you all to dwell on it. Choose quickly, Captain, should this opportunity pass my contingency plan leaves you and your daughter fairing far less favorably.”
 
   Rolxoth turned and left the room. The door slammed shut behind him and they heard the sound of a heavy bar being slid into place. Dexter slumped onto the ground, his paralysis released.
 
   He sat up and rubbed his cheek, then looked to the sore spots on his shoulder and knee. “This is bad,” Jenna hissed, hurrying over and kneeling beside him.
 
   “Aye,” Dexter said, wincing at the pain in his jaw. “Unless I’m a fool he means to make sure we fall in the battle. Wouldn’t do him any good to have our side of the story come out down the road, would it?”
 
   Jenna swore, causing Dexter to nod in agreement with her. He’d sailed some troubled routes and survived some impossible odds before, but he’d always had a plan. Even a bad plan was better than what he had now.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   The Voidhawk sat adrift in the void. The helm was unmanned while Tasha called for every available body to give the ship the final modifications Celia had suggested. She also had the ship thoroughly cleaned out of a desire to please Dexter. There was more than just pleasing him behind it,  she also did it because she knew the dangers of boredom.
 
   Tasha opened up a chest filled with spare rigging. The ropes were coiled and stored properly, but good enough was anything but. She reached in and dragged the coils out, tossing them on the deck. She turned, her eyes falling on the woman she’d given the task to. Trilliana stared at her, her lips parted in shock that started to turn to outrage.
 
   “Trilliana! Do it again,” Tasha snapped at her. “One bad wrap and you’ve knotted a line. A knot at the wrong time can cost minutes – minutes that can get us killed!”
 
   Tasha walked away before giving Trilliana a chance to show what she thought of Tasha. If she witnessed it firsthand she’d be forced to act. Her goal was to keep the crew busy and united, not mutinous.
 
   On the bow deck she looked at the scarring still present from the scuffle against the three elven scouts.  The spixers had repaired the cosmetic damages to the hull, but Dexter had sent them back to the bilge before they could move on to the main deck. “Sayara, when you’re finished join me on the fo’c’sle!”
 
   “Aye Ma’am!” Sayara said, snapping off a salute from where she was scrubbing a portion of the main deck.
 
   Tasha ignored the salute. It showed respect, even if the crew might not feel any respect for her at the moment she appreciated the respect for her position. She turned to study the stars while she waited. One spot, in particular, caught her interest. She turned and walked to a chest on the deck, wondering how Dexter and Jenna managed to spot ships too far for her naked eye to be sure of. She pulled out the spyglass and returned to the railing, focusing the magnifying device until she confirmed her fears.
 
   “You needed to see me, Ma’am?” Sayara said, startling her.
 
   Tasha spun, scowling. “Damned elves and their quiet feet,” she muttered.
 
   “Sorry, Ma’am.”
 
   Tasha waved it away. “When we get a chance, I need you to fix up the bullet marks on the fo’c’sle and railings.”
 
   “When we get a chance?”
 
   “Aye. I need you back on the helm right now,” Tasha said, turning to stare into the star dotted blackness of the void. It took her only a moment to spot the shadow that slipped between whit specks.
 
   “Another ship?” Sayara sounded as incredulous as Tasha felt.
 
   “Seems that way.” Tasha turned away from her to stare across the deck until she spotted Celia on the stern deck. “Hurry now, I need to see how much longer Celia’s work will be.”
 
   “Aye, Ma’am!”
 
   Tasha strode across the deck, ignoring the looks the other crewmembers gave her. Even Keshira glanced at her and noted her determined stride while the pleasure golem single handedly folded and repacked the spare mainsail.
 
   “Celia!”
 
   Celia yelped, falling away from the rudder sail she’d been working on and landing on her bottom. 
 
   “How much longer?” Tasha asked. She felt bad for the girl but their situation wasn’t one that kind words and tenderness would aid.
 
   Celia stood up and rubbed her latest bruise. “I’m all but done. I’ve nailed it in and affixed the sail. This gives us more freedom to use the rudder to aid in maneuvering, but it will require another set of hands.”
 
   “Good, stand at post, we’ve got company headed straight for us.”
 
   Celia gasped. She turned to stare into the void. Tasha was amazed when Celia’s eyes focused on the approaching ship faster than she’d have imagined. “It’s elven,” Celia said.
 
   Tasha nodded. She’d guessed as much from what she’d seen through the spyglass, but even magnified it was too small for her to make out more than that. “Another scout?”
 
   Celia squinted before finally frowning. “It’s an older design, a scout built during militant times. Most of them were destroyed during the battle with the elders.”
 
   “Lucky us,” Tasha admitted. She regretted the words immediately. “We’re bigger and better armed then.”
 
   “We’re running a skeleton crew, too,” Celia opined.
 
   Tasha offered a thin lipped smile. “You’ll get used to it, now stand your post and make ready.”
 
   Tasha strode down to the deck and called out to the others, warning them of the impending situation. Everyone fell into their roles quickly, leaving her impressed with their efficiency. The cleaning supplies were stashed away and the ship made ready for battle long before the elven ship was even close enough to share their atmospheres.
 
   “Second Chance?” Tasha muttered. She lowered the spyglass and wondered why an elven ship would have a name like Second Chance carved into its hull. It was undeniably human, both in the carven language and the phrase.
 
   The Voidhawk faced the Second Chance directly, Tasha standing near the Lumberjack in case the vessel was hostile. Moments before the Second Chance breached their bubble a white flag of parley was run up, signaling peaceful intent. Tasha let out a breath and felt the sudden relief threaten to drop her to her knees. Now, at least, they’d get in close enough to deal with a threat hand to hand.
 
   Tasha’s eyes widened. In the rush to ready the ship she’d forgotten to don her armor! She cursed aloud and cast a longing glance at the stairway behind her. A glance at the Second Chance and she knew she’d face this threat without her armor. She was still a formidable warrior, but lacking the armor filled her with a doubt she’d never experienced before.
 
   “Ho Tasha, where’s the Captain?” A voice called across the void, startling her back to attention.
 
   “Rosh?” She gasped aloud, staring at the massive shape standing on the bow of the Second Chance.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Rosh stood with a boy on the verge of manhood on the Voidhawk’s deck. He looked around, his eyes taking in the changes here and there and noting the overall condition of the ship. “You seen some action?”
 
   “A few days back now, three elven scouts came at us,” Tasha said. “Wasn’t much of a fight, between the Lumberjack and Xander’s magic.”
 
   “Still got that wizard tagging along?” Rosh grunted.
 
   “Aye, he’s with the Captain and Jenna.” Tasha paused long enough to finish noting the unmistakable familiarity between Rosh and his silent companion. “Who’s this?”
 
   “Koda,” Rosh said, clapping the muscular boy on the back. “Guess he’d be your uncle, a few thousand time removed.”
 
   Koda’s eyes widened as he stared at the dark skinned woman. Koda had no idea that his father had sired a child while the Voidhawk had been sent twelve thousand years in the past to end the elders banishment. He turned to Rosh, “A thousand?”
 
   Rosh smirked. “Long story, but one you got a right to know. Some other time though.”
 
   “Rosh, what are you doing here? How did you find us?”
 
   “Might ask you the same question. I got my own wizard.”
 
   Tasha nodded. “That’s fair. I’ll tell you, but only if you can convince me you’re with us, not against us.”
 
   “Think I liked you more when you was respecting your elders,” he grumbled.
 
   It was Tasha’s turn to smirk. “Rosh, look at you! I’ve seen a lot since we last met, but I’ve never seen anything like you. I expect you could snap an ogre in half!”
 
   Rosh grinned. “Done that a few months back.”
 
   “That’s my point. You look like the paintings and carvings done by my ancestors, like the man who can crush the mightiest of constricting serpents. You’re amazing and terrifying, at the same time. When you left, things weren’t the best between you and the ‘Hawk’s crew.”
 
   Rosh’s his grin slipped as he considered her words, “That’s fair. I learned a lot in my time apart, but that’s for me and Dexter to talk about. Koda’s my son. Mine and Willa’s.”
 
   “That’s impossible!” Tasha snapped without thinking. “He’s what, fifteen, sixteen? Willa’s been gone for six years and you only met her seven years back!”
 
   Rosh shrugged. “The boy’s ma passed on a few months back. She had my son in her when she went sailing through the void, that’s how she survived. It done things to her though, driving her to the edge of death and bringing her back more times than she could count. He’s aged fast ‘cause of that. It aged her too, when I met her she looked like she’d lived a full life.”
 
   Tasha looked at Koda, noticing for the first time a resemblance to Willa. Especially in his eyes and his pale blond hair. “You’d think nothing would surprise me anymore. Not after I saw you put my prize wersal down.”
 
   Rosh chuckled. The wersal had been a six legged beast Tasha had used as a mount. It resembled a spotted leopard crossed with a horse. He’d wrestled the creature and killed it to prove he was who he’d claimed he was – the legendary Rosh that her people worshipped as a god. “That was a good fight,” he admitted.
 
   “And now you’ve wrestled ogres as well?”
 
   “Three of ‘em, plus a score or more of goblins.”
 
   Tasha shook her head. “Anyone else I’d think they were lying. No, I’d know they were!”
 
   “I’m here to show Koda who Willa’s friends were. Give him a chance to know more about his ma.”
 
   “We’re your friends too, Rosh.” A new voice said.
 
   Rosh turned his head to see Keshira walking across the deck towards them. He grinned. “’Shira, you look as pretty as ever!”
 
   Keshira smiled, her lips fuller and her stance more suggestive than he remembered. Koda gasped beside his father as the woman approached. “Thank you, Rosh! It’s good to see you. I miss having a strong back at my side on the deck.”
 
   Rosh glanced at the elven woman on the deck, drawing a chuckle. “Aye, seems you’re saddled with a bunch of scrawny elves these days.”
 
   Keshira’s grin widened. Rosh studied her a moment longer. “Something different about you. You’re acting more normal.”
 
   “I’m no longer bonded to the Captain.”
 
   Rosh’s eyes widened. “He broke it? The elders do that or did he figure something else out?”
 
   “That’s for Dexter to tell. But it’s part of why we’re here,” Tasha said before Keshira could respond. “We’re searching for Jianna. She’s been taken.”
 
   “Who?” Rosh’s blank expression mirrored his words.
 
   Tasha let a curse slip out, “You left before. Jianna is Dexter and Jenna’s daughter.”
 
   “Oh,” Rosh said. His eyes went to Koda briefly. “She been taken?”
 
   “Sort of,” Tasha said. She frowned, then nodded as she decided to share more with the patriarch of her line. “A being known as Rolxoth attacked her and stole her soul. He wants Dexter and Jenna to help him in exchange for it.”
 
   Rosh swore, then he swore again. “I remember that faceless bastard! Sheriff of Port Freedom before the elves took I over. He twisted things to make us help him out. Never trusted a man with no face!”
 
   Tasha nodded. “So I’ve heard. It’s killing me, being here. Jia’s…I’ve watched after her while Dexter was gone with the Elven Navy and Jenna was bound by her duty to the throne.”
 
   “Koda, stay with the ‘Hawk,” Rosh said. “Trust Keshira, she knows the ship. Tasha, come back with me to the ‘Chance. We’ll sail to Port Freedom and pull them out of whatever mess he’s got himself in.”
 
   “I can’t! I’m in charge of the ‘Hawk! I can’t just leave it afloat in the void!” Tasha protested.
 
   “Fine, when I find him I’ll let him know you done your job. Koda, stay here.”
 
   “Rosh!” Koda protested. “I don’t know these people!”
 
   “Aye, you don’t, but this’ll do you good. Learn a new ship and meet some new people. Learn how a different ship’s run too.” He turned back to Tasha. “If you won’t come, send Keshira with me. Could use the help sailing the ‘Chance.”
 
   “Bah!” Tasha snorted. “’Shira, can you handle the ‘Hawk?”
 
   “Yes, Tasha,” Keshira said, her eyes wide. “I welcome the chance!”
 
   “Give me a minute, I need my armor,” Tasha said. She scowled at the grinning hulk of a man then turned and strode across the deck.
 
   The elders had enchanted her armor, bestowing a lightness and mobility to it that astounded her. Even more so, she’d found she could don her armor without any help, and do so at a speed impossible before. Because of that, when she emerged from the staircase clad in her gleaming golden hued plate Rosh glanced at her briefly, then looked back and stared.
 
   “You done that fast,” he commented.
 
   Tasha smiled, pleased at the large man’s compliment. “We’ve little time to waste,” she explained.
 
   “Make me proud,” Rosh said to Koda. 
 
   The warrior turned and gestured for Tasha to get on the tactical boat he’d crossed to the Voidhawk on, then stepped up onto it behind her. Tasha felt the wood shift under his weight, lending credence to the man’s unnatural size.
 
   “He’ll do good,” Rosh said, staring straight at his son while he sat on the exposed helm. Koda met his gaze, irritation evident by the set of his jaw and the furrow of his brow. “The boy’s spent his entire life on a ship. Him and Willa sailed the Second Chance by themselves for a piece.”
 
   “They were fortunate,” Tasha said. “Sailing the void with only a two man crew seems foolish.” The irony wasn’t lost on her that Rosh chose that moment to cast free of the Voidhawk and begin their short trip across the open void to his vessel.
 
   Rosh laughed. “It can be, but it’s all about what you’re doing with it. That and they ain’t got the kind of luck Dexter does. What happened to his kid tells me his luck ain’t changed none.”
 
   Tasha grimaced, but she had to agree with him. “Aye, but hard work and dedication get him through every time. You should know that.”
 
   “Maybe it’s just that, luck. Bad luck lands him in those spots, and good luck gets him through.”
 
   Tasha turned to stare at him. She shook her head. “It’s not luck, it’s…it’s—”
 
   “Aw hell,” Rosh muttered. “You’re sweet on him, ain’t ya?”
 
   Tasha snapped her mouth shut and hoped she hadn’t gaped long enough to tell Rosh anything. “I certainly am not! I admire and respect him! Captain Silvercloud’s unlike any other man I’ve ever worked under.”
 
   “Jenna know you been spending time under him?”
 
   Tasha’s jaw fell open again, only this time she couldn’t manage to close it. Rosh laughed at first, then his laughter turned deeper. Soon his entire body was shaking, the movement translating to the restyled fighter and making it vibrate and tremble. By the time she’d reigned in her outrage enough to respond Rosh was wiping tears from his eyes.
 
   “I have never and will never do any such thing!”
 
   Rosh continued to erupt into chuckles and, occasionally, even an uncharacteristic giggle. Fortunately for Tasha, their voyage was shortly over. Rosh set the boat down on the shelf built into the side of the Second Chance and set about securing it. He grinned at Tasha and hopped off the boat and onto his ship, leading her through a door and into the interior.
 
   “It’s smaller than the ‘Hawk, but we like it just fine like that,” he said. He pointed as he talked, explaining the layout. “Bridge is down there, under the fo’c’sle. Main deck’s got the cabins, you can stay in one of them. Crew quarters to the aft on the main deck but I got no crew. The stern’s got a small cargo hold in it, and the bilge is under the main deck.”
 
