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Chapter 1 : Voidhawk

   

“That be a pretty story, boy-o! Good enough to earn you a drink!”

“I don’t need a drink, Kragor. I need you!” The man retorted. He looked at his empty beer stein before relenting, “Okay, I seem to be needing a drink as well.”

Kragor, a dwarf in his prime, guffawed and reached over the bar to slap Dexter on the shoulder. He swept away the ale stein and returned it a moment later with a fresh head of foam. “You mean to say you hauled a ghost ship — a trader at that — with one of them Federation Gnats? Might be you’ve spent too much time in the void.”

“Might be,” Dexter admitted, “but I did it! I hid it good too… in the Playground. Fouled my air up, but I made it back.”

Kragor raised an eyebrow and made a noncommittal noise in his throat that Dexter took to be encouragement.

“It’s been dead to the void for a long time,” Dexter said after a fresh drink. “And it’s been through a lot as well, but she’s still got some good bones to her.”

Kragor chuckled. “What about the helm, boy-o? Can she still be sailed through the void?”

Dexter nodded. “Aye, it can. Well the sails and the ship’ve got no power to ‘em now, been floating for a while. But I sat myself in it and felt the link.”

Kragor stroked his beard. “It have a name, this ghost ship?” Dexter nodded again. “Hawk’s Talons.” Kragor snorted. “What kind of name is that? Bah!”

Another patron down the bar signaled Kragor. The dwarf waved back at him to show he would be there in a moment. “I’ll admit you be a fine pilot, Dex, but you’ve had some damn fool schemes before about getting a ship o’ your own. Might be you should just stick with the Fed Navy and fly their scout ships.”

Dexter glared at him, feeling stung. He looked past the dwarf and saw the open window into the kitchen, where Kragor’s wife, Jodyne, worked to whip up her latest culinary delights. Kragor followed Dexter’s gaze, turning around to look at his wife. She was busy and did not notice their attention.

“Aye, lad, a time comes to us all for settling down,” Kragor said, as much as admitting he had recently been on the receiving end of one of Jodyne’s lectures. He waved at the patron who was signaling him again, begging another moment while the barkeep talked with his friend.

“Kragor, you’ve been with me on every one of those foolish schemes; don’t you be going soft on me now. You’re not that old!” Dexter pleaded.

Kragor harrumphed. “Not that old? Boy I’ve seen seventy six turns of the year. I’m three times your elder!”

Dexter shrugged. “You were hiding behind your mother’s skirts until you were older than me!”

Kragor chuckled, then caught himself. Dwarves did live longer than humans, but they grew up slower as well. Ironic, considering a fully grown dwarf was two thirds the height of a human. It was one of the many mysteries of the void that only the Gods knew the answer to.

“Just come with me tomorrow when I fly out on my patrol. You can stow away on my Gnat and check it out,” Dexter leaned closer.

The customer waved again, showing a face filled with irritation. Kragor turned and snapped, “Just a damned minute!”

The customer’s face paled at the surly dwarf’s words, but his lips also clamped shut. Kragor turned back to Dexter but saw a man emerging from a doorway behind him. “Uh oh,” Kragor reached for an empty mug and a towel.

“Dexter Silvercloud, whose copper are you drinking on today?” The owner of the inn came up behind the two. He clapped a hand on Dexter’s shoulder.

“Master Twinver,” Dexter acknowledged. He looked at Kragor and winked, forcing a soft groan from the dwarf. “With ale the quality of yours, I’d be hard pressed to spend my hard earned copper on it.”

The innkeeper smirked at Dexer’s words, but the smile faded as he realized the navy pilot’s words were instead mocking him. He flushed and he turned to Kragor.

“Out with you both! I’ve given you one chance too many, Kragor, and only for love of your wife’s cooking! Why she married a petty thief and a fool such as you is beyond me! Be gone with you and never step foot in here again!”

The larger man yanked on Dexter’s shirt, forcing him to stand or be pulled to the floor. Off balance, he was easy to redirect towards the door. Kragor still stood behind the bar, a little surprised by the sudden exchange. The owner of the tavern turned back to him and pointed towards the door, teeth clenched.

Kragor turned to look back over his shoulder, fearful of what he might see. Sure enough, Jodyne glared at him from the kitchen, a knife in her hand. Kragor gulped and tossed his rag on the bar, then hopped off the narrow ramp he’d built behind it to allow him to stand at a respectable height. He hurried around to join Dexter at the door then turned, still able to see through the open window to the kitchen.

“Out!” Master Twinver shouted.

Kragor opened his mouth, his eyes met Jodyne’s and hers narrowed. He grabbed Dexter and pulled him through the door before the large kitchen knife slammed into it.

Outside the Lost Sailor tavern Dexter turned to Kragor and grinned. “What say you, want to look at a boat?”

Kragor looked back at the door and sighed. “Damn you, Dex,” he said, though his heart was not really in the curse. “Have you any idea what I’m to do to get back in Jodyne’s graces?”

“How about coming back for her and telling her you’re the first mate of a private ship?”

Kragor stared at Dexter until time enough had passed to pour and drain a flagon of ale. Unable to resist, he grinned. “Sure enough I’m as daft as you, my boy.”

“You’ll come check it out with me?” Dexter asked again, daring to hope he’d won his friend over.

“Aye, I’ll do it,” Kragor’s grin faded as another facet of his new reality came to him. “But I need a place to sleep for a few days.”

   

* * * *

   

A few times in the past Dexter and Kragor, bound for some shady business opportunity, had needed to enter the Federation shipyards. To aid in their endeavors Dexter had acquired an extra uniform and had it tailored to fit the dwarf. Kragor could hardly escape close inspection, but a few well placed bribes would turn the right heads at the right time.

Smuggling Kragor onto his scout ship was something altogether new. Dexter thought long and hard on it and realized there was no way he could get the dwarf to the docks and on to a ship. Kragor could pass for a short human at a distance. Up close it was impossible to pass him off; The Federation only employed humans.

Instead Kragor made his way to the underside of the asteroid known as Logan’s Haven, which was also the name of the original town that had sprung up. Once a pirate retreat, it had grown and then been taken over by the Federation. Now the town was called New Haven, and was one of the outer strongholds of the Federation. Away from the sun lay pirates, slavers, more asteroid belts similar to The Playground — and rumors of entire fleets of uncharted worlds, unrecognized races, and worse. Sunward and beyond, on the other side of Federation space, lay the vast reaches of the void controlled by the Elven Empire.

Even with so many far reaching hands, one could travel for weeks in any direction and see neither ship nor rock, let alone planet. The planets of the system were left on their own. Only dirthuggers lived on them and seldom was any profitable trade to be done with them. Each planet was fixed in place, rotating about its own axis to provide a day and night for the inhabitants — this made charting courses and establishing empires easy to do, but the great distances made communication and logistics a nightmare.

Dexter picked him up there, concentrating hard to keep his small ship from crashing into the forested underside of Logan’s Haven while Kragor struggled to climb up the rope that had been tossed over for him. Finally, sweating from the effort, the dwarf was on the deck and hauling in the rope.

“Boy-o, you best be right about this wreck,” Kragor warned between heavy breaths. “There’s naught else in the void that’ll make this worth the trouble you cause me!”

“That’s Captain Boy-o to you.” Dexter grinned. Already they were speeding away from New Haven. Kragor harrumphed again. “Not yet it ain’t, I need to be seeing this thing and figuring if it can be fixed.”

“If it can be fixed or if you can fix it?” Dexter needled.

“Bah!” Kragor spat out. “If it can be fixed, I’m the dwarf to be doing it!”

Dexter chuckled and aimed the small craft towards the stars before bringing it up to cruising speed. Kragor looked around on the small deck and sat on a chest with emergency supplies for the lone pilot.

Well over an hour later Kragor’s mounting nerves caused him to stroke his beard. Dexter was sliding them through the smaller rocks on the edge of The Playground, easily keeping the Gnat safe. Once through the outer rocks they slipped amongst floating rocks the size of wagons and houses. The Playground had served many times as a pirate base, but the difficulty in navigating it kept many ships out.

Another quarter hour of nervous sweating on Kragor’s part let Dexter pilot the ship to a large asteroid that looked almost round. The dwarf kept trying to spot anything out of the ordinary, but the distractions of rocks that seemed destined to smash into them proved too much to ignore. Dexter skirted them all with ease and piloted them to he far side of the asteroid. Dexter surprised Kragor, following the floating rock’s curvature and then ducking into a shadowed region underneath of it. He rolled the boat and gently landed the Gnat in the dark depression.

“What do you think?” Dexter asked, stepping out of the partially enclosed helm.

“It’s dark,” Kragor pointed out. He looked around at the small crater in the asteroid, seeing little more than the shadows of a ship.

“I thought dwarves could see in the dark?” Dexter asked, teasing him. “We can! But it’s not like seeing with some light!” Kragor snapped back at him. “Then get off my supply chest so I can get a lightstone.”

“Oh!” Kragor hopped up and stepped to the side, letting Dexter unlock the chest and rifle through the contents. “Air’s a bit stale on this rock,” Kragor noted. “That’s from the ship. It had a bubble of dead air around about it when I brought her in, remember?” Dexter said.

The asteroid, as in all things found floating in the void, had a pocket of air surrounding it. Sages said this varied by the size of the object, with larger things having greater air pockets. Each object had gravity as well, and when two or more objects were within proximity of one another, the largest object overruled the others. The rock they were on was large enough to have an air bubble about it that, if fresh, would last the two men for weeks.

“How would I remember, you was there, not me!”

“But I told you,” Dexter pulled out a short wooden stick with a brightly glowing brass ball fixed to the end of it. “It fouled the air on my Gnat too, but standard Fed supplies includes a fresh air mask that’s good for a few hours.”

Kragor grunted, anxious to take a closer look at the ship now that Dexter had pulled the lightstone out of the chest. His first impression, however, did not look promising.

“You dragged me out here for this wreck?” Kragor asked, squinting to get a better look at it.

Dexter sighed. “I thought the same when I first laid my eyes on her,” he said. “But she’s built solid and has some strength left in her.”

Kragor scowled but realized he was interested in spite of himself. “Alright, run out the ramp, let’s get over there.”

Dexter untied a rope ladder and dropped it over the side of the boat. He looked to Kragor, who rolled his eyes at the thought of a rope ladder, and climbed down it ahead of the dwarf. Kragor followed, muttering obscenities under his breath the whole way.

“She’s beat up bad but...” Dexter felt the need to defend the battered vessel as they walked over the rocky ground of the asteroid

“Shut yer mouth, Boy-o, I’m thinking here,” Kragor snapped. Dexter fought back the chuckle but he could not hide the smile. He’d hooked the dwarf and he knew it.

The ship was built to resemble a hawk. Segmented windows from the bridge looked out, appearing to be the eyes of the bird. Sails that resembled wings graced both sides and the main deck, allowing it to catch the solar wind and sail through the void. Another sail at the aft served as a rudder, aiding the man at the helm with maneuvering. The hull was cracked and broken in many places; holes dotted its landscape. The sails had long since rotted away as well. The newest thing on it was the tow rope Dexter left tied to the forecastle.

Finally, at the side of the broken and battered hull Kragor blew out a deep breath. “She’s older than me, but she’s held up. Still, that’s no kindness. A little bit of an odd shape for a trader, but I can see some of the modifications done to her.”

“The landing supports?” Dexter asked.

“Aye, laddy, them’s different. She’s been refitted for land or water, instead of just water,” Kragor acknowledged. “And unless I miss me guess, there’s more room in her innards too.”

“Let’s find out!” Dexter’s excitement was building beyond his wildest dreams.

Kragor nodded and let Dexter lead him through a hole in the hull of ship to one of the two cargo holds. Their surprise was that the hold had been converted to a once sumptuous stateroom. Kragor reached up to wrap his knuckles against the wood at various points, testing it for soundness. He nodded his head in approval each time as they moved through the ship.

“This was no merchant ship,” Kragor said after they had made their way up the mostly intact stairs to the main deck. “The helm’s on the bridge, instead of the rear like a normal trader would have it. And in the rear it’s sectioned into crew quarters. The holds were turned into a bedroom on the port and a mess on the starboard. Up front you got the bridge where it should be, and the head and the captain’s room. Two other rooms up there though, both made into bedrooms.”

“What do you think?”

“I ain’t done thinking yet!” Kragor snapped. He looked around the main deck and nodded. “It’s a good design down below, but it’s worth beggar’s wages if you want to carry any cargo. Up here it looks pretty norm… is that a catapult?”

Dexter followed Kragor over the deck to the bow of the ship where an ancient catapult was fixed to the forecastle. He whistled and turned towards the stern. “Let’s head aft, boy-o, and see what she’s packing astern!”

Dexter chuckled and followed after his excited friend. On the stern castle a ballista lay waiting to be repaired and used. Kragor shook his head and chuckled. “I was right, she is old. That or she was a pirate ship. No weapons allowed on a common ship for as long as I can remember.”

Dexter nodded. He thought as much, but he wanted to hear Kragor say it before voicing his own opinion. “We’ll have to dump them then.”

“Bah, too right,” Kragor admitted. “But we can fix ‘em up and sell em instead o’ dumping ‘em!” Dexter chuckled, his friend was getting excited. Kragor turned back to him and nodded. “Captain, you got yourself a first mate!” Dexter laughed and clapped him on the back. Right then and there, anything was possible.

“How’s the helm?” Kragor asked him after a moment of shared silent appreciation. For years the two of them had schemed with ways to come up with enough money to buy a ship. They had even worked out a few plans to steal one, but neither was ready to be branded outlaws.

Dexter nodded. “It’s in good enough shape, though the ship’s got no power. We’ll have to charge it with a battery.”

“How fast ya think she’ll go?” Kragor asked. “Traders ain’t known for being quick, just for carrying cargo cheap as can be.”

“Aye, I’m thinking she’ll be only a little slower than the Gnat at in a gravity well,” Dexter mused. “Rigged out a little different than normal, with some good sails she should do fine. She’ll have sails big enough for a good clip between systems too.”

“It’s big for a trader, I’m guessing 5 or 10 tons more than normal,” Kragor estimated. “I ‘spect she’ll handle alright, once we get her fixed up.”

“Won’t know that till we charge her up.”

“Aye,” Kragor agreed. “Don’t suppose you’ve taken up wizarding on your spare time?” Dexter chuckled. “Not anymore than you’ve become a man of the cloth.”

Kragor stroked his beard again. “Well, first things first, we need some wood and I need my tools! Then I can start making this wreck ready to fly. It’s going to take a fair amount of work.”

   

* * * *

   

In spite of years of fantasizing of owning a ship, Dexter had only a little money saved up. A Federation Pilot made little in the way of wages. Often barely enough to pay for the necessary distractions to keep from going mad. The cost of acquiring wood to rebuild the ship proved an easier task than it was for Kragor to reclaim his tools.

He had tried reason with Jodyne, telling her that he had a big job that promised some steady money, but he had to keep quiet about it. She rightly assumed he was up to no good and that Dexter was involved. Kragor made it out with his tools while she used her trained arm to hurl all manner of objects at him. When he returned to Dexter’s room at a Federation housing building, he had to admit that he needed a place to sleep longer than he’d thought.

Their next problem came in transporting the goods. Dexter could only afford a small amount of supplies at a time, but even then the Gnat had little room for cargo. Dexter began to fear he’d be as old as Kragor before the work was done.

At least two days in a week saw them heading out to the Playground. Some nights Kragor stayed with the ship working on it all night and munching on dried meats until Dexter made his return run.

One day while traversing the Playground to fetch his friend Dexter stumbled into an ambush. Contrary to stories told around hearths with mulled ale, most ship to ship encounters in the void do not involve catapult shot and ballista bolts flying. Even the rare bombards so often talked about in story are seldom seen, let alone fired. Only the Federation and the Elven Armada ships are prone to fire at the slightest provocation. Repairs and even ammunition are too expensive for the private ship owner to run the risk.

Three small ships emerged from the background of floating rocks to close with him. Dexter quickly identified an Ant, a Dart, and the third was little more than a skiff with a sail upon it. Dexter sped up his Gnat, risking the perils of the asteroid field and trying to lose the pursuing ships. Being a Federation scout ship, Dexter was correct in assuming that his was faster than the pirates. They were very familiar with the asteroid field; however, so he was unable to lose them.

The largest one, the Ant, slammed into a pony sized rock, sending one man flying into the void and another to the deck bleeding. Broken planks of wood drifted free, bobbing in the small vessel’s gravity plane. Seeing that gave Dexter an idea.

He started choosing more dangerous areas to push through, skimming within feet of some of the larger rocks. He was unable to stretch out to maximum speed for fear of a collision, and that kept the pirates chasing him. One by one smaller rocks smashed into them all, damaging their ships and sometimes wounding their crews. Dexter’s own Gnat did not escape unharmed; several smaller rocks left cracks, scratches, and dents in the decking and hull.

Without a full sail enchanted to catch the solar wind, the strenuous chase was draining the power from the Federation Gnat at an alarming rate. The first ballista bolt came shooting close to him then and Dexter knew it was only a matter of time; he had to do something desperate. The Gnat had a light ballista mounted on its forward deck, but in order to use it he would have to leave the helm, and that meant leaving the ship drifting in an asteroid field without any guidance.

The Dart broke off, giving up the chase. Dexter grinned, feeling renewed hope, and veered towards where he knew Kragor and the Hawk’s Talon lay waiting. Now he had a plan.

Dexter flew above where the derelict was sheltered, weaving in and out of the smaller asteroids and dodging the occasional ballista bolts that were sent his way. One grazed the starboard hull, forcing his hand early. He swooped low over the shadowed depression in the asteroid.

His luck held true when a shot from the medium catapult streaked out of the shadows beneath him and hit the Ant amidships. It tore a great hole in it and broke the back of the small boat, sending two of its crew flying and knocking the third one unconscious on the helm. The Ant was barely more than broken planks floating through space.

Dexter dropped the Gnat into the depression, coming to rest near the Hawk’s Talon. The skiff landed further away, the five members of its crew leaping to the asteroid and charging towards him almost before he could get to the light ballista at the front of it. He took aim and fired, wasting no time with demanding a surrender. Dexter knew better than to try. Besides, if they did, what would he do with them?

The five pirates dodged the bolt, which bounced off the rocky ground and slammed into the skiff, imbedding itself in the wooden side of the makeshift boat. The next bolt, a larger one fired from the Hawk’s Talon, caught them off guard and skewered the first pirate through the chest.

Dexter leapt off of his Gnat, dropping the 12 feet to the ground and absorbing the landing with a flex of his knees. He threw a dagger at an approaching pirate, sticking him in the thigh, and drew his long sword to defend himself.

The pirate with the knife sticking out of his leg cursed and drew his pistol. Dexter reached for the pistol at his own side, then had to duck and parry an attack from the closest pirate charging him.

The clash of steel was drowned out by the thunder from the pirate’s flintlock pistol. Dexter staggered backwards, looking at his shaken sword arm. Rather than a gaping wound on it he saw only the untouched leather of his uniform. Understanding dawned on him when he saw that the blade of his sword was shortened by over a foot by the impact of the bullet.

“Bet you’ve never seen someone block a bullet with a sword before,” Dexter said to the pirates facing him. He circled just enough to keep his adversaries between him and the pirate that was furiously reloading his pistol.

One of the pirates looked to his companions nervously. Another bandit, the first one to attack, raised his weapon to strike and said, “I bet you ain’t never seen that either!”

He slashed out, forcing Dexter to parry his swing. Dexter’s shorter blade nearly missed the parry, forcing him off balance as he tried to counter. The other two advanced.

“I’m a Federation Navy Marine! Harm me and you’ll have the Feds on your tail!” Dexter bluffed again, trying to buy himself some time.

“You’re a Fed running rogue, and you’ve got no weapon! They’ll never know we bled you dry!”

Dexter looked at his sword, drawing their attention to it. “No weapon, good point,” he said. With their attention on his broken sword, his other hand slid towards his pistol.

In a blur of motion he drew his flintlock and fired at the apparent leader of the pirates. The Pirate grunted and stumbled backwards, blood blossoming from his chest where the bullet hit him. The pirate’s sword preceded his body, falling and bouncing towards Dexter. The other pirates cringed, surprised by the blast.

Dexter slid his toes under the dropped weapon and flipped it up in the air, catching it with his sword arm. “There, now I have a weapon.”

The other two pirates looked at their fallen comrade, then at each other and back to Dexter.

“Who’s next?” Dexter goaded them. “Come on, you know I’m running rogue, so I can’t have any witnesses. And you know what I’m doing here, so I can’t be letting you leave.”

The wounded pirate limped into position to take a shot at him. Dexter lunged forward, catching the closest pirate’s blade on the barrel of his pistol while the other pirate parried his slash.

Amidst the rumble of exertion and clash of steel, the release of the ballista on the abandoned ship made them all pause. It was followed by a grunt of shock.

The gullible pirate that had fallen for Dexter’s initial bluff glanced back at his pistol-wielding companion and saw him on the ground. The fallen man clawed weakly at the spear-sized ballista bolt that had impaled his stomach and nearly split him in two.

Dexter’s pistol smashed into the pirate’s jaw, sending him stumbling back into the other one. He tripped and fell backwards, dropping his sword as he did so. With the other pirate off balance from the collision, Dexter ran him through with his new sword, then parried a final last ditch attack from the man before he fell to the ground and clutched his wounds. The grounded pirate scrambled to his feet and turned to flee.

Dexter hurried over to the bandit he had shot and pulled the pistol the man had at his side. He took aim and fired, hitting the running pirate in the back. He came to an abrupt stop, then tried to reach behind his back as though he could pull the bullet out. He turned in a staggering fashion to look back at Dexter. His mouth opened but no sound came out of it before he crumpled to the ground.

“Took you long enough!” Kragor called out from the ship.

Dexter waved at him and gathered the pistols from the other dead pirates, reloading them as quickly as he could. “There’s another ship out there, a Dart, and I’ve got to make sure it doesn’t get away!”

“Why?”

“It knows we’re in here and that we’re up to something,” Dexter pointed out. “Next time they’ll come bring meaner friends.”

“Oh…need any help?” Kragor asked.

Dexter looked around at the fallen bodies. His blood was still racing and he felt little more than exhilaration at his success. “I just killed three of them; I think I can handle one little ship. Clean up this mess and see if there’s anything we can use.”

Dexter headed towards the abandoned pirate skiff hearing Kragor muttering loudly, no doubt cursing his parentage. He examined it, noting it was damaged badly, but not enough to ground it.

The skiff lifted off and Dexter took care to mark where the ruined Ant had floated to, luckily, it had caught in the gravity of the asteroid. He retraced his path, hoping to see the Dart stranded somewhere. Disappointment flooded his skin along with a tinge of fear. If he couldn’t find them, he’d bet a month’s salary they’d return with reinforcements and steal his dreams.

Dexter returned to the asteroid, nearly out of power. With no magic to power the helm the ship would be as maneuverable as the rock the Hawk’s Talons rested upon. As it was, he was not sure he could land the skiff safely. Dexter cursed when he saw the Dart on the ground near the Hawk’s Talon. One of the pirates remained aboard the Dart, manning the light ballista. With a sinking feeling in his stomach, Dexter took careful aim of the skiff and waited until there could be no mistake.

He leapt free of the skiff, trying his best to hit the ground rolling. The impact knocked the wind out of him and blackness tugged at his vision. When Dexter’s head cleared he stared at the great pile of scrap lumber. The pirate and the ballista he manned were nowhere to be found.

“There’d better be a charge in your Gnat, Fed pig, because after I kill you I need a ride off this rock!” Dexter groaned and rolled over. A pirate stood a few feet from him, pistol pointed at him. “Hurry up and do it, it’ll hurt less.”

“Lose the weapons,” the pirate said, gesturing at his weapon belt around his hip.

Dexter glanced down, amazed his sword was still on him. He reached down and loosened his belt slowly, remembering at the last to untie the holster from his thigh. He tugged it free and tossed it off to the side cursing as he did so; he felt as though he was covered with bruises and scratches. He pulled a dagger from his boot and added it to the pile.

“Now get up, your buddy’s got himself locked in that wreck and you’re going to help us get him out. Maybe, if you play nice, we’ll leave you two stranded here,” the pirate said.

Groaning for effect, Dexter rose up to face the pirate. Once on his feet, he turned his head to look at the scattered remains of the two small boats. Broken wood and metal fittings were scattered throughout the shadowy depression. He saw the pirate take a step closer to him and reach out to grab him.

Dexter whistled. “That’s got to hurt.”

“What?” The pirate asked, his extended arm hesitating.

Dexter’s twisted his body and grabbed the only other pistol that had remained on him when he had crashed. It was tucked into his pants in the small of his back. He raised his gun and fired it at the off-balance pirate.

The pirate jerked, firing his own flintlock high and just over Dexter’s head. Not thinking about the close call, Dexter crashed into him and bore him to the ground. He clubbed him repeatedly with the spent pistol until the pirate’s face resembled a rotten tomato.