   “Just you and Koda? You mentioned having a wizard?”
 
   Rosh motioned for her to follow him. They walked up the companionway of the main deck to a door that opened onto the forecastle. Unlike most vessels, the design of the Second Chance only had the main deck and a descended bow deck. Four sails resembling wings rose off of the main deck, all of them connecting to a platform that rose several feet above the main deck. Also in the midst of the platform was a heavy ballista mounted on a turret.
 
   He turned to a hatch in the bow deck and lifted the heavy door up. Tasha marveled at the thickness of it, as well as how heavily reinforced it was with iron. He stepped into the hole and climbed down a ladder built into the wall. Tasha followed, wondering what it was she was getting herself into.
 
   The bridge seemed spacious in spite of its cozy nature. Three large windows faced each direction, forward, port and starboard. A table was built into the wall under the bow window. To the right of the hatch the helm sat and in it sat a beautiful dark haired woman.
 
   “This here’s Volera. She ain’t a wizard, exactly,” Rosh said.
 
   “Master?” Volera asked, making Rosh groan. “My apologies,” she said smoothly. “I wasn’t expecting company so soon. Captain Rosh is correct, I’m not a wizard, though my circumstances have forced me to learn to use magic much the same as a mortal wizard would.”
 
   It wasn’t Volera’s rich and smoky voice that dripped sensuality that left Tasha’s mouth dry and her mouth parted. Nor was it the scrap of black clothing that barely covered her breasts and fell no further or the similarly brief black silk loin cloth between her legs. Even her boots, long, black, and glistening with sinister promise, only added to the overall image. No, what stole Tasha’s breath was the near divine beauty the pale skinned woman possessed. Combined with her attire Tasha felt her heart race and she wondered if the look was sinful or seductive. Or, she mused as her brain began to function again, perhaps a bit of both.
 
   “Tasha Wyndamere,” Tasha said, stepping forward and offering her hand. “Second Mate and Arms mistress on the Voidhawk.”
 
   “I like your armor,” Volera said, her eyes practically scalding her as they took in every detail of it at leisure. Tasha felt as though she was being undressed by the exotic woman. She suddenly wished to be rid of her armor, not because she wanted to reveal herself to Volera but because of how warm it had become inside of it.
 
   “They call her The Golden Lady,” Rosh snorted. “She was royalty on the world we found her on.”
 
   “More than royalty,” Volera said, her eyes never leaving Tasha’s, “she is also of your loins.”
 
   “You got a funny way of saying that,” Rosh growled.
 
   ‘Funny’ wasn’t the term Tasha would have used. The best replacement she could find she owed to Jianna. ‘Creepy’ fit the strange woman far better.
 
   “Now quite messing with Tasha’s head, the crew from the ‘Hawk ain’t for you to play with. We’re headed to Port Freedom so we can rescue Dexter and Jenna. Seems like I’m always dragging his arse out of a tough spot.”
 
   Tasha gasped as the room cooled around her. The thickness in her head was gone, allowing her to glance about the room and see it again, as though it was the first time. She stared in amazement, then let her eyes fall on the scantily clad woman on the helm again. Volera’s clothing had changed, her shirt still displayed ample flesh between its plunging neckline and raised hem, but the loin cloth had grown into a dress that had a diagonal cut across it allowing Volera both room to walk easily and to display a healthy amount of her pale thigh.
 
   “What sorcery is this?” Tasha asked, turning to stare at Rosh.
 
   “She’s a demon,” Rosh said. “Or she was, I guess. It’s a long story best saved for once we got time for it.”
 
   “No, I think this deserves an explanation,” Tasha insisted.
 
   The warrior sighed. “Ask her then.”
 
   Tasha turned to Volera, her eyes narrowed suspiciously.
 
   Volera smiled, the expression appearing far more innocent than Tasha believed it to be. “I was a Fury, a class of being from my realm that combines the seductive prowess of a succubus with the martial abilities of a champion of battle.”
 
   “And Rosh beat you, just like that?”
 
   “It was a battle for the ages. We struggled a day and a night. In the end he proved himself a greater warrior and a greater lover.”
 
   “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”
 
   Rosh chuckled at Tasha’s dismay.
 
   “It’s true. I was cast out of my realm and my existence could only continue by bonding myself to Rosh. He became my Master.”
 
   Tasha shook her head and turned to Rosh. “Seems Captain Silvercloud’s not the only one with a strange run of luck.”
 
   “Got that right,” Rosh grumbled. He pushed away from the wall he’d been leaning against. “We’re wasting time. Let’s go see if we can’t find that faceless bastard and get our friends back.”
 
   “Faceless bastard?” Volera echoed.
 
   “Aye, last time I seen him he looked like a man except he had no face. No eyes, no mouth, no nose, nothing. Just a blank patch of skin where a face ought to be.”
 
   Volera frowned, though the pensive look did nothing to detract from her beauty. “Can he use magic as well? Telekinetic powers and limited mental control?”
 
   “Huh?” Rosh asked.
 
   “Yes!” Tasha hissed. “From what Dexter and Celia said, that sounds right!”
 
   Volera nodded. “You face a deadly foe. He must be one of the duathrym. They are a small class of beings that serve as mercenaries and assassins where I come from. They command the most exorbitant of prices.”
 
   “Prices? What kind of prices?”
 
   “Everything may be bartered where I come from,” Volera said. 
 
   “She makes it sound like someplace special,” Rosh warned. “Make no mistake, you and I call her ‘realm’ something else. We call it Hell.”
 
   Volera shrugged off Rosh’s definition. “That is often the lay term here,” she admitted. “To residents there the measure of status and wealth is in terms of souls.”
 
   Tasha swore. “Rosh is right, we’ve got to go now!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Learning to work the complicated controls of the Second Chance had taken Tasha hours of practice. While Rosh was far from the most understanding mentor she’d had, he surprised her with his patience. She’d never imagined a full sized vessel that could be sailed with a helmsman and a single person manning the deck. 
 
   The design of the four sails was nothing short of brilliant. The ship wasn’t as fast as a more modern elven scout, but what it lacked in outright speed it more than made up for in maneuverability. Rosh demonstrated how each sail could be positioned independently and the ship could even turn in place. The design reminded her of some of the four winged insects from her home world. They could hover and flit about just as easily.
 
   After a day and a half of becoming comfortable with the Second Chance, Tasha fell into a routine with Rosh and Volera. Rosh took the helm for shorter periods, four to six hours, while Volera sat the position for stretches of twelve or more hours. Tasha stayed as far from Volera as she could during the times Rosh was on the helm. Volera had a way about her that hinted she’d seen cruelties and depredation beyond Tasha’s ability to imagine. Volera frightened the warrior woman, though she strove to hide her trepidation.
 
   Tasha was only too glad when they neared Port Freedom. The harbor was abuzz with ships coming and going, as well as a great many that seemed on the verge of action. What the action was she couldn’t tell. Tasha stood on the low bow deck eyeing the activity while Rosh manned the sails above and behind her. She relayed signals from the small boat that had been dispatched to guide them in.
 
   “They’re putting us with the elves,” Tasha called back. She’d suspected as much, they sailed what had once been an elven ship. A large section of the harbor catered to elven vessels, many of them large enough to carry dozens of men. On the other side of a large wooden walkway that segregated the elven section she saw a motley collection of ships, the majority of them human. Further away she saw a shallow pool where vessels that were only equipped to dock in water could safely land.
 
   “Seems like the elves are busy,” Rosh responded.
 
   Tasha’s eyes were drawn back to the elven ships. After a moment she felt her own hunch confirmed. Elves were carrying aboard supplies to the vessels. Nothing unusual, save that nearly every ship was being loaded and some of the items being carted or carried were unduly large. “They’re leaving,” she gasped. She repeated herself, giving volume to her voice for Rosh to hear. His response was a grunt.
 
   Volera and Rosh set the ship down so smoothly Tasha was surprised to find both of them joining her on the bow deck. She peered over the side, reassuring herself that the Second Chance was resting on the dirt and rock ground.
 
   “Busy place,” Rosh said, eying their remote location. He pulled out a panel to reveal a cubby with a ladder coiled up inside of it. He lashed it to pegs on the railing then tossed it over the side.
 
   Tasha cursed and rushed back to her room, drawing a startled glance from Rosh. She’d expected a harbormaster to visit them before they’d be granted access to the city, giving her plenty of time to put her armor on. Whatever was happening at Port Freedom seemed to make the common procedure a luxury.
 
   She emerged from the companionway to find an empty bow. Tasha bit back an oath and adjusted her grieve before stepping to the ladder and peering over the edge of the rail. Rosh and Volera awaited below, speaking with a man who carried a roll of parchment and a quill. Perhaps the harbormaster had come calling after all?
 
   She climbed over the railing and descended the rope ladder, thankful yet again to the elders for making her armor less cumbersome. Such a task would have been impossible before. She left the ladder behind and joined Rosh and Volera in time to see a dazed looking harbormaster turn and walk away.
 
   “Problems?” Tasha asked.
 
   Rosh nodded at Volera. “Naw, she addled his wits enough he didn’t even bother worrying that humans got an elf ship.”
 
   Tasha looked at the almost condescending smile Volera wore. She suppressed the shudder and looked away. “Where too?”
 
   “Rolxoth’s involved, let’s start with the city guard.”
 
   “You want to walk into the city guard’s office and just start asking questions?” Tasha’s discomfort around Volera was forgotten. Instead she stared at Rosh in disbelief.
 
   “Yeah. I ain’t got the time to be wasting asking questions. Don’t expect they do either.” 
 
    Tasha glanced heavenward, wishing foolishly that the Voidhawk would miraculously appear and pull her away from the madness about to unfold. Dexter, Jenna, and Xander were probably wishing the same thing, she realized. She let out a breath and prepared to follow Rosh when something caught her eye in the sky above.
 
   “What ship is that?”
 
   Rosh and Volera glanced upwards, searching the sky until they saw the shape that grew steadily larger. “Federation,” Rosh growled. “Big one too. What’s Dexter been up to?”
 
   Tasha glanced at him. “Dexter? Why do you think it was him?”
 
   “Why the hell else would a Fed warship show up here? Even before the elves took it they had nothing to do with this place.”
 
   “I think it’s the same one we ran into when we left the Elven void behind. Ora’s Bounty. The Captain dropped a few hints about changes coming here.”
 
   Rosh swore. He glanced at Volera but her only response was to wink at him. “Damn fool’s gonna to get himself killed yet. Let’s go!”
 
   A cry went up in the harbor. It was echoed and shared by others rapidly as they took notice of the Federation warship approaching. “Hope that armor’s as thick as it is pretty,” Rosh said to her. He broke into a run, pulling away from the surprised woman. Volera moved easily beside him. Tasha scowled and took off after them, intent upon proving that her armor wouldn’t hinder her in the least.
 
   People pointed and cried out in the streets as panic took hold of the populace. For all the panicked shouting and frenzied scrambling, true chaos didn’t erupt until skiffs and small craft launched from the warship carrying Federation soldiers. Rosh yelled and, on occasion, used his massive arms to force his way through the growing crowd of excited people.
 
   Smaller ships were rising into the void, some even trailing lines and ladders as they sought to make an escape from the pending conflict below. Tasha caught glimpses of four elven ships rising to challenge the Ora’s Bounty, though they were all far smaller than the human warship. Tasha winced as the first volley was exchanged, the elves firing ballista and catapults rigged for direct fire while the Ora’s Bounty fired massive bombards that echoed across the city.
 
   Shrapnel from the battle fell across the docks, scattering people and destroying equipment. Tasha scowled at the unnecessary danger to innocent people. Or people that were undeserving of an anonymous death, at least. She doubted anyone in Port Freedom was truly innocent, given what she’d heard of it.
 
   “There!” Rosh bellowed, surging through a lull in the crowd towards the reinforced door of Port Freedom’s sheriff. Volera was close behind him carrying a sword in her hand with a blade made of blackened steel. Tasha noticed the woman’s outfit had changed, instead of her previously indecent clothing she wore black leathers that looked just as inappropriate, though they covered more of her flesh.
 
   Rosh smashed the door in, wasting no time in trying the handle to see if it was locked. He sent the reinforced wood and iron door off its hinges and onto the floor. He stepped in, drawing the same great sword she’d seen him wield in the past. It had once seemed so large that even the mightiest of men would be troubled to swing it with two hands. Now that she’d been forced to reconsider what the mightiest of men looked like, she realized that the weapon fit him well.
 
   Tasha stepped into the room and saw a scene that made the chaos in the streets seem calm. The bodies of elves and humans were scattered about the room, many of them in pieces. Most of the corpses were on the floor but a few lay slumped over tables and chairs. Tasha slammed the visor on her helmet down instinctively, but it did little to stop the stench of spilled blood and death from reaching her.
 
   “Come!” growled Rosh, heading across the room to an open door that led to stairs down into the dungeons.
 
   “Master, I smell them. This place reeks of my kind.”
 
   Rosh pulled up short. “More of them she-devils like you?”
 
   She shook her head. “Lesser beings, but there are many. Rolxoth must have a force of them at his command.”
 
   “Demons?” Tasha repeated.
 
   Rosh glanced at her and nodded. “Stay here,” he advised. “We can handle them.”
 
   “No!” Tasha spat out before she realized it. She hesitated as she considered what she was getting into. Fighting demons was beyond anything she’d ever imagined. She’d faced incredible odds both on her home world and on the Voidhawk, but those were mortal threats. Flesh and blood enemies that she could strike and defeat. What lay ahead of them was something entirely different, if the tales she’d heard were true. She stiffened her back and nodded. “It’s time I put this armor to the test.”
 
   Rosh grinned before turning back and leading the charge down the steps into the dungeon below.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “Just like old times, eh?” Dexter asked after he flicked his magical sword to send the steaming demonic ichor off his blade. Rolxoth had relocated them to a cavern deep beneath the sheriff’s office, promising a reunion with Jianna. It had been a lie, Jianna was nowhere to be found, only the beginnings of a magical bridge between dimensions.
 
   “Those weren’t ‘good’ old times,” Jenna spat back.
 
   Xander grunted, the attempt at macabre humor lost on him.
 
   “You was fine,” Dexter replied. “That cursed fellow only scratched you, the curse was spread through a bite.”
 
   “You left me in the cargo hold for days!” Jenna accentuated her words by kicking the gray skinned demon hard enough to make it stagger towards Dexter.
 
   Dexter’s blade slashed across the creature’s back hacking deep enough to add a fresh acrid tang of burnt demon flesh to the air. Hissing cries came from its giant toothy maw then it collapsed in on itself in a puff of sulfurous smoke.
 
   “I remember visiting you in there, too,” Dexter pointed out. The remaining eight demons hesitated outside of the magical sphere Xander had erected, hissing and scowling at them but coming no closer. “You finally figure out how to keep them away from us?”
 
   “My shield doesn’t stop them!” Xander answered. “I’d need more time and better materials. At best I can only slow them down and cause them pain. If you’d like you could step out there and face them instead.”
 
   “This is fine,” Dexter said. He studied his blade, noting that the caustic blood made a lot of fuss but it seemed to do no harm to his magical sword. Unlike Jenna’s longer blade—she’d managed to impale a demon with it but within seconds her blade had burned through and fell apart.
 
   Above them they heard a rumble that grew until they recognized it for a roar. “Gods of the void,” Jenna whispered with her eyes cast to the roof of the cave. “What evil has Rolxoth summoned?”
 
   “Don’t matter,” Dexter told her. “Only matters that we can find a way to kill it.”
 
   “You can’t kill these things,” Xander said over the increased hissing of their captors. “Destroying their bodies sends them back to the realm they came from, that’s all.”
 
   “That’s a fine start for me.”
 
   “Dex!”
 
   “Well let’s be honest with ourselves, I don’t expect none of us to go chasing them back to their—what is it, a world? Anyhow, been over thirty cycles and this be the first I’ve seen such things. I can go another thirty just fine.”
 
   “No, Dex, I mean look!” Jenna repeated herself. She pointed with the broken stub of her sword.
 
   A creature stepped out of the burning portal to the dimension the demons came from. It was massive and looked like it had emerged from the burning magma of a volcano. Thick legs supported a massive body that was as wide as it was tall. Burning red eyes rested on each shoulder above a gaping mouth with teeth that looked designed for crushing rocks. It possessed two arms capped with what looked like claws at first, until they opened and revealed themselves to be mandibles surrounding a mouth in the palm of each hand. The volcanic demon stepped forward, each foot crashing into the ground and making the rock vibrate.
 
   “Care to freeze up another one of my bullets?” Dexter asked after trying to figure out what could defeat such creature.
 
   “No,” Xander shook his head. “The last one was more dangerous than I realized. I fear I may have created an anomaly in the void that is slowly draining the energy from that region into the ether.”
 
   Dexter blinked and shook his head to rid Dexter’s babble from it. He turned to glance at the wizard. “That’s bad?”
 
   “Yes, Dexter. Very bad.”
 
   Dexter cursed. The smaller gray skinned demons turned, their hissing taking on a delighted pitch. They parted to allow the ponderous beast a path. “All right, we do this the old fashioned way.”
 
   “I’m not afraid to die,” Jenna said softly. She reached out to squeeze Dexter’s hand. “But we can’t, not while they still have Jia’s soul.”
 
   Her husband grinned at her. “That wasn’t the old fashioned way I meant. I was thinking we run like we got the Elven Navy chasing us.”
 
   A smile flickered across her face, but it fell quickly. “Dex, they’re between us and the cave up to the dungeons.”
 
   “A distraction would come in handy,” Dexter peered about the cavern, searching for anything he could use to his advantage. The walls, floor, and ceiling had been worn smooth in preparation for the ritual of summoning a small army of demons. Not even a puddle of water remained. “You got anything, Xander?”
 
   “I’m a wizard, not a conjurer of parlor tricks!”
 
   “Settle down, bookworm,” Dexter said with far more calm than he felt. “Right now a little sleight of hand might do just fine.”
 
   Xander scowled, then began to mutter to himself in an attempt to think up something useful.
 
   “This cave’s too small to run around them or draw them after us,” Jenna said.
 
   “Aye, damn shame we don’t have Keshira with us.”
 
   “I’d even settle for Rosh.”
 
   Dexter eyed the approaching magma-monster. He nodded. “Rosh might slow him down a bit.”
 
   “Damn!” Xander uttered, surprising them all. They turned to spare a brief glance, drawing hi attention. “What? Oh, I was just thinking that I should have never abandoned my attempts to open a portal to transport the water from that reservoir to another place. It might have come in handy now, allowing us to a magical bridge between here and somewhere else.”
 
   “Aye, that might’ve come in handy. Remind me to tell you what a lousy wizard you are when we get out of this.”
 
   “Somebody decided to fight the Elven Navy and needed me to focus on other magical tasks!”
 
   “And all I ever seen you do was burn things up! You think fire’s going to do much against that thing?”
 
   Xander snorted. “It’s hot enough, what good’s making it hotter going to be?”
 
   “None!” Dexter all but shouted. “He’s less than twenty feet and I’m feeling warmer already! Make him hotter and he’d just start burning holes in the ground too!”
 
   “A rock floor? It’d need to be hotter than a forge!”
 
   “Aye, mighty hot.”
 
   Xander eyes the demon nearing the edge of his shield. He nodded his head slowly. “Why don’t I try that then?”
 
   “Jenna, might get a bit toasty in here.”
 
   “I’m an elf, hot and cold doesn’t bother me.”
 
   “This will,” Xander said with a dark chuckle. He chanted and thrust his hands out. A spiral of fire curled around on itself, forming a tube of flames as it burst away from him and struck the creature just above the mouth on its head.
 
   The demon roared and rose up, letting the fire hit it square in its open maw. The noise coming from its mouth sounded like the grinding of rocks and the sloshing of liquid. It slowed until Xander’s spell ended, then it came towards them.
 
   Jenna cried out in surprise and backed up to stand beside Dexter. “Hot,” she muttered, drawing a grim smile from him.
 
   “Hit him again!” Dexter challenged.
 
   Xander threw his arms out in a new pattern of bizarre movements, chanting different nonsensical sounds. A line of flames leapt from the ground in front of him and reached out to the creature, creating a wall of fire that began at Xander and ended at the creature. It walked through it, ignoring the flames and even passing through the defensive shield Xander had created. Unlike the smaller demons the lava-monster seemed unfazed by the magical defenses.
 
   “Again!”
 
   Xander’s next spell was fan of flames the curled over the demon as it approached. A mortal man’s skin would be blistered and roasted from his bones but the demon emerged seemingly unscathed. Dexter and Jenna continued to back up until they stood beside the wizard. Still the demon advanced. Behind it the gray skinned lesser demons cheered and danced.
 
   “Got anything else?” Jenna asked the mage.
 
   Xander, breathing hard and sweating from more than just the heat radiating through the cavern nodded. He pulled his sleeves up his arms. “You might want to back up,” he warned them.
 
   Jenna grabbed Dexter’s hand and pulled him back with They retreated until they were near the far edge of the protective sphere and waited. Xander was already making arcane gestures and summoning a fresh spell. He stepped back as he called upon his magical knowledge, retreating two steps for every one the creature took. Each step the demon took left flames and smoke rising from small depressions in the rock floor.
 
   With a final shout of power Xander brought his hands together palms first. The magical energy that coalesced in each palm joined and burst forth in a miniature comet that struck the demon in the chest. Upon impact it exploded, driving the creature onto its back. 
 
   Dexter picked himself up and blinked as he tried to make sense of the room. The flames marking the portal had died down and all of the demons had been knocked from their feet. They rose up, hissing and sputtering. Even the superheated creature at the epicenter rose up, planting one toothy hand into the rock to rise up.
 
   “Come on, it’s now or never!” Dexter hissed.
 
   Jenna groaned beside him. She rose up and took in the scene, then scrambled to her feet. Dexter glanced at her and saw the blackened soot stains on her skin and clothes. Her hair was singed, making him wonder at how he’d faired. His face felt tight, but he was spared any sign of a major injury.
 
   “Grab Xander.” Dexter stepped past Xander, ignoring the smoke that rose from the wizard’s body. Dexter held his sword out and swatted the first lesser demon that rushed at him, hacking deeply into its neck and sending it back to the hell from which it had spawned. The others were coming forward now too, though their movements were sluggish. They seemed to recover with each step, moving with agility that made Dexter despair. He realized the translucent shield that had surrounded them was gone.
 
   “Oh, Xander!”
 
   Dexter heard Jenna’s tone but he didn’t dare turn to look. He used his blade to knock aside the clutching claws of another demon and tried to counter attack. The demon was too quick, slashing out at him again before he could press the attack. He managed to thwart the second strike with the edge of his blade, severing two of the talons on the demon’s hand. Blood sprayed from the wound, landing on his pants just below his knee. In moments he felt it burn as it chewed away at his skin.
 
   The molten demon rose to its feet and pushed towards Xander and Jenna. Dexter cursed, then had to jump back to avoid a second attacker that leapt at him. A line of fire split the back of his shirt and skin on his shoulder. He stumbled back, swinging his sword desperately. The demons cackled as they jumped back and forth, toying with him. More were coming as they roused themselves from the stupor Xander’s magic had caused.
 
   “Jenna, watch out!” Dexter cried, seeing the massive demon bearing down on her while she knelt above Xander. Jenna looked up and drew her short sword, then stood above the fallen wizard. “Jenna!”
 
   “Xander’s gone!” she spat out. “We’ve lost too much—I’m not going to give in anymore!”
 
   Dexter ground his teeth in rage and started forward. A sting of agony in the back of his leg dropped him to one knee. He twisted his head around, wondering how one of the gray bastards had gotten behind him. He swung his sword, the magical blood severing the demon’s leg and sending it rolling away from him. He paid for the strike with a pair of slices across his side from the talons of another demon.
 
   “Might be on to something,” Dexter muttered through teeth clenched in pain. He forced himself to his feet, focusing on making the torn muscle in his leg behave.
 
   Another roar seemed to shake the very cavern they were in. It was louder and closer this time. Very close. The demons turned away from him, distracted by the noise. Dexter stumbled, his focus momentarily lost. When he picked himself back up the demons around him were gone, rushing towards the tunnel to the dungeons above.
 
   Dexter turned to look at his wife. Jenna still stood defiant, but her only opponent was the molten demon that had already turned away from her. Deep holes with slowly cooling molten rock marked the places where it had stepped, and a large puddle of cooling magma showed where Xander’s spell had knocked it down.
 
   Jenna lunged forward, stabbing with her short sword at its back. Her sword slipped between rocks in the hide of the creature, piercing into the glowing magma within. She pulled back and stared at the shortened blade of her weapon. Instead of a proper tip molten steel dripped down the hilt. She cast it aside as the heat was conducted up the hilt into her hand.
 
   “Watch out!” Dexter cried too late.
 
   Jenna started to raise her head but the demon’s arm caught her in the side and sent her flying through the air several feet until she crashed near him. The initial explosion of air from her lungs was followed by her gasping and crying out as flames burst out from her shirt and began to spread.
 
   Dexter threw himself at her, crashing the first time he tried to put weight on his left leg. He pulled himself along the ground ignoring the pain in his body. When he reached Jenna she was screaming and trying to pull her flaming shirt off. Dexter pulled his dagger free and grabbed her, then began to saw at the cloth heedless of the fire biting into his hands.
 
   Another roar announced the arrival of the newest threat. Dexter heard the sound of battle and fresh magical explosions, but his only focus was on Jenna. He ripped the shirt free and threw it away where it continued to burn until nothing remained. Jenna rolled on the ground, free of the flames but showing patches of skin that were red in some places and cracked open and bleeding in others.
 
   Dexter gathered her up, still fighting back the sting in his fingers, and held his wife tightly in his arms. “Rosh!” Jenna whispered.
 
   “Rosh is gone,” Dexter replied softly. Had the pain been so bad she was seeing things now? Granted, he’d seen Kragor’s ghost when almost no one else could, but Rosh wasn’t dead. Nothing could kill that man. Well, these demons could, but nothing short of them.
 
   “No!” Jenna said, shivering in his arms. “Rosh’s here!”
 
   Dexter turned, fearful of what he might see. A contingent of fresh demons anxious to flay the flesh from their bones then burn them alive? Instead he saw a gray demon fly through the air, it’s upper body separating from its lower body. It was dispersed in a puff of smoke before it would have hit the wall of the cavern.
 
   Two of the lesser demons remained. One leapt up at a black leather clad woman who looked every bit as demonic as the creatures they’d faced. She stretched her arm out to intercept it, magical energy that looked like dark blue lightning capturing the demon in midair. It writhed in her grasp until she thrust her sword into the unholy beast and returned it to hell.
 
   The other demon struck at Tasha, landing attack after attack on her but failing to breech her armor. It wasn’t until Tasha kicked out blindly and caught it as it attacked her that she was able to press the advantage. She swept her sword across, severing most of its foot. Thus hobbled she was able to pursue it and jam her sword into its chest. The demon howled in agony before disappearing in a puff of smoke.
 
   All that remained was the demon with three mouths. It advanced upon the three of them, centering on the massive creature between Tasha and the dark angel. “Where’s Rosh, behind the giant?”
 
   “He. Is. Giant!” Jenna chattered.
 
   Dexter looked again. He cursed, realizing his wounded wife was right. Rosh stepped forward and punched the equally massive demon in the chest. Flames burst from his fingers, making Rosh snarl, but they faded just as quickly. The demon stepped back, staggered by the blow.
 
   The demon’s arms swung forward, one trying to smash Rosh’s skull in while the other jabbed the mandibles into his side. Rosh ducked the first blow and ignored the agony of the second. He took his sword in both hands overhead, then reversed the grip and drove it down into the chest of the demon.
 
   It fell back, arms waving to try and dislodge the mortal blow. It roared, the sound of its death knell so loud and painful it made Dexter squeeze his eyes shut. He cradled Jenna, trying to protect her head from what sounded like an avalanche of rock and lava.
 
   When Dexter dared to open his eyes again he realized it was quiet in the room. He looked around, blinking through the soot and the wetness of his own tears that blurred his eyes. “Rosh?” He croaked.
 
   “Think this makes us even.”
 
   Dexter stared up at the huge man that approached him. Dexter realized he was grinning and fresh tears were threatening to run down his race. “Didn’t see this coming,” Dexter said. “Damn grateful to you though.”
 
   “That’s a good start.” A smile found its way onto Rosh’s face. It faded as he saw Dexter’s wife limp in his arms. “She gonna be okay?”
 
   “I think so. She passed out. She’s been burned badly, but I think she’ll make it.”
 
   Rosh grunted. He turned to look over at where Tasha was kneeling above Xander’s inert form. “Bookworm?”
 
   “He’s alive!” Tasha called out. “Barely. He won’t last long though, he’s lucky he’s unconscious.”
 
   “She always this cheerful?”
 
   Dexter frowned at the warrior’s macabre humor.
 
   “Help us Rosh, I can’t get them all out of here and we have to find Rolxoth and stop him.”
 
   “Heard about your daughter,” Rosh said.
 
   Dexter stared back at him. “Will you help?”
 
   “Turns out I got a son. Willa and I,” Rosh shrugged it away as though it wasn’t important. “Yeah, I’ll help.”
 
   “I’ll carry Jenna, can you get Xander?”
 
   Rosh laughed. “Can you even walk?”
 
   Dexter frowned. “Don’t have much of a choice.”
 
   “Volera, grab the wizard. Don’t think of ‘helping him’ without Dex saying so.”
 
   “Yes, Master.”
 
   “Master?” Dexter mouthed the words to his former deckhand.
 
   Rosh shrugged again. “Later. Got more important things than gossiping right now.”
 