Dexter rose, breathing heavily and fighting the urge to give in to his aches and collapse. After gathering his weapons he made his way to the hole in the hull, reloading his pistols as he went.

“I’ll keep this rat cornered, go check on Turval!”

Dexter ducked to the side of the open doorway leading from the cargo hold into the companionway of the ship. He waited several seconds, listening and trying to keep his breathing calmed. In short order he heard the footsteps of the pirate walking down the hall. The man walked into the room, catching a glimpse of Dexter out of the corner of his eye.

The pirate yelped and swung around, bringing his pistol to bear. Dexter swung his pistol up and knocked the pirates aside. The impact twisted the flintlock in the pirates grip and made him pull the trigger, sending out a deafening blast. Dexter’s reclaimed sword plunged into the pirate’s belly and up into his chest. He yanked on it once, forcing it in deeper, then pulled it out and let the dying pirate fall.

The ringing in his ears made his eyes water and his head swim. He shook his head, bracing himself against the wall of the ship with his sword arm, and then checked his pistol to make sure the hammer was back and ready to fire. He peered through the door and saw a lone pirate remaining, glancing back and forth nervously between the closed door to the bridge and the doorway that his companion had gone through. When he saw Dexter he spat out language that proved he was a sailor first and a pirate second.

“I’ve got your runt, you come up here and I’ll kill him!”

Dexter aimed his pistol and pulled the trigger, putting a bullet through his cheek and out the back of his head. The pirate jerked and flopped to the ground, flailing in death spasms a handful of times before he lay still.

Dexter glanced about, wondering if any more pirates were in hiding. His back locked in pain as he attempted to take a step into the companionway. He gasped loudly for breath, the inhalation causing agony to spread from his ribs. The adrenaline fled, leaving him wheezing and dizzy. He tried again to move, reaching for the wall to steady himself. He missed, overbalancing in the process and crashing into the hallway with a fresh explosion of misery.

Dexter looked up at Kragor standing in the now open door to the bridge. The dwarf regarded the dead pirate at his feet with a scowl. “I’m not a runt!” Kragor said, kicking the corpse. “I’m tall for a dwarf…and stout!”

Kragor kicked him again then turned to Dexter.

A laugh emerged from Dexter’s lips, causing him no small amount of misery. He coughed, wracking up some blood that ran down his chin and drooled to the floor.

“Gods, boy-o, what’ve ya done to yourself?”

“Repelling borders,” Dexter wheezed, glad to know he could hear his friend, even if he did sound miles away.

Kragor chuckled. “I’d of helped, had ya told me you was out here,” he said when he saw the other dead pirate in the hold. “This the last of them, then?”

“Aye,” Dexter said, reaching out to grab the doorjamb and slowly using it to help pull himself up to his feet.

“How bad are ya?” Kragor asked him, looking at him nervously.

“Half deaf and half dead,” Dexter muttered. He saw the look of genuine concern on Kragor’s face and forced a bloody smile. “Broken ribs, bruises, some scrapes…think I damn near bit my tongue off at some point. Oh! I crashed that skiff into the Dart too.”

Kragor’s mouth opened and he peered past Dexter and out the hole in the hull. “Gods, boy, so you did! Didn’t no one tell ya not to ram a docked ship before?”

“Ramming was a two day lesson, I skipped the second day,” Dexter quipped. “Besides, it turned out the guy waiting outside wasn’t so tough without his ship.”

Kragor shook his head and then brightened visibly. “This is the best bit of supplies you’ve brought me yet!” Confused, Dexter turned and looked out at the scattered wreckage. He chuckled. “So I did.”

“You’re not going to be worth a damn for work, you should head back now and make up a good story,” Kragor said. “How about I was attacked by pirates?”

“Not bad, just make sure they wasn’t here.” Dexter nodded and turned to leave. He stopped and turned back. “Awful wealthy for a group of pirates.”

“What?” Kragor asked, looking down at the nearest corpse and seeing no signs of finery. “They all had pistols and fire powder, and decent weapons.”

Kragor looked again and noticed that Dexter spoke the truth. He looked up at his friend and stroked his beard. “You’re thinking something, aren’t ya?”

Dexter nodded. “Aye.”

“What?”

“Not sure yet,” Dexter admitted. “Gather up their stuff and stash it on the ship, then we’ll load their bodies onto the Gnat and I’ll dump them somewhere.”

“Let’s go get that Ant and see if it’s fit for flying,” Kragor suggested instead. Dexter looked up, remembering the Ant then. “You hit it pretty good, Kragor, I’m for thinking it’s all done in.” Kragor grinned, proud of his shot. “Aye, and if it is it’s more raw material. But if it’s not, then I can use it!” Dexter shrugged and limped out of the ship toward the Gnat. He looked up at it and cursed. “What?” Kragor asked beside him. “I jumped out of it… didn’t lower the rope ladder.”

“Hellfire!” Kragor spat, looking about. He spat on the ground then turned and stormed off, heading back into the Hawk’s Talon for a long minute before he came back out.

“Here, try this,” Kragor offered, handing Dexter a coiled length of rope with a loop on the end of it.

Dexter nodded and tossed the looped end up. It flew half the distance he needed before falling heavily at his feet. Kragor harrumphed and grabbed the rope from him, tossing it strongly and catching it on his first try. He tested it with his weight before awkwardly attempting to climb it. Strong though he was, the dwarf’s hands were no match for the rope. He cursed loudly as he slid to the ground and fell heavily upon his butt.

Dexter shook his head and took the rope from him, then fought the urge to gasp with every attempt he made to pull himself higher. He paused twice to gather his breath and fight down the urge to vomit from the pain. Finally he made it, rolling onto his back and seeing spots in his vision. His tortured ribs rose and fell with each breath, reminding him forcefully of the need to control his breathing.

“Come on!” Dexter called down to Kragor several moments later. The dwarf grinned and shook his head, pointing instead at the hooks for the rope ladder. Dexter muttered something about the dwarf’s preference in bed partners and kicked the coiled ladder down to him.

Kragor was up on the scout ship a moment later, pulling up the ladder and rolling it up as he did so. Dexter shook his head and moved to sit in the helm, sighing happily when he did so. The chair was comfortable; it was made for a helmsman to sit in for hours at a time. Beyond that, when a helmsmen merged his consciousness with the ship he partially separated from his body and became aware of the ship in general. He could feel the damage done to it by the asteroids and the ballista, but it still felt a good deal more whole than he did.

“We’re good, let’s go,” Kragor told him once he coiled up the rope Dexter had used to climb onto the ship.

Dexter piloted the boat up off the asteroid and moved carefully to where he last saw the Ant. Kragor scanned the asteroid field, searching for wreckage. Dexter relived the chase in his head, remembering which direction it floated. He turned the Gnat starboard and set off. After a few minutes of cautious searching Kragor cried out. It was resting against another rock, nearly the size of a wagon, and though it looked to be poor shape it still held together.

“Nice shot,” Dexter said. “Aye,” Kragor admitted, not picking up on his friend’s dark humor. “Wasn’t thinking about salvage when you let ‘er fly?” The dwarf turned to scowl at Dexter. “You didn’t give me much for warning, now did ya?”

“I’m just thinking that a proper first mate would think of these things, that’s all.”

“You’re lucky Jodyne’s taken such a shining to you boy,” Kragor spouted. “She does show a fondness for throwing the sharper knives at you, doesn’t she?”

Kragor scowled again then turned to stare at the Ant. Dexter closed with it slowly, taking no chances with either ship. Their banter ceased as the boats drew alongside one another.

“You be a better pilot than me, you fly that heap back and I’ll take this one,” Kragor offered once Dexter had gently pulled up beside the battered ship. Dexter looked it over and nodded, knowing the dwarf was right. Anything but the most gentle of landings would ruin it for good.

They exchanged positions and Dexter stepped onto the deck of the Ant. He went to the helm and pulled the unconscious human out of it. Blood ran from one nostril, and without checking Dexter made the assumption that the man was dead. He dragged him to the side of the ship and pushed him off, letting him bob on the gravity plane of the merged ships in their air bubble and slowly be pushed out to the void as he flew the ship.

Dexter set the Ant down first, doing his best to be gentle with the unfamiliar design. He judged himself successful by the faint protest of groaning timbers when he settled the full weight on the rocky ground of the asteroid.

Kragor landed heavily a few moments later, cracking on of the landing struts on the Gnat and making Dexter cringe. The dwarf kicked the ladder over the edge and hurried down it, grinning like a fool.

“How many ships have you piloted?” Dexter asked him. “Three,” Kragor said, still grinning. “Now.” Dexter closed his eyes and sighed. Kragor spoke up again, “Of course the other two were thirty years or more back.”

Dexter felt a fresh pain creeping up his back. He turned away and headed towards the Gnat. “Strip the bodies and get rid of them,” Dexter said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I can head back myself, does the Ant have enough power?” Kragor asked. “It’s about half full, might be enough to get you back if you’re careful. Be careful though, someone might recognize it.” Kragor turned to look at it and stroked his beard. “Aye, good point… I’ll have to fix that.”

“Good job today, Captain!” Kragor called out as Dexter climbed up the ladder to the Gnat.

At the top Dexter turned and grinned, his injuries partially forgotten at the warm glow being called a captain caused. “Thanks,” he said, feeling his cheeks warm. He grinned and said, “Now get them off my ship!”

Kragor laughed and waved at him then turned to go and tend to the bodies. Dexter watched him for a moment then turned and reclaimed his helm. A moment later he was flying again and making his way carefully out of the asteroid field to return to New Haven. Along the way he spent the majority of his time thinking up a good story to explain both his injuries and those of his ship.

   

* * * *

   

Dexter’s story had sounded good to him. Good enough, he judged to insure his only problems would be in returning to pick up Kragor. His superiors proved more suspicious, experienced, and wise to the fanciful dreams of a young pilot, however.

Under threat of torture he confessed that he had been venturing out beyond the Federation space and accepting bribes from pirates. He insisted the information he shared was either false or inconsequential, though that earned him no favor with the Federation officers. The damage to his Gnat and to himself had occurred when his contacts grew tired of him not giving them proper results. He’d had to fight them off and barely escaped with his life.

With Dexter’s story finally accepted, he was sentenced to two weeks in jail. He was also stripped of all Federation rank and privilege. He accepted the punishment stoically, not giving any hint to the relief and elation coursing through his veins. He had escaped death, dismemberment, torture, and even managed to get out of the Federation before his three year contract was up.

Dexter was relinquished to a community cell with several others, most of them short term. The smell was anything but pleasant, what with unwashed bodies and a poorly maintained hole in the corner of the cell for waste. The food often reminded Dexter of what lay in the shallow waste-hole, offering little in the way of nourishment, taste, or a desire to eat it. In spite of the conditions Dexter had a light heart and endured it well.

Fights broke out daily. Sometimes a result of overcrowding and tempers but more often they were centered around a blond elven woman. It was unusual to find a lone elf in Federation space, especially a woman. Dexter found it less unusual to see that her attitude was big enough to stretch all the way back to the Elven Empire. Dexter did his best to stay out of the conflicts; he avoided the elf because elves were trouble.

Why else would the elves have their own empire and be at odds more often than not with the Federation? He could only assume she was a spy, tossed in jail either to await a public hanging or simply to rot away. By the time twelve days had passed he had seen enough of the brutal beatings and her valiant attempts at fending off the beasts. Each fight ended with the attacker on the floor, beaten. The elf stood above, her knuckles cracked and bleeding but the glare in her eyes keeping those still conscious from daring to rise.

The twelfth day brought a change to the bizarre ritual. Three thugs were thrown into the cell and everyone knew enough to keep their distance. Left to their own devices, they noticed the elf and whispered among one another with malicious glances in her direction. That night they made their move, attacking her. She broke the nose of one and snapped the wrist of another before they finally succeeded where others had failed. One held her while another beat her to the point of unconscious. The third one, the one with the broken nose, ripped her shirt and displayed her for his amusement, then yanked down her pants and untied his own breeches.

Angry at the unfair treatment of the woman, Dexter intervened. His fist smashed into the back of the broken-nosed man’s neck. The ruffian dropped like a bag of wheat to the stone floor and before he could recover, Dexter drove his foot into the man’s ribs. Dexter winced at the ironic pain in his own unhealed ribs from the force of the assault.

He turned to the other two and stared at them, breathing heavily. “Lots of men tried to have their fun with her, and she’s beat every one of them down. You want her, you can have her, but you go one on one to see what she thinks of you first.”

Fresh life flared into the elf. She struggled anew and smashed her head back into the face of the man holding her, breaking his nose as well. She twisted away from him and punched the other man in the throat, nearly crushing his windpipe. He stumbled backwards against the wall grasping his throat and forcing harsh breaths through his constricted airway. She turned to the man behind her and drew back her fist. Dexter caught it before she threw the punch. “I think he’s found something better to interest him.”

The man nodded, blood gushing over his chin and shirt. He pinched his nose to stem the bleeding and stumbled away. A few of the other prisoners he tripped over cursed at him.

The elven warrior woman stared at him for a long moment and then yanked her hand free of his. She impressed him with her strength and her beauty, even if it was a bit bruised and bloodied at the moment. Dexter turned away from her respectfully when she reached to pull her pants back up and retie them.

Fingers pinched painfully into the back of his neck and he inhaled sharply. The surprise turned quickly to pain as the pressure increased and it took every bit of willpower he had to keep his knees from buckling

“Never turn your back on me,” she said, her common only slightly accented.

“Sorry,” Dexter hissed, holding up his hands.

She let go after a final squeeze and he turned to face her, rubbing the sore spots on his neck. “Just trying to be a gentleman,” he said, scanning her now covered form.

She tied the tattered ends of her shit in a knot under her breast bone, the front open to the plunge, revealing a pleasant curve of cleavage despite her slight chest. “You’re not, so don’t.”

Dexter raised an eyebrow, then chuckled. He nodded. “Fair enough. Dexter Silvercloud’s the name.”

She looked at his offered hand a long moment then at last shook it. Again Dexter was impressed with her grip. Her hands were callused too, the hands of a warrior.

“How long you here?” he asked her, moving back towards a wall. The gasping thug regained his breath enough to scamper away from them. The other thug, remained unconscious on the floor.

“I’m to be tried for espionage,” she said, as if that explained it all. “Espionage?” Dexter asked, surprised that his fanciful imaginings might have been true. “It means spying.”

“I know that!” Dexter snapped, then softened his tone. “I was just surprised is all. What did you do to deserve that?”

“Wrong place, wrong time,” she said. Dexter laughed. “That I can believe.”

“Look, thanks for the help, I owe you one. That don’t mean I’m going to be laying with you though.” Dexter chuckled and grinned. “I like you.”

“So did he,” she said, nodding towards the unconscious ruffian. “Not like that!,” Dexter said, rolling his eyes. “I meant I think you and I are going to get along just fine.”

“What do you mean? I’m stuck in here until they decide to stage a mock trial and then execute me.”

“What’s your name?” Dexter asked her, speaking a little more quietly. She eyed him warily for a moment then relented. “Jenna.”

“Just Jenna?”

“For now, yes, just Jenna.” Dexter nodded. “Alright, Just Jenna, how would you like a job?”

“A job?” Jenna quipped, laughing.

Dexter liked the sound of her laughter, even when it was scornful and directed at him. It was musical. “Aye, a job. I can get you out of here and I’m offering you a job.”

She laughed again. “You can’t even get yourself out of here, what makes you think you can get me out.”

“I used to work for the Federation,” Dexter began. “Used to? How’s that help?”

“’Used to’ means up until they let me go in two days I’m on their payroll,” Dexter explained. “There was some miscommunication that ended me up in here.”

“Miscommunication?” Jenna asked, pressing for more but talking as softly as he to minimize the eavesdropping. Dexter shrugged. “Yeah, had they really known what I was doing I’d probably be dead or missing some body parts.” Jenna looked at him for a long minute then laughed again, this time not at his expense. “Okay, go on.”

“You’re a political prisoner, that means they’ll leave you in here for ages until they need you to act as a lesson, then they’ll parade you around, make up some charges, and publicly execute you.”

Jenna shrugged. “That’s what I said, you’re not impressing me.”

“Know how the execute people here? Disemboweling is a favorite, stretching on the rack is another, or the crowd favorite, drawing and quartering,” Dexter said, trying to drive home his point.

The elven woman just shrugged again, showing no real concern about the means of her potential demise. “So how can you get me out?”

“For someone like you they’ll release you into the custody of a citizen with a clean record as long as he pays bail.”

“You don’t have a clean record, remember?” He chuckled. “No, not anymore… but my first mate does.” Her eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed suspiciously. “Your first mate? That make you a…”

Dexter nodded, looking around meaningfully. She understood, he didn’t want anyone else knowing. “Aye, I’ve got a ship nearby. Once I’m out of here I’ll come back and secure your release, if you’ll sail with me.”

“I’m not a whore to be bought and paid for,” Jenna said, her voice quiet but possessing a dangerous tone.

Dexter held up his hands. “No worry, Just Jenna, I’m not after that. I need some deckhands and an Armsmaster. If you’re half as good with a blade as you are with your fists, you fit the bill.”

Jenna smirked, an expression that looked mysterious and comical at the same time on her delicate cheek. “I’m better,” she stated. “Sounds like you don’t have a full crew yet.”

Dexter waved her concern away. “Just picking up a few more to round us out a little better is all.”

“I’ll think on it,” she said, squatting down and resting her back against the wall.

Dexter slid down as well, then looked around at the shadowy forms of the other prisoners in the murky half light. “Don’t think too long, I’ll be gone soon enough and so will the offer.”

   

* * * *

   

The next day and a half proved almost more than Dexter could bear. Nearly finished with his jail term, he longed to be out and working on getting the Hawk’s Talon ready to fly again. Not only that, but the elf continued to stick close to him, talking occasionally though sharing nothing more of herself. He had never been happier to see his friend than when two guards opened up the cell door and Kragor stood waiting with them. Dexter grinned and turned to Jenna. She regarded the dwarf, muttering something in elvish that Dexter knew was derogatory. She returned her gaze to Dexter and nodded. Another man stood and cleared his throat, stepping closer to Dexter. Slim and a few inches shorter than Dexter, the man had hair closely shorn to his head beneath the cowl of a hood that kept his face shadowed.

He hissed in a surprisingly soft voice, “I’ve heard what you’ve spoken of and I would offer my services as well.”

Dexter’s bounced between Jenna and the other prisoner. “Who are you and what are you talking about?”

“You know what I’m talking about. I can help you… I’m an experienced helmsman and if you don’t take me, I’ll tell the Feds what you were really up to that got you tossed in here.”

Dexter’s eyes widened and his fists clenched at his sides. Jenna glared at the man, staring daggers into him, but under the watchful eyes of the guard they said and did nothing.

“Dexter Silvercloud, get your arse out here or you can rot in there till the rats eat the flesh from your bones!” One of the guards called into the cell.

Dexter stared at the man a moment longer, then nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He turned and walked to the guards, who waited until he was out of the cell before shutting the door on those behind him.

“I’d like to secure the release of those two prisoners,” Dexter said, pointing at Jenna and the mysterious prisoner.

“You hit your head in there? You’ve got a record!” The guard that had spoken before said.

Dexter sighed, rolled his eyes, and looked at Kragor. The dwarf nodded and spoke, “I’d like to secure the release of those two prisoners.”

“Can he do that?” The other guard asked. The first guard shrugged. “Come up top to sign the paperwork.”

“Go and get it,” Dexter said. The guard ignored him, however, so he looked to Kragor again. “Go get it,” the dwarf parroted, clearly annoyed. “I head back up them stairs I ain’t coming back down here today,” the guard said. “What’s their bond?” Kragor asked. “5 gold for the eunuch, and 50 for the elf.”

“50 gold?” Dexter protested. He knew they had inflated the prices to line their own pockets, but that was a ludicrous amount. Not only that, but he had no idea where he was going to get 50 gold.

“Here,” Kragor said, reaching into a pouch at his belt and counting out 55 gold coins.

Dexter stared at him, stunned. He looked at the guard who smiled smugly. He counted the coins and then tested a couple with his teeth before motioning for the other guard to open the door and let the other two prisoners out. The stepped out of the cell quickly and fell in behind Dexter.

“Right, you’re free to go,” the guard said. “What about my things?” Dexter protested. “Don’t I have to sign something?” Kragor asked, confused. “Your things were part of your issue from the Federation, they belong to us, not you,” the guard said to Dexter, sneering. “Now get out of here and hope I don’t see you again!” Dexter hesitated a moment then nodded, walking down the passage towards the stairs and the fresh air of freedom.

   

* * * *

   

“What can you tell me to keep me from spilling your blood here and now?” Dexter said after he had slammed the nearly bald man into the wall of an alley not far from the Federation prisons.

“Aye, and why’d the guard call you a eunuch?” Kragor said, squinting one eye and widening the other to look mildly deranged. It was a good look for the dwarf.

The sudden captive looked back and forth between them while the elf woman, Jenna, prowled at the mouth of the alley to discourage anybody from showing too much interest.

“Gelded or not, no man gets away with blackmailing me!” Dexter said, tightening his grip. “I’m no man.”

“What?”

“What?”

Dexter and Kragor looked at one another for their simultaneous questions. The stranger suddenly spun in Dexter’s grip, breaking free, and moved in a way that suggested a graceful and flowing dance as much as much as it did anything. Dexter turned to face the man.

“He’s a she, and she’s a half elf,” Jenna said from behind them. As though they were twins, both Dexter and Kragor again repeated, “What?”

“Tis true, My name is Bekka, I am half-elf and half-human.”

“But you’ve got no hair!” Kragor protested. “No self respecting woman would cut their hair off!”

“I’m not a dwarf,” Bekka said. “Aye, but…but…” Dexter’s hand fell on Kragor’s shoulder, silencing his sputtering friend. “How about you tell me what you’re about.”

“My thanks,” Bekka said, bowing her head. “I heard what you said to her and I believe I have found someone that I have been looking for. Someone willing to look beyond race and parentage, to a person’s true worth. Am I right?”

Dexter looked at Jenna, who just shrugged noncommittally. Kragor was still trying to understand her chosen haircut, so he was of no use to the man either. Finally Dexter nodded. “Go on.”

“I can fight and I have some magic at my disposal, I would offer you my services if you would have me,” she said.

“Jenna, keep an eye on her please,” Dexter said, grabbing Kragor’s shirt and pulling him after him deeper into the alley. Dexter glanced back at Jenna but her eyes were glued to Bekka, like a hawk to her prey.

“What do you think?” Dexter asked the dwarf. “What do I think? You’re daft, boy-o, that’s what I think! You’re hiring a crew straight outta the brig? Daft ain’t the word!” Dexter waved him silent. “Trust me, Kragor, Jenna is a good pick.” Kragor snorted. “She’s an elf, no trusting them. You mark my words, Dex, she can’t be trusted!”

Dexter sighed. “Okay, I’ll keep an eye on her. Now the other one. It’d be nice to have a spare helmsman, and better if she’s a wizard, she can help us get the Hawk’s Talon charged up!”

“I figured we’d buy a battery to get her enough juice to bring her to a dock,” Kragor offered.

“How’d you get so much gold?” Dexter asked, suddenly remembering the pouch full of gold at Kragor’s side.

Kragor grinned. “Been busy while you’ve been resting with your girlfriends. Brought the cat and the ballista back on the Ant after I fixed her up and sold them off to some people I know. Then bought more supplies and did more work on the ship.”

Dexter shook his head. He clapped the dwarf on the back and turned back. Kragor frowned and spoke up, “Wait, I didn’t tell you what I thought of them.”

Dexter shrugged, “That’s okay, I made up my mind.”

The dwarf stood there for a moment, jaw open in stunned surprise. Dexter looked back at him and winked, “It’s good to be the captain,” he said.

Kragor spat on the ground and hurried after his captain. “I’m not a wizard, I’m a sorceress,” Bekka said when they returned. Dexter looked at Kragor, who just shrugged. “You hear a lot, don’t you?” Dexter accused her. Bekka nodded. “Not as much as she does.” All eyes turned to Jenna, who met Dexter’s stare with her own. “Well?” he asked her.

Jenna held his gaze for a moment then nodded. “It’s true,” she admitted, shooting a silent glare Bekka’s way. “Elves hear well. As for trusting me, I owe you my life, or at least my honor, until that’s been repaid you’ve naught to fear.”

“And then?” Dexter asked her. “And then we’ll see how well we get along.” Dexter stared at her again for a long moment, then nodded. “Fair enough.”

Kragor muttered something in his native tongue and yanked his beard in disbelief. Dexter’s hand patted him reassuringly on the shoulder to calm him down.

“Alright, Bekka, I’ll give you a chance. Try pulling what you did in that cell again though and I’ll bleed you then and there,” Dexter said.

Bekka nodded, smiling. “And the both of you need some equipment. Weapons we got; clothing we don’t. Let’s go shopping.”

“The Fed guards took all my money,” Jenna said, looking annoyed. “Mine as well,” Bekka said. “Aye, they do that,” Dexter said. “Consider this an advance on your pay then.”

“What is to be my pay?” Jenna asked.

Dexter had turned to leave the alley and head towards the merchants section, but the elf’s question made him pause. He turned back to face her and glanced at Kragor, who tried to subtly make a gesture with his hand: that of a fist with a thumb pointing down. Dexter chuckled.

“How do you want it?” Dexter asked. “Standard rates or a percentage?”

“Percentage?” Jenna asked, a little surprised. “Are you a pirate or something?”

“No,” he replied without hesitation. “But I’m not running a merchant ship either. From time to time we will have some odd jobs and unusual fares.”

“So what’s the cut?” Jenna asked.

Another glance at Kragor yielded Dexter another less than subtle thumbs down, indicating the dwarf advised a low rate. Dexter smiled and looked back to Jenna. “Seven percent. More if you prove you’re as good as you claim.”

She nodded. “Fair enough.” Dexter turned to Bekka. “You?” Bekka just shrugged, something that unsettled him a little. “Whatever you feel is fair,” she said.

Dexter looked at Kragor, who stared at the half-elf with even more confusion than before. “I get the feeling you’re testing me,” Dexter said.

Bekka smiled mysteriously. “We’re all being tested every minute of every day.” Dexter nodded. “Alright, then I’ll do the same for you.”

“What kind of ship is it?” Jenna asked, ignoring Bekka. “It’s a trader class, with some personal modifications,” Kragor said, puffing out his chest proudly. Jenna smirked, “What trader isn’t fixed up?”

Kragor glowered at her but bit his tongue. Dexter shook his head and sighed, wondering if he had too many personalities on the ship already. He turned and stepped out of the alley, glancing back at them to say, “You coming?”

They followed him as he made his way through the busy streets of New Haven. Jenna drew several surprised and often hostile looks, prompting Dexter to think that she needed something with a hood to hide her face. They ducked into the first store he found and tried to purchase just that, but the shopkeeper refused to do business with an elf present.

Dexter sighed and they went back outside. Rather than try another store Dexter asked her what she might require, then had Kragor tell him which dock the Ant was berthed at and give him the belt with the money pouch on it. He sent them off, leaving Bekka with him to help him carry the goods he acquired.

Bekka received some strange looks, for only at a quick glance in poor light would someone mistake her for a man. Her features had a faint elven cast to them, but the lack of hair distracted people enough that no one made the jump to figuring her as a half-elf, even given her slight stature. That, and, for their current mission, Bekka served as a pack mule.

They returned well over an hour later to the Ant. Dexter scarcely recognized it at first. Kragor had rebuilt the Ant with lumber from the ruined Dart and skiff, strengthening it and even improving upon it. The helm remained closed in the aft section of the ship, and the middle section was now open decking with only a railing around it. Not only was the mid-ship cabin removed, but Kragor had lowered the floor to allow the stowage of cargo in it, save for a two foot section around the edges for walking. The forward section, once built up into a small forecastle home to a light ballista, now was as flat as the mid-section with only a wooden railing about it.

The Ant retained the six landing struts to allow it to land on land, and Kragor had gone one step further in reinforcing the resemblance to its namesake by building a set of pincers on the very front of it. Dexter had to chuckle at the dwarf’s attention to detail, even though he was sure the pincers served no purpose.

“That’s an impressive boat,” Bekka said as they approached it. Dexter nodded, silently agreeing with her. He mused that perhaps there was more to Kragor’s skill in shipbuilding than he had originally credited him with.

Jenna stood at the front of the boat while Kragor was rummaging around in the aft cabin, making noise but doing only the Gods knew what. Dexter climbed the ramp and surveyed the ship, nodding at how it still needed a lot of work to finish it off, but structurally it appeared to be quite sound.

“Kragor!” Dexter yelled, heading to the aft careful to avoid the three foot plunge into the cargo area. He told Bekka to head to the bow and give Jenna the items they had procured for her.

The dwarf emerged a few moments later, grinning foolishly. Dexter looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “What’d you do this time?”

“Made a funnel!” The dwarf said happily. “A funnel?”

“Aye, for the long trips when you’ve got to use the head we ain’t got on here.”

Dexter groaned and covered his face in his hand. When he finally took it away he looked at his first mate and pretended he knew nothing of what the dwarf had just said. “The Ant looks good, Kragor. Damned good.”

Kragor beamed with pride. “Aye, took some work but she’s better now than she was before, for what we need ‘er for!” Dexter had to admit that the dwarf was right. “Needs some finishing up, but you earned your pay!” Kragor chuckled. “Speaking o’ pay, how ya planning on doing that?”

Dexter stuck his head in the aft cabin and looked around. It had a small room set up with the helm in it, a larger room with three bunks and three chests, and a tiny final room with naught but Kragor’s latest contraption. He nodded appreciatively and turned back to the dwarf.

“You sold the ballista from here and the weapons off the Hawk’s Talon?” Dexter asked him.

Kragor shook his head. “Kept the one from the Hawk’s Talon, but moved it below. Couple people can carry it right quick and set it up to fire.”

Dexter nodded, that made sense. Possessing a ship weapon in Federation space could get a captain fined, or worse, but it might just be worth the risk. Of course a light ballista was hardly a threat to anything larger than the Ant they stood upon, and even that could take quite a few hits.

“Is this all that’s left?” Dexter asked, tapping the pouch at his side.

Kragor shook his head. “Stashed some on the Hawk’s Talon, and a bit more under the bottom bunk over there. Pop up a loose board and you’ll find another 30 gold.”

“And back on that Hawk’s Talon?”

“40 pieces.” Dexter nodded. “How much work to be done yet?”

Kragor stroked his beard while he crunched the numbers in his head. “Week or so, with the new help I’m reckoning. We’re awful shy on crew,” he pointed out.

Dexter nodded. “Aye, but we’ve got one more on the way.”

“Eh? Who?”

“Been meaning to talk to you about that,” Dexter admitted. Kragor scowled. “What fool scheme you for now, boy?” Dexter grinned. “We need a cook.”

Kragor’s eyes widened. He stared at Dexter and then looked to the ceiling. He continued looking around until he saw the lone bunk behind him, which he moved and sat on. “You really are daft,” he muttered before continuing. “Jodyne’s good with her knives. We go askin’ her that and she’ll put one in your eye and two in your chest ere ya hit the ground.”

“Not if we show her how much you can make doing this,” Dexter said, sitting next to him. Kragor took a deep breath and blew it out. “You’re mad, I says.” Dexter chuckled and clapped him on the back. “Maybe, but I got us a ship and a boat to lash alongside it.”

Kragor stroked his beard, which was all the proof Dexter needed to know the dwarf was thinking and would agree with him. He clapped him on the back again and stood up. “When you’re ready to go to her, come on out and let me know.”

Dexter left the cabin and headed to the bow of the ship, where he accepted a stiff thanks from Jenna as she examined the items he purchased for her. Nothing fine nor delicate, he got her a couple of cloaks and some loose fitting clothing. Bekka’s gear was much the same.

Kragor joined them a few moments later, looking none too happy. “You trust them here?” he asked, jerking his head towards Bekka and Jenna.

Dexter looked at them briefly and nodded. Kragor grunted and turned to the plank. “Let’s be off then.”

Dexter chuckled and looked at the other two. “We should be back in a couple of hours, if not… well, wait as long as you like.”

Jenna burned to ask for details, Dexter could tell, but she kept her mouth shut. Bekka just nodded and took the spare equipment to the back so it was out of sight on the deck. Dexter followed Kragor down the gangplank and quickly caught up to his shorter legged friend.

The dwarf remained stoic and silent as they trudged through New Haven to the tavern where his wife would be cooking dinner. The smell of it reminded Dexter of just how hungry he was. He had spent two weeks eating swill in the prison, after all.

A new bartender was behind the bar and the tavern’s owner was nowhere to be seen. Dexter led the way to a table and, when one of the barmaids saw them she hurried over.

“You’re not to be coming here,” she hissed. Dexter smiled disarmingly at her. “Not to worry, Kaytlin, we’ve gold to spend and stomachs that need filling.”

“Master Twinver’ll have my hide if I serve you!” The girl glanced towards the door to the office and bit her lip. “I’ll not say a thing,” Dexter promised her, winking. “You’re spoiling for a fight, aren’t you?” She asked, clearly suspicious. “Not particularly,” Dexter said. “Now be a dear, Kaytlin, and fetch us a couple of ales and whatever Jodyne’s cooking up.”

Kaytlin searched his eyes and then the dour dwarf’s before finally shaking her head and walking to the bar to fill their order. Dexter slapped the table happily and looked at his friend. “See, things are looking up already!”

Kragor rolled his eyes and remained silent. Kaytlin returned with drinks and then, a few moments later, meals. Dexter handed her a gold piece, far more than the simple fare was worth, but he had a point to prove. She could not hide her surprise and went away a little less suspicious than before.

After they ate Kragor took a deep breath. Dexter grinned and nodded towards the kitchen. “Alright, but remember I warned ya!” The dwarf said, hopping up off his chair.

As though he was a doomed sailor walking the plank, Kragor trudged towards the kitchen. He expected disaster at any moment. Dexter watched him, part anxious for his friend, part anxious for himself, and part amused. Kragor made a fine example of why a smart man stayed single.

Dexter sipped his ale cautiously, waiting. Kragor disappeared through the door into the kitchen several minutes before the first sound of a pan striking something – Dexter hoped it was the stove or a wall – could be heard. Less than a minute later the door to the kitchen flew open and Jodyne came stomping out of it, her red hair and beard a testimony to her fiery nature.

She stomped up to Dexter and glared at him. “Dexter Silvercloud, what’s this nonsense you’ve got my husband talking about?”

Kragor walked out of the kitchen then, a slight bit unsteady on his feet and a growing welt on his forehead where something cast in iron had crashed into him. Dexter could not help but laugh.

“What’re you for?” Jodyne demanded, hands on her hips. “Think you this is funny, do ya?”

Dexter held up his hands. “No, no, Jodyne, this is what Kragor told me to expect is all, I’m laughing because he was right and I was wrong.”

“You was wrong, was you? What did you say?”

Kragor looked at Dexter pleadingly from behind and was motioning frantically for him to shut up.

“Jodyne, please forgive me, I said you’d given up hope on him and that it was a waste of time,” Dexter said, his tone and expression apologetic. “I said we needed you for our ship, but there was no way you’d be agreeing to it.”

Jodyne glared at him and then turned to Kragor, who tucked his hands into his beard and stared longingly at her. “He don’t deserve me,” Jodyne said.

“Aye, that has the ring of truth to it.”

Jodyne whirled on Dexter. “And you neither!” she said. “You’re the one always pulling him off on one fool adventure or another!”

Dexter had the good grace to look shamed. He reached down to the sack of coins that Kragor had pulled from the loose board on the Ant and tossed it on the table. “What you say is true, Jodyne.”

She stared at the bag as though her lethal glare would reveal the contents of it. It had made a resounding and metallic noise when it landed. “That’s some of what we’ve made so far, just the two of us without a crew. We’re putting a crew together now, and we want you on it.”

Jodyne snatched up the bag and opened it, looking inside to satisfy her curiosity. She handed it back to Dexter, amazed, and then turned to look at Kragor. “I’d never turn me back on you,” she said after a moment. Kragor smiled at her, hopefully. “You’re just so thick-skulled at times, it’s hard getting you to know what’s best!”

Kragor nodded and stepped closer to her. Dexter gave him a thumbs up and winked over Jodyne’s back. She stepped closer to him and gave him a hug, earning a round of applause and cheers from the growing crowd of customers and staff. Unfortunately this also brought the attention of Master Twinver and he walked out of his office.

“What’s this about?” He shouted. His eyes fell on Dexter and his cheeks flared red with anger. He moved through the crowd until he stood on the far side of the table from the source of his irritation.

“You,” Jodyne said, turning and pointing her finger at Dexter. Master Twinver’s open mouth issued no sound as the threatening voice boomed out of Jodyne’s mouth. “You’ll not be taking my husband off on any more fool-headed adventures… least not without me there to keep you boys to heel.”

Dexter nodded. “Yes ma’am,” he said. “Now come see what Kragor’s done, you’ll be right proud of him, I promise.”

She peered at him suspiciously then nodded, taking off her apron and tossing it to the inn’s owner. “You’ll be needing a new cook, Master Twinver.”

His mouth opened and closed as he searched for words. The three of them left the inn with him still trying to figure out what just happened.

   

* * * *

   

Dexter piloted the ship with as much skill as ever, impressing his new crew as they skirted around asteroids seemingly destined to crush them. When he put them down in the shadowed depression on the asteroid they stared at the Hawk’s Talon, impressed. Even Dexter was speechless and he had seen it only two weeks prior.

Kragor had repaired the hull completely using the spare lumber. A small pile of it was still stocked beside the ship. A proper gangplank, constructed from ground to the deck, offered them a somewhat steep means of access. Dexter could only imagine what sort of repairs had been made on the deck and inside.

“Where’s the rest of the crew,” Jenna asked once they had set down. “We run lean to maximize profits,” Dexter said, as though there was nothing odd about the thought. “You can’t fly a trader with only five people!” Jenna said. They size of her eyes showed she thought he was mad. “I can fly it with just me,” Dexter assured her. “She won’t turn so well, but she’ll fly.” Jenna closed her eyes and turned away, biting her next words off. Bekka stared at it and smiled. “I think it’s beautiful.”

Kragor grinned at her praise, knowing it had a ways to go yet, but for all of that, it had come even farther largely due to his hard work.

“You did all this?” Jodyne asked him.

“I helped him,” Dexter said, “but Kragor knew what needed doing and showed me what to do. He’s rigged it up special too, so it needs fewer people but responds better.”

“It looks heavy,” Jenna said.

“Aye,” Kragor said. “I make her about five over. Some extra room and better rigging.”

“Built to dock on land or water?” Bekka asked as they got close and she saw it was not in a dry dock, but rather it had its own landing struts and a flat bottom to it.

Kragor told her it was so, and added that the wings had been changed with a pivoting mount that would allow them to rotate enough aid in a sharper turn. He went on to say that the vertical fin had been lowered somewhat to allow for a lower gravity plane on the vessel. Kragor pointed all of these things out as they approached it, not hiding his pride at how impressed they all were with his accomplishments.

Up on the deck of the ship Dexter took in the sights and saw that again Kragor had outdone himself. A lot of it needed sanding down still, but the broken planks had been fixed and the deck was sound. Kragor led them below, taking the forward stairs down, which had been changed from the space-consuming angled staircase to a circular one. Dexter looked to Kragor and grinned, making the dwarf glow with pride. He pointed to the second door, which was the captain’s room on their right, the starboard side, just before the bridge. Dexter glanced in and nodded. It had a sizeable bunk, a small table with a chair, and a large chest in it.

The bridge was next, which was where the helm rested as well as a large table for meetings and going over charts. Shuttered windows offered a view of the void, or would offer it when they were flying and the shutters were thrown back.

On the other side of the bow companionway was a smaller bedroom with a bunk, a small table that dropped from the wall and used the bunk as a chair, and a chest for personal belongings. Bekka volunteered to take it, stating that she did not need much room and would like to be close to the helm in case she was needed on it. No one could fault her reasoning. She dropped her stuff off while the rest moved on.

Next to Dexter’s room there was another door in front of the spiral staircase. Kragor showed Jodyne into their bedroom, which possessed a bunk large enough for the two dwarves to sleep comfortably, and similar creature comforts to what Dexter’s cabin had, save it possessed two trunks. Dexter clapped him on the shoulder in good humor, glad to see that his friend had planned for his wife joining them.

Across the hall from the stairway was another small room, this one containing the ship’s head. It looked functional, and Kragor assured them it was, so they moved on.

On most traders there is a hallway and a door into the room Kragor and Jodyne were using. By changing the stairs and moving the door Kragor had freed up several feet of space to use to enlarge one of the cargo holds. Instead of the bedroom it had once been, it now resembled a cargo hold once again, including the trap door in the ceiling allowing cargo to be loaded into it from the main deck. The opposite side of the companionway possessed the other cargo hold, this one every bit as authentic and original as what it had been built like when first commissioned. The only thing of note in the port cargo hold was the light ballista resting in the middle of the room.

Aft of the twin cargo holds, on the port side, lay the sail locker. Beyond it, to the aft, was the aft stairway.

Across from the sail locker lay another room. This one was the largest yet, save for the cargo holds, and had racks and shelves placed throughout it for weapons, armor, and supplies. Jenna surveyed the room for a long moment, long enough for the others to move on while she studied the small collection of weapons Kragor had already placed in the racks.

“I’ll sleep here,” she said.

Dexter and the others turned back. “What? In here?”

“Yes. You want me to be your Armmistress, I ‘spect to be in charge of the weapons on the ship. Makes sense I handle the supplies too. Best way I see of doing that is in making it my room,” she explained.

Dexter nodded and smiled. “Good thinking.”

“Kragor, can you help her out?” Dexter asked, stepping aside so the dwarf could look into the room. He tugged his beard then nodded. “Aye, I can get a bunk in here quick enough, build a drop table, grab a chest… that hold ya?” Jenna nodded. “Yes.”

“Right, well, I’ll get started in a minute. Captain, the rest?”

Dexter nodded and let Kragor show him the final four rooms of the vessel. They were under the stern castle now, allowing for taller ceilings in the aft rooms. The first door on the right, which was the port side, was the pantry and galley. Jodyne looked at everything within and nodded that it would do.

The next door was on the back wall and opened into a room some twelve feet deep by twenty four feet wide. Dexter counted ten bunks and matching chests, with the lower a few feet off the ground and the upper closer to six feet up. The ceiling was another six feet up from the top bunk, offering the possibility of additional bedding for up to five more, should the need arise for additional crew.

The final two doors were across from the galley. Each room was roughly the size of the captain’s quarters, if not a bit larger, and each was equipped as a bedroom. Dexter nodded at seeing the staterooms, appreciating his friend’s recognition that they might, at times, be carrying important passengers.

They gathered together again back up on the deck so they could begin to understand their duties before going about them. “Kragor, what’s your best guess at an optimal crew size?”

“Optimal?” The dwarf asked, tugging his beard in his trademark fashion. “If’n we’re all being counted, I’d say we need a couple of deckhands to help with the rigging.”

Dexter nodded. “But you think we can sail her as she is?”

Kragor nodded, “Aye, she’ll sail… but you still be needing some power in the ship to handle tactical speeds. Once we get up in the void we can let the sails take over, getting there’s the trick.”

Dexter turned to Bekka and asked, “Can you put some magic into the ship?”

The half-elf paled at the request, but she nodded. Dexter watched her a moment then figured he would ask her later. “Alright, Kragor you’ve got work to do, anybody not doing anything else please help him. Jenna, inventory the weapons and let me know what else you need. Make sure you and Bekka are both armed as well.”

Dexter glanced down at his own empty waist and grinned foolishly. “Guess I’d best be getting some too!”

He turned to Jodyne and smiled. “Jodyne, tell me what you need for the galley. Kragor, when you get a moment, I need to know how much canvas I need to buy for the sails.”

He paused, studying the three women before asking, “Um, someone knows how to stitch the sails, right?”

Jenna rolled her eyes and very softly muttered something in her native tongue, but said nothing.

Bekka smirked, either at Jenna’s actions and words or at Dexter’s question. “Yes, Captain, I can stitch and show anyone who would like to help,” she said.

Dexter smiled. “Good! Well then, let’s get to work!”

   

* * * *

   

Having no charts or plans, Dexter spent much of his time helping Kragor with the remaining work. Bekka approached him after they secured a bunk to Jenna’s room. Dexter told her to follow him and they walked up to the front near the helm.

“It’s a good helm, Captain,” Bekka began. “I charged the ship as best I could and I’m needing some rest now. It’ll be several days of charging before it’ll be ready to fly and, truth be told, I don’t much like the feeling of having my magic drained out of me like that.”

Dexter nodded. “I understand. I’m planning on picking up a battery to help, but that comes last. We’re running low on money and all we’ve got is dry rations for food and no sails yet.”

“Yes Sir,” she said. “I’ll do my best.”

Dexter saw the troubled look on her face and opened his mouth to ask what it was about channeling her magic in the helm that bothered her, but decided now wasn’t the time.

“It’s different for those like me,” she explained.

Dexter fought the urge to jump and wondered if she’d read his mind.

“Wizards and priests learn their power, it’s not natural. Those like me, sorceresses and the like, magic comes natural to us, and to have it drained out of us like that is uncomfortable.”

Dexter bit his lip and nodded. “I can’t say I understand, since I don’t have your gift, but I will say that as soon as we can do it another way we will. That’s all I can promise.”

She nodded. “That will do, Captain. Thank you.” Dexter paused at the door and turned back. “Bekka, have you and Jenna met before?” Bekka smiled. “No, she dislikes me because I’m a half-breed. I’m impure, to her. You and even Kragor are better than I am.”

“Because we’re pure?” Dexter asked. Bekka nodded. “It is the way with elves. Many races feel that way, but none so strongly as elves.” Dexter nodded, thinking about it. “I’ve only seen a few half elves in my life,” he admitted. “You’ve only recognized a few, many take pains to disguise themselves.”

“Fair enough,” Dexter admitted. “Being shunned like that must put a lot of hate in a person.” Bekka smiled. “You keep passing tests, Captain.” Dexter returned her smile and said, “Get some rest, not much you can do to help right now, I don’t reckon.”

Back in Jenna’s room Kragor worked on building a table that would fold down from the wall. Meanwhile Jenna was doing her best to ignore him. When Dexter entered she turned to face him.

“I need some parchment to write down our supplies and some ink and a quill, or at least some charcoal,” she told him. Dexter had no chance to hide his surprised look. “You mean to keep track with books?”

“You want it done right?” she asked. “It’s only us on the ship, I trust you to run it right.” She shrugged. “You do a lot of trusting.”

“I do,” he admitted, winking at her. “Let me know when it’s a bad idea.”

She opened her mouth then closed it. At a sudden loss for words she turned back to the weapons and, with her back to him, asked, “What do you need?”

“A decent sword, a couple of knives, and a pistol,” he said, rattling off his standard fare.

She gathered the equipment and handed it to him one item at a time. Dexter set the weapons on her cot when he realized he could not hold them all at once. She handed him a weapon belt with a scabbard on it last. With the belt on he tied the daggers, already in sheaths, to it and slid the sword home. The pistol he tucked through the belt and then tied on the two small sacks containing fire powder and lead balls for shot.

“Arm yourself then join me on the deck, I’d like to see how good you are,” Dexter said.

Jenna looked at the weapons and shrugged. She grabbed a longsword, a dagger, and a pistol. Dexter noted she already had secured a belt around her waist. He made his way up the staircase and onto the deck, followed closely by the elf warrior. He stopped finally and drew his blade, turning to face her.

Jenna drew hers and looked at it, frowning a little. He lunged forward, certain she would not be caught off guard. He was right. She turned his blade aside and countered, striking back at him, which he dodged.

The two fought for several minutes, testing each other out and noting strengths and weaknesses. Jenna was skilled enough with the longsword, but her skill was nothing that left him speechless. She was good enough to kill the average man, Dexter knew, but he had hoped for a little more out of her. Finally, both of them sweating, Dexter held up his hand to signal an end to the fight.

“Enough, I’m getting distracted,” he said. “You fought well.”

“Distracted?” Jenna asked between breaths. “By what?”

“You need to change your shirt,” was all he said.

Jenna realized that she still wore the torn shirt from the prison. She laughed, surprising Dexter. She had not realized that it was now so loose that any abrupt twist, lunge, or other movement would have one or both breasts spilling out of it.

“Why are you laughing?” Dexter asked, confused. He was trying to save her from embarrassment and humiliation. “You humans, so modest… I’ll have to remember that and make use of it,” she said. Dexter looked at her, brows furrowing at his lack of understanding.

“The body is a beautiful thing,” Jenna explained. “Not something to be hidden and ashamed of. My people wear clothing to be sensible, fashionable, or for protection, not because it bothers us if others see us without it.”

“Oh,” Dexter said, suddenly the uncomfortable one. “I, um, I guess that makes sense.” Jenna grinned at him, enjoying his discomfort. “Perhaps next time I’ll fight you nude.”

“Not sure I could handle that,” Dexter admitted.

Jenna chuckled. “Yes, Captain,” she said. She turned to head back below then stopped and twisted her torso to look back at him. “Captain?”

Dexter chanced a look at her, noticing almost instantly that the way she had twisted gave him a clear line of sight to the full swell of one breast behind one half of her torn shirt. He forced his eyes up to hers and fought to ignore the heat in his cheeks. “Um, yes?”

“If you’ve the money when you return for supplies could you pick me up a rapier and a short sword? You might find me a little more challenging thus armed.”

Dexter nodded, anything to escape the embarrassment he felt.

She made her way down the staircase and Dexter let out a deep sigh. “Gods,” he muttered. “What am I doing with women on the ship?”