   Dexter nodded. “Aye, we do. Take Jenna, please. Tasha, can you help me?”
 
   Tasha flipped the visor up on her helmet. She hurried over and offered her hand. When a hand alone wasn’t enough, Tasha slipped under his arm and all but carried him.
 
   “You plan on storming the castle like that? You’re mostly dead!” Rosh said.
 
   “Don’t see that I got much choice. Would you do any different?”
 
   Rosh looked at the burnt woman in his arms then back to Dexter. He nodded slowly. “Some things never change.”
 
   Dexter grimaced as he tried to put weight on his left leg. He looked at Rosh and offered a grim smile. “Glad to see some things do.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   The flight back up to the offices of the city guard went without incident. Dexter noted the various scenes of slaughter throughout, including the grisly demise of prisoners that were trapped in their cells.
 
   “Need to find a healer,” Dexter said once they’d made it to the top level. “Leave Xander and Jenna here, I’ll guard them.”
 
   “Volera, can you help?” Rosh asked.
 
   “Yes, but I can’t heal them.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Dexter asked.
 
   “She’s got a funny sense of what helping means,” Rosh explained. “Means she could take their pain away, maybe even give them some pleasure, but then they’d be dead and gone.”
 
   “Sounds like a good way to go,” Dexter said, eyeing Volera up. She turned to face him, a smile growing on her face. Dexter shook his head and looked away from her. Something about her pulled at him. Just looking at her made him want to forget everything else, even the pain.
 
   “You’re a strong willed man, Captain Silvercloud.”
 
   “Thanks,” Dexter said, risking a quick glance at her. He felt his heart skip a beat when he saw her. She was beautiful, perfect in every way. It exhausted him forcing his eyes away from her.
 
   “Volera, leave him alone,” Rosh growled.
 
   Dexter didn’t look back at her but he felt an unexplained weight that had been pressing against him lift away. He blinked, noticing how much lighter the room seemed. “What is she?” Dexter mumbled.
 
   “Been a long time, Cap,” Rosh said. His brow scrunched up in distaste but he shook it away. “Volera, come with me. We’ll find you a healer. Tasha, stay with them, anything comes by you’ll be all that’s stopping them.”
 
   Tasha nodded and helped Dexter sit on a table that wasn’t covered in gore. Volera placed Xander on the floor and waited for Rosh to lay Jenna on the table next to Dexter. A moment later and they were out the open door and into the busy street.
 
   “Tasha, the door,” Dexter said.
 
   Tasha hurried over and picked up the fallen door. She placed it back against the jamb then pulled a chair against it to keep it propped up.
 
   “They going to be able to get back in?” Dexter asked.
 
   “Rosh can get in.”
 
   Dexter studied the door then nodded. “Aye, I reckon he can. You spent some time with him—with them?”
 
   “Aye, Captain. They’ve got their own ship, the three of them. Rosh, Volera, and his son, Koda.”
 
   “Koda?” Dexter asked rhetorically. “His son?”
 
   “His and Willa’s,” Tasha answered. “He said she was with child when she was lost to the void. Having that spark of life in her kept her alive until they were picked up by an elder ship.”
 
   “Why didn’t they bring her back to us?”
 
   Tasha held up her hands in defeat. “Rosh didn’t say. He might not know. I’d guess she wanted to start over. Too much pain and confusion behind her.”
 
   “There was some mighty complicated negotiations going on with her and Rosh and Bekka.”
 
   Tasha nodded. “Aye, sir, there was.”
 
   Dexter took in a deep breath and let it out, wincing as it strained his many cuts. He refused to consider what might happen if Rosh couldn’t find a healer. He could barely stand, let alone walk or fight. And Rolxoth? It wasn’t just a normal fight he was headed for. It was easier to focus on something else. “What about Rosh? What’s he like these days?”
 
   “I didn’t know him long before he left,” Tasha qualified her opinion. “But he seems more at peace. Less hostile.”
 
   Remembering the roars he’d heard and the way Rosh had dealt with the demons, Dexter risked a chuckle. “Seemed plenty hostile to me.”
 
   “Aye, he can fight and he’s…he’s something else.”
 
   “That he is,” Dexter agreed. He was no less amazed at the size Rosh had grown to even though he hadn’t had time to properly appreciate it.
 
   “He looks like the Rosh the legends of my world spoke of,” Tasha said, her voice dropping into an almost reverent tone.
 
   “He ain’t never looked that big before,” Dexter promised. “Even back then he could pass for something normal. No mistaking him now. Unless maybe you make the mistake I almost did and wonder if that’s the creature that ate Rosh.”
 
   Tasha laughed at the thought. Her good spirits faded quickly as she glanced about the carnage in the room. “Call out if you hear anything,” she said.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m going to try to gather up the bodies,” she said. “They deserve some respect.”
 
   “Aye, but they’re dead. They don’t mind. I’d just as soon you stayed close by.”
 
   Tasha frowned. “Aye, Captain.”
 
   “What about Volera?” Dexter asked her. “What’s her story?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Tasha admitted. “I’ve avoided her as much as I can. She creeps me out.”
 
   Dexter laughed. “You sound like Jia. Volera’s nothing like Keshira though.”
 
   Tasha nodded her agreement. “Nothing at all. Rosh told me she was a demon, more powerful than the ones here, but he defeated her and she ended up bonded to him. He’s her Master now, from the looks of it, but he told me she’s not a demon anymore.”
 
   Dexter frowned at the news. “How does one go from being a demon to not being one?”
 
   Tasha threw her hands up.
 
   “There’s something about her,” Dexter mused. “Something that don’t feel right. Oh, I mean it feels plenty right. Too right, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Kind of like what Rosh said her idea of ‘help’ was.” Dexter turned to look at the burned body of his wife. He frowned as he watched her shivering. “Tasha, see if you can’t find some blankets or a cloak. Something clean.”
 
   Tasha jerked into action, hurrying to find anything not spattered with blood. A cabinet near the wall held spare cloaks in it, though the cabinet itself had sticky droplets of blood drying on it. She brought it over and laid it across Jenna, taking care to keep from aggravating her burns.
 
   “Thank the void she’s asleep,” Tasha said.
 
   Dexter nodded, but found he had no more words to say. He shifted on the table, grimacing as fresh eruptions of agony radiated through his body. “How’s the ‘Hawk doing? Did Rosh leave Koda on his ship or on the Voidhawk?”
 
   “On the Voidhawk,” Tasha answered without pause. She seemed glad for something to talk about. Standing in a room filled mostly with the dead or dying had her on edge. “It’s well, holding station where we met the Scimitar.”
 
   Dexter’s eyes widened. He’d forgotten about the Scimitar and Lady Brendera. “We’d arranged for the elves to leave Port Freedom and give it back to the people here. Lady Brendera was working with Rolxoth, her cargo was mercenaries he planned to use to keep himself in power. If she’s still working with him, she knows where the ‘Hawk is!”
 
   “The ‘Hawk can handle itself. It’s faster than the Scimitar and most anything big enough to threaten it here,” Tasha reassured him. “What happened next? When did these demons come?”
 
   Dexter pursed his lips in frustration, thinking about how easily the ‘Hawk could be overrun with its skeleton crew. Even with Keshira on board – she’d been overpowered before. They’d all been overpowered before. He pushed it away and focused on her question, knowing better than to worry about what he couldn’t fix. “Rolxoth dragged us down into that cave. He said Jia was down there, then opened up that portal and let those creatures through. Most of them ran up past us but a few remained. He left, heading for his new throne he said. You can see what they done and I’m sure they’ve done a lot more of it already.”
 
   “We made port just before the Ora’s Bounty showed up,” Tasha said.
 
   “Ha!” Dexter cried out. “It worked! Bet that gave them something to think about.”
 
   Tasha smiled at the sudden life in him. “They launched their landing boats full of soldiers and the elves were making ready to defend against them. Others were scrambling to escape. We saw no sign of these demons until we made it to this place.”
 
   Dexter’s face fell. If the Feds and the elves were fighting each other, nothing was stopping Rolxoth from seizing power and slaughtering anybody in his way. “Damn,” he muttered. “We’ve got to stop them from killing each other. There’s somebody else that needs killing a lot worse!”
 
   Tasha nodded, then rushed over when Dexter pushed himself off the edge of the table and tried to stand. He succeeded, for a moment, then fell forward and only her arms kept him from slamming into the ground.
 
   “Captain, you can’t even walk without help! You have to wait. Trust Rosh, he said he’d help!”
 
   “Trust Rosh?” Dexter tasted the words. Rosh had tried to betray him once, then abandoned him another time. In between the man had sacrificed his life and seemingly come back from the dead, and now he was back again. Could he trust a man that unpredictable? It wasn’t a friendship they had, nor even a camaraderie. They had no similar sense of duty, as far as Dexter knew. What then was there that would make him trust Rosh?
 
   “Aye, Trust Rosh,” a deep voice said before the door was pushed open. The chair held it for a moment after it began to slide, then a grunt preceded the chair shattering. The door slammed into the wall and fell forward onto the floor. “Seems everybody got invited to this party,” Rosh said as he stepped into the room.
 
   Behind him walked a man and three women, and Volera brought up the rear. There was blood smeared across her forearm, Dexter noted, but she seemed none the worse for wear. The new people brought a gasp from Dexter and Tasha both.
 
   “Bekka! Logan! Bailynn!” Dexter blurted out. He tried to step towards them but Tasha had to hold him back to keep him from falling again. 
 
   Tasha pushed him back to the table and forced him to sit. “Captain, with all due respect, sir, stay there until Logan and Bekka’s had a chance to help you.”
 
   Logan rushed forward, passing by Dexter to look at Jenna. He picked up the cloak and looked beneath, then frowned. Bailynn was at his side, sticking so close to him that she seemed like she’d be run over if he turned too fast. “Captain, good to see you again,” Logan said off-handedly. “Rosh mentioned Xander was hurt pretty bad too?”
 
   “He’s over here,” Tasha said, turning to point at where the unconscious wizard lay.
 
   Logan rounded the table and grimaced. Xander’s face was burned so badly skin and muscle were missing in some places. His eyebrows and most of his hair were gone. Elsewhere his robe had offered scant protection, but the fabric was fused with his skin. Logan knelt next to the wizard and tenderly touched his chest, throat, and face. He took a deep breath and let it out, then bowed his head and closed his eyes.
 
   “Why ain’t he praying?” Rosh asked.
 
   “He doesn’t need to,” Bekka said softly.
 
   Bailynn hurried over, then laid her hand on Logan’s shoulder. He jerked and looked up at her. “He’s hurt badly, this will take a lot.”
 
   “I don’t care,” Bailynn whispered. A tear ran down her girlish face. “These people are my family. I’ll die for any of them.”
 
   Logan nodded and resumed his work.
 
   Dexter watched for a moment then turned to look at Bekka. She was wearing a black dress with some pink fabric worked into it for contrast. It was stylish and very attractive on her, even displaying what curves her lean figure had. The dress matched the black paint on her lips, which was a curious fashion but one that suited her.
 
   “Bekka, what do you mean he doesn’t need to?” Dexter asked.
 
   Bekka jerked, a red tint coming to her pale cheeks. She’d been staring intently at Volera, ignoring everyong else. Volera raised an inquisitive eyebrow, but Bekka’s attention had already been diverted by Dexter’s question. “Logan’s not a priest,” she explained. “At least not in the sense we’d always known. He’s a sorcerer, like me. His power comes from within.”
 
   Dexter stared at her, the words slowly sinking in even if they made no sense. “Does that mean…no. What does that mean?”
 
   Bekka smiled. “Captain, it means we learned a lot while we were on our own. Or maybe we didn’t learn anything new as much as we learned who we were.”
 
   Dexter grunted. He didn’t have time for riddles. “Fine, can you help too? Jenna’s burned up pretty bad.”
 
   Bekka shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t. I was never any good at healing, not fast magical healing. I could nurse her back to health with teas and compresses. Perhaps even stop her burns from scarring, but her injuries require Logan.”
 
   Dexter swore. He turned back to watch Logan and saw the man still hard at work doing whatever it was he was doing. Dexter muttered another oath then turned back to the remaining woman he’d yet to meet. “Who’s this?”
 
   Haley looked at Bekka and, after she received a smile and a nod, she stepped forward and offered her hand. “I’m Haley.”
 
   “Dexter Silvercloud,” he said, shaking her hand. He was surprised by the strength in her grip and the firmness of her shake. “Don’t have much time here, what’s your story?”
 
   “Your friends helped me find my way free of the life I was living. I’ve journeyed with them to see the void they spoke so fondly of.”
 
   “Quite the story.”
 
   “You have no idea,” Haley said with a twist of her lip. “I’m a huntress, or I was. I haven’t found much to hunt in the void.”
 
   “Then you ain’t been looking in the right places,” Dexter said. Rosh chuckled his agreement. “Soon as Logan can patch us up, we’ll be hunting demons. You’re welcome to join us but there’s nothing safe about them.”
 
   Haley turned to Bekka, but the gothic looking sorceress had already turned back to study Volera. “Hi,” Bekka said to her, extending her arm. Bekka’s fingernails were painted black to match her lips, except each nail had a pink star in the middle of them. “Love your armor.”
 
   Volera smiled at her and took her hand. Bekka gasped when their skin touched, then she shivered. She bit her lip and looked away, a sly smile slipping onto her still blushing cheeks. “Volera,” the former demoness said. “I am Master Rosh’s servant.”
 
   “Stop saying that!” Rosh yelled.
 
   “My apologies, Master.”
 
   Rosh threw his hands up in the air. Dexter shook his head. It was easy to get lost in the disputes and camaraderie. He was among friends. Among family. The same family he’d grown to love and depend on, even though it had grown. He looked away, ignoring the burning in his belly not caused by any of the wounds he’d sustained. His family had grown but one member was still missing.
 
   “I’d like to speak with you,” Bekka whispered to Volera. “Later.”
 
   Volera offered her another smile and a nod.
 
   “Logan,” Dexter snapped, turning around slowly on the table to face the priest again. “If he’s well enough to live then let him be for now. I need to make sure Jenna’s going to be okay, then I need you to make me fit enough to walk and fight.”
 
   “I think I’ll live,” Xander said. He sat up, grimacing as he peeled the melted and scorched robe away from his chest. His eyebrows and hair remained burnt off, giving him a smooth and almost childlike expression. His skin was pink and raw, but the fact that skin covered his face gave proof to his improved well-being.
 
   “Oh!” Dexter managed, staring at the wizard who’d been all but a corpse a few minutes ago. “That’s good. Damn glad to have you back.”
 
   Logan climbed to his feet slowly, Bailynn at his side and helping to steady him. “Captain, that took a lot out of him,” Bailynn began.
 
   “I’m all right,” Logan insisted. He moved over to the table and sat next to Jenna, then he pulled the blanket off of her so he could rest a hand above her heart and another on her forehead. He bowed his head to concentrate. Bailynn slipped to his far side, away from Dexter, and rested her hand on the back of his bowed neck.
 