He shook his head and headed towards the forward staircase to head below deck. All the while he tried to figure out why he had felt embarrassed when she was the one accidentally exposing herself

   

* * * *

   

The next day, with Jodyne at his side, Dexter returned to New Haven for more supplies. He picked up the foodstuffs she needed, as well as the cooking utensils and even a hotstone, which cost 10 gold by itself but kept Jodyne from using a flame to cook any food on the ship. He had plans for a magical frostbox, to keep food fresh, but the cost prohibited him from buying it.

The largest expense came from the dozens of yards of canvas, thread, and needles he had to buy. He had enough left that he found himself drawn to a weaponsmith’s shop. Jodyne had returned to the ship to await the delivery of the canvas from the tailor’s shop.

When Dexter returned to the Ant he had a rapier hanging from a baldric over his shoulder. The canvas had been delivered, and with nothing else to do, Dexter paid for the dock authority to recharge the Ant’s helm, then he paid the docking fees and piloted the ship back to the asteroid field.

Bekka rose from her nap and helped Jodyne carry in the supplies. She looked pale, but nodded to him when he mentioned the canvas. A tired smile accompanied the nod, convincing him to once again mind his own business. He noticed that she must have acquired a dagger from Jenna as well; the stubble on her head had been freshly shaved.

Jenna was on the deck, practicing with her long sword and a dagger. Dexter came up behind her and cleared his throat, but she did not slow her rapid movements. “Need something, Captain?”

Dexter took the baldric off and, for lack of a better idea, said, “Try this,” and threw it in the air to her.

Jenna spun around, sliding her long sword in her scabbard smoothly and catching the baldric just before it hit the deck. She straightened up and looked at it, then at Dexter. She grinned and slipped it over her shoulder and tightened it.

“Not going to be much left of my first wages,” she said, smiling. “You ready for that rematch now?”

Dexter smirked and reached for his blade. He stopped, suddenly nervous. “You’re, um, you’re not going to take your clothes off, are you?”

Jenna laughed. “Only if you order me to, Captain.”

Dexter laughed. “Some other time maybe. For now, defend yourself.”

Jenna drew her sword and parried Dexter’s lunge, turning it over and driving his blade out so he was off balance and overextended. She kept his sword out and stepped in to his reach, driving her dagger towards him. She stopped the lethal motion in time enough to let the tip of it press against his abdomen.

“I win,” she said, smirking.

“Luck,” Dexter said, more than a little surprised at her extreme skill with the rapier. “Again.”

They dueled for several more minutes, and with the exception of one time, Jenna had him soundly beaten. Finally Dexter held up his hand to signal an end to it. “Not sure it’s safe for me to find a short sword too.”

Jenna just grinned. Not a sarcastic or fake grin, but one filled with the thrill of victory. “Thank you… Captain.”

Dexter nearly asked her what she meant, then decided either he already knew, or he did not want to. He nodded and gestured at the Ant parked off in the distance. “Enough play, there’s work to be done. Time to earn your pay.”

“What’s this tub named, anyhow?” Jenna asked as the walked down the plank. The bow had yet to have a name painted into it.

Dexter glanced back at the ship. Hawk’s Talon was its old name, but the ship hardly resembled what it had once been. “The Voidhawk.”

Jenna glanced back up at it and nodded. “Good name.”

   


Chapter 2 : Roshelle

   

There are several ways to find work for an enterprising captain. The most common was by word of mouth. Those that did well in the business built up a reputation at their ports of call. Those that did not… well, they were not long for the business.

Another way was to register at the dockyards. That tended to offer a captain far less choice about what he carried and who he worked for. It was not something Dexter, or many other captains, liked to chance. For the down and out, or for those that just did not care, it provided stable, if low paying, work.

An aggressive captain could make his way to local businesses, nobles, and of course the Federation offices to try and see if he could drum up any work. Doing that, however, put the captain at a weakened position when it came time for negotiations. Most owner / operators found it to be unpleasant work as well.

Of the most common options for landing a job, Dexter chose none of them. Instead he frequented some of the seedier bars and placed a few inquiries here and there that would be passed along. He expected this would letting those who were interested know he was available for work that, while not necessary sanctioned by the powers-that-be, tended to be a little more lucrative.

The Voidhawk remained safely stashed away in her shady little niche on the asteroid, lit only by the lightstones they placed throughout the ship’s interior and, when deckwork was necessary, on the deck. As dangerous as the Playground was, the kinds of people that traveled through it were equally treacherous, so they kept visible light to a minimum.

Dexter sat by himself, having taken the Ant back to New Haven in the hopes of finding something to keep them all busy other than rebuilding the ‘Hawk. He worried he might have to raise more money if their unemployment continued much longer. He had no use for the Ant once they were finished with the Voidhawk, it was too large, at nearly thirty feet long, to lash to the hull of the Voidhawk. Still, it had proven very useful to them and Kragor had put a lot of work into it. Maybe he would just leave it stored on their asteroid hideaway for safekeeping.

His musings were cut short by the approach of a scantily clad woman. He sized her up, appreciating what she was advertising even if something about her put him off. He paid her no further mind until sat down at the table he alone occupied.

“Buy a girl a drink?” she asked, her voice rougher than he expected. Reaching into a bag at her side she pulled out a smokestick from a metal tin. A snap of her fingers ignited a magical flame that caused the end to grow red. She puffed on it and exhaled a cloud of flavored smoke through her painted lips towards Dexter.

“Depends,” he said, fighting to keep his eyes out of her excessive cleavage. “What do you want?”

She took another drag on her smokestick, smiling around it, and then laughed as she exhaled the pungent smoke. Crossing her legs and displaying a criminal amount of thigh through a slit in her flowing skirts, she asked, “Maybe I want you?”

“Maybe I’m already taken,” Dexter replied, smiling back at her. “That’s too bad, it would have been a mutually beneficial arrangement,” she said, licking her lips. What she seemed to be offering suddenly clicked. “Go on,” he prompted, showing his interest. “How about that drink?”

Dexter nodded, smiling. Such was the cost of doing business. He turned and raised his hand to catch a barmaid’s eye. She saw him and he gestured at his strange table mate. She nodded and headed for the counter.

“That’s better,” she said after taking a drink of the ale the barmaid delivered. Dexter handed the barmaid a silver piece, overpaying her on purpose.

“Man with that kind of money to throw around you might not need my kind of work,” she said.

Dexter shrugged. “These girls work hard and get little more than pinched bottoms and crude jokes in return. This keeps the water out of my ale and my food off of the floor.”

“You’re a rare man, Captain,” she said around another mouthful of smoke.

Dexter shrugged off the compliment, or what he interpreted as a compliment. “About that mutually beneficial arrangement?”

She smiled and dropped her smokestick to the floor, stepping on it and crushing the glowing cherry. “Yes, about that. You’re new to the business of shipping?”

Dexter shrugged. “Been around it my whole life, just been flying scout for the Feds up till now.”

“Word is you’ve had a disagreement with the Federation, spent some time in a cage I hear?” Dexter shrugged again. “Word on the street is that my first mate is a half-giant that breathes fire too.” She raised an eyebrow and then laughed. “Point taken. Enough of the past, let’s talk about the future. Our future.”

“To the future,” Dexter agreed, raising his glass and taking a small drink from it. “I have some cargo I would like you to transport for me,” she said, looking at him closely for his reaction. “I’m guessing this cargo be special, else you’d book it on a registered shipping charter.”

“You’re a clever man, Captain,” she congratulated him with only a hint of sarcasm. “I’d like to make sure it avoids inspections and the like.”

“Sounds like smuggling to me,” Dexter said, lowering his voice a little so no one else in the bar heard him. It was noisy enough and filled with enough people that he had little to fear. Still he felt safer for having done it.

“If you’re not interested,” she said, trailing off. “Never said that,” Dexter replied with a smile. “I just like knowing what I’m getting my crew into is all.”

“You care about your crew?”

“Aye, what captain doesn’t?” She smirked. “Far more than you know. It speaks well of you.” He nodded and returned to the topic of the job. “So what’s the cargo?”

“Let’s not get tied up in meaningless details,” she said, sipping her ale and reaching into her bag to pull out her case where she kept her smokesticks.

Dexter raised an eyebrow. He did not like the direction things were going. Unless, of course, it meant a bigger paycheck at the end. “Where’s this detail supposed to be delivered?”

“The third moon of Traxxis, with a penalty of 10% for every day it’s late,” she replied, pleased that he had not made an issue over the cargo’s ambiguous nature.

“That’s steep, when does it need to be there?”

“Four weeks from tomorrow.”

Dexter’s eyebrow rose. Four weeks to smuggle some cargo to the other side of the Federation space. A straight shot through the heart of Fed space would take a little over two weeks, but dodging patrols and staying outside of normal shipping lanes would put a lot more time on it. “I could guarantee it there safe if you gave me six weeks,” he countered.

“That’s fine, but you’d be doing it for free then, and I don’t think you want that,” she said, lighting her new smokestick. Dexter frowned. “What kind of payment are we talking about?”

“Name your fee,” she countered, smiling before pulling in the fresh smoke.

Dexter took another sip of his drink as he thought it over. “If you want it there in four weeks free of any Fed inspections or taxes, I want 2500 gold for the risk to my ship and crew.”

“That’s a bit pricy, Captain,” she said without batting an eye.

Dexter shrugged. It was more than a bit pricy, it was outrageous. “You won’t tell me what I’m hauling or how much of it, so I have no idea what it is. In order to get it there in time I need to skirt through the Devil’s Breath, and there’s not many that come out of there in one piece.”

Still not willing to offer any more details, she shrugged and took another drag on her smokestick. “Taxes would cost less,” she suggested.

Dexter grinned. “Aye, they would, but methinks your cargo wouldn’t be taxed. Seized and confiscated is more like it.”

“There are other ships and other captains that will do it for less…”

Dexter was waiting for that line. He was pleased as well that his hunch on her cargo’s illegal nature was apparently on the money. “But none of them know the Federation the way I do. I worked for them, I know how their helmsman think and I know what they’ll do.”

“You’re an unknown,” she pointed out.

“You already checked me out and you approached me, that won’t work.” He responded smugly.

She shrugged finally. “Alright, 2500 it is, minus 10% for every day you’re late. Tell me where your ship is so I can have the cargo delivered to it.”

Dexter sat there unblinking for a moment, not quite realizing that he had contracted his first job. Then it dawned on him and he nodded, barely hiding his excitement. “Have your ship meet me on the sunward side of The Playground tomorrow morning.”

“I would think you would want as much time as possible, why not earlier, say midnight tonight?”

Dexter thought it over, that gave him about five hours, he could make it, barely, if he hurried. “Alright, we can do that. Who am I working for?”

“Why, you’re working for yourself, Captain Silvercloud. The man you’ll meet at Traxxus III will be named Drevin. Meet him in 29 days at midnight on Traxxus at the Waterview Tavern,” she said, then took a final drink of her ale.

Dexter nodded. Anonymity was not unheard of, especially in the grey area of work he had just gotten himself wrapped up in. “How’m I supposed to get it past the Feds at the port on Traxxis III?”

She smiled and shrugged. “Your concern, Captain, not mine. Showing up without the cargo, however, is inadvisable. Not showing up at all is likely to be even more unfortunate for you, however.”

“You paint a grim picture of failure.”

She smiled warmly and stood up. She leaned over next to his ear and whispered in a seductive voice, “So don’t fail.”

Dexter watched her walk away, admiring the sway of her hips, then realized that time was against him. He sucked down the rest of his ale and hurried out of the tavern, all but running for the Ant.

   

* * * *

   

“You think it’ll be safe down there?” Bekka asked Kragor as the Voidhawk lifted, for the first time, from the seclusion of the shadowy depression.

Kragor was busy running around the ship and making sure it performed as he already knew it would. He scarcely had time for the half-elf’s questions. “Aye, lass, safe as can be.”

The Ant was already invisible to them, tucked away in the darkness they had just abandoned. It did not sit well with Dexter to leave the boat behind but it was too large to lash to the deck or the hull of the Voidhawk.

“It’s a fine little boat,” Bekka said fondly of the customized job Kragor had done when he repaired and refit it.

The dwarf moved away from the stern castle heading to check on the mainmast and the rigging on the wings. She smiled after him and shrugged, then turned to man the tail fin, which served as a tiller for a ship in the void.

Jenna was working alongside of Jodyne with the rigging, sales, and wings so that they could maneuver better should the need arise. Kragor’s enhancements had made the ship more maneuverable and reduced the need of the crew size to run it, but they were still shorthanded and moving as rapidly as possible to deal with the cloud of rocks they sailed through.

It took them nearly an hour to dodge the worst of the rocks of the Playground. Kragor scrambled about making last minute repairs. Bekka took the helm to keep the ship steady while Dexter came up on deck and waited for their appointment. Jodyne disappeared below, returning to make sure nothing had gone awry below deck. Jenna stood quietly beside the Captain, showing a patience that he considered unnatural.

In a matter of minutes Jenna’s keen elven eyes spotted their contact moving through the void. It moved close enough until they could see it clearly, drawing an appreciative whistle from Dexter. It was a slim ship that was streamlined for speed and, should the need arise, for using its twin reinforced wooden lances on the bow as a ram to punch a hole clean through a ship.

As it got closer they could see various signs of wear on the hull of the ship, however, everything seemed to be in working order. No obvious weapons were on the hull, by decree of the Federation. Most people did not care much for the law, but it was easier to obey than to face the fines, prison, and possible destruction by the Federation for refusing to abide by them.

The ship’s pilot expertly brought the vessel within hailing range, merging their atmospheres. Greetings were called out and Dexter replied, confirming that they were both who they were supposed to be. The ships then docked side by side, keeping the continuity of their gravity plane for everyone involved in the transfer.

The cargo transferred in crates and barrels. The crew of the Voidhawk took a good enough look at the other ship’s crew to draw their own conclusions. They other crew looked scruffier than they did, confirming they were most likely full time pirates or smugglers.

Dexter ratified the manifest verbally with the captain of the Maiden’s Bane, the name of their new trading partner, and bid him a farewell after flatly turning him down on his offer to borrow Jenna for an hour or so. The Maiden’s Captain left chuckling, then a few moments later the lines were cast and the Maiden’s Bane sailed away into the void.

“The Maiden’s Bane?” Jenna asked him after he walked over and made sure the cargo hatches were securely dogged and sealed. “Aye, he named it because of the ram,” Dexter told her. “I don’t get it,” she said, staring after the rapidly departing ship. “Did you take a look at it?”

“Not that close, why?”

“They’d added a little wood here and there and painted it up to resemble a… um…”

“Oh!” Jenna said, laughing. “I get it now.”

Dexter shrugged a little, blushing in spite of himself. He was glad she had made the jump in logic herself without him having to explain the Maiden’s Bane’s rams faint resemblance to a penis.

“Makes me glad I’m not maiden,” she said after a moment.

Dexter stared after her for a moment and then just shook his head and went below to examine the cargo a little more closely. He took the front stairs and poked his head in the bridge to tell Bekka to start them heading towards Traxxus III, but to avoid any shipping routes.

In the cargo deck Dexter, Jenna, and Kragor stared at the crates and barrels, wondering what it was they were carrying. “Fire powder, I bet,” Kragor said, eyeing one of the barrels.

“Could be,” Dexter offered. Fire powder was not illegal in smaller quantities, but a large shipment without a Federation charter would definitely be considered smuggling. A punishable offense, certainly, but not something dangerous enough to merit the kind of fee he had negotiated.

“Then what’s in these?” Jenna asked, tapping some longer and thicker crates. Dexter looked to Kragor and he looked back. Both shrugged indecisively.

“We could find out,” Jenna offered, tapping her dagger at her side.

“Best leave them be,” Dexter said. “We’ll have enough trouble with the Devil’s Breath and dodging the Feds, no sense in inviting anymore with our customer.”

Jenna frowned but nodded. She walked past the two and left the cargo hold, heading for her room. “Elves!” Kragor cursed, shaking his head. “Women,” Dexter corrected, commiserating with the dwarf.

   

* * * *

   

They sailed for two weeks, alternating Bekka and Dexter on the helm in four hour shifts to keep them fresh. Dexter, with Bekka’s assistance, chartered a course that would take them clear of the more heavily patrolled areas of Federation space. There was still some risk, but thus far they avoided any hold ups and had maintained their speed.

The Voidhawk and her helm were holding up well under its first test. Bekka managed to charge it up and it was off of that power that they were running presently. Much to the sorceress’ relief Dexter had told her to stop pouring her energy into the helm. He saw the effect it had on her and he did not like it.

Their speed lagged as they began the second leg of their journey, passing through the edges of the Devil’s Breath. The Devil’s Breath was a giant gas cloud that, while not inhospitable for life, was very unpleasant. Sulfurous and cold, it made breathing a miserable experience. The vapors were not deadly but rumor had it spending extended time amongst the vapors would rob a person of a long life.

What was worse was the many creatures that had no care about the nature of the gas cloud. Ghost ships, the real sorts ran by powerful beings that had no need for breath or life, lay in wait amongst the Devil’s Breath. A few others took advantage of the dangerous nature of both the inhabitants and the cloud and set up bases near it. Anyone seeking refuge near the Devil’s Breath was, by their very nature, not someone Dexter wanted to run in to.

Skirting the gas cloud safely would have taken an extra week of time, a week that dodging Federation patrols had already robbed them of. On top of that, Dexter was wise enough to know anything could, and probably would, still happen.

Fully armed and with all hands on the deck, except for Dexter at the helm, they embarked on the most dangerous part of their voyage. Silence reigned on the deck of the ship leaving everyone taut with tension.

The stress stretched on throughout the multiple days spent sailing through the edges of the cloud. More than once the fumes sent one of them to their bunks with headaches, visions, or simple nausea. Bekka and Dexter rotated on the helm, and both looked more and more drawn with each shift as they strained with shorter rest periods to pilot the vessel clear of the Devil’s Breath.

It took nearly four to reach the edge of the gas cloud. Exhaustion tainted their relief at leaving the wispy tendrils behind. Less than a minute after reaching full sail the ship shuddered and dropped back to regular tactical speed, rousing everyone from the lethargy they had fallen into at the end of the stressful voyage. Dexter ran up on deck and scanned the void, cursing as he did so. Jenna came up from the aft stairs, one hand on her rapier and another on her dagger.

“Fires of hell, what’ve we got here?” Kragor cursed, staring at the three ships closing on them. “An old warship, a scout, and a… ship,” Dexter said, eyeing the vessel that looked surprisingly familiar last. “Can’t be the Maiden’s Bane,” Kragor said, eyeing the approaching vessel. “Your friends are back,” Jenna said, walking up to them and nodding towards the approaching ship. “Not my friends,” Dexter muttered. “Kragor, think we can outrun them?”

The dwarf and the elf both shook their heads in response to his question. “Not a chance, boy-o, she’s slim and narrow. A quick one, to be sure, and I’m for guessing the warship’s got weapons ready to pound us as we pass if’n we try.”

Dexter cursed. “Maybe they’re meeting us early?” Jenna suggested, knowing her suggestion was false.

“And maybe there’s too much air ‘tween yer pointy ears!” Kragor spat back at her.

Her grip tightened on her blades and she glared at the dwarf. Dexter ignored them and called out, “Bekka,” as he ran down the stairs and headed into the bridge.

She looked withdrawn and tired as soon as he saw her. “We can try to run, but I don’t think we can escape,” she said. “I channeled my power into the helm to give us a little more if we need it though.”

Dexter nodded, appreciative of her effort. “What about the Devil’s Breath?” he asked her.

Her eyes widened, then she shook her head. “We don’t have enough power to make it back through it, especially since we’d have to go slow.”

“But you could recharge us if we can just lose them, right?”

“Captain, we won’t survive. I’ve sensed things in there, things that would tear us apart. “Damn it!” Dexter stared at his charts for a long second. “What in the hell are we supposed to do?”

“Surrender,” Kragor grumbled from the door to the bridge. “There be no other way.” Dexter looked at him, feeling his breath sucked from his lungs. Kragor met his gaze and nodded. “Aye, we just got her, but you showed me what we can do, long as we live we can get another ship,” the first mate said.

Dexter took in the bridge, his hands clasped into fists. Finally he took a deep breath and let it out, nodding his head. “Alright, wave the white flag.”

“Bekka, let’s go,” he said, laying his hand gently on her shoulder.

She stood up, staring at him with a great sadness in her eyes. She glanced away and walked out of the bridge. Dexter paused, admiring again the bridge of the Voidhawk, his first real ship, and sighed. A moment later he left the bridge behind him and went up the spiral staircase to the deck.

The Maiden’s Bane pulled up alongside and lines were tossed and secured. Several gruff looking crew members swarmed onto the deck, weapons raised and pointed at Dexter and his crew. Relieved of their weapons and bound with ties behind their backs they stood in silence waiting. The captain of the Maiden’s Bane crossed over. He paused long enough to admire Jenna before stepping in front of Dexter.

“Thanks for getting it past the Feds, you did us a favor,” he said, chuckling a little. “I don’t suppose your name is Drevin,” Dexter asked. “As a fact it is,” he said, grinning. “But this don’t count as on time or early delivery.”

“I thought she agreed to the fee too easily,” Dexter mumbled. “Aye, that’ll teach ya to be getting greedy.”

“The pot has called the kettle black,” Bekka spoke up, unable to restrain herself.

Drevin walked over to her and without any warning backhanded her across the face, splitting her lip and making her cry out. He hit her again when she straightened, then turned back to Dexter.

“Taking women for crew ain’t the way o’ things, but my boys and I appreciate it all the same,” he said with a lecherous grin. He pointed to the Maiden’s Bane and said, “Throw ‘em in the hold, then stow their gear.”

“The ship, Captain?” Asked a scarred pirate.

“It’s in good shape, leave the cargo and have Karl pilot it back. Pick a dozen men for the rigging too,” he said, already heading back to the Maiden’s Bane.

Jenna looked at Dexter, jaw clenched. He shook his head slightly, making her close her eyes and take a deep breath before releasing it. Then they were poked and pushed towards the Maiden’s Bane, where they were imprisoned in a hold converted to a brig.

They felt the Maiden’s Bane slow down and change directions several times, then finally dock. They were led out of the cell and onto the deck, confirming they were indeed docked at a floating collection of lumber.

It did not resemble a ship or even a group of ships, it looked more like a sawmill ate a forest and vomited up the remains, randomly placing wooden planks and beams all over the place. Some portions of it were open to the void, while others were enclosed. Only the docking areas showed any semblance of a pattern, with ramps extending out from the mass to allow the pirate ships to dock.

Also present were several heavy weapons, from ballista to catapults and jettison to even a few bombards. A slow realization dawned on Dexter but he kept his mouth shut until they were alone in a cell on the pirate base.

“I’m thinking we brought them a couple of bombards for their base here,” he shared.

“Blast, ye’re right!” Kragor said, smacking himself in the forehead. “That’s just the size for them boxes.”

Jenna nodded, agreeing with the captain. Bekka and Jodyn just looked on, not knowing one way or another, nor seeing how it made a difference considering their situation.

Dexter opened his mouth to speak again, but the door into the room opened and a man ducked his head and stepped in. All of them stared at him, momentarily speechless. He stood well over six feet tall and looked thick enough and strong enough to be able to tear the base apart with his bare hands.

“What are you?” Dexter asked.

“What?” he asked, his voice the timbre and pitch expected from so large a man. “I’m your guard, Rosh.” The ‘o’ was a hard vowel, making Dexter think of a roach when he said his name even though the giant of a man was a fairly decent looking guy.

“Are you half-giant?” Dexter asked, thinking how ironic it would be if he were considering the joke he made with his former employer about his first mate being a fire breathing half-giant.

“No, I’m human,” he said, scowling. “Just big.”

“I’ll say!” Dexter agreed, before turning to look at the others. Bekka stepped forward. “What are they going to do to us?”

Rosh stared at her for a long moment. A slow grin crossed his face. Ignoring her question he asked her, “You’re a woman! Why’d you shave your head?”

“I find it’s better to not be judged by my appearance,” she responded.

Rosh nodded, “Good idea.” He shrugged apologetically. “The women’ll be raped, then killed. The men just killed. Don’t think we got anyone that likes boys here.”

“Why wait? Why not just be done with us on the ship?” Dexter asked. “In case you had any surprises on board. Magic or something, ya know,” he explained. “The guard on the other ship would not talk with us, how come you are?” Bekka asked him.

“I don’t get out much, too damn big for the ships, they says, so I’m stuck here,” he explained, sounding grateful for her question and her interest. “I’ve talked to everyone ‘round here, nothing else to do.”

“How much you make here, Rosh?” Dexter asked, a glimmer of an idea coming to him. “Four gold a month, why?”

“You seem bored,” Dexter said, shrugging. Rosh stared at him for a long minute, then nodded. “Maybe I am and maybe I’m not, what’s it to you?”

“Big strong man like you, I could use you,” Dexter said after a moment. “Ha! I’m not into laying with men,” Rosh said, turning back to Bekka. “That’s good, neither am I.” Rosh returned his attention to him. “What you asking for then?”