   Dexter watched, aware now that a miracle was happening in front of him. The dried blood and blackened edges of split skin fell away before his eyes. Fresh, pink skin filled the voids and blisters popped and drained. Her shivering stopped, leaving her breathing easier and deeper. Jenna’s eyelids fluttered open, allowing her gaze to find Dexter immediately. She smiled at him first, then turned and saw Logan and Bailynn and then the others.
 
   “It’s a reunion,” Jenna whispered, her voice not as strong as she’d thought.
 
   “Still got one person missing,” Dexter said.
 
   Jenna's smile faltered. She nodded, then pushed Logan’s hands off of her so she could sit up. “Could somebody get me a shirt, I’m afraid Rosh’s going to drool on my chest.”
 
   Rosh laughed. “You’ve got the chest of a boy! Why would I want that when I’ve got her?” He pointed at Volera, who’s black leather armor seemed to enhance her impressive bust rather than conceal or protect it.
 
   Jenna swung her legs off the table and tested her muscles. Finding everything working properly, she stood up and stretched, then looked at the gruesome scene. She saw the open cabinet with the cloaks hanging in it and started towards it. “Same reason I can ask any man how many pairs of breasts he wants to see in his life and he’ll say: all of them!”
 
   Rosh’s laughter faded. He shrugged and nodded. Dexter shook his head in mock dismay. Logan touched him on the shoulder, drawing his attention. “Captain, this will be easier if you lay down.”
 
   “All right,” Dexter said, using his arms to pull himself onto the table a little more before he tried to lay his back on it. He hissed in pain. Not only did the movement hurt but the jagged cuts across his back were pressing into the wood.
 
   Logan laid his hands on Dexter, making the Captain feel awkward at first. It passed as soon as a soothing warm spread from Logan’s hands and through his body. The warmth sought out his injuries, centering on them and even becoming hot enough to cause sweat to break out. A moment later the warmth retreated, leaving him feeling cool and refreshed.
 
   “Wow,” Dexter said, sitting up. He tested the movement in his arms and, after hopping off the table boldly, his legs. “Not sure what you done while you was gone, but I’m mighty glad for it!”
 
   Logan smiled. “Spending time with you gives me a constant opportunity to practice and perfect my talents.”
 
   “I think I hear what you’re saying,” Dexter said. “And I’d like to offer you another chance to get some more practice. Jianna’s soul has been captured by Rolxoth. He’s in the castle and we think she’s with him.”
 
   “Why?” Bailynn asked.
 
   “Having her soul won’t do him much good if it’s not with him,” Jenna said. She finished tying the cloak she’d cut around her belly. She looked around, spotting a few weapons to replace her broken ones.
 
   “No, I mean why’d he take her in the first place?” Bailynn asked.
 
   “Claims he needed a favor from me,” Dexter said. “But I’m not so sure he couldn’t have done this without our help.”
 
   “Without the chaos the elves would have put up a fight,” Jenna said. “And they’d have come back with reinforcements if they did lose.”
 
   “Won’t they still?” Tasha asked, confused.
 
   “We told them to leave Port Freedom alone. Some of the Navy and the Empire seems to have respect for me and Jenna. Might be that’s enough to slow ‘em down until Rolxoth can reach an agreement.”
 
   “Of course!” Jenna hissed. “Commander Banaris and Rolxoth have been working together! I don’t doubt Banaris is plotting a rise in position himself, something to ensure that Rolxoth gets to keep Port Freedom and the Empire has a special arrangement with them.”
 
   “You think they’d fall back that quick? A lot of younger elves liked what you done. They won’t take to the thought of getting friendly with demons. I don’t see the elders standing for it neither.”
 
   “The elders won’t do much of anything unless the elves strike out against them,” Xander offered while he examined his damaged robes. “I’ve worked with them for years now. They focus on their own problems and seldom dabble in the affairs of other races. They’ll be blind until it’s too late, should the elves rise up against them.” 
 
    “No,” Volera interrupted. “Rolxoth must pay a price for the service of so many. He may be wealthy, among his kind, but the power necessary to sponsor so many on this realm for so long would be more than any member of the duathrym could sustain. Only the greatest powers would attempt such a thing, and they would have little reason to do so.”
 
   “So why then?” Jenna asked.
 
   “If these elves are as duplicitous and malevolent as you suggest, Rolxoth may seek to be an agent that contracts out individual assignments. A small portal with only an infrequent traveler using it is far easier to obtain.”
 
   “A permanent portal such as that would still take a lot of power to create,” Xander pointed out.
 
   Volera nodded. “It would, but a single soul could be bound to it as a source of energy to feed the magic.”
 
   Jenna and Dexter met each other’s gaze. “A single soul?” Jenna mouthed the words. Dexter turned back. “We’re wasting more time. I can use every one of you, and more. But if you won’t I’ll understand. Make no mistake about it, I’ll curse you and call you a coward until my dying day, but at least I’ll understand.”
 
   Rosh chuckled. He stretched the tree trunks he had for arms and popped his knuckles. “Ain’t met a demon I couldn’t beat yet.”
 
   Volera cast a wicked smile his way. She dipped her head in submission, then turned back. “If my Master wishes it, I will help you.”
 
   “This is a good time to be showing you want to help,” Rosh grumbled.
 
   “I thought I did?” She asked, her eyes wide feigning innocence. Rush harrumphed, then motioned for them to follow him out into the road.
 
   The others followed suit, every one of them having no doubts as to where their loyalties lay.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Compared to earlier, the streets of Port Freedom seemed calm. Signs of vandalism and looting were rampant, but near the city guard offices few people lingered. “Where’d everybody go?” Bailynn asked.
 
   “The docks,” Jenna said. “Listen, you can hear fighting down there.”
 
   Dexter groaned. “This ain’t working out the way I’d hoped.”
 
   “Does it ever?” Rosh grumbled. “Head up to the castle, I’ll get their attention.”
 
   “Rosh, this ain’t the time to split up!” Dexter argued.
 
   “They ain’t gonna kill me,” Rosh assured him. “Just save me some demons!”
 
   Dexter frowned for a long moment before Jenna pulled at his arm. “Dex, for Jianna.”
 
   He nodded before turning away and starting a jog towards the castle. Rosh and Volera stood still, watching them leave, then Rosh turned and started his own heavy footed jog towards the harbor. Volera fell in beside him easily.
 
   “Master, what will you do?”
 
   “I’ll worry about that when we get there. Damn shame we ain’t got none of them demons we can show them.”
 
   “You’ve got me.”
 
   Rosh chuckled. “Thought you wasn’t one of them no more?”
 
   “I’m not, but if you need me to, I can pretend to be for a short time.” Volera was silent for a moment before she amended her statement. “I’m sorry, I know you don’t need me, but if you’d like me to.”
 
   Rosh slowed, turning to stare at her. He scowled. “You got a funny way of figuring things but since I been stuck with you I think there’s been times a plenty that you’ve come in handy.”
 
   “Thank you,” Volera said, beaming at him. “But I know you don’t truly need me, you would excel without me as you did before.”
 
   “This part of Willa’s soul making you act funny?” Rosh asked. “She had a hard time knowing her worth and you’re acting just like that.”
 
    “I don’t think so,” she frowned and considered his question. “Perhaps, I can’t say. I’m not who I once was. Dealing with souls was never a problem for me. This one I took into me, instead of just collecting it. It’s a damaged soul though, I’ve had time to study it. I think Willa’s experience when she was adrift in the void caused her soul and Koda’s to become damaged. They bonded together, what I have of her in me is only half of a soul. Koda has the rest.”
 
   Rosh came to a stop. “Half a soul? What’s that mean?”
 
   Volera stopped beside him. “I only know that what happens to me will happen to him.”
 
   Rosh felt Port Freedom start to spin around him. The color drained from his face as he considered her words. “You mean…all the times that you and I…the things we done…”
 
   Volera twisted her head to the side, trying to finish Rosh’s questions. Finally it became clear to her when his eyes dropped to her chest and then lower. She smiled. “No, I meant if I were injured.”
 
   Rosh let out a sigh only his cavernous chest could hold. “Why ain’t you calling me Master now that we’re alone?”
 
   Volera’s lip curled into a wicked smile. “It’s much more fun doing it around your friends.”
 
   Rosh swore. “Not sure if that’s you or Willa working at making my life difficult.”
 
   “Both, I think.”
 
   He swore again, then turned and ran towards the harbor with Volera following close behind. Their run was short once they entered the marketplace. Many of the carts and stalls had been cleared away to make room for the elves and occasional non-elf that were standing ready to join the defenses. The entrances to the harbor were piled full of men and the fallen bodies of men.
 
   “Are we too late?” Volera asked.
 
   Rosh ignored her. He peered around looking for inspiration. It came in form of a large wagon loaded full of wooden casks. Rosh ran over to it and grabbed the traces for the missing horses. Gathering them up, he leaned forward and drove his powerful legs into the cobblestone ground, pulling the wagon forward one step at a time towards the junction of the three separate roadways to each section of the harbor.
 
   “Hey! Get that out of here!” the first elf to notice him called out.
 
   “Move!” Rosh bellowed, not slowing in the least.
 
   The elf cried out louder, drawing the attention of some of the other soldiers near him. They fell in behind him as he rushed towards Rosh. Rosh dropped the lines and batted the elf’s sword aside, ignoring the cut one his forearm that was already healing by the time he picked the leather and chain clad man up over his head. Rosh threw him forward into the other interested soldiers, sending them sprawling or scrambling to get away from the flailing missile.
 
   Rosh ran around the side of the wagon, drawing his massive sword so he could smash the spokes in the wheels on the side facing the harbor. It crashed down, shattering the axles, and knocked a few of the tied casks loose in the back. Rosh continued his run, rounding the wagon until he stood on the other side that still had unbroken wheels. He slammed his sword point first into the ground, splitting a large stone and then letting it stay there, quivering. 
 
   The nearby soldiers stopped, now staring in shock at the heavily muscled man amongst them that seemed to have a grudge against an otherwise harmless wagon.
 
   Rosh grabbed the bottom of the wagon and slammed his feet into the ground. His muscles bulged and flexed, veins standing out beyond the engorged muscles. He roared as the side of the wagon came up, then he dropped down onto his haunches and flipped his hands to push from beneath it. He heaved again and pushed it beyond the stopping point, then had to pull back to keep it from flipping over completely. The casks spilled free, some of the breaking open when they hit the ground and spilling the black fire powder across the cobbles.
 
   “Volera!” Rosh grunted, summoning the woman to his side in an instant. “Boost me up.”
 
   Volera spread her legs and knitted her fingers together before she held her arms out in front of her. Rosh stepped into her cupped hands and sprung off the ground and away from her hands. He suspected, rightly, that even her special nature would be hard pressed to hold someone as large as he was.
 
   Rosh pulled himself up to stand atop the side of the wagon, giving him a complete view of the small battlefield. A few pistols fired, one missing him and the other lodging a bullet in the left side of his chest. He scowled and looked down at his companion. “Give me one of them barrels!”
 
   Volera hurried around to the front of the wagon and picked up one of the casks. She held it up, putting enough force behind it so Rosh could catch it. He saw some of the Federation soldiers to the rear of their van reloading as fast as they could while the ones in front of them fought to get through the barricade the defenders of Port Freedom had set up. Rosh smashed his fist into the side of the barrel, spilled powder from the hole, then he hurled it up into the air in front of him.
 
   “Fire!” Rosh called.
 
   Volera responded with multiple streaks of fire erupting from her hands. They burned through the air with the speed of arrows, igniting the falling powder and creating a fuse in mid-air that raced to the powder keg and ignited it.
 
   When the echoes of the explosion faded and the ringing of everyone’s ears had passed, they turned to stare at the giant standing atop the wagon. He reached up to his chest where his shirt was dark with blood and jammed his finger and thumb in. A moment later Rosh pulled out the bullet that had struck him and tossed it to the ground.
 
   “You’re not fighting the right people!” Rosh shouted, certain he had everyone’s attention. He turned enough to point at the castle proper behind him. “You’ve been played the fool, all of you. There’s a bunch of demons tearing through the castle and making sure Port Freedom’s not owned by man nor elf, let alone free!”
 
   “Demons?” one elf called out.
 
   “Who’re you?” another shouted.
 
   “I’m Rosh,” he said. “Dexter and Jenna Silvercloud are on their way to the castle to try and stop Rolxoth from loosing his demons on you. I expect he could use a little help.”
 
   “You’re a human, how do we know we can trust you?” the elven question met with shouts of protest from the Federation soldiers.
 
   Rosh swore then knelt down on the side of the wagon. The wood groaned under his weight, but held firm. “Volera, gimme your hand. They need to see an elf,” he hissed at her. Volera reached up and clutched firmly when Rosh yanked her up to stand beside him. She turned to face them and pulled back her hair, revealing pointed ears. When Rosh turned to look at her he saw her cheekbones had shifted. Her eyebrows were finer and even the shape of her eyes were different, more elfin.
 
   “Volera and I work together, as do Dexter and Jenna. Now quit your pissing and moaning and fight for the right reasons!” Rosh hopped down then held out his arms. Volera stared at him, an amused smile lighting her face up. She stepped off and fell into his arms, then ventured so far as to plant her lips on his cheek.
 
   Rosh felt his cheeks warm, distracting him momentarily from setting her down. Remembering himself, he stomped over to his sword and wrenched it free of the ground, then he turned. “You want to kill each other? That’s fine. I’m going to gut me some demons!”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “How do we get in?” Jenna asked, staring at the large portcullis that had fallen.
 
   “Wall’s too smooth to climb,” Dexter noted, studying the twelve foot stone barricade carefully. “Not that high though, might be I could boost Bailynn up there and she toss down a rope or raise the portcullis.”
 
   “We’re fresh out of rope,” Jenna pointed out.
 
   “Bailynn and I can do it,” Haley stepped forward. “I see no guards, let’s be quick before they show up.”
 
   Haley and Bailynn ran across the open ground in front of the castle, drawing a curse from Dexter. He led the rest of them, trying to catch up to the two women. They all reached the wall without incident. Dexter leaned against the wall, noting it sloped inward at a very slight angle, and held his hands at his sides.
 
   Bailynn grabbed onto his shoulders and began to climb him, sticking a foot in one hand then putting her knee on his shoulder. He grimaced, struggling to keep from shifting or falling as she scaled him like a tree. In moments she stood on his shoulders and reached up, but failed to get a purchase.
 
   “I have to jump,” Bailynn hissed down at him.
 
   “Go ahead,” Dexter grunted.
 
   He felt the pressure on his shoulders shift as Bailynn knelt down. The weight shifted to the balls of her feet. Before he had a chance to steel himself properly she pushed off of him and sent him staggering away from the wall. When he looked up she was hanging from the crenellated wall, scrambling to try and get a foothold.
 
   “Now what?” Jenna muttered.
 