“Like I said, I could use a strong man that knows his way around a ship and with a sword, my crew is a little short right now.” Rosh chuckled. “Seems to me you’ve got too much crew since the only thing you’re Captaining is that there cage!”

“Aye, that’s the truth of it,” Dexter admitted, looking to Kragor and Jenna. They both returned his gaze and shook their heads. “But that’s where you come in.”

“You’re mad,” he said, shaking his head. “I got it good here, I ain’t letting you out.”

Dexter pushed himself up against the bars and spoke softly, “four gold a month… I’m willing to give you six percent of whatever our take is, how long would it take you to make that here?”

A crafty look passed over the man’s face as he considered the offer. His eyes narrowed and Dexter thought he saw his lips moving slightly. Was he counting? Dexter bit back his smile and made a mental note to invite Rosh to a friendly game of cards if things worked out well.

“And you’d be on a ship, traveling to different ports in the void, seeing new things and new people,” Dexter pressed. “And women?” Rosh asked. “Not like here, you want a woman you have to woo her on your own or buy her services,” he stated. “Never could take something that wasn’t given freely. But you ain’t got no ship!”

“So let us out and help us get ours back!” Dexter said, letting some of his desperation bleed through. “The Voidhawk, my ship, is ready and waiting, we just need to get on it and we can be off and away! With your help we’ll have no trouble getting away.”

Rosh thought about it for a minute then shook his head. “You been caught once, you’ll just get caught again.”

“I got a plan for that too,” Dexter confided in him. “You’re mad,” Rosh said again. “Maybe a little,” Dexter admitted, “but that’s why it’ll work!” Rosh thought about it and then shrugged. “Ah hell, I’m bored with this work. Six percent… what’s that work out to?”

“We make 100 gold, you get 6 pieces. We make 1000, your cut is 60. Depends on how good we do – all of us, even you,” Dexter’s explained. “You’ll be helping us then?”

Wooed by the promise of more gold than he’d ever had, Rosh nodded. “Aye, stand back,” he said, stepping closer to the door.

Dexter backed away and glanced at the others, who were just as wide eyed and disbelieving as he was. Bekka grinned while Jenna just stared in disbelief. Kragor clapped him on the back and Jodyn muttered something about Dexter’s ability to talk himself into, or out of, the jaws of a void dragon.

Rosh opened the doors of the makeshift cell and let them out. He drew the great sword off from his back to cut the ropes that bound their wrists, then shook Dexter’s hand. “Stay behind me,” he said, asserting himself.

Jenna regarded his sword and shook her head disapprovingly. Aside from her reaction, everyone did as he asked, letting him lead the way through the confusing tunnel of corridors. In almost no time they encountered two men turning a corner into their corridor.

“Roshelle, what are you-”

Rosh slammed the cross guard of his sword into the man’s face, then turned and drove his fist into the stomach of the other man, doubling him over. He brought the pommel of his sword down on the back of his head, dropping him to the ground.

“Roshelle?” Bekka whispered. Rosh grunted. “Call me Rosh,” he said. “Roshelle’s a girl’s name,” she said, smiling benignly and trying to indicate that she understood. Rosh misunderstood her. He turned and glared, making her shrink back. “I’ll show you proof I ain’t no girl!” Dexter laid his hand on his shoulder, having to reach up some to do so, and turned him away. “Rosh, she meant no harm.”

“Aye, I just meant I understood,” Bekka said, coming to her own defense. Rosh grunted and turned, heading off again. Bekka sent Dexter a grateful smile while Jenna rolled her eyes.

The next people they encountered were a couple of off duty pirates celebrating with a skin of ale. Not their first either, from the looks of things. One of them sat up straighter when Rosh stepped into the room and spoke up, “Hey, Rosh, was it your mother or father that was an ogre?”

The other one burst into drunken laughter. Roshelle ground his teeth together and turned to look at Dexter and the others. The man sat up a little when he noticed them. “What’s this? Why you moving prisoners? Thought you was too thick-skulled to be trusted with that?”

“Why ain’t they tied up?” The other man asked, taking notice too. “They joined us,” Rosh lied, “I’m showing them around.”

“That don’t seem right to me, we ain’t letting no women round here ‘less they do the rounds, eh?”

Rosh moved closer to him as they talked and now was close enough to spring into action and plunge his sword into the pirate, silencing him. The other one sputtered and fell backwards out of his chair, trying to get away. Rosh left his sword quivering in the pirate’s chest and stepped on the leg of the one trying to escape, pinning him to the floor. He leaned down quickly as the pirate opened his mouth to cry out an alarm. With a powerful twist of his arms a sickening pop filled the room and the pirate’s body twitched and then lay still on the floor.

“Gods,” Dexter whispered, awed at the sudden and powerful violence the man was capable of.

Rosh glared at the man impaled on his sword. “I ain’t the son of no ogre,” he spat. He yanked his sword free of the wall and the pirate’s ribcage, sending his body to the ground and his soul to the underworld.

“Come on, we’re almost there,” Rosh said, turning and leading away again.

Dexter looked to the others, who mirrored his amazement and apprehension. He wondered just how smart it may have been to invite this brute of a man to join his crew. He knew he would deal with that later, if need be. For now they needed to escape first.

One hallway, a small open deck, and then another two rooms later and they were on the outer decking that skirted the outside of the ramshackle base. Rosh turned to the right there sat the Voidhawk with half a dozen men unloading the cargo from it and carrying it into the base. Docked next to it was the Maiden’s Bane, the only ship they knew of that could give them a serious chase.

“What’s your plan?” Kragor asked.

Dexter grinned, wondering how much time they had before they were discovered. Things had gone remarkably smooth for them so far. “Sabotage, my friend. Just make sure you pick me up.”

“Pick you up?” Kragor asked, confused.

“Keep going, Rosh, get to my ship and cast off, Kragor’s in charge of it till I get back,” Dexter said, stepping to the side and letting the others pass him.

“What madness is this?” Jenna asked, hesitating. “Go,” he ordered, not having time to explain it. Frustrated, she followed after Kragor. “He’s mad and daft both, lass,” Kragor said for the benefit of Jenna. “I’m just not sure which one is worse in him.”

Dexter followed a ladder that led up to one of the base’s existing bombards and frowned when he saw no barrels of powder. Instead it was gathered in bags. He picked up a heavy sack in each hand and hoisted them, with considerable effort, so each one rested on a shoulder. This served to hide his face from anyone not directly in front of him.

He managed to get back down the ladder without falling and then hurried over to the Maiden’s Bane. He walked up the ramp uncontested, and crossed directly to the door leading into the Bosun’s locker. In the middle of the room the main mast ran through the deck and to the cargo deck below. He used his teeth to tear a hole in one bag, spilling the fire powder out of it. He spat it out and dropped the bag, then tore a smaller hole in the second bag. He propped it on his shoulder and walked out, pausing to grab a sword and an unloaded pistol off the rack.

He walked quickly towards the stern, happy to see the two men on the forecastle were busy talking and not paying attention to him. The powder fell from the bag in a line connecting him to the first bag at the base of the main mast. A few moments later and he arrived at the mizzen mast, where the other bag of powder soon rested. He ducked through a door and stepped into the room containing the charts and the helm.

Dexter heard a commotion in the distance and cast a quick glance out the door. The fight for his ship was underway, he had to hurry. He grabbed as many of the charts as he could, rolling them up and shoving them into a leather case.

He knelt down beside the bag of powder and jammed the barrel of his pistol in through the hole he had made. Tipping the pistol up, he moved quickly to the middle of the Maiden’s Bane and prepared for his sabotage. He stopped when he heard a yell from above; he had been spotted.

An answering shout came from the gangplank that led up to the deck. Dexter spun and cursed. Escape towards the pirate base was not an option. He turned again, looking towards the open void. He glanced back and saw the pirate slowing as he approached. He could hear more pounding on the planks and rushing from the crew quarters below the bow.

Dexter knelt down and laid his pistol on the deck, then cocked the hammer back and pulled the trigger. The hammer descended and drove a spark from the flintlock into the barrel, which contained only some loosely packed powder. Rather than exploding behind wadding and driving a ball out the barrel, it flared hotly and shot fire out the front of it. The fire caught the trail of powder he had left earlier, sending a line of flame shooting in both directions.

Dexter turned and ran, leaping over the railing at the edge even as he heard the first crack of a shot. The bullet missed, slamming instead into the railing now below and behind him. A moment later the ship shuddered, rocked by the explosion. Less than three seconds after that a second explosion followed, shattering the base of the main mast and driving it at an angle through the roof of the ship. The mizzen mast fell inwards, towards the pirate base, and crashed into the decking surrounding the base, leading to the dock the Maiden’s Bane was moored at.

Dexter floated for a moment then plunged towards the ship’s gravity plane. He plummeted through it, then fought the vertigo of suddenly having his gravity reversed. He bobbed up and down in the plane, moving away from the ship with the inertia of his initial jump. Each time he crossed the plane there was an extra push away from the ship as well, which was how ships made it possible to keep small rocks and space debris from causing damage, by repelling them along their gravity plane. Dexter glanced back over his shoulder and saw one of the pirates on the forecastle gestured at him. Drevin stepped up to the rail and stared out at him, his face a mask of fury. He shouted orders for whoever was nearby to shoot him down and drew his own pistol, taking aim.

Dexter gulped and twisted his body, managing to flip so that his feet faced the ship and he lay prone. Drevin fired, his bullet ripping through Dexter’s pants and making him grimace in pain as it tore a bloody furrow in his outer thigh. Another man stepped up and fired as well, sending his slug soundly into Dexter’s bottom.

Salvation came in the form of the Voidhawk. With Bekka at the helm and the others manning the rigging they sailed into view and took time away from their guidance of the vessel to fire their re-acquired pistols at the pirates. The pirates ducked for cover, allowing the Voidhawk to sail up beside Dexter and for Rosh to toss a rope overboard for him.

On board his own ship again, Dexter limped behind cover and shouted orders to get them away as fast as possible. He heard a few more pistols fired, then nothing. He stuck his head back out and watched as they cleared the atmosphere of the pirate base, ending the transmission of sound. Cursing, he ducked low and remembered that while air and sound would not pass through the void, objects still would. Objects such as the slugs fired from pistols.

Or bombards. His mouth went dry as he saw one of the bombards on the base being cranked around to point at them. He realized it was the one he had stolen the powder from, if only he’d thought to steal the rest of it.

“Hard to port and down!” Dexter yelped.

Kragor glanced at him, furry brows cocked in surprise. He relayed the specific orders to the crew to enact them without missing a beat. The massive ball of lead sailed barely over the Voidhawk’s decking. Ere it could be reloaded, they had put enough distance from the base to make the odds of a hit unlikely, at best.

Out of range of the bandits’ bombards, they felt only a moment of concern when other ships undocked and came after them. With the Maiden’s Bane crippled none of the others could match the speed of Voidhawk under full sail and in less than an hour they gave up the chase.

“You’d better get that looked at, captain,” Jenna said to him as he limped around on the deck inspecting the minimal damage done by the skirmish and escape.

Dexter shrugged. “I’m fine,” he muttered, worrying about their future now that they were safe.

“You’ve been shot in the arse,” she pointed out.

“I’m milking it.” He changed the subject, worrying about it would do him no good since Bekka, their healer, was manning the helm at a time when they needed every inch of distance they could get. “How are our stores?”

Jenna scowled at him, knowing he needed tending to, but decided to go along with him for the moment. “They got the bombards off, but we managed to keep a few barrels of the fire powder. All of our other stores remain, plus we can add a few things we took off the pirates we killed.”

“How many’s ‘a few’?” he asked. “And what ‘things’ did we inherit?”

“Four barrels,” she answered, “one more pistol, two short swords, four daggers, and a hatchet.” Dexter nodded. “How’s Rosh?”

“He’s big,” Jenna said matter-of-factly “I mean how’s he settling in?”

“Kragor took him below, beyond that I don’t know,” she admitted.

“Alright, if he needs anything, weapons or such, let him have it.” Dexter stopped his limping walk and put his hand against the deck railing to steady himself.

“Captain?” Jenna asked, concerned. Dexter looked at her, surprised. “That’s the most you’ve called me captain since we’ve met,” he pointed out. Jenna shrugged. “Maybe you’re earning it. I think you need to lay down though, you’re not looking good.”

“I got shot in the ass, how’m I suppose to look?” Jenna hid her smile by glancing away, then turned back at him. “Alright, if you say so.”

“If I say wha-“

Jenna’s hand had swung around, the bag of coins she held in it connecting with the back and side of his head. Dexter’s words turned into an explosion of air as he collapsed heavily to the deck. “Sorry, Captain,” Jenna said softly.

She bent over him and put her hands under the arms of the unconscious man, dragging him along the deck and then down the stairs to her cabin. As soon as she saw Kragor and Rosh she called them over, making them help her carry him to his cabin.

“What happened?” Kragor demanded. “He collapsed,” Jenna said, leaving out the part where she caused it. “I’ll get Bekka!” Kragor said, turning to head up the passageway. “No, we need the speed and distance, I’ll check him out first,” Jenna said. “You’re a healer?” The dwarf asked suspiciously. Jenna glared at the stumpy first mate. “I know enough, now quit wasting time!”

Grumbling under his breath about the flighty nature of elves, they dumped Dexter in his cabin on his bed. Jenna then shooed the other two out the door and shut it behind her. Sighing, she turned back around and stared at the prone form of the man.

“I’ve got you alone and in bed, now what?” She wondered aloud, albeit softly. She chuckled and moved to him, untying and lowering his breeches. She could only smile at what she knew would be his embarrassment if he knew what she was doing.

She admired the muscles of his legs and the apparent firmness of his butt, once she had wiped the blood free. His wound still bled, but given there was a lead bullet imbedded in his right cheek, it was understandable why. She was glad he was out cold because the pain of what she had to do would not be a pleasant thing to bear.

Several minutes later she held the slightly deformed shot up between her blood covered fingers and shook her head. It had gone in fairly deep, but luckily had not hit bone. He would be sore for a while, if he let it heal naturally, but he should make a full recovery she figured.

His pride, on the other hand, might take even longer to return to normal.

   


Chapter 3: Keshira

   

“Now what, Dex?” Kragor asked his captain as they made their way out of a bar where they finished their most recent job.

“We divvy up the pay and have ourselves a good time,” Dexter said, grinning. It had been three successful jobs for them, following the double cross and run in with the pirates. Of course that had been successful too, Dexter figured, because Rosh had joined his crew and he seemed to be worth his weight in gold.

“I’m for liking that,” Rosh said, towering over the others.

Dexter chuckled and led the way back to the docks, where the Voidhawk lay moored to a pier. They were at Grafton, a large port on a small moon above Wallick, a planet covered nearly entirely in water. With water so readily available, a large amount of it had been transported up to the moon, filling in some craters and making life that much easier to support on the overgrown asteroid. With lakes came a ready place for void ships to land, since the majority were modified versions of planet-bound ships.

Back on the Voidhawk Dexter pulled out the bag of coins that the refugees had paid him. The last job had been a mercy run as much as anything. A group of slaves on Rayner, a large planet known for near constant warfare, had contacted him in hopes of buying his services. They needed to be smuggled off of the planet, and they had managed to scrounge up what amounted to a small fortune between them.

Rosh and Jenna had proved invaluable. Jenna orchestrated the diversion of the wealthy patrician’s guards while Rosh used his strength and skill to great effect in dispatching the few remaining guards and other impediments. The escaped slaves were loaded up, a dozen of them, and ferried off the planet to Grafton.

Dexter divided up the pay amongst them, wondering what he was going to do with his share, other than replacing used materials on the ship. “I’ll buy the first round,” Dexter offered, drawing a round of cheers from his crew.

“You for trusting the ‘Hawk to be here unguarded?” Kragor asked before they left.

Dexter glanced around, noting many Federation soldiers regularly patrolled the docks. He nodded. “Aye, I think she’ll be fine for a few hours.”

Kragor stroked his beard then shrugged and headed for the plank to the dock. Dexter, grinning, was right behind him as he gestured for the others to head out. They followed gladly, ending up at a nearby tavern called Skyharbor.

The food was a welcome change of pace from the type of fair they were accustomed to on the Voidhawk, even though Jodyne made as fine a meal as could be made with the materials at hand. The ale was welcome as well, giving them all a chance to unwind and relax.

After dinner Rosh let himself be pulled away by the arms of a woman skilled at parting a man from his money. Kragor and Dexter shared a chuckle as he grinned stupidly and disappeared through a door.

Dexter noted the sudden silence in his friend and caught the tail end of a glare from Jodyne. He stifled his own laugh out of respect for the man. The grin, however, remained.

Kragor finished his ale and bid the others farewell. He escorted his wife out of the tavern as chivalrously as he dared, leaving Dexter alone with Bekka and Jenna. Dexter let the amusement fade slowly and turned to behold his remaining crewmembers. Suddenly he felt uncomfortable, though he did not know why.

“Another round?” Dexter asked after draining the last of his ale. “My thanks, Captain, but I will pass,” Bekka said. “I should get back to the ship as well.”

“We’re off the ship and relaxing, there’ll be no ranks here,” Dexter said, frowning. “Alright, then I’m going to head back to the ‘Hawk, Dexter,” Bekka said with an amused smile.

Dex threw his hands up in the air good-naturedly and laughed. Bekka bid them farewell and then left. The captain of the Voidhawk turned to Jenna and raised and eyebrow.

“How about you?”

“Well, if we’re equals off the ‘Hawk,” the elven woman said, her lips curling up in a smile that looked dangerous. “Then what are your plans for the evening?”

Dexter chuckled, noting her choice of clothing was not only functional, but as the elven woman had once told him, also designed for making the fashion statement. The statement seemed to be one of promiscuity. “I’m not for knowing. It’s been a long time since I’ve had time for myself.”

“And here I thought you might have a mind to ply me with wine until you could have your way with me,” she said.

Dexter’s cheeks flared red. He had thought many times about her, his secret fantasies dancing about in his head whenever time permitted. He knew they would remain fantasies though — she was a member of his crew and that was a complication he was not willing to entertain. “Rank or not, I’m not for getting involved with my crew.”

Jenna slid from the chair she was in to one next to him. “What about your first mate and the cook?”

“What about them?” Dexter almost stammered. His eyes dropped down to her revealing vest and he felt the heat rush to his cheeks. He jerked his eyes up and wondered if more logs had been thrown on the fire; it was getting uncomfortably warm.

The sound of her musical laughter tortured him. “I have it on good authority that they’re sleeping with one another.” Dexter could not help but chuckle. “Well, they’re married.”

“So there you are, two of your crew already involved,” she said, as though a problem had just solved itself. “Aye, but I don’t get involved,” Dexter said after clearing his throat. “I didn’t have any plans on involvement,” Jenna said, pouting. “Just a little fun is all.”

Dexter’s mouth opened and closed; he was at a loss for words. Unable to avert his eyes, he glanced down and he found her leaning forward so that the panels of her vest, which were hooked together with loose fitting fine chains, had fallen away from her body enough for him to see the full rise of her breasts and the pointed buds that stood out from them. Jenna grinned triumphantly, noting where his gaze had gone, and let him off the hook. “It seems I’ve had my fun now,” she said.

Before he could reply she stood up, leaning forward as she did so and giving him an even better view down her vest, and whispered in his ear, “I’ll see you back at the ship…Captain.”

Dexter watched her go, finding himself unable to speak and, even when he regained his composure, unable to stand up. He shook his head and promised himself to keep an eye on Jenna, well, sort of. He laughed at his own play of words and shook his head, ordering another ale.

“Captain Silvercloud?”

Dexter sighed, wondering what he was getting himself into this time. He turned and saw a beautiful red headed woman standing near him, a perfect smile upon her face. Somehow he managed to also note that she wore a green dress that had a low cut bodice, threatening to spill her breasts from it with a heavy breath. The skirt of her dress had cuts in the sides that allowed her long legs to slip through it with each stride, offering ethereal promises of the pleasures they could deliver.

“Uh… yeah,” Dexter replied as eloquently as he possibly could. “My Master would like a moment of your time,” she said, her voice soft, sulky, and dangerous. He cursed and took a drink of his ale, then smiled at her. “Time enough for him later, who might you be?”

“I am Jarnella,” she said. “My Master is Wizard Ormitor.”

“A wizard, you say?” Dexter said, reevaluating his designs towards Jarnella. Wizards were funny; there was no telling what they might be offended by. Especially since they seemed to know so much more than everybody else did.

He sighed, his plans of following in Rosh’s footsteps falling to pieces. “Well then, Milady Jarnella, take me to your master.”

She smiled at him and waited for him to stand. Dexter tossed a few extra pieces of silver on the table and followed behind her, his eyes taking in her gently swaying figure every step of the way.

Jarnella led him to another tavern, this one considerably nicer than the one near the docks where she found him. She directed him to a private booth where a man sat by himself, finishing off a goblet of wine. She slid into the booth next to the man and gestured for Dexter to sit across from them.

Dexter did as he was bid, and leaned back in surprise when a manservant delivered a tankard of fine ale for him. He thanked the man, then turned to his host.

“Dexter Silvercloud, captain of the Voidhawk, at your service,” he said, raising his tankard of ale in salute. “I need to make a fast trip to my home,” Ormitor said without preamble. “What are your rates?” Dexter blinked, surprised. “Well, you and Lady Jarnella? How much luggage will you be bringing?”

“She is no Lady,” Ormitor stated bluntly. “But we will require a single room, including my belongings. I have three other servants as well that will require a separate room.”

Dexter fought his distaste at the wizard’s caustic nature. He nodded and after only a moment of thought said, “Hundred and fifty gold is standard fare for you and your servants, but I’m afraid that does not make a trip to Port Freedom worth it, that’s several weeks journey and I can’t pay my crew on that.”

Ormitor sipped his wine at the same time that Dexter felt something brush against his leg. He glanced over at Jarnella and found her staring at him with a smoky smile on her face. The touch came again, sliding up the inside of his calf, confirming his suspicions that it was her foot, bereft of the sandal she had been wearing. Dexter quickly took a long pull of his own ale to hide the surprised expression on his face.

“There are hidden bonuses to taking on my patronage, Captain,” Ormitor said, the intent of his words intentionally clouded in mystery.

Dexter cleared his throat, secretly admitting that he had an idea what the wizard was referring to. Especially since Jarnella’s foot was passing his knee and seductively making its way up his thigh. “What sort of bonuses are those?” Dexter asked.

“I have no contraband or reason to avoid the Federation’s laws, if that concerns you,” he stated. “And a timely passage conducted professionally will earn further business from me. I have some freight, also legal, at my home that I need to have returned here. Freight that would bring a higher wage.”

Dexter found the deal sweetened, but still he was concerned at the wizard’s ambiguity. Jarnella’s foot, the toes drawing circles on his upper thigh, soothed some of those concerns away, however.

“That brings a shiny light to the deal, but still I can’t pay my crew on a hundred and fifty gold. I’d need to be finding some cargo to take as well to break even on it,” Dexter said. “And that may take some time, time that you’re not to keen on spending.”

Ormitor nodded, taking another sip. Jarnella’s foot pressed against Dexter’s groin in a way that promised all manner of hidden delights. Dexter spilled some of his ale as he raised it to his lips.

“Very well, promise me a journey of less than three weeks and I will pay five hundred gold,” Ormitor said. “But think not to trifle with me, Captain. You come recommended, but I have little patience.”

Dexter tried to think it over. Five hundred gold was a tidy sum, and certainly enough to split amongst his crew, especially with the promise of a larger paycheck to follow. Further thoughts were dashed when he felt Jarnella’s toes against his flesh. Without looking down, as he longed to do, he realized the woman had somehow managed to untie his breeches. Without a doubt she had proved she had a dexterity that was the stuff of legend.

“Five hundred gold will cover it,” Dexter said, his voice only mildly strained. Glancing at her he saw her expression had not changed, save that, if anything, she looked even more sexually alluring to him.

“Excellent. I shall have my equipment loaded in the morning. Now if you will excuse me, I have things to attend to.” Ormitor said with a thin smile.

Dexter nodded, finding speech a little too complicated at that exact moment. She removed her foot, letting it slide promisingly down his leg, and stood up a moment later.

Ormitor followed her, but Dexter remained sitting, unable and unwilling to rise at the moment. “Please, Captain, stay and enjoy another ale at my expense. I shall see you in the morn.”

Dexter nodded and waited for another ale to make its way over to him via the manservant. He took in a deep breath and, after several moments, managed to look down and see the results of Jarnella’s agile toes. He chuckled darkly and retied his breeches after repositioning himself. More than ever, he needed to find a joygirl to help relieve him of his troubles!

   

* * * *

   

The next morning Dexter found himself in the bridge, charting a course to Port Freedom. Without the complications of women to distract him, his mind was focused on the prospects the new job offered. Port Freedom was outside of Federation and Elven space, near the outer edges of the known void. There was no telling what sort of cargo an enterprising captain like himself might manage.