   Dexter rushed forward to lean against the wall. He thrust his hands up until they found her feet. She relaxed slightly, allowing him to straighten his arms enough to give her several more inches of clearance. Bailynn jammed her fingers into the stone wall and pulled herself up until she slipped between the raised crenellations.
 
   After several tense moments she stuck her head back over and looked down at them. “This is bad!” her whisper carried down to them. “Everybody’s dead! It looks like that guard room.”
 
   “Any sign of the demons?” Logan asked her, his eyes wide.
 
   “None…wait, yes! Oh gods…they’re eating some of the people!”
 
   “Get out of there,” Logan growled.
 
   “Calm down,” Haley said to the healer. “Kneel down and boost me up. Bailynn, grab my hand and help.”
 
   Bailynn nodded and wedged herself between the stone blocks. Logan knelt down as requested, but the set of his jaw showed his disapproval. Haley ran at him and stepped into his hand. Logan struggled to rise and lift her even as he heaved with his hands. Haley sprang from his grip and grabbed Bailynn’s hand easily, her feet running against the side of the wall. She flung herself around and landed with the breath being knocked from her in the gap between stones one block away from Bailynn.
 
   She gulped in air for a moment then grinned. “They’re on the far side, we’ll be fine.”
 
   “They’re fast,” Dexter warned. “Be safe!”
 
   “Xander, why couldn’t you make one of those discs to take us up and over this wall?” Jenna asked.
 
   Xander turned to look at her. He stared for a long moment, then nodded his head slowly. “I think I could,” he said. “I’d have to take into consideration the single fixed gravity field, but it’s certainly possible.”
 
   Dexter scowled at him. “I’m paying you to think of these things quicker!”
 
   “I’m getting paid for this?” Xander asked.
 
   Dexter raised his finger to point it at the wizard but Tasha stopped him. “Captain, they’ve made for the gate. Let’s hurry!”
 
   Dexter shook his finger threateningly at the wizard then turned and led the way to the barred gate. Bailynn and Haley were staring at the wheel that a chain was attached to. “Use the levers!” Dexter said, pointing at the two long levers, one on either side of the wheel.
 
   Bailynn grabbed one and pulled on it, heaving to turn the wheel several notches. The portcullis shifted after a moment, slowly lifting a few inches. Haley grabbed the other lever and yanked on it, only to find it moved easily. Bailynn returned her lever to its original position and began to pull it back towards her again. Haley waited until Bailynn had completed the journey and then pushed her lever back to its original position.
 
   Dexter had knelt down stared at the six inch opening, eager to crawl through as soon as he could. With Haley’s latest movement the heavy iron barrier crashed down into the stone, missing him by inches and sending broken chips of rock into his face. Dexter stumbled away, cursing and rubbing at his face.
 
   “That’s the lock!” Xander sputtered, pointing at the handle in Haley’s hands. “It sets it so the portcullis won’t fall. Pull it and leave it in place!”
 
   “And hurry,” Tasha said. “You’re going to have company.”
 
   Haley pulled her lever back in place before turning to see the three demons rising up from their grisly meal. Bailynn hauled on her lever, raising the portcullis inch by inch. She’d finished cranking the handle four times when something black streaked beneath the gate, causing Dexter to curse anew. He spun about, seeking understanding, and saw a pile of clothing behind him.
 
   “What the—”
 
   “Logan!” Bailynn screamed. She cranked the heavy lever once more then turned and ran after the wolf her lover had turned into.
 
   “Haley! Open! This! Gate!” Dexter demanded.
 
   Haley grabbed the lever and started pumping it as fast as the heavy machine would allow. Dexter rolled under it, Jenna close behind him. Tasha tried to follow them but had to cry out when her armor left her lodged beneath it. Haley cranked it up another few inches then turned and ran after the others.
 
   Logan was bleeding from several cuts along his sides and face. The fur around his mouth was burnt and smoking, but the arm of one of the demons hung limp at its side. Bailynn circled with a grace that made Dexter pause. She faced one of the gray demons and neither of them seemed ready to press the attack.
 
   “They’re fast!” Dexter warned.
 
   Haley ran past him, a sword in one hand and a hand axe in the other. She swung at the second demon facing Logan, forcing it to break away from the wolf and turn to deal with her. It snarled, the hissing noise it made more of an insane laugh than a threat.
 
   Haley swung her weapons, aiming to disable or kill with each. The demon slapped the axe away and slipped to the side of her sword, then ripped bloody furrows on her hip, tearing easily through the leather skirt she wore. Rather than showing dismay or defeat, Haley spun away from the talons and backhanded the demon in the face with the flat of her axe.
 
   It fell back, hissing and shaking its head. She advanced while she had the advantage. She’d seen how quick it was and knew what to do. When it came for her next she threw herself into it, earning a painful scrape across her ribs from its teeth but keeping its claws from finding purchase. The gray fiend fell back, off balance, and gave her the chance to thrust her sword into its bowels.
 
   It let loose a screeching howl that faded from a sound into a hiss that turned into gray smoke that poured out of its mouth and chest. In seconds it was gone, retreating to its own realm. She turned and saw Dexter sweep the head from the demon facing Logan and Tasha kneeling on top of the demon that Bailynn had opposed, the Golden Lady’s sword pinning it to the ground until it faded into a noxious cloud.
 
   “Can you go on?” Dexter asked, looking at the blood running down Haley’s thigh to her boots.
 
   Haley put her weight on her leg and nodded. “It hurts, but I’ll be all right.”
 
   “I can help,” Logan growled. The hair receded from his naked body as he straightened slowly.
 
   “Got control over that, did you?” Dexter asked.
 
   Logan turned his head to look at him, then let his eyes take in Bailynn. Her own scratches from the fight had barely broken the skin. She grinned at him and he let his shoulders droop a little. “With Bailynn’s help,” he answered.
 
   “Don’t have time to get your pants, see if you can’t find some along the way.”
 
   Logan glanced down and blushed. “Aye, Captain.”
 
   “Only if we have time,” Bailynn said, winking at her lover. Logan turned a deeper shade of red.
 
   A moment later and Haley was walking without a limp. A bellow from behind them stopped them before they could move any further ahead. Resigned to what misery awaited them, Dexter turned to see Rosh lifting the heavy iron portcullis with his bare hands. Volera slipped under it, barely needing to duck, and cranked the lever until the slack in the chain was taken up. Rosh stooped to grab something then hurried through to join them. Moments later Dexter saw the combined forces of Port Freedom and the Federation approaching the gate.
 
   “Can’t say you got the best timing, healer,” Rosh said, tossing Logan his pants that he’d picked up. “But I think a little more highly of you all the same.”
 
   Bailynn giggled at Logan’s side while he struggled to pull the pants on. “You brought reinforcements,” Dexter noted.
 
   “Too late, looks like.”
 
   “There’s plenty more inside, I’m sure,” Dexter said. He turned to face the small army of men and women. He pointed at some of the grisly remains of fallen defenders. “You’ve seen what they can do. They’re fast, vicious, and without remorse. One on one you don’t stand a chance. We don’t know how many there are or where. Split into groups and hunt them down or they’ll find you while you’re asleep and eat your guts while you’re still alive.”
 
   The partially eaten bodies behind him gave credence to his threat. “Go! Don’t let them get dug in!”
 
   Dexter turned to Volera. “So you’re some kind of demon?”
 
   “I used to be.”
 
   Dexter nodded. “Then maybe you can tell me where Rolxoth’s keeping my daughter?”
 
   “It’ll be with him,” she said without a second thought. “And he’ll be somewhere safe and stable. Like the cavern he used to summon his minions.”
 
   “Down then. I’m guessing the castle has a dungeon. That’s where we’ll go.”
 
   “A dungeon? Where? These are manor houses of the wealthiest of Port Freedom here!” Jenna said, turning around and staring at the luxurious estates contained within the castle proper.
 
   “Xander? Bekka? Anybody?” Dexter asked. “These demons been here for a while now, any second might be the one we spent too much time working our jaws!”
 
   Bekka had the good grace to look miserable. She shook her head and let her eyes fall to the ground. “I’m sorry, Dex,” she whispered. “I learned so much, but it doesn’t help for what you’re after.”
 
   “You’re a necromancer,” Volera snapped at her.
 
   Bekka’s head jerked up in surprise. “What?”
 
   “I can feel your sorcery. You’re magic focuses on the dead, you’re a necromancer. Necromancers also have power over the energies of a living thing, including its soul. Reach out for the girl. Her soul, if it’s still on this realm, will still be linked to her body. Find that bond and follow it.”
 
   “Jia’s body’s on the ‘Hawk,” Dexter added. “About three days toward the Federation in the void.”
 
   “Um…okay,” Bekka said. She took a deep breath in spite of the tightly laced corset she wore and closed her eyes. After several tense moments she opened them again to reveal they were milky and white, as though her pupils and irises had disappeared. She walked, stepping over piles of gore and around other obstacles as though she was guided. She came to the entrance of an estate, the doors swinging in the entryway. “Here,” Bekka whispered. Even her voice had taken on a ghostly timbre.
 
   Dexter rushed past her into the building. Jenna paused, hugging the half elven sorceress and startling her out of her trance. The color rushed back into her eyes and she blushed. “I think I did it!” Bekka squeaked out thanks to Jenna’s crushing grip.
 
   “I think you did,” Jenna let her go and hurried after the others into the manor house.
 
   They found demons roaming the house, seeking out whatever mayhem they could. The servants and family had long been butchered. Now destruction alone remained to delight them. A group of six of them were destroying a large dining room when the group tried to hurry past them. The demons shrieked out a warning and ran towards them.
 
   “Go on,” Rosh told Dexter. “I got this.”
 
   Before Dexter could voice disapproval Rosh bellowed out his own war cry and charged into the room brandishing his sword. The raised ceiling allowed him room to move the weapon but it did little to stop him from smashing an enormous crystal chandelier with his first swing. Two demons launched themselves at him, scratching and beating as he fought to free his sword.
 
   Volera followed behind, more fiery bolts streaking from her hands to catch a demon ready to pounce and slam it back into the wall. Her sword lashed out, catching a seventh demon that had been hiding as it tried to sneak up on her.
 
   Rosh yanked one of the biting demons free, losing some flesh as he did so, and threw it across the room. He pounded his sword-turned-mace into another demon, shattering the ornate decoration enough to let his sword slide free of it. A moment later the other demon clinging to his leg was sent back to hell in a puff of smoke.
 
   “Dex, go!” Jenna urged him.
 
   Dexter surged forward, hesitating at the next hallway that offered a cross passage.
 
   “Right,” Bekka called out from behind him. Dexter turned to the right, rushing past a larder where a gray skinned demon was ripping apart a closet filled with foodstuffs.
 
   The demon turned and launched itself them. Tasha threw herself in front of it, accepting the scraping claws and biting teeth against her mail clad arm. She fell under the powerful force of the attack but before the demon could find a soft spot to chew through her armor Haley’s magical blade cleaved into its back and dispersed it.
 
   Logan helped the Golden Lady to her feet, exchanging thanks along the way. With the latest threat removed, they moved on after their Captain. Dexter and Jenna waited at an open doorway leading to a dark staircase ahead of them. A faint sulfurous smell rose out of the depths, promising and end to their trek.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   “This’d be a good time for Rosh’s pet to show up and offer some guidance,” Dexter said as he stared into the dark staircase.
 
   “She’s not a pet,” Bekka defended.
 
   Dexter glanced at her then shrugged. “I suppose not. Don’t mean I wouldn’t like knowing what’s coming a little better.”
 
   “Only one way to find out,” Haley encouraged.
 
   Dexter nodded and started down the stairs. Jenna moved behind him, a sword in each hand. The others followed as space allowed, descending the staircase until it opened into a cellar once used for storing vegetables and other perishables.
 
   “Shouldn’t it be cooler in here?” Tasha asked.
 
   “Yes,” Xander replied. “It shouldn’t smell like brimstone and sulfur either.”
 
   Tasha winced, her actions echoed by Dexter and Jenna. “Let’s hurry!” she urged.
 
   A door on the side wall offered the only other egress from the room. Dexter looked at it, noting dull carvings surrounding the door. They didn’t resemble anything he’d ever seen before, whether they were letters of pictures. He pushed it open, noting that it hadn’t been shut properly.
 
   “The runes have already been burnt out by whatever came before us,” Xander said from the rear of the small convoy. “They were meant to keep intruders away.”
 
   Dexter grunted, then kept going. The hallway opened into an antechamber, complete with closets in varying states of distress. One was smashed open, broken wooden fragments laying on the ground. Another had the door torn from its hinges. Robes, torn and shredded, were the only remnants of what might have once been in the armoires.
 
   Beyond a larger room awaited. It was lit by glowing spheres set in sconces in the wall. A circular dais made of a glossy black stone was centered in the room, glowing black runes worked into it just beneath the surface. Black flames rose from the runes, reminding Dexter of the portal in the cave, save that this one looked far more ornate.
 
   “Obsidian?” Xander wondered aloud.
 
   A hissing noise was his response. Two of the gray demons turned to stare at them, both running forward immediately. Tasha moved to intercept one but it darted past her and raked its claws across Jenna’s thigh. She cried out as she buckled. The demon climbed atop her and opened its mouth to strike when Haley slammed into it and pulled it free.
 
   The other demon slipped past Dexter’s magical sword, though not without losing its serpentine tail. Haley kicked it, unable to swing her weapons for fear of striking Dexter, then was tripped up by the clutching demon. It tore her calf with its talons and sank its teeth into her thigh, drawing a grunt from her. She smashed at it with her axe, the blade cutting into its shoulder long enough for the caustic essence of the demon to eat the steel and make the head fall off the mundane weapon.
 
   Logan tore at it, his fingers resembling claws themselves. The demon sprang away, smoking blood leaking from its back and side. Dexter advanced on it, trapping it in the antechamber. It leapt at him but this time his sword intercepted it, gutting it as it passed him.
 
   Bailynn stood up, shaking slightly from the burns and scrapes on her shoulder, legs, and side. The demon she’d wrestled with was gone, sent back to the netherworld. Without the immediate threat of the lesser demons they all looked to the black flames in the middle of the dais. They were very similar to the ones that had heralded the portal in the dungeon earlier. Behind it stood Rolxoth, a gleaming golden ring on his finger. Two figures awaited, one on either side of him.
 
   “My apologies, Captain Silvercloud,” Rolxoth said. “I seldom underestimate someone so greatly, yet here you are. A pity really, I could use a resourceful individual such as yourself. I doubt you’ll feel inclined to work with me though.”
 
   “Give my daughter back to me and there’s no telling what sort of accord we might come to,” Dexter said.
 
   “There’s the rub, Captain. I can’t. I need her or this is all for naught.” He turned to face the beings at his side, first the one to his left which resembled nothing Dexter would ever have imagined. It stood upright on the hindquarters of a goat yet it possessed the upper torso of a man. Not just any man, but a man built like Rosh. Above the shoulders the similarity to a man ended and the cloven hooved animal returned. The creature’s head was that of a black horned bull. On Rolxoth’s right stood a red-skinned woman that reminded Dexter of Volera, except where Volera seemed merely sinful and wicked, this woman oozed a seductive evil. Then there was the leathery black wings that rose from her back, the curved horns rising from her forehead,  and a tail that wrapped around her leg and ended in a wicked barb.
 