Dexter shook loose his musings and refocused on charting the ships voyage. Making it in less than three weeks seemed easy enough, provided he did not run afoul of too many Federation patrols. If their cargo was legal, as the wizard insisted, then he had no concern about being held up, but every time they had to rendezvous with another ship was time slipping away. That and, in order to make the optimal speed, he had to forego established trading lanes and, whenever that happened, all sorts of things became possible: uncharted asteroid fields, pirates, and other oddities of the void.

“Captain, we’ve got some people asking to come aboard,” Jenna said, walking into the bridge.

Dexter turned, ignoring her familiarity and lack of knocking on the door before entering. He stopped when he saw her though and felt a fresh tightening of his breeches. The elf wore a sash around her waist that was tied as a loin cloth, displaying her long, lean, limber, and tasty looking legs. From each hip hung a weapon as well, to her left was her rapier and to her right a short sword acquired from the pirate base. A dagger was strapped to one thigh while a pistol adorned the other. That completed the adornment of legs, since she was barefoot as well.

Even more distracting was her upper body. Instead of a proper shirt or even the revealing vest from the night before, she wore another sash. This was wrapped around her neck and chest in a manner that left him curious as to its engineering, especially since it provided a neat pocket for each of her breasts yet left them independent of one another as well. He nearly had to shake his head to force himself to focus upon her face.

“Um, yes?” He stammered, obviously distracted.

Ignoring his reaction, save for a faint smile at the corner of her mouth, she said, “the visitors, Captain?”

“Oh, yes, let them on. They’re passengers and we’re leaving as soon as they’ve stowed everything away,” he explained quickly. Then he appraised her clothing once again before adding, “For my armsmistress you seem kind of underdressed.”

Jenna smiled and laughed, taking him away to a happier place for a moment. “We’re docked,” she explained. “I still have my weapons on me… care to find out just how helpless I am?”

Dexter chuckled. He had sparred with her since she acquired the short sword and found her even more dangerous than she had been before. He doubted he could beat her one time in ten, armored or not. “No thanks, you’re too quick with those blades.”

“Who said anything about weapons?” She asked with an innocent look on her face that was anything but innocent. Dexter waved her away, scowling in spite of his momentary urge to take her up on her offer. “Go tell them to board.” Jenna laughed again, dissolving his scowl into a goofy smile. She turned to leave then stopped and asked, “Where are we bound?”

“Port Freedom,” he told her.

The expression upon her face was one of consternation. Dexter wondered what it was about, but it disappeared just as quickly as it had come. She nodded and turned to let their passengers aboard. Dexter glanced back at the course he had plotted a final time then turned and followed after her. He found himself wishing that he had followed her more quickly, for she was off the stairs to the main deck by the time he made it to them, and he would have dearly enjoyed the view.

“Bekka, is the helm fully charged?” Dexter asked up on the deck. Bekka replied that it was, then fell silent as they watched the parade of passengers come up the plank and onto the deck.

Dexter fell silent as he watched. Ormitor was in the rear directly behind Jarnella. He carried only a small chest under one arm. Jarnella was preceded by his other three servants, each of which was arguably as beautiful as Jarnella was. Each also carried an assortment of items, from medium sized trunks to large and small sacks to backpacks. The weight of some of the items looked staggering, forcing Dexter and the others to wonder how the women managed it effortlessly.

“Captain,” Ormitor said by way of greeting, stepping foot on the Voidhawk.

Dexter looked at the wizard, forcing his gaze away from the parade of fashionably dressed women before him. He returned the wizard’s smile and said, “Right on time! If you’ll follow me I’ll show you to your rooms.”

He led them to the aft stairwell and took them down to the cargo deck. Once there he showed them the two staterooms. “You’ve got both of these rooms to use as you see fit. They are, however, short on beds if there are five of you. If you’d like I’ll have some spare blankets brought to you to rig up sleeping pallets.”

“These will suffice as they are, thank you,” Ormitor said, dismissing the issue. He then proceeded to order his girls as to where they were to place the loads that they carried.

“If you need anything, feel free to ask any of us, or seek out myself or Kragor, my first mate,” Dexter said, gesturing to the dwarf who was standing beside him. The rest of the crew had followed as well, with Rosh, in particular, gaping at the wizard’s servants.

“Thank you again, Captain. I suspect we will mostly keep to ourselves,” he said, then shut the door behind him.

Dexter turned to the others, who regarded him expectantly. He shrugged and led the way back up to the main deck. Once there he looked at them all again. “Okay, that’s our fare. Make ready to cast off, Bekka can you take us out please?”

“Aye, Captain,” the half-elf said, already turning and heading towards the bridge. The rest remained standing, lost in thought as to their strange passengers.

“You heard the captain, make ready to launch!” Kragor snapped, bringing everybody back to their senses. Dexter hid his smile and then had to chuckle when Kragor turned to him and rolled his eyes. The rest scattered to their positions.

“Don’t be thinking anything,” Jenna warned Rosh as they made their way to haul up the rope that would raise the mainmast. “Me?” Rosh asked innocently. “What would I-“ “I know that look. I’ve beaten many men senseless for staring at me like that,” Jenna hissed. “Ain’t looking at you,” Rosh said. “I know,” she said, giving him a glare that made him stop and think. “I think I’d be more merciful than they would.”

Rosh stared after her as she walked across the deck to the rigging. He scratched the scruff on his chin, then grinned and followed, once again envisioning any one, two, three, or all four of the wizard’s servants in his bed.

   

* * * *

   

The trip to Port Freedom was remarkably boring. Dexter and Rosh, in particular, kept hoping to catch sight of Ormitor’s servants. Unfortunately for them, it was only in his presence that they appeared, and he seldom came out of his cabin. All five of them stayed in his cabin as well, while the other room was typically used for storage of his personal effects.

In whispered conversations they all wondered at what took place behind the doors of the wizard’s rented room, with Rosh typically stating the most decadent and hedonistic of opinions.

“You think they all be sleeping in the bed at once?” Kragor asked a few days out as he, Jodyne, Bekka, and Rosh sat around the galley eating a mid day meal.

“I’m not for thinking they do much sleeping, if you know what I mean,” Rosh said, grinning from ear to ear. “There ain’t room enough for the five of them!” Jodyne said reproachfully. Rosh shrugged, then a new idea came to him. “Maybe he just watches?” Kragor snorted the water he was drinking, which drew a cuff in the back of the head from his wife. Rosh laughed at his own joke. “Watches what?” Bekka asked naively.

Rosh and Kragor both looked at her, surprised. Jodyne shook her head and got up from the table, starting to clear the plates. “Watches the girls with one another,” Rosh elaborated.

Bekka smiled as understanding hit her. “Oh!” She said, feeling a little silly. Then she shrugged. “Sounds like fun.”

For the first time in his life, Kragor let food escape from his open mouth. Jodyne smacked him in the back of the head again, which reminded him to shut his mouth and mumble something about needing to be off to do some work on the ship.

Rosh stared at her as well, unable to come to terms with what she had said. “I meant them was pleasurin’ one another,” he said, not believing she understood him in spite of what she had said.

“Of course, what else would they be doing?” Bekka responded. “An it sounds like fun to you?” Rosh asked. “Why wouldn’t it?”

Rosh’s eyes bulged and he looked at Kragor, who was shaking his head as he left the galley and headed to parts unknown. Rosh looked back at her and saw her focusing on finishing her food, a faraway smile on her face as she appeared to be thinking about it. He finished his water and stood up. “I’m,” he paused, wondering what he was going to do before finishing his thought, “gonna relieve Jenna.”

After they had left Jodyne shook her head and permitted herself a slight laugh. “He’s going to be struggling with that one for a while,” she admitted. “You be careful what you get yourself into, girl.”

Bekka looked up at her and smiled. “Thanks, I’ll try.”

Jodyne stared at her, realization dawning on the dwarven cook. “You was serious, wasn’t you? You wasn’t just putting wind in Rosh’s sail?”

Bekka nodded. “Why would I do that? I think it might be fun to try.”

Jodyne looked upwards towards the ceiling, and the stars beyond. “What have I let them talk me into?” She muttered, then grabbed up Rosh’s plate and turned to take care of it.

   

* * * *

   

They docked at Port Freedom without any problems. They had only seen one Federation patrol the entire trip, and it had been far enough away that it did not bother following them and forcing them to allow an inspection. Once outside of controlled space they were all a little more anxious, since there was nothing stopping an enterprising captain from mounting some weapons and picking off the unarmed merchant ships. Fortunately, their journey was unmarked by any such incidents.

At Port Freedom, nearly a full week shy of their deadline, Ormitor handed over the promised wages. Dexter thanked him for it and wondered about the possibility of the further business the wizard had hinted at. Ormitor nodded and said he would send someone by later that day with the details.

Grumbling at the necessity of it, the crew remained aboard the ship. Port Freedom had both a drydock and a wetdock, catering to virtually any ship that would span the stars to reach them. The city was also renowned for the diversity of not only its inhabitants, but also in its wares and offerings. They all wished to see the place to explore and discover what they could find, but Dexter held them to the ship with a harsh command. That and by not distributing the pay they had received. With little money they had little reason to go ashore.

Jenna, alone, seemed less than enthusiastic about debarking the ship. She even spent little time on deck staring at the city, which was a conglomeration of multiple architecture styles from different races and different worlds. It looked chaotic and impossible, yet it thrived in spite of the chaos.

Unable to find her, Dexter knocked lightly on the door to her room, convinced she could be nowhere else. She responded almost immediately, inquiring who it was.

“It’s Dexter,” he said, his voice carrying through the door.

Just as quickly as the first time she responded, “The door’s always open for you, Captain.”

Dexter found her in her room, working oil into the boiled studded leather cuirass she had acquired between jobs. She sat on her bed wearing only a pair of men’s breeches that had been cut and sewn off less than midway down her thigh. Dexter’s eyes widened as he took her in and he blushed anew.

“I’m sorry, I’ll let you put something on,” he stammered, turning away from her and pulling the door to shut it.

“Oh stop it, I’m not putting this on until I finish, now get in here and shut the door behind you before Rosh sees me.”

Dexter hesitated, then, cursing every God he could think of on such short notice, he stepped into her room and shut the door behind him.

“What can I do for you, Captain?” Jenna asked, paying no mind to her partial nudity. Dexter was unable to do so, although he tried valiantly. “I, um, I wondered if you were okay.”

“Don’t I look okay?” she asked him.

“Well yes, very,” he let slip. Then he caught himself. “I mean, no, not really. Something’s been bothering you about this place, I want to know what.”

“What if I said it’s none of your business?” she asked. Dexter looked everywhere but at her, trying to be a good Captain. He opened his mouth to continue when she interrupted. “Look at me, Dexter,” she demanded. Dexter did so, grudgingly. He stared at her face and met her gaze.

“No, I meant look at me,” she said, gesturing down her with her eyes. “This is who I am, and if you humans weren’t so hung up, I’d dress like this or wear less more often. So look at me and get it out of your system, you’ll see me like this many more times.”

Dexter gave in and ogled her, staring at her athletic breasts that begged him to… He licked his lips subconsciously and shook his head in a vain attempt to clear it. He could not help but admire her form, which was very athletic and curved more than enough to remain feminine, yet in the manner of most elves she had a slight build and very little body fat.

Dexter realized he was about to take a step towards her and reigned himself in, reminding himself that he was supposed to look, but not touch.

“What’s wrong, Captain?” Jenna asked, feigning innocence again. He chuckled. “You’re a beautiful woman, and perhaps even more dangerous without your blades than you are with them.” Jenna smiled, her eyes twinkling at the compliment. “You’re not so tame or safe yourself, I think.”

“You going to get dressed so we can talk now?” Dexter asked her, content that he had passed her test. “No, I like letting you see me like this,” she said, winking at him.

Dexter chuckled and shook his head. “Alright, suit yourself. Not so sure Rosh would handle that as well though, you might want to confine it to your quarters.”

“Or yours,” she said, licking her lips. “Your quarters,” he stressed, his head still shaking. She pouted then shrugged. “So what do you want to talk about?”

“About what’s bugging you about Port Freedom.”

“I said that’s my business,” she reiterated. “If it runs any risk to my crew or my ship, it’s my business too,” he said firmly. “And since you’re part of my crew…” Jenna looked at him strangely, then smiled. “Why Captain, I do believe you care…” He scowled at her. “Spit it out.”

She took a deep breath, which made her breasts rise and fall in a very distracting manner, before speaking. “Port Freedom has a lot of elves. You might have noticed I’m an elf. I’m in Federation space because I didn’t always get along with my kind.”

“You wanted?” Dexter asked her. She winked at him again. “Of course I am… don’t you want me?”

“That’s not what I meant!”. “But you’re not denying it.” Dexter threw his hands up in the air and turned towards the door. His gamble paid off.

“Sorry, Captain,” she admitted, although looking back at her and seeing her expression he suspected that she was anything but. “Yes, there were people looking for me a while back, but that was ten years or so.”

“Ten years is a long time, maybe they forgot?” Jenna smiled, telling Dexter what she was going to say before she said it. “Elves have a long memory.”

“What did you do?”

“You’re a good man, Dexter,” she said, giving him a sincere smile. “You care about your crew and you take care of them – of us. Your only fault is that you won’t let your crew take care of you.”

“My…what?” Dexter asked, confused by her redirection.

She reached up with her hand, sliding it along her side and cupping one of her breasts in her hand. Dexter noticed her skin glistened with the oil that was on her hand, and watched with keen interest as she gently caressed her breast between her oily fingers. He raised his gaze to her face and saw the twinkle in her eyes, then her tongue as it licked her lips suggestively.

“Like I said, your crew could help take care of you,” she repeated.

Dexter chuckled a little nervously. “You’re changing the topic on me.”

She shrugged, letting her hand drop away from herself and leaving a glistening breast behind. “Not really. I’m saying that you’re a good man, and I respect and admire you. Another reason why I’d not be welcome among elves probably!”

She laughed, once again melting through Dexter’s defenses. He found himself fascinated with her oiled breast for a timeless moment before he forced himself to pay attention to her again. “Anyhow, because you are a good man I know you’ll understand when I tell you that I’m not ready to share my past with you quite yet.”

Dexter stared at her for a long moment, wondering if he was willing to concede it to her. Unlike his meeting with Ormitor and Jarnella, he did not feel manipulated by her overt sexual nature. No, with Jenna she was open and honest about it. She laid it on the table and let him know what was there, but she did not use it against him, she merely tried to convince him to have a taste.

“Alright, for now I can accept that,” he said. “I’ve got no plans to be heading for elf-space anytime soon anyhow.”

Dexter turned to leave, then glanced back at her, wondering when he’d have the chance to see her like that again. “Be sure to be wearing clothes about the deck, with Rosh about I’m afraid…”

Jenna smiled. “Always caring… yes Captain. But you must know I can take Rosh in a fight.”

Dexter chuckled. “I do know that, I’m afraid for him!”

She looked at him and then joined him in laughing; her musical voice adding to his in a way that sent shivers down his spine. He turned and left her quarters then, heading back to his quarters to go over some papers and to have a little private time to himself to think things through.

He had scarcely settled down when a soft knock came at his door. He rose from the table he was sitting at and opened the door, surprised at who was on the other side. It was Jarnella.

“What… did your master leave something behind?” He asked, stammering for words with the beautiful woman only inches away from him. She was dressed in something similar to what she had worn that first day he had met her, a fashionably revealing dress that cost enough gold to pay his crew a week’s worth of wages.

“My Master,” she said, saying the word ‘Master’ with a subtle difference that Dexter heard but did not understand, “sent me to negotiate delivery of some merchandise back to Grafton.”

“Oh, well, um, come in,” Dexter said, stepping away from the doorway and bidding her to enter.

Jarnella stepped in and pushed the door shut behind her, surprising him a little. She moved with a grace and sensuality that left him throbbing and needy, especially after his encounter with Jenna. He took a seat quickly at his small table, offering her the other chair. Instead she sat on the edge of the bed, her skirts parting to reveal a glimpse up a beautiful long leg.

“So what is this merchandise?” Dexter asked, desperate to keep things quick and professional for once.

“It is a magical devise, perfectly legal. It must remain in its container at all times, and only the man to whom it is delivered must open it,” she explained without preamble.

Dexter’s eyes dipped into the cleavage on display and he wondered how much larger her breasts were than Jenna’s. He nodded, snapping himself out of it, and was both happy and disappointed at the efficiency of the conversation. “I’ve got no problem with that,” he said. “What are the terms of passage?”

“It is waiting on the dock to be loaded. If you accept it will be loaded and must be there within three weeks, but we already know you can make the trip.” Jarnella’s legs shifted slightly, spreading to allow her more stability on the edge of the bed. Her skirts slid between her legs more, allowing Dexter to glimpse the creamy skin of inside of her upper thigh.

Dexter nodded. He had been surprised at the good time they had made, and wondered if it indicated a change in luck for him and the Voidhawk, or if perhaps it only meant his next voyage would be that much worse because of it. “And the pay?”

“Deliver it and collect the payment from the buyer, return it to my Master and you will receive it,” she said, leaning forward. That only allowed an enhance view of the valley that disappeared between the concealed flesh of her bosoms.

“I meant how much,” he asked, his annoyance fleeting in light of her beauty. He was on guard this time though, unwilling to let her manipulate him quite as easily as she had the first time. Of course the first time he had still come out okay on the deal; it was a matter of principle to him.

“What do you want?” she asked in a voice that dripped seduction. Dexter was not sure how, but she had leaned forward more and her legs had spread some more as well, so that the panel of cloth that served as the front portion of her skirt had dropped between both legs and only covered her loins.

He blinked and the ties on her bodice loosened. They remained tied, but he was certain they had loosened and her breasts seemed on the verge of spilling out. He caught himself hoping she might sneeze and dislodge them for him.

“I want,” Dexter caught himself, knowing how good she was at this. He wondered if she was not a servant of Ormitor so much as an apprentice. She certainly was good at bewitching him! “I want to pay my crew. There and back will cost 1000 gold. I’m not keen on becoming your master’s personal shipper either, so we’ll be on our way after this is over.”

“Only a thousand?” Jarnella asked, frowning slightly. “You could have had more.” She straightened back up a little, disappointing Dexter. He was further disappointed by her words.

He brightened, considerably, when he noticed that the bodice on her dress, unmistakably, had loosened again. It remained tied, impossibly, but now the strings were tied at the fourth loop from the top, instead of the top one. The edges of it peeled away, giving her more room to breathe, among other things.

“I’d be happy to renegotiate,” Dexter offered weakly.

“Nothing is agreed upon, what else might you desire?” she asked, smiling and leaning forward eagerly again. Dexter made the mistake of looking at her beautiful lips as they moved with her words, then glanced back at her dress and was astonished to see it had, yet again, re-laced itself without his knowledge. Now the top seven loops were empty, yet it remained tied in the eighth one.

“What else are you offering?” Dexter asked, having a feeling that he was on a very slippery slope. “My Master bade me to offer you whatever it is you required, within reason,” Jarnella said. “I see,” Dexter said, although in truth he wanted to see, and feel, much more. “How much negotiating room do I have?”

Jarnella lifted her hands from the bed and placed them on her exposed thighs, near her knees. She slid them up her legs, pushing the skirts further away as she did so. “Uh-uh, that’s cheating.”

Dexter was not sure he wanted to play the game anymore, it was getting awfully warm in his cabin, after all. “I’d not want to be called a cheater,” Dexter admitted, matching her smile. “But you be the one wanting to contract my services, what are you willing to pay?”

Jarnella smiled and Dexter realized that her bodice was no longer tied. The dress kept her breasts trapped within it, but they bobbed free of it within and Dexter could have sworn he could see hints of the rosy colored flesh crowing them. “You’ve felt what my toes can do; imagine what the rest of me is capable of.”

To prove her point she used the fingers of both hands to scrape lightly up and down her legs. Dexter’s eyes widened and he swallowed loudly. “I am mighty curious,” he admitted somewhat nervously, “but that’s hardly a deal I can’t strike with myself, if you know what I mean.”

She smiled and before Dexter knew it, she slid off the edge of the bed and was on her knees and moving seductively towards him. She sucked on her finger and then pulled it out and dragged it down her chin and neck, then across her chest until she slid it beneath her dress to tease both herself and Dexter. Dexter’s breathing came faster. Her hands were on Dexter’s knees then, gently parting them so she could move between them undisturbed. Dexter looked down at her, eyes wide and his nostrils flaring with excited breath.

Someone knocked at his door, the harsh sound intruding upon the atmosphere of the room. Dexter looked up sharply, snapping out of the lust induced spell she had weaved. When he looked back at her he saw she was missing. Looking up he saw her back on the bed, her bodice once again tightly laced and everything perfectly in place about her. He gaped at her, not understanding.

“Is a thousand gold enough for the journey, Captain?” she asked loudly enough for whoever was outside his cabin to hear him.

Dexter shook his head and cleared his throat. Grasping for straws he said, “Twelve hundred and it’s a deal.”

She nodded, smiling and winking at him. “A deal is struck, I shall have it loaded and you can be on your way. The cargo must be delivered to the governor of Grafton, Sir Drayful the Wise.”

She rose up and opened the door, revealing Bekka, Jenna, and Rosh standing outside in the hallway. Dexter followed her out into the hallway and watched as she walked a few paces to the circular staircase.

Jarnella stopped, her foot on the first step, and said, “Oh, Captain, please give Sir Drayful this when he gives you payment for the cargo.” She slid her hand in the slit in her skirts, making it disappear somewhere on her upper thigh. Her hand reappeared a moment later holding an ornate key with a ribbon tied around it. She tossed it through the air to him, which he caught with no difficulties. By the time he had it in hand her skirts were vanishing from their view at the top of the stairs.

“Where did she keep that?” Rosh asked, eyes wide and excited.

Dexter looked at him, opened his mouth to respond, then thought better of it and closed it. It was warm to the touch but he knew damn well from what he had glimpsed earlier that it had not been hidden next to either of her thighs. Dexter just smiled and winked at him, then followed Jarnella up onto the main deck.

Jenna gave him a funny look as he left, while Bekka gazed thoughtfully at Jarnella. Rosh stood still for a moment, trying to decide whether he should be upset or not at Dexter’s response.

   

* * * *

   

“Captain, something’s been bothering me,” Bekka confided in him several days after they had left Port Freedom. They were swapping out on the helm, something that Dexter was discovering he might not want to be a regular part of much longer.

He loved flying a ship, that much was true, and he was a good pilot. However, he often felt that his time could be better spent not glued to the helm as he often was. He wanted to make Bekka the primary helmsman – er, helmswoman, but she would need a backup or two, and thus far he did not have enough crew to support such a thing. They still ran extremely lean, something he hoped to fix.

But first he had more immediately things to deal with. “What’s bothering you?” he asked her, rising up from the seat and letting her take over. He stretched out his stiff muscles while he waited for her to find the words.

“It was Jarnella,” she began. Immediately Dexter’s heart beat a little faster at the memory of the intoxicating and seductive woman. “Well, not just her. All of Ormitor’s servants were a bit strange.”

“A bit strange?” Dexter asked. If only she knew the half of it! “Yes Sir, I can tell things about people, it’s part of my talent, like if they’re special or not,” she explained. “Special?” Dexter asked, raising an eyebrow. Bekka frowned. “Not special, really… but different. Magical, I guess.” It was Dexter’s turn to frown. “Magical?”

“Yes, there is something about them that is unnatural and magical,” Bekka said.

Dexter nodded. It made sense and explained both Jarnella’s otherworldly seduction and the trick with the laces of her bodice. He almost grinned as he remembered how he had particularly liked that trick.

“Are they his apprentices?” Dexter wondered aloud.

Bekka frowned and shook her head. “I don’t think so. I can’t explain why, but they don’t seem to be practitioners, rather magic is a part of them.”

Dexter took a deep breath and let it go. He smiled his understanding, or lack thereof, and thanked her, then let her take over the helm while he made his way up to the main deck.

The stars moved slowly at first, then faster and faster as the Voidhawk reached cruising speeds under Bekka’s skilled guidance at the helm. Dexter paid little attention to them, however, instead he stood off the bow and stared into their future, pondering the nature of his current employer almost as much as he pondered the nature of his servants. Mixed here and there in his thoughts were questions about his cargo as well.

“Captain,” Jenna said, coming up beside him. It was a greeting more than a question or a prelude to something else.

Dexter sighed and let his unanswered thoughts slide. He turned and offered Jenna a smile. “How’re things running?” he asked her.

Jenna shrugged. “Kragor’s done a fine job with the ship… for a dwarf,” she said. “Rosh handles the rigging well, and everyone else chips in as needed. We’re running lean at tactical speeds, but doing well out here.”

Dexter nodded, her observations mirrored his thoughts as well. “I want to add a few more hands, I think,” he said rhetorically. “A couple more helmsmen would be nice, giving us spare hands on deck and let me get off the helm and be a proper captain.”

Jenna smiled. “I don’t know if there’s anything proper about you,” she said with a smile. Then she added, “Sir.”

Dexter chuckled and took note that she was wearing her studded leather cuirass, greaves, bracers, gloves, and boots that he had seen her oiling. She noted his interest in her body, or at least her attire, and smiled appreciatively, but did not comment.