   “Avert your eyes,” Dexter heard the whisper in his ear but could find no source for it. He turned, the distraction saving him from being drawn into the black abysses she used for eyes. 
 
   “These are to be my generals,” Rolxoth continued. “Falcyon will keep things interesting while Jezelle will insure that we do the plotting around here, not the other way around.”
 
   “Even picking Jezelle, I’m surprised any fury would agree to your mad plans!”
 
   Dexter turned, hearing the same voice that had whispered to him a moment ago. Volera stepped past him, though where she’d been a moment ago he had no idea.
 
   “Volera! Ha! You’ve been cast out. You’re powerless to stop us!” Jezelle said in a voice so sultry and promising it caused the hair to rise on Dexter’s arms. Xander gasped behind him, no doubt similarly affected.
 
   “I’m no longer a fury, but I serve a being that gives me power you could never understand!”
 
   “One of these mortals?” Jezelle laughed scornfully. “Where is he, so that I might gaze in wonder at this powerful being?”
 
   “He bested me in war and in passion,” Volera said. “He could destroy you with ease, but I’ll make certain you’ve been driven from this realm before it comes to that.”
 
   Jezelle laughed in derision. Rolxoth held up his hand, silencing her. “I have only to bring one more being through, then the portal can be bound to permanence.”
 
   “Wait!” Jenna cried out. “Take me instead! I’ll give you my soul for hers.”
 
   “Jenna, no!” Dexter snapped.
 
   Rolxoth let his chuckle echo in their minds. “Such compassion and warmth. It’s your failing. As pathetic as your offer is, I can’t accept such a thing. A sacrifice such as that would make your soul useless to me.”
 
   “Then we’ll take her from you,” Dexter spat. He started forward, sword in hand.
 
   “Kill them while I bring Temnyon through,” Rolxoth said.
 
   Jezelle grinned, displaying pointed teeth a hunting cat would have been envious of. A sinister black sword appeared in her hand, once again similar to Volera’s. Unlike Volera, a whip coalesced out of a puff of smoke into her other hand. She cracked it against the floor for effect. Falcyon favored action over display. He simply snorted and started forward, a massive battle axe appearing in his hands.
 
   “Where’s Rosh?” Dexter hissed to Volera.
 
   “Cleaning up still,” she said. “I’ll handle Jezelle, just stay away from Falcyon, he’s slow.”
 
   The double bladed axe swept through the air, whistling with its speed. Dexter’s brow scrunched as he glared at Volera’s back. ‘Slow’ was another term that her definition differed on. “You heard her,” Dexter said to his companions. “There’s only one of him and a lot of us, keep him busy!”
 
   “I’m going to enjoy making you scream,” Jezelle promised, teasing her whip as she walked around the dais towards Volera.
 
   Volera burst forward moving so fast she seemed a blur. Jezelle’s whip cracked, the tip snapping the air just behind Volera. The former fury struck Jezelle’s sword aside with her own and kicked out, driving her heeled boot into the fury’s armored stomach. Jezelle was forced back a step, but a quick spin from her sent Volera stumbling back from Jezelle’s buffeting wings.
 
   Dexter and the others scattered at Falcyon’s approach. He walked straight for Dexter, holding his axe high. He stopped, stomping the ground with his hoof twice before lowering his head and charging Dexter.
 
   The Captain jumped away but failed to avoid the impact. He was sent sprawling, his hip and back aching from where they’d slammed into the stone floor. His back had popped and felt unnaturally loose, but at least there was no pain where he’d been stuck by Falcyon’s shoulder.
 
   Logan jumped in, slashing with his hands. Falcyon kicked out, sending the toothsome healer through the air until he hit the wall. The demon spun, roaring and catching Haley with the butt end of his battle axe. She fell to the floor, clutching her chest and gasping for breath that wouldn’t come. 
 
   Bailynn growled and pounced, but her head followed Logan as he was knocked senseless by the wall. Distracted, she was no match for Falcyon’s thrashing head. He caught her in the chest with a horn, just under her shoulder. He whipped his head around, throwing her a dozen feet back into the antechamber.
 
   Jenna attacked at the same time, her thrust off balance by her need to duck under Bailynn’s flailing form. Her sword bounced off Falcyon’s demonic hide, leaving her useless against him. Falcyon spun his axe towards her and only her earlier evasion saved her life. The flat of the blade still struck her on the head, tearing hair and skin and driving her to the ground and into the darkness beyond.
 
   Tasha stepped forward, standing between her Captain and the demon. It chuckled at her pose, then roared and stomped the ground. Tasha raised her blade and sought to bring it down as the demonic general charged. When her senses returned she was laying on the ground at the base of the far wall. Her sword lay a few feet from her and she found breathing difficult, but possible. Her armor was unharmed but she felt as though she’d been used by the entire Elven Navy for ramming practice.
 
   Falcyon turned about, but all of his opponents save one were on the ground. Xander stood there and stared at him, then rose, shaking hands before him. Falcyon chuckled until a rainbow of colors burst out of the wizard’s fingertips and washed over him. He roared and stomped, twisting away from the unorthodox magical attack. The beam of red light burned while the blue light was frigid. Yellow caused his hide and skin to crackle and green caused the outer layers of flesh and hair to spit and hiss.
 
   He roared and stomped towards Xander, ignoring the magical assault until he was close enough to the wizard to raise his axe high overhead and begin the downward strike that would split the mage in twain.
 
   Falcyon’s strike was blocked with a clang that rang throughout the room and the hall behind them. Rosh stood behind the wizard, straining to hold his sword in place. “I’ll take care of this,” Rosh grunted.
 
   Xander’s eyes rolled back in his head and he crumpled to the ground.
 
   Rosh ignored the mage and stared into the evil bovine eyes before him. “Bout time I found a decent fight,” he said.
 
   Falcyon snorted and pulled his axe back. He held his arms out wide, axe in on hand. He beat himself on the chest with the other. “Pathetic mortal,” Falcyon said in the deepest voice Rosh had ever heard.
 
   “Got a surprise for you,” Rosh said. He raised his own sword and saw Falcyon’s eyes go to it. Thus distracted, Rosh kicked out, his boot smashing into the bull-sized genitals hanging between the demon’s legs.
 
   Falcyon roared but, to Rosh’s amazement, the demon didn’t fall. Rosh followed through with his sword, cutting part of Falcyon’s ear off after the demon moved its axe in place to block the strike. Then Falcyon countered, jamming Rosh in the stomach with his axe and leaving bloody gashes where the tips of the blades had dug into him.
 
   Dexter picked himself up enough to see that his crew was wounded or dying. Some might already be dead, he admitted. He pushed the thought away. They’d all be destroyed and for nothing if he couldn’t stop Rolxoth. There was more at stake than just his daughter now. All of Port Freedom was at risk and perhaps even the void beyond.
 
   Dexter pulled himself together and tried to get his feet under him. Aching from the damage to his hips he wondered if something was broken. He rose up, but did so slowly. Clutching his sword in one hand and his hip in the other, he shuffled slowly to the wall, walking around the battling combatants on his way to stop Rolxoth.
 
   Volera bled from a dozen wounds, though none were mortal. She’d caused as much pain or more to Jezelle but the fury had healed from her injuries within seconds. Volera’s spirit was unquenched but she glanced about, showing signs of doubting the wisdom of her actions. She knew the power of a fury. She’d been one of the most powerful, but it had been months. How quickly her new body had forgotten the strength she’d once wielded. Strength that her new Master had overcome.
 
   “I’m going to make you scream a thousand years,” Jezelle promised her after she smashed Volera’s sword to the side. “You’re a weak and pathetic human!”
 
   Rosh had shown her through action and deed and everything she’d known as a demon was wrong. She shook her head. “Humans aren’t weak,” she said. She backed away and straightened. “And neither am I.”
 
   Jezelle’s laugh turned into a snarl. She snapped her whip, curling it around Volera’s throat and yanking her closer. Volera dropped her sword and grabbed at the razor edged cord wrapped around her neck. Blood ran down Volera’s fingers and across her skin from the flayed flesh. It  dripped into the valley between her breasts and slipped beneath her armor.
 
   “Now how strong are you?” Jezelle asked, pulling on the whip to drop Volera to her knees.
 
   Volera fell to one knee, then jammed her arms out as she thrust herself upwards. Using the magic and raw strength her unique nature gave her, she drove her black nailed fingers beneath Jezelle’s cuirass and into her abdomen. She kept going, feeling the scalding temperatures of the fury’s body until she found and clutched at the heart beating within Jezelle’s chest. Volera tore it free and pulled her hands out of the fury’s abdomen. Smoke and steam rose from her arms.
 
   Jezelle fell to her knees, her hands reaching out for the prize in Volera’s hands. It began to dissolve into smoke. Volera smiled at her and raised the smoking organ to her mouth. She plunged her teeth into it as it dissolved into smoke. Jezelle went with it, leaving nothing behind but the smell of burnt flesh.
 
   Logan picked himself up from where he’d fallen. He took a halting step towards Falcyon when Rosh called out to him. “Save yourself, healer. This fight is beyond you.”
 
   Rosh reached up with one hand, blocking a strike from the battle axe with his forearm on the shaft. He was driven to his knee by the force of the blow. He rose up, wrenching his arm up and back to hook his forearm under the bottom curve of the axe’s blade. He pulled it away from the demon, but Falcyon’s grip was sure.
 
   Rosh stepped in, driving the axe back towards the demon. The backwards facing blade cut into Falcyon’s shoulder, making the demon roar anew. Smoke rose from the gash but the demon wrenched the axe away from Rosh. He swung his sword up with his other hand, aiming not to block but to destroy. Falcyon’s axe swept down, the demon understanding Rosh’s intent too late.
 
   The shaft of the axe was severed, causing the spinning head to tumble free. Momentum guided the weapon into Rosh’s back, low on his right side. It spun away but not until after cutting a deep gash that drove the breath from his lungs and the strength from his right arm and leg. Rosh staggered, barely remaining on his feet. Falcyon stared at the end of the shaft it held in one hand, stunned by the turn of events. The demon’s left hand, which had been near the head of the axe, was dissolving into smoke where it lay on the ground.
 
   “Heard a story on a world I visited once,” Rosh panted. Falcyon looked up at him, his bovine nostrils flaring with rage. “Sounded like fun. They called it cow tipping.”
 
   Falcyon brayed louder than ever, deafening Rosh. He didn’t need his ears, only his eyes to know when to drop under the charging horns of the demon and then drive his legs into the ground. His right side was weak, but already recovering from the ghastly wound. He lifted Falcyon up off the ground and rolled backwards with the creature’s momentum. When they came to rest Falcyon was flailing on his back and Rosh was laying across his shaggy thighs. He picked his head up to find himself uncomfortably close to the business end of the region he’d kicked earlier.
 
   Rosh picked himself up and slammed his fist into Falcyon’s chest. The sound of the impact echoed through the cavern but the demon kept struggling. Rosh hammered him twice more before he thought to look for his sword. It was trapped beneath the beast and out of his reach. On the other side, near his right knee, the broken haft of Falcyon’s axe lay.
 
   Rosh grabbed up the sharpened stick and jammed it into Falcyon’s chest. He stabbed again, then had to fend off the blind punches Falcyon threw at him. Desperate at last to end the fight, Rosh jammed the stick upwards, driving into the hollow at the juncture of the demons throat and its jaw and not stopping until it grated on the rock on the other side of the demon’s head. Rosh collapsed on the ground as Falcyon fell apart in a cloud of wretched smoke beneath him.
 
   The triumphant warrior grabbed his sword and stood up slowly, then made his way over to Volera, limping with each step even though his body was knitting itself back together. “Next time I get the fury,” Rosh said.
 
   Volera smiled, the blood on her neck and chest wet but no longer flowing. “Yes, Master.” She fell in behind him and lifted a finger wet with her blood to her lips.
 
   “Hey Cap, we done here?” Rosh asked the staggering man.
 
   “Just about,” Dexter hissed.
 
   Rolxoth turned, having heard their voices so near to him. “Impossible!” His voice hissed in their minds. He ended his summoning spell and turned to face them. “I’ll have to start over. You’ve cost me time and a great deal of power. I’ll be sure to torture your souls for years to come!”
 
   “You’ve thrown your best at us, what you got left?” Rosh asked.
 
   “Might is the tool of weaklings,” Rolxoth said.
 
   Dexter had a witty reply in mind but found his mouth wouldn’t work to let it loose. For that matter, his legs and arms weren’t working either. That latter fact became painfully apparent when he smacked into the rock floor. His momentum caused him to roll over so that he was able to see the faceless demon. He remembered Celia’s story of how Rolxoth has smashed in her heads of her friends with a rock while they were paralyzed. Sounded a lot like using might to him.
 
   A scream of fury surprised Dexter, not that he could do anything about it. “You fool!” Rolxoth snapped. “What? How? No!”
 
   Dexter saw something gold flash across the corner of his field of view. A moment later, he realized it was Tasha running towards Rolxoth. She slashed, her sword cutting across his torso before her shoulder crashed into him and sent them both flying. Rolxoth rolled away from her and staggered to his feet. He clutched his sliced skin, blood running down his body.
 
   Blood? Dexter wondered. Wasn’t Rolxoth a demon, too? Dexter turned his head to watch Rolxoth stagger away, then he realized that he could move again. He struggled to rise to his feet but only made it to his knees.
 
   Rolxoth limped to the black flames and stepped into them. The flames climbed across his body, making him scream as they burned the mortal flesh from his body. He stood there, immolated, until he exploded in a cloud of noxious gas and was gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
    Dexter stared at the flames. Rolxoth was gone. The ring he’d worn—the ring Jia had been trapped in—was gone with him. Just like that, gone in a puff of smoke. He rocked back on his knees and slumped down, sitting on his calves.
 
   “Captain?” Tasha said, walking up to him. She knelt down beside him and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Captain?”
 
   Dexter wasn’t a captain right then. He wasn’t even a man. Jianna was gone. They’d saved Port Freedom and maybe even the void from evil unimagined, but he’d failed to save his daughter. He looked up at Tasha and slowly shook his head. “I don’t know,” he whispered.
 
   “Sir, yes you do. You always know what to do. You always have plan. Even when you say you don’t, we know you’re working on something. What are we going to do, Captain. How are we going to get Jia back?”
 
   “Jenna?” Dexter asked, turning to peer through the flames across the dais. He saw a few shapes moving, but couldn’t make anything out. “Where’s Jenna?”
 
   “Master, may I go?”
 
   Rosh grunted. “Go where?”
 
   “Through the portal,” Volera said. “I can do it.”
 
   “Thought you wasn’t one of them no more?”
 
   “This close I can feel it. I can feel my power over there. Everything that was stricken from me awaits.”
 
   “What’s that mean?” Rosh growled. “You go there you gonna be like you was?”
 