“Figure out what our cargo is yet?” Dexter asked her, knowing her curiosity would have her poking around it. She shrugged. “Something in a box. Bekka insists there’s magic about it, so I’ve been staying away.”

“I thought elves had a sense of magic about them?” Jenna snorted at his question. “And I thought humans bred like rabbits and had no wits about them.” He chuckled. “Alright, sorry, you’ve a point there.” He looked at Jenna a little more closely, suddenly realizing something. “You’ve been talking to Bekka?”

Jenna shrugged. “Here and there. It’s a small ship, not much for conversation. Besides, Kragor’s and Jodyne are dwarves; you’re always turning me down, which is bad for a girl’s self-esteem; and Rosh is…well… Rosh.”

Dexter chuckled, Rosh was indeed Rosh. He could not help but like the big guy, however. His simple ways were not proof of a simple mind, as he had first thought. Instead it was just the man’s way of dealing with life to keep matters from becoming complicated.

Dexter smirked at his armsmistress’ response, but kept his thoughts to himself, lest he provoke her unnecessarily. “What about that wizard’s whores?” Jenna asked, surprising him. “His whores?” Dexter asked, the word somewhat uncomfortable in his mouth. “They are his servants, not whores.”

Jenna gave him a disdainful look. “The man kept all four of them in his cabin with him. You really think he wasn’t enjoying more than conversation.”

Dexter chuckled in spite of himself. He certainly could not blame the man if he was. In fact, that many beautiful women…

Jenna’s gaze narrowed slightly as she saw the grin on his face. She spat over the railing and walked away. Dexter watched her go, wondering what had bothered her so much. He found his gaze drawn to the way her hips swayed. He noted that they seemed to sway even more when she was angry, although why she was angry he did not know.

Dexter also noted that he desperately needed to bed a woman. Much longer without and he might even start finding Rosh and Kragor appealing!

His musings were cut short when he felt a slight shift in the Voidhawk’s momentum. He turned and looked about, seeing the velocity of the stars dropping sharply. They had entered the gravity field of another object, either another ship or an asteroid or planet.

“Ship ahoy!”

Dexter looked up to where Kragor was taking a rare turn in the crow’s nest and saw him pointing off the port bow. He turned and stared at it, then cursed. It was a Federation frigate.

“Come to port and bring us alongside, she’s heading straight for us,” Dexter called out to his crew. “Kragor, signal that we’ll stand down for boarding.”

The dwarf ran out the flag while Jodyne, Rosh, and Jenna scrambled about the rigging and tiller, making the ship turn to meet Dexter’s commands. They closed rapidly with the frigate, and before they knew it they found themselves receiving the ropes tossed over by the Federation sailors.

“Federation Captain Gedmun D’arcy requesting permission to come aboard,” a short man from the frigate said.

“Permission to come aboard granted,” Dexter said signaling for Rosh to help the Federation sailors extend the gangplank.

After it was secure and Gedmun made his way over, with a squad of ten well armed Federation sailors, Dexter greeted them and said, “I’m Captain Dexter Silvercloud, of the free trader Voidhawk. How may I be of assistance?”

“Captain, nothing personal here, just your bad luck to be run across. I’m afraid I have to inspect your ship for contraband,” Gedmun said, surprising Dexter with his realism.

Dexter smirked, “very well, my first mate, Kragor, will show you to our hold.”

Kragor shimmied down from the crow’s nest atop the mast, surprising more than one of the Federation soldiers with his speedy descent. He moved beside Dexter and looked up the short distance it took to meet the gaze of Captain Gedmun. “You’ll be wanting the cargo holds then?”

Gedmun nodded. “Aye, and the steerage and ballast.”

Kragor grunted. They had never been so full that they needed to take on steerage, they had no ballast either, for they stayed out of most atmospheres and only landed in small controlled water harbors. There were several two hundred and fifty gallon barrels of water in the bilge, as well as some spare wood for repairs to the hull should they be necessary, but little else was of concern.

“This should be a short inspection, Captain,” Dexter said. “We’re only transporting a single item of cargo, a box for a wizard to Sir Drayful the Wise, governor of Grafton. It’s magically protected and he insisted it only be opened by Sir Drayful.”

Gedmun frowned but said nothing. He nodded after a moment then said, “thank you, Captain. Kragor, after you.”

The dwarf nodded to Dexter then led the Federation captain and his sailors into the cargo holds. Curious, Dexter nevertheless remained on the deck with Rosh and Jenna. He knew the Federation and their rules, but he also would not put it past an overzealous Federation captain to try something special.

A quarter of an hour later Captain Gedmun returned to the main deck with a rather heated looking Kragor behind him. “Captain, your mate refuses to allow my men to open your cargo.”

Dexter tried, and failed, to hide his scowl. He had been afraid something like this might happen. Before he could reply they all felt a supernatural chill pass through them from feet to head. It was accompanied by a scream that faded away quickly. With scarcely a glance at Jenna, Dexter was running to the stairs and from there to the cargo hold from whence it had come. Jenna and Rosh were right behind him, as was the Federation captain and the three sailors that had followed him up from the hold.

Dexter cursed when he entered the hold. One of Gedmun’s men was on the ground, his expression one of horror. The other sailors stood away from the crate, terrified of it. Dexter knelt and checked the corpse, then had to make room as Gedmun knelt beside him and did the same.

“What happened?” They both asked of the other Federation soldiers.

Several started to talk at once, then they all stopped and one stepped forward and resumed. “Percy, Sir, he figured he could get it open on his own and save you the trouble of an argument with their captain.”

“And?” Gedmun said, his glance spearing into the sailor.

“Well, he started to fiddle with the lock, he did, and then he stiffened up and his eyes roll back in his head. We all felt the cold then, Sir. It came outta that crate then Percy screamed like he was taking it all in himself,” he reported, glancing at the others for support. They were all nodding at the sailor’s recounting of the supernatural terror.

“Captain, I have to confiscate this box and put your ship and crew under arrest,” Gedmun said, turning to face Dexter.

Rosh started to move forward but Jenna stopped him with a hand on his arm. Dexter ignored them and focused on the Federation captain. “The wizard insisted the crate not be opened until it reached its destination. I told you the same. That your man tried to open it is his fault, not ours!”

Gedmun nodded and sighed. “So he did,” he admitted. “I can’t and won’t hold you accountable for his death, it being accidental and all.”

“What I must do,” he continued, glancing at the box and then back at Dexter. “Is hold it for magical examination. This was bound for the governor of Grafton, yet it killed the first man to open it. That says, to me, that it could very well be a magical assassination attempt.”

Dexter cursed. He had never considered that angle. Perhaps Ormitor had been willing to offer him whatever he wanted, knowing that he would be apprehended and killed after he delivered death to Sir Drayful. With Jarnella brokering the deal she kept his mind in the clouds enough that he never stopped to consider any alternatives, he was too focused on the beautiful woman and her sensuality.

The key! Dexter had a key. He looked to Jenna and Rosh. Jenna nodded, indicating she would follow him in whatever decision he chose. Rosh simply looked ready to explode into action.

“I can open the crate,” Dexter said, facing Gedmun again. “I will prove that there is nothing of the sort inside of it, or die in the attempt myself.”

Gedmun looked at him, frowning. Finally he nodded. “Very well, Captain, go ahead.”

Dexter took the key from his pocket, noting that it still felt as warm as it had when Jarnella had given it to him. He knelt down next to the box and hesitated. Turning back to the Federation captain he said, “If this be my final act, my crew and ship – and I – knew nothing of the nature of this box. Take it if you wish and return to Wizard Ormitor of Port Freedom with any grievances. But, let my crew and ship be on their way.”

Gedmun thought Dexter’s request over and then, at last, nodded. “If it is your last wish, I will honor it.”

Dexter turned back to the crate and took a deep breath. He felt a small hand on his shoulder then and, without turning, knew Jenna was offering him encouragement. He slipped the key in the lock and wondered, in hindsight, if anything happening to him would happen to her as well. He turned the key in the lock, feeling and hearing a resounding click.

Everybody save Jenna, Rosh, and Gedmun backed away. Kragor watched from the doorway to the hold, unable to enter due to the sheer number of bodies and plainly irritated by that simple fact. Dexter reached out, feeling no different, and lifted the lid of the crate, noting that it seemed more like a large chest than a crate all of a sudden.

Inside the crate mists swirled. They rose out of the crate, making some of the sailors curse or whimper in fear. They faded on contact with the air, however, and revealed their contents.

Laying upon silken sheets was a young woman who looked to be no more than twenty years old. She was dressed in a silken midnight blue gown, her wavy raven tresses framing an angelic face. She was a woman that bore only a faint resemblance to Jarnella and her fellow servants, for she possessed breathtaking beauty. Her eyes opened and beheld Dexter above her. She smiled and mouthed a single word.

“Master.”

Jenna’s hand on his shoulder clamped down, her fingernails biting into his skin before she retracted it. Beside her Rosh’s intake of air could easily be heard. Gedmun gasped beside him and stared at her. Dexter cursed, knowing that his life had just gotten more complicated.

“No, lass, I’m not your master, I’m just…” Dexter cursed, not knowing what he was.

“Yes, you are my Master and I am your servant, Keshira.”

“Captain, you know that transporting slaves in Federation Space is illegal,” Gedmun stated, his voice soft and respectful in spite of his pronouncement of doom.

“Don’t s’pose it helps me none that I had no idea she was in here?” Dexter said, turning away from the girl and back to Gedmun.

Gedmun continued to stare at the newly discovered woman. He glanced at Dexter finally and shook his head a bit. “What’s that? Oh… no, no I’m afraid it does not. She’s going to have to come with me, I’m afraid.”

“I cannot leave my Master,” she said, her voice silky, pleasant, and promising all sorts of hedonistic pleasures.

“Stop saying that!” Dexter said, turning back to her. He rose up and turned to his crew, his eyes pleading for help. Jenna’s gaze was smoldering with fury. He had no idea what had gotten into her, but he knew no help awaited him there. Rosh, on the other hand, had eyes only for Keshira, and it was obvious what was on his mind.

“Captain Gedmun, clearly this be no matter of slavery. I, we, none of us, had any idea she was in that box! There be magic involved in this, and we’ve got no wizard among us!” Dexter protested, clearly agitated by the turn of events.

“I understand that you were unwitting dupes in this, Captain,” Gedmun said, puffing out his chest and offering his hand to Keshira. “Which is why I will escort this young lady to a safe Federation port and let her be on her way back to her family or friends.”

When she made no move to rise, he lowered his hand closer to her. “My Lady, take my hand so I can escort you to my ship.”

“Half a minute there, Captain,” Dexter said. “This business is between me, this girl and Ormitor. If it’s all the same I’d rather head back to Port Freedom and have words with him over this. He assured me my cargo was legal. I’m not for smuggling flesh, I’ll have you know.”

“You may deal with your employer as you see fit, if the Lady will come with me, I’ll let you, your crew, and your ship go and naught will be mentioned of it,” Gedmun assured him, again gesturing for Keshira to take his hand.

Dexter glanced back down at Keshira and saw her still staring up at him patiently. Expectantly. He sighed and gestured at her while saying, “get up, already!”

“Yes, Master,” she said with a smile that would melt steel. She gracefully climbed to her feet from the box, standing up and presenting herself. She was even more beautiful standing.

Her dress clung to her body, accentuating her natural curves and making them so perfect as to seem almost unnatural. She stood just shy of six feet tall, only a hair shorter than Dexter. Her deep and expressive eyes were a sapphire blue, which was further set off by her dress. Her hair now fell about her shoulders, but it fell in curls that, when straightened, would probably allow it to fall to her shoulder blades.

Every man in the room, and the dwarf in the hallway, stared at her, momentarily spellbound.

“Lady Keshira, follow me to the Gavel… that’s my ship,” Captain Gedmun said, his voice showing signs of irritation that she was all but ignoring him.

“Stay where you are,” Dexter said, then shook his head when she replied, “yes, Master.”

Ignoring her he turned to Gedmun and made sure that Kragor, Rosh, and Jenna – who was glaring daggers into him – could see him as well. “The girl was on my ship, that makes her my responsibility. I’m not for being played a fool, Captain. If she wishes to go with you, I’ll let her…”

“I must stay with you, Master, or I will have no purpose,” Keshira said behind him, interrupting him.

Jenna’s eyes narrowed. Rosh’s grin spread and his hand inched down his side so that it was close to one of the large daggers on his hip. Kragor muttered something in dwarvish and took up position outside the door to prevent anyone from entering or leaving the room.

“Well there you have it,” Dexter said, not entirely comfortable with it. “She stays.”

“Unacceptable,” Gedmun said, staring at her. “Bring her!” He snapped to his remaining nine sailors.

One of them stepped forward, then another. They both grabbed her arms, one to a side, and tried to force her forward. Dexter waved subtly at Rosh to not draw steel…yet.

Keshira did not budge. Both sailors strained but were unable to move her. One pulled her arm and managed to raise it some, but then she surprised him by yanking back on it, pulling him off balance. Then she pushed, hard, and sent him staggering into a wall. She looked at the other sailor and he quickly let go of her arm.

“Seems she means it, Captain,” Dexter said.

“That’s not possible!” The shaken sailor blurted out, staggering away from the wall and looking at her. “No woman’s strong enough to throw me like that!”

It did seem impossible, he was a good sized man wearing a studded leather harness and armed with a dagger, crossbow, and short sword, all items that would weigh him down further.

“My helmsman says there’s magic involved. The crate was magicked, ‘haps she is as well?” Dexter suggested.

Gedmun, his cheeks flushing red with frustration and anger, nodded and spat out, “fetch Anaskus!”

The sailor closest to the door turned to leave and stopped abruptly when he saw Kragor in the way. Dexter nodded to Kragor and the dwarf moved out of the way for the Federation soldier to hurry up on deck and head over to his ship.

He returned several tense minutes later with a man who’s dress resembled nothing like the other sailors save for the insignia of rank on the right collar of his tunic. Clearly, from the multiple pockets on his loose fitting tunic and pants, as well as some of the runes embroidered into his clothing, he was a wizard.

He stopped as soon as his eyes fell on Keshira. The initial male reaction was to be expected, but his bordered on the professional as well. He moved forward again, walking around her and studying her. Her eyes followed him, though the pleasant smile on her face never faded.

He stopped in front of her, then closed his eyes and uttered several words in an arcane language that left Dexter feeling nervous. His hands gestured in accordance to the words of the spell, then he was finished and his eyes opened. They glowed with a purplish light and as he stared at Keshira, then he grunted and stumbled backwards, his hands going to his eyes to cover them.

He turned to the others, the purple light fading from his eyes as he did so. “This is no matter of slavery,” he said, confusing everyone.

“But she was sold to a man as a servant and imprisoned!” Gedmun spat out, infuriated at the possibility of losing her. “It, Captain Gedmun,” Anaskus said. “This thing is not human.” Everyone turned to stare at Keshira, who seemed unperturbed by his proclamation. “She looks human to me,” Rosh said, his eyes devouring her and his voice daring the wizard to declare otherwise.

“It is a construct. A golem. A soulless and unthinking creation of magic and flesh. The wizard that created her is unequalled in skill, but she is no more human than the wooden floor upon which we stand,” he said, delivering his report.

“Is this true?” Dexter asked Keshira, having trouble believing that she was no more than a mindless automaton. “Yes, Master, I was created to serve you,” she – or it – said in response to him. “No, damn it!” Dexter sputtered. “Not me, you were to serve another, Sir Drayful!”

She smiled at him, which was infuriating. “I know only you, Master, the one I awoke to see and am now bonded to forever. I am yours to command.”

Rosh cursed under his breath and he heard another muttering from Jenna that also sounded far from complimentary.

“It is a possession, Captain, not a person. I fear there is nothing for us here,” Anaskus said to his captain.

Gedmun opened his mouth and then shut it. He nodded his head, not trusting himself to speak, and gestured for his sailors to return to his ship, the Gavel. He cast a last longing glance at Keshira before storming out in the wake of his men.

Dexter turned to look at Keshira, then turned away to look at the others. Rosh was grinning like a fool and Kragor was watching the others leave. He turned and met Dexter’s eyes and could only shrug. When Dexter turned to see Jenna he saw her open and then close her mouth, then she shook her head and hurried out of the cargo hold.

“What’s wrong with her?” Rosh asked, confused. Dexter just shrugged, equally lost.

“Let’s help them cast off, then we’re to head back to Port Freedom and get this taken care of,” he ordered, heading towards the main deck himself.

With Jenna nowhere to be found, they released the lines holding the ships together and bid the Federation ship safe travels, though the Federation Captain was similarly nowhere to be found.

   

* * * *

   

Several hours later, Dexter had scoured the ship and found no sign of Jenna. He went to the last place she could be, which was also the most likely place he expected her to be, in her cabin. He knocked on the door and was again greeted with the question, “Who comes?”

“Dexter,” he responded.

She was silent for a long moment before saying in a softer voice that he barely heard through the door, “come in.”

Dexter opened the door and stepped in, absent mindedly wondering if she was going to be partially nude again. His life had become complicated enough that any pleasure he might have derived from the thoughts was missing. Well… almost.

“It’s your ship, Captain,” she said once he was in her room. “I told you the door’s always open for you.” Dexter nodded. “So you did,” he admitted. “Everyone deserves some privacy though.” She nodded. “It’s appreciated. What can I do for you, Sir?” Dexter frowned. He took a deep breath and let it fly. “What’s your bother? I need you on the deck when we’re in a situation.”

Jenna’s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed angrily. She ground her teeth together then nodded. “Yes, Captain, won’t happen again.”

Dexter groaned and threw his hands in the air. He turned to leave and then turned back. “No, damn it, what’s the problem?”

“No problem, Captain,” she said in clipped tones. “Happy to be here.”

Dexter shook his head and wondered what he could say to bring her out of her funk. Ultimately he could think of nothing so he just left a peace offering on the way out, “alright, my door’s always open too, if you want to talk.”

Dexter barely heard her parting comment as he headed out of her passage, “I’m sure Keshira’ll be bending your ear a-plenty.”

Barely back up on the deck he walked past Rosh, who was showing Keshira, per Dexter’s orders, how to work the rigging of the ship. She had changed from the dress she had been wearing to a more functional tunic and pants that were baggy on her. She still looked beautiful in spite of her poor fashion.

“Captain!” Rosh said, getting his attention. Dexter stopped and looked at him, then nodded for him to go ahead. “She’s amazing, Captain,” he said honestly. “Stronger than…well… the strongest man I know!”

“Who’s that, Rosh?” Dexter asked, already knowing how powerful the man was and promising himself to never run into the man Rosh considered the strongest man alive.

“Well, me, I guess,” he said, scratching his scruffy chin. Dexter laughed, unable to stop himself.

“She learns fast,” he continued. “I show her something once and she’s better’n me at it!”

Dexter grunted, offering a half-hearted smile. It did him little good to hear that she was as promising as she sounded, since he planned to be rid of her as soon as they returned to Port Freedom.

“Well, keep at it, we’ve four days to return to Port Freedom, no telling what we might run into this far out,” Dexter said.

“Wait, Captain,” Rosh said, looking around and lowering his voice. Dexter paused for Rosh to continue. “I hear you’s looking for more helmsmen?”

Dexter stopped, not sure he heard him right. He nodded after a moment and Rosh finished his request. “I’d like to learn me how to fly a ship… Sir.”

“I’d still work the rigging and deck off shift,” he hurried to add.

Dexter cocked his head and thought about it, after only a short moment he shrugged and smiled, surprising his anxious deckhand. “Alright, we’ll try it out.”

Rosh grinned ear to ear, then clapped Dexter on the back, which sent him staggering. He straightened and smiled weakly before turning to leave.

“Um, Captain… one more thing.” Dexter turned, “yes?”

“I know that Fed wizard said she was belonging to you and I was wondering if I, um, if I could, ya know, borrow her?”

Dexter’s eyes widened and he fought the urge to laugh at the incredible request. “Rosh…I,” he paused, then shook his head, unable to find words to say. “No, Rosh, I don’t know what she is but while she’s on my boat, she’s nobody’s property.”

“Yes Sir,” Rosh said, nodding and turning back to his work quickly, his cheeks already flushing red with embarrassment at the rejection.

Kragor found Dexter on the forecastle, staring at the stars. Or, perhaps, he was trying to see into the future, the dwarf could only guess.

“Dex,” Kragor said by way of greeting, leaning against the railing beside him. Dexter offered the dwarf a smile. “Hell of a day,” he replied. “We need a bigger crew, boy-o,” Kragor said.

Dexter nodded. “I’m working on it,” he said. Then he chuckled before adding, “Can you believe Rosh wants to learn to be a helmsman?”

Kragor shrugged. “Who ya think told him to ask you?”

Dexter looked at his first mate and long time friend and then chuckled again. “Figures,” he said. “And Jodyne thinks I’m the troublemaker!”

Kragor could not hide his grin. He did, however, glance at the deck to make sure his wife was not on it and able to hear him. His eyes fell on Keshira and he watched her work, her strength amazing as she worked the ropes that Rosh showed her.

“She’s a sight,” he offered.

Dexter turned to look at her and sighed. “That she is… and it makes sense now. All of Ormitor’s servants… they’re like her.”

Kragor nodded. “Aye, I was thinking as much. Strong, beautiful, and not alive. I’m for guessing he’s not a man to be on the wrong side of.”

“Wizards,” Dexter grumbled, to which Kragor agreed by way of spitting over the railing. “Reckon we’ll be on that side when he learns she didn’t make it to Grafton,” Dexter said. “Aye,” Kragor acknowledged. “We could run. Hide, stay clear o’ this part o’ the void for a bit.”

Dexter gave him a look that confirmed what the dwarf already knew. He missed the old Dexter, the mischievous man that would poke fun at anyone he could, especially if they were bigger, stronger, and more powerful or dangerous – so long as he had a hole to bolt to. The new Dexter was responsible for a ship and crew, and he knew it and acted it. While Kragor missed the old Dex, he admired the man he had turned into even more.

“I’m not for wanting her, old friend,” Dexter said. “I’ll have no slaves about me.”

“You heard the wizard, she’s not alive! She’s an object… a thing,” the dwarf said. It was a bit eerie, he supposed, but she looked to be able to do the work of two men.

“Look at that,” Dexter said, gesturing at her with his chin. “She look like a ‘thing’ to you?”

Kragor stroked his beard thoughtfully, trying to come up with something to shore his argument. He could not and grudgingly admitted as much, “guess not. Them others din’t seem like her, them was more… lively.”

Dexter looked at Kragor, realizing the dwarf had just pointed out something that bothered him. Why was Keshira less lively? She behaved like a child, soaking up everything around her, but unlike a child she had no personality. Jarnella had been full of personality, or at least it seemed like personality. Perhaps it was just part of her conditioning, to be a sultry seductress.

Remembering Jarnella brought a rush of blood to Dexter’s face. To think, he had almost let himself be seduced by a…a… well, whatever she was. A construct, the Federation wizard had called her. He shook his head to rid himself of his incriminating thoughts.

“I’d best relieve Bekka from the helm,” he muttered. Kragor nodded to Dexter’s back as the captain headed for the forward staircase.

On the bridge Bekka decelerated the ship and rose from the helm slowly, stretching out the stiffness that inevitably set in. It was a shock, separating from the helm, because the consciousness had to part from the ship and re-associate with the body.

“We’ve got a new deckhand?” Bekka asked him.

Dexter nodded, having forgotten that Bekka had not been around during the encounter. From the helm she could sense everything that took place on the ship, and she could see in all directions from it, but she could not see inside the ship or onto the main deck.

“Only till we’re back at Port Freedom and the wizard takes her back,” Dexter said.

Bekka looked at him blankly, not understanding. Dexter sighed and explained the encounter with the Federation wizard and captain in the cargo hold, as well as what they knew of the girl that was with them. Dexter was more than a little dismayed to see how excited Bekka was getting as he explained things. While not a wizard herself, she was a sorceress, and magical mysteries such as this interested her keenly.

He replaced her on the helm, anxious to give a simple direction for his thoughts, and let her explore the deck and learn what she could on her own about Keshira.

   

* * * *

   

They were less than a day out from Port Freedom and still Dexter found Jenna unwilling to converse with him or, if she could manage it, even willing to spend time in the same part of the ship with him.

Keshira had come to him the first night and inquired how she might service him. Shocked and dismayed, and a little bit disturbed at the improper thoughts he had, he had sent her away to continue her work. He first had learned that she required no sleep, but she could do so if commanded to.

Now, with only hours remaining until they returned her, Dexter found himself curious about her. More than that, she had begun to become a natural part of his crew, interacting with them when they spoke with her. That she could handle the duties she had learned from Rosh was beyond question. While still bland, she did seem to have a hint of a personality about her. Dexter found himself wondering what more might lay hidden beneath her beautiful exterior.

Bekka had become fascinated with her, perhaps even more so than Rosh. She studied her and chatted with her whenever possible, trying to learn everything she could of her. As Dexter stood on the bow of the ship Bekka was busy talking to her as she worked, in fact. Bekka did most of the talking, but Keshira responded to any questions asked, though she had yet to ask a question of her own.