   Volera’s head dropped. “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s possible.”
 
   The giant warrior scowled. “I’m going, too.”
 
   “You can’t,” Volera said. “When one of my kind comes here, they must expend a great amount of energy to remain and survive, unless they take on the guise of a native of the realm. Rolxoth did that, and when he entered the portal his mortal form was cast aside. For you to go to my realm you would need to take on the form of a native, but you cannot do so.”
 
   Rosh’s scowl deepened.
 
   “Master, I’ve learned many things from you. I’ve learned your weaknesses and your strengths. No, let me finish. I’ve also learned that many of your weaknesses are hidden strengths.”
 
   Rosh clamped his mouth shut and listened to her. “I’ve learned about emotions other than anger and vengeance. I may never know love, but I know it exists and I see its many forms. It has no power of its own, but it can lead to power that may be greater than any out there. How else could a band of mortals find and defeat beings that are nearly mighty enough to be dukes of hell?”
 
   Rosh nodded. “Go, and if you go back, then heed my final command. You bring that girl’s soul back to us or I’ll come and find you. It won’t matter if you’re hiding in the void or in hell, I’ll find you.”
 
   Volera smiled. “Yes, My Lord, I hear and I obey.” Volera pushed herself up to him and kissed him. She backed away, leaving Rosh’s face red, and turned to the dais. She drew her sword from its scabbard and held it at her side, then walked into the flames.
 
   As with Rolxoth, the flames raced up her body and consumed her. Her armor combusted and fell away, leaving behind her impossibly proportioned pale body gleaming amidst the black flames. In seconds it, too, was consumed. She screamed, the sound of her wail on the border of agony and ecstasy. Then Volera was gone, consumed by the flame in an instant without the demon-spawned puff of smoke.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Volera landed on the cracked red plain that stretched away to the horizon. A crowd of demons surrounded the portal, thousands deep in places. Each wanted to be chosen to come through and ravage another realm. Each sought to add to their power by devouring anything they could get their hands on. Only those chosen by the portal’s creator would be allowed through, but thousands flocked each time hoping they might have a chance to increase their power and raise their station.
 
   She stepped free of the blue flames, her sword at her side. As soon as she was free of it she gasped and fell to her knees. She felt herself filled to bursting as everything rushed back in to her. All of her lost powers and her private reserves of captured souls. All of it was there. Her experiences and her might.
 
   “Duathrym!” Volera cried out, her voice echoing across the plain. She rose up, her signature black and red armor forming around her flawless red skinned body. She was powerful again, powerful and unstoppable! Rosh had caught her by surprise before, now she had her powers as well as those she’d learned while trapped in his realm. She could do anything now! Even her role as a fury was too small for her.
 
   The minions of hell separated, a path appearing between Volera and Rolxoth. She snapped her arm forward, her whip reaching out an impossible length and wrapping around his neck. She hauled him back, dragging him across the parched ground until he lay before her. “Rolxoth, how rude of you to leave.”
 
   “Volera!” Rolxoth said, starting to rise.
 
   “You will kneel!” She snapped, jerking the whip and driving him back down.
 
   “Come now, you’re home again. You have your powers back. Surely you realize there’s more than being the concubine of a bumbling oaf of a mortal!”
 
   “I have one task that remains,” Volera said, twisting her whip and tightening its hold on his neck. “The bumbling oaf gave me a final command of service, then I’m free. He was a fool,” she admitted. “But I must obey this final command.”
 
   “What command? You’re more powerful and you’re free of him! Work with me and we can rule those foolish humans!”
 
   She twisted the whip further. It wouldn’t shut him up but it would cause discomfort. “Another time, perhaps. Oh wait, you won’t have another time, will you?” Volera grinned at him and thrust her sword into his chest. She ripped it up, until it burst free between his shoulder and neck, then she let him fall back to the ground. Lacking a face she missed the expressions she would have otherwise seen while he died. She felt his anguish as he screamed and cried out in her mind. Before it was over she stepped on his twitching arm and let her sword sever his finger. She picked it up and pulled the ring free, then clutched it in her palm.
 
   Volera turned to the flames. She was free now. She was mighty enough she could be a princess of hell with the powers she had. She had a fresh soul in the palm of her hand, a beautiful virginal one brimming with power. Those were the best kind.
 
   Volera chuckled. She had another soul with her too, the damaged soul she’d taken from Willa. It was a part of her but that could be remedied easily. She knew how to do it now that her lost powers were restored.
 
   She glanced at the ring again. Should she return it to the humans? Would Rosh expect something from her? Would he try to fight her again? Would she be able to beat him this time? She’d learned and grown so much, but so had he.
 
   Volera frowned. Rosh had defeated Falcyon single handedly. No being had ever accomplished anything of the sort, on this realm or another. Was facing Rosh worth the risk? Volera scowled. Fear was something she’d not felt since she was a far lesser being. She didn’t like it, but it served a purpose. Fear kept those that heeded it alive. She hadn’t lived for countless eons by ignoring the things that kept her alive.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “Been a while,” Logan said, pacing back and forth.
 
   “The flames are nearly out,” Jenna whispered. She sat with Dexter’s arm around her and their backs against the wall.
 
   “I’ll go after them,” Tasha said, starting forward.
 
   “Knock it off!” Rosh snapped. “You heard her, going through there would be the death of you.”
 
   Xander nodded. “She’s right. It takes powerful magic to survive on another dimension. I’ve read about it but I’d need to spend much time studying and practicing before I could hope to protect you for even a short time.”
 
   “You know a lot about everything, but you can’t do much,” Dexter snapped. His frustration got the better of him as he continued. “All these spells and magic you talk about but you don’t hardly do a damn thing.”
 
   “I nearly died for you!” Xander spat out after a moment of open mouthed shock. “Twice now!”
 
   Jenna’s hand dug into Dexter’s thigh, silencing him before he blurted out something foolish. Dexter glared at the wizard then nodded and looked away. 
 
   “She’s not coming back,” Jenna whispered, staring at the diminishing flames. Whether she meant Volera or Jianna, nobody but Jenna knew.
 
   “She’ll come.”
 
   Dexter looked up to Rosh, surprised at the conviction in his voice. Rosh, the man who trusted no one and needed no one. Rosh, the man who was unstoppable. Rosh, the man who had killed an army of demons single handedly. Now Rosh put his faith in a trickster and a seductress. Dexter shook his head slowly.
 
   “Told ya.”
 
   Dexter’s head jerked back to the dais. The flames had burst back up, nearly reaching the ceiling some twenty feet above them. A figure emerged from them, a figure that sent tendrils of terror and excitement sliding down Dexter’s spine.
 
   Clad in a strange metallic black armor that revealed more than it protected. Her red toned thighs were displayed all the way up to the top of her hips on the side and the neckline plunged beyond her breasts nearly half the distance to her navel. She wore matching black and scarlet gloves that covered all the way to her elbow and knee high boots with a stiletto sharp heel several inches long. The final proof of her demonic heritage were her eyes: they were black abyssal pools.
 
   Volera stepped off the dais, walking with an unnatural ease in the impossible boots. She stopped next to Rosh, rustling her leathery wings and extending them to their full eight foot span for effect. She grinned at him and licked her sharp teeth. Her tail slipped between her legs and rubbed its way up and around his leg suggestively.
 
   “Got your old life back,” Rosh grunted.
 
   Volera nodded. “Everything returned to me the moment I stepped through the portal.”
 
   “Yet you’re here.”
 
   She shrugged. “You gave me a final command, master.”
 
   Rosh could hear the lower case word in her explanation.
 
   “Gonna miss having you around,” he said. “And I better not hear that you plan on going back to doing what you done.”
 
   Volera smiled sweetly at him. “You’ve a city of mortals hell bent on destroying every demon they find. It would not bode well for them to find me here. There would be much death.”
 
   Rosh sighed. “Give me the ring then.”
 
   Volera held her hand out until Rosh put his under it. She placed it in his palm, then dragged her black nails across his palm and fingers. “Put the ring on her finger and she will be restored.” She hesitated, staring with her bottomless gaze into Rosh’s eyes. “I have a gift for you, if you’ll have it.”
 
   “This mean I owe you something?” Rosh asked.
 
   Volera’s lip twisted up. “I like the sound of that. The most powerful mortal I’ve ever encountered owing me a favor.”
 
   Rosh scowled, making Volera laugh. “No, Rosh, this is a gift from me to you. Not something I would think myself possible of, but perhaps you’ll understand why if you accept it.”
 
   “All right, let’s have it then.”
 
   Volera closed her eyes, then shuddered. “It is done,” she whispered. She opened her eyes and, for a heartbeat Rosh thought he saw a glimmer of moisture in them.
 
   “What’s done?”
 
   “Koda has a soul. His own soul, in full. What Willa entrusted to me was the other half of their soul. Now it is fully his, he need not worry ever again.”
 
   Rosh stared at her, the muscles in his jaw twitching. In a move that dropped jaws around the room the burly warrior grabbed Volera and crushed her in his arms. He squeezed so hard she gasped at the borderline abuse. When he let her go he gruffly said, “All right then, best be going before somebody shows up.”
 
   Volera nodded and stepped back. She started to turn then stopped and looked back at him. “Will you miss me?”
 
   “This some kind of demon seductress trick?” Rosh asked her.
 
   Her smile seemed almost reluctant. “No, it’s a question.”
 
   “I already told you that.”
 
   “No, you said you’d miss having me around. There’s a difference.”
 
   Softly Rosh heard someone to his left say, “Duh!”
 
   Rosh glanced sharply and saw only Bekka, Haley, and Xander standing, and none of them were looking at him. They seemed to be focusing very hard on looking at everything other than him, in fact. Rosh scowled.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, turning back to Volera. “Yeah, I’ll miss you. And not just cause the Chance was a lot easier to sail with you around.”
 
   Volera’s smile grew. She turned away from him and walked towards the flames. Her foot was on the first step of the dais when Rosh blurted out, “Well, what about you?”
 
   She stopped and looked back at him over her shoulder. Her face was framed between her furled wings but he could see a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “What about me?”
 
   “You gonna miss me?”
 
   Volera sighed. “My kind don’t feel such things,” she said. “Survival on my realm requires ruthless determination and ambition. And power, it requires immense amounts of power. What I learned serving you combined with the power I once had and now have again has made me more powerful than ever. If I stay on my realm it won’t be long before I rise above the ranks of being a fury.”
 
   “Oh,” Rosh grunted. He shrugged to show it didn’t matter to him. Something bugged him though. He chewed over her words and gasped when he figured it out. “If?” 
 
   She turned to face him fully, ignoring his question. “Would you, perhaps, like another gift? This one comes with a responsibility. A great responsibility, as you mortals consider it.”
 
   “Don’t plan on taking my firstborn do you? He’s been dead and gone for thousands of years.”
 
   Volera chuckled. She walked back to him and reached out, running a gleaming black nail across his jaw line. “You’re the most delightful bumbling oaf I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Volera shook her head. “Something Rolxoth said before I gutted him and cut the ring off his finger. A private joke.”
 
   “Oh.” Rosh hesitated then he shrugged. “Why not, just found something else that can’t kill me.”
 
   Volera smiled, a twinkle somehow showing in her eyes. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to make a deal with a demon?”
 
   “Actually,” Xander interrupted.
 
   Nearly everyone save Rosh and Volera shouted in unison, “Shut up!”
 
   Xander fell silent.
 
   “So let’s have it. How you going to outdo the last gift?”
 
   Volera stroked her fingers across his cheek and then looked back at the purple flames behind her. She sighed and closed her eyes, then knelt down before Rosh. “I have no soul,” she whispered, even though everyone in the room could hear her. “I thought that once I was rid of Willa’s soul I would be free of this realm. Free of you. Free of what I’ve learned and what you’ve instilled in me. I was wrong, it’s still there. But without a soul I can’t survive on this realm long without a Master to give me what I crave. Rosh, will you be my Master?”
 
   Dexter coughed, choking on his own spit at hearing Volera’s gift. Jenna slapped him in the stomach to silence him, driving what little air he had left out of him.
 
   “This like before?”
 
   “No,” she said. “Similar, but now all my questions have been answered and I know what I want. I know what I need, if you need me as well.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “All right?” She sounded incredulous.
 
   “All right?” Bekka shouted at him. “Rosh, you’ve won the heart of one of the most desired, loathed, and ruthless beings in all creation. You don’t just say, ‘all right’!”
 
   Rosh blushed. “Um, okay. Yeah, I’ll take you. Uh, I mean, I’ll be your Master.”
 
   Before his eyes Volera’s wings drooped and fell off, disintegrating into smoke before they came to rest on the ground. Her horns fell away and even her tail, which Rosh still found strangely appealing, disappeared. Her armor was gone, leaving her skin, now a deeply tanned shade instead of red, on display. “You’re still a bumbling oaf,” she said, rising to her feet and embracing the embarrassed man.
 
   “Just don’t run around calling me Master and Lord and Sire and all that nonsense,” Rosh said after he’d sealed the deal with a kiss that raised the heat level in the room a few degrees.
 
   “Hey, the flames are gone!” Bailynn pointed out.
 
   They all looked and even the blood red circle that had been visible from within the obsidian was gone. “I am yours,” Volera breathed, clinging to Rosh. “Master.”
 
   “Bah!”
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Afterward by the Author
 
    
 
   Thank you very much for reading Voidhawk – Lost Soul. Once I’d finished The White Lady I knew I had to get the crew back together again, but the question that plagued me was how? I’d set the stage, but what could motivate Dexter, Jenna and the others? The answer was right in front of me – literally. It was one of my children. Children have a powerful way of motivating people, especially when their safety is involved. My apologies to Jianna, I never intended to use her as a plot device but she did an excellent job of it!
 
    
 
   In the interest of protecting the innocent, no harm was done to Jianna during her time spent out of body. I have plans for her down the road – good plans, not the kind where I torture the character in the hopes of seeing what interesting things happen.
 
    
 
   If you made it this far and enjoyed it, let me humbly ask you to take a few moments and leave a review wherever you purchased it at. Alternatively, send out a tweet or a Facebook status update. It’s these little word of mouth announcements that can really make the difference for a guy like me who’s struggling to be able to use writing to support my family and be able to write more books for you to read.
 
    
 
   I also encourage you to follow me on Twitter at @booksbyjason. If you’re interested in new developments coming from me, stop by my webpage (http://www.booksbyjason.com) and click on the newsletter link at the top. You can sign up to be including in my mailing list that way (I send out one newsletter a month at the most, though I’m always happy to get feedback).
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   About the Author
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   Jason Halstead is a science fiction and fantasy author who spends his daytime hours as a Systems Architect. In his spare time Jason enjoys spending time with his wife and two children, writing, and powerlifting.
 
    
 
   He enjoys reading and responding to fan mail as well, so if you liked any of his books, don't be shy! Find him on the web at http://www.booksbyjason.com, email him at: mailto:jason@booksbyjason.com, or follow him on Twitter: @booksbyjason.
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