“Keshira, come up here please,” Dexter called out to her. She rose from where she had been kneeling on the deck scrubbing and sanding the planks to keep them smooth. Bekka looked at Dexter and smiled, then wandered towards the stern where Rosh was working on something.

“Yes Master?” Keshira said when she had climbed the stairs and stood before him. “Captain… call me Captain, not master,” Dexter insisted. “Yes Captain,” Keshira said, smiling brilliantly.

Dexter looked at her, studying her face and eyes. She seemed so alive, so real. He could not imagine her as artificial. “Tell me about yourself,” he asked her, hoping to find something more to support his line of thinking.

She looked at him blankly, not understanding the question. “I am your servant, Captain. Command me and I will obey. I will do anything you desire.”

Dexter sighed; this was not going well. “No, that’s not what I desire. I want you to tell me about yourself. Where were you born…er, created. When? How? Have you any friends or family…or, um, others like you? Anyone you’re close with?”

“I knew nothing until I awoke and saw you. That was all that was needed to form my bond. I do know how to do many things, all of them designed to make your life easier and more pleasurable,” she said. “Some things I require your permission to use.”

“What? What things?” Dexter asked, surprised. “I am unable to use my powers until you approve their use,” she said. “Powers? Like what?” Dexter had a feeling he had just unraveled more of Jarnella’s allure. “Minor glamours and cantrips.”

Dexter found himself rubbing his chin thoughtfully, then realized that he was starting to act like Kragor. He shook his head and dropped his hand. “Show me an example, please.”

Keshira beamed, pleased to finally be given an order to complete by him. It looked as though a gust of wind blew over her face, for her hair bounced and flowed, swayed by unseen and unfelt currents. Dexter gasped when he realized that she suddenly looked even more alluring and sexy than she had when she had first come out of the crate.

He nodded, feeling he had put the final nail in the coffin to explaining how Jarnella had been so wonderfully arousing. This woman, or thing, in front of him was very much the same. The difference being that she insisted that she belonged to him.

“What sort of loyalty do you feel you owe me?” Dexter asked, wondering just how dangerous she and others like her truly were. “I do not understand, Captain. I am your servant. Anything you bid me do I will do.”

“Anything?” Dexter asked, rhetorically. “Yes, what would you like of me, Captain?” She said, not understanding that his question was for his own benefit.

“No, I mean… well, I don’t know what I mean,” Dexter said, then stared up at the stars passing slowly over the ships deck. “Keshira, you are a beautiful…thing. I want to call you a woman but I cannot if it is true that you are not human or even alive. Do you need to eat or drink or breathe?”

“Yes, Captain, I must do all of those things,” she responded. “My body is resilient but it can be damaged and it will heal. It is alive, Captain, so I do not understand why you say that I am not. Touch me, Sir, and you will find that I am warm and very much alive.”

Dexter was tempted to touch her, but he just smiled regretfully instead. “Thank you, Keshira, but I will never take something not freely given.”

“I do not understand, Captain. I am yours. I give myself to you at any and all times in any way that you would have me.”

Dexter cursed. “That’s not what I mean. Aye, you’re alive, but you’ve no soul, no spirit, you said yourself you exist to serve me. That’s not giving, lass, that’s taking.”

“I do not understand,” she said, standing tall and beautiful on the deck in front of him and looking serenely at him.

Dexter nodded sadly. “I know, that’s the problem. All I’m wanting of you is that you know who you are and why you want what you do. I want you to have your own wants, your own desires, your own goals.” He sighed and looked at her. “I’m wanting you to be your own person, owned not by me nor any other man nor woman.”

Dexter was amazed when he saw a sad expression cross Keshira’s face. “I… I am sorry, Captain. I cannot do that. You are my Master, it can only be undone if I cease to exist.”

Dexter was sorely tempted to take the girl in his arms, but he refrained, knowing it would do neither of them any good. “Is your sadness real, or just how you’ve been made to feel?”

“I do not understand, Captain.”

Dexter sighed and waved his hand dismissively. “No matter,” he said. In truth it was, but then again, could he say that his emotions were any less real because he, too, had been made to feel them simply by being human.

“It may be no concern to you, Keshira, but I promise you that I’ll do what I can to see you set free to live a full life. The wizard that made you will answer to me or I’ll die trying.”

Keshira smiled. “Captain, I do not understand why you would do such a thing, I belong to you.” Dexter chuckled. “That’s okay, Keshira, I’m for hoping that one day you’ll know.”

“If that pleases you, I shall try to understand, Captain,” she said, bowing obediently to him.

“Go ahead back to work,” Dexter said, dismissing her. Smiling happily at having a task from him, she returned to her place working on the decking.

Dexter watched her work for a while, thinking about her plight, or his plight, as he considered it, and wondered what Port Freedom would bring. He turned back around in time to feel the ship decelerating out of cruising speed. There, ahead some distance, loomed the moon sized planetoid that Port Freedom called home. Dexter took a deep breath and headed to his cabin to ready himself for what was sure to be an eventful confrontation.

   

* * * *

   

Kragor and Jodyne stayed at the ship, keeping it ready to go just in case a hasty departure was necessary. All manner of ideas passed through Dexter’s mind, but he really had no plan for how it was going to work out.

Keshira trailed along behind him and Rosh walked beside her armed for war with multiple weapons and even a chain shirt over his leather sleeves and leggings. Bekka trailed behind them, watching everything with a keen eye.

Jenna was along for the walk as well, making it officially the most time she had spent with Dexter since Keshira had joined them. She took up the rear guard of their small procession, also wearing her full battle garb.

“This could sour fast,” Dexter said after he came to a stop a block away from the wizard’s large house. “Anyone that’s not for wanting the risk can go back to the ‘Hawk right now.”

Nobody spoke up or moved to leave, filling Dexter with a sense of pride at his crew. “Alright, Kragor gets the ‘Hawk if I go down, so treat him right.”

A few of them shuffled uneasily. They were not bothered by the thought of answering to the dwarf as Captain, but rather the thought of surviving an encounter that he fell in sat poorly with them.

Dexter turned and resumed his march, with the rest of them falling in behind him.

They were greeted at the door by Jarnella. She beamed at Dexter happily, then saw Keshira standing behind him and her expression darkened somewhat. “My Master will be displeased to see her return,” she said.

“About that,” Dexter said. “It was unavoidable. I’d like for him to break the bond she made so we can done with this.”

“There is no breaking the bond. She is made to be a servant for life,” Jarnella explained, turning and beckoning them inside the house.

They followed her in, each looking about nervously in case of a trap. Only Keshira seemed at ease as they moved through a foyer, then down a hallway and through a sitting room. Jarnella opened the doors to a large study, where Ormitor sat waiting in a plush chair.

“Have you any idea what you have done?” he asked, his tone one of irritation.

“I know only that I damn near lost my ship, my crew, and my freedom carrying your ‘product’.” As soon as the words left his mouth he realized he may have been a bit too aggressive.

“I want no part of your gold or business,” he continued, softening his tone slightly. “Undo this bond she speaks of and free her, then we may go our separate ways.”

Ormitor rose up and walked over to them. He looked at Keshira with a critical eye, noting everything from her posture, her look, and the same blue dress she had risen from the crate in. “The manufacturing and ensorceling of a pleasure golem is no simple task. The materials alone are far beyond your ability to comprehend!”

“Good thing I’m not for wanting her then,” Dexter said. “Undo this thing and we’ll be done with it.”

“There is no undoing it, you fool!” Ormitor snapped. “And now you’ve defaulted my agreement with Sir Drayful as well! You’ve no idea how much you have cost me!”

Dexter took a deep breath as Ormitor vented at him. He could practically feel Rosh tensing and fighting the urge to explode behind him. It only made him wonder how Jenna, who seemed especially incensed at the ‘pleasure golems’, was handling herself.

“No undoing it? Then what does she cost. I’ve no want of a slave, but I’ll accept the cost of ruining her for you,” he said, trying to mollify the wizard.

Ormitor laughed. “You fool, the cost is more than you will ever see in your life! She is worth hundreds of thousands of gold!”

Dexter cringed at the mere thought of that much money. While he hoped it would be otherwise, he could only silently agree with Ormitor that he would most likely never see that much wealth in his life.

“Why is she different from Jarnella,” Bekka asked abruptly, stepping out and throwing back the hood of her cloak.

Ormitor looked at her briefly, then dismissed her, turning his angry gaze back to Dexter. He opened his mouth buy again Bekka persisted.

“She is a brilliant creation, truly a work of art,” she said, praising her inventor. “Yet she does not have the personality that Jarnella does. Is each one designed for the owner?”

Pleased at having his work acknowledged and appreciated, Ormitor was taken aback. Grudgingly, he deigned to answer her question. “Each is unique, yes, tailored to the requirements of the purchaser. They learn quickly, Jarnella was not my first but she is my favorite. The personality of which you speak surfaces differently for each. Some are slow, some are fast. It has something to do with the strength of the soul used to animate them.”

“The soul used to… What type of monster are you?” Jenna asked, stepping out as well.

Dexter held out his hand, attempting to stall her and hold her back. Barely, she reigned in her anger and remained behind him.

“Monster? Hardly. I take a broken soul, shorn from its body and life, and give it a fresh chance at happiness in a new form. A form that is well nigh indestructible! These are not monstrosities, these are pieces of art!” Spittle flew from Ormitor’s mouth as he raved about his creations.

“These creations, they are bound to their owners forever? How do they survive when their owners die?” Bekka asked, desperately wanting to understand more of the mechanics behind the magic.

“Some persist, miserable and lonely,” he said, still proud of his creations, or rather, proud of his abilities in creating them. “A rare few find meaning to their existence, though they forever feel the longing for their master. Others perish, seeking out a means to their own destruction to end their misery.”

“So Keshira is stuck with me forever?” Dexter asked, feeling the room suddenly growing smaller around him. “I trust you have no means of paying for her?” Dexter shook his head and angrily said. “No means and no interest in purchasing such a thing!”

“I would have offered you a contract of service to pay off your debt, but I think you would find no appeal to that either?” Ormitor asked, walking a short distance away from them and putting Jarnella between them.

Dexter shook his head again. He heard Rosh inhale behind him and saw the man open his mouth to say something. The look Dexter gave him made the larger man close his mouth.

“Then I’m afraid her suffering will be short lived, for with your death I will have her destroyed as well,” he said matter-of-factly. “Your ship will be put to good use and repay some of your debt, I think. The rest I will accept in the service of your souls in my future creations!”

“Well now that just won’t do,” Dexter said, hearing the blades of his crew being drawn behind him.

Rosh charged forward, ignoring the unarmed Jarnella to his error. She lashed out at him, her arm crashing into his chest below the arms that brandished his great sword. Rosh flew backwards, his feet moving forward while his upper body was driven to the ground.

Jenna slipped past Jarnella, moving with a grace and speed that she had not displayed even when fighting Dexter in mock battles. She lunged forward with her rapier holding her short sword up in a guard position. Jenna grunted when the sword hit the wizard, for it barely plunged into his skin. She felt as though she had stabbed a tree trunk.

From behind her Jarnella landed a glancing blow to her shoulder with her fist, sending her stumbling to the side and making her trip over a plush chair.

Dexter intended to give Jarnella a fight, as she was closer, but he suspected that Ormitor was the key to success in the conflict. He slipped behind the beautiful construct’s back as she sent Jenna sprawling. He nearly abandoned his target to go after Jenna, but knew better than to lose what may end up being their only chance.

Ormitor was incanting a spell, his eyes rolled back in his head as he drew on magics powerful enough to cause the hair on Dexter’s skin to raise due to his proximity. Dexter swung his long sword as hard as he could; having seen how Jenna’s thrust had been thwarted, and was rewarded with three of Ormitor’s fingers falling to the ground, as well as half of his left hand. For Dexter’s part, his arm tingled with the vibrations running through it from the resistance to the strike.

Ormitor’s arcane uttering twisted into a howl of rage. His eyes focused on Dexter and the building magical energies surrounding him flared into electrical arcs the ran across his body and dissipated into the ground at his feet, though not without leaving him smoking and scorched from their passing.

It was Dexter’s turn to go crashing into a table, propelled there by a blow from behind that snapped his head back and made the air explode from his lungs. He lay stunned on the floor, blood running down his face from where his forehead had crashed into the solid wooden table.

Through blurred vision, he saw Jarnella moving towards him, her expression deadly serious. Dexter tried to move but found he had trouble focusing, he just knew that death stalked him in the form of a beautiful woman. Behind Jarnella Keshira sprung into action, rushing towards Jarnella and crashing into her.

Bekka, even further back, had rushed over to Rosh and was checking him to see how he faired. He was sitting back up and shaking his head, then spitting out something that had more than a hint of red to it.

Dexter turned his head, still wondering why everyone looked as fuzzy as they did, and beheld Jenna’s short sword slicing across Ormitor’s side. Instead of entrails and blood, only a tatter of cloth from his expensive clothing fell to the floor. She ducked under a swing from the arm that wielded the partially severed hand and tried stabbing into his leg, which proved to also be all but futile.

Dexter rose woodenly from the floor, feeling his sense of balance skewed and his body unnaturally limber. There was no pain in his back or neck, though he suspected there should be. Even more interesting was how muffled the noises sounded, from grunts of exertion and pain to the crashing of the two pleasure golems wrestling on the floor.

Rosh climbed to his feet and grimaced in pain. He shook it off and advanced on Ormitor, who saw him coming in spite of trying to squash Jenna like a bug. He accepted a hit from Jenna and stretched out his left hand, which possessed the shortened first three fingers. He spat out a sharp stream of words and a dark beam of magical energy that Rosh caught on the tip of his sword.

He held the blade up defensively, hoping to block the nefarious looking energy that swarmed up it. The blade grew heavier as he held it, making him curse and begin to lose the fight against holding it up. With a grunt of final exertion, he threw the sword to the side and dove to the other side.

Dexter swung his sword from behind at Ormitor, hacking against the wizard’s leg in an attempt to hamstring him. His sword felt as though it tried to chew through a bale of tightly packed hay, so little damage did he do. Ormitor turn and swung his arm, sending the captain of the Voidhawk reeling backwards to avoid the dangerous blow.

Jenna distracted him again, digging a furrow along his neck with her rapier that should have thrust a gaping hole clean through him. They could see some blood in the scratch, but it did not run as experience told them all it should. He turned back to her, whipping his arm across and capturing her rapier in it before she could recover it from the thrust. His incredible strength sent the weapon clattering to the rug covered hardwood floor, knocking her off balance.

Jenna thrust her short sword up into Ormitor’s ribs, a killing blow for any mortal. The sword was halted by whatever wizardry he had ensorcelled his flesh with. His hand, partially severed though it was, used the still attached first and second finger to grab her by the tunic, easily lifting her light elven frame from the floor and causing her to drop her short sword from the abruptness of the movement.

Dexter tried to attack, but Ormitor spun rapidly, keeping his struggling hostage between them. “You fools, you cannot kill me! My body is stronger even than my those of my children! Your souls will yet be mine!”

Dexter was in no mood to talk. Even the very air in the room smelled funny to him and colored spots came and went in his vision. Nevertheless, he continued to threaten the wizard, looking for an opening and, if nothing else, keeping the wizard busy.

Rosh crawled behind the wizard, pulling a hand axe free from his belt. He raised it back, struggling to make certain that he kept his grip on the slightly oversized hatchet. Ormitor grunted as Rosh’s sharpened axe blade drove him into his ankle. The strength the man was able to employ broke the skin, severed muscle and tendon, and even managed to shatter the bone.

His support structure ruined, Ormitor dropped forward to one knee. Jenna gasped as he managed to maintain his hold on her leather cuirass, jerking her ruthlessly as he nearly fell to the floor.

He spun around enough to backhand Rosh across the face. The lack of proper leverage and support caused the blow to do little more than force the large man to roll twice away from him and then lay stunned.

Bekka stood nearby, out of the range of the dangerous combat but ready to offer what help she could. She darted over to where Rosh’s axe lay unclaimed on the floor several feet from him. She picked it up and advanced, her center of balance low and her body poised to dodge.

“You’d have made good slaves,” Ormitor spat out at Dexter while he also kept an eye on Bekka as she approached. “But now I’m going to kill you all slowly, and then the real torture will begin!”

He held up his stubby fingered hand and opened his mouth to begin a new spell. Jenna drew a dagger from her thigh and rammed it upwards, though not into the wizard’s unnatural body. Instead she used it to slice through her armor, cutting through it and forcing the wizard to drop her as she rotated and plummeted in an uncontrolled plunge to the floor. She gasped when she hit and rolled away, her cuirass falling free.

Suddenly given an angle of attack, Dexter drew his pistol and fired in a single smooth motion. Ormitor’s head snapped back from the thunderous lead ball that smashed into his cheek. Bekka jump in to attack as well, hacking with Rosh’s axe at his shoulder, which struck true but did little damage.

He lashed out at her; a glancing blow sending her staggering. Rosh rose up and saw her trip over a chair broken by the thrashing constructs. He rose up, blood dripping from his nose and mouth, and grabbed Ormitor from behind. Before the wizard could use leverage and his unnatural strength to turn on him, he heaved and lifted the wizard above his head, one hand upon the back of his neck and the other at his groin.

Almost immediately Ormitor began to chant words to a new spell, something Rosh took particular offense at, having already been victim to one of his incantations. He threw the wizard down towards the ground, dropping as he did so and raising his knee in a maneuver impossible to escape without a shattered spine.

Indeed the sound of the impact sent splinters of ice down Dexter’s spine. However, it was Rosh that turned white at the impact, his mouth open but no sound escaping. Ormitor rolled free, flopping on the ground and his arms thrashing as he tried to pull himself around. Rosh collapsed as well, his hands going to his lower leg where the jagged edge of a bone protruded through the skin.

Dexter turned, his vision clearing to the point where things were seldom blurry. His thinking came clearer as well, and he realized that short of possessing incredible strength or magic, they would be unable to stop Ormitor. His concern increased exponentially when he noticed the wizard’s partially severed hand was no longer anywhere near as dismembered as it had been earlier.

Dexter yanked off the powder sack at his waist, snapping the ties that bound it to his belt. He cut it against his blade and threw it at the struggling supine wizard, then turned and snatched up an oil lamp from a table. Spinning again, he lost his balance and stumbled into the same table he had fallen into earlier. He bounced off of it and threw the lamp, sending it crashing onto the floor beside Ormitor.

The glass shattered, spreading oil on the rug and the wizard both. The flame within the wick spread onto the oil, greedily licking at it and spreading.

“You can’t kill me!” Ormitor howled, turning his head to stare hatefully at Dexter. “I’ll come for you and destroy you all!”

Dexter, Jenna, and Bekka were driven to the ground by the blast of the fire powder. The concussion swept over Rosh as well, who was struggling to rise, and delivered him into unconsciousness. Jenna alone kept her wits about her, though it was many long moments before she found herself able to remember what she was doing and who the people laying on the burning floor were.

The smoke was gathering rapidly in the room. She grabbed Dexter by his shirt and dragged him to the door they had entered, then looked up as a large form emerged out of the smoke and grabbed onto Dexter as well.

“I must save my Captain,” Keshira said, her robe in tatters that lacked any sense of modesty. Her skin was likewise scratched and torn, but she did not bleed freely from any of her injuries.

“Fine, save him,” Jenna snapped, too exhausted to argue. “Get him back to the ‘Hawk!”

“What about the others?” Keshira asked, looking to her for direction.

“I’ll get them, they… wait, why do you care?” Jenna asked, confused. She coughed as she breathed in a particularly smoke filled lungful of air.

Keshira looked at her strangely, “My Captain has feelings for you, my bond tells me as much.”

Jenna’s mouth opened and closed, then she shook her head, a tear running from her eye. She pointed to the way out. “Take him and go! Help me get them if you can, if not, save him!”

Keshira nodded and was gone, hauling Dexter gently and with incredible speed. Jenna hurried back in, laying her hands on Rosh and struggling to drag the huge man away. Finding him too heavy in his armor to move quickly, she grabbed Bekka instead and pulled the half-elf clear.

Jenna’s lungs burned for fresh air. Her vision was dark with lack of oxygen and she could hear her heart hammering in her ears. She gasped in air from outside, although it, too, was tainted with smoke it tasted as sweet as honeyed water. People were gathering to watch the fire, and a few ran to help her. She waved them off and ran back in.

The smoke was thicker, foiling even her elven vision. She stumbled several times, running into objects in the house. Her lungs ached for air, but she dared not breathe. Finally, having found the study again, she dropped to her hands and knees and dared a quick gasp. The smell of burning flesh, wood, and cloth was overpowering, and sent her into a coughing fit. She knew she had to leave, but she caught site of Rosh again from her improved vantage point. She moved towards him, fighting the burning agony within her body.

Her hands upon the warrior, she managed to pull him a few paces towards the door, then blinked in surprise when she found herself sitting on the floor beside him. She tried to get up but instead ended up staring at him sideways. She wondered how she had ended up laying down on the floor. Her hand once again found his chain shirt but she had no strength left. Her head dipped against the floor, knowing she needed just to rest a moment and take a few breaths; surely she could do that much before trying again?

Jenna fell into the blackness as the smoke overwhelmed her. Her last recognition was that of the smoke swirling above her and how it resembled the shape of a human.

   


Chapter 4: Out of the Fire

   

Dexter awoke to the sound of someone coughing. The wracking spasms in his back, neck, stomach, and chest cleared up any confusion as to the source of the coughing; it was him. Eyes watering from the pain, he gasped for air and tried to look around. Moving his neck caused him no small amount of pain; it felt considerably thicker than it should be due to its stiffness.

He was able to see from the flickering torchlight in nearby halls that he was in a cell. And, on top of that, he was not alone. The other members of his crew were present as well, with the sole exception of Keshira. He almost chuckled, realizing he had come to think of the woman as part of his crew.

Painfully, he pulled himself to his nearest crewmember, Bekka, and gently shook her. She groaned and moved, though it took another shake to get her to open her eyes. Much like him, she coughed and grimaced as her tortured muscles remembered how to move.

Blinking away the confusion, her eyes cleared and she stared up at him. With a grimace she sat up to take in their new surroundings. “Where are we?” She asked, though it took her two attempts due to another coughing spasm.

“Jail,” Dexter said, not caring for the taste in his mouth. It was a mixture of smoke and something coppery. “Are you hurt?” Bekka asked, looking at him. Dexter shrugged, then winced at the pain the motion caused him. “Let me see if I can help,” she said, rising to her knees and trying to push him back to lay down. “Rosh,” Dexter said, using all his strength to fight her gentle push. “He’s hurt worse, tend to him first.”

Bekka relented and looked over at the large warrior. The bone protruding from the skin of his leg was proof of Dexter’s claim. She hurried over to him and studied at it carefully before looking back to Dexter.

“It’s a clean break, help me and we can set it, then I’ll try to wrap it to keep it in place.”

Dexter almost nodded, but then he thought better of it. He dragged himself painful step by step over to them, not realizing that the groan he heard as he approached was not his own but came, instead, from Rosh.

“Shh, Rosh, you’re hurt pretty bad,” Bekka said, drawing Dexter’s attention to the fact that the man was waking up.

“That why I feel like I bedded a void dragon?” He whispered, surprised at the weakness in his voice. “My leg’s the worst, I think.”

Bekka nodded. “It’s broke bad, I’m going to set it, the Captain’s going to hold you, okay?”

Rosh barked out something between a cough and a laugh. “Only one that’s holdin’ me is a pretty woman!” He glanced back at Dexter and grinned. “No offense, Captain.”

Dexter smiled in spite of his misery. “None taken,” he muttered, relaxing a little instead of crawling the remaining few feet.

“Go ahead, Bekka, I’ll be okay,” Rosh said, using his hands to brace himself on the damp stone floor of their prison.

Bekka watched him take a few deep breaths and she nodded. She gently touched his foot, then let her fingers glide up his leg, letting him get used to her touch. She moved a little closer and arranged herself so that she could maximize her application of force in as short a time as possible.

“Do it, already!” Rosh started to growl, but he was interrupted as she made her move.

She yanked on his foot, trapping it between her side and her upper arm. The bone pulled back inside the skin, causing blood to well up and spill out of the hole. Rosh’s face went white, which was unseen in the poor lighting, but he made no noise nor did he move. With her other hand she felt along his shin, then wrenched against him again, pulling the foot while her hand aligned the bones. The bones set, she maintained only a slight amount of pressure to keep them in place while she glanced about the cell.

“I need something to wrap his leg with to keep it in place,” she said.

Rosh remained silent, gritting his teeth and enduring the agony. Dexter cast about, looking for something. His leather was too tough to tear, and all of his weapons had been taken from him.

“Here, use this,” Jenna said, surprising them all from where she lay. She stood up slowly, still dressed in only her leather leggings and walked over to Rosh and Bekka, handing them an old bone she had found. “I don’t think he needs it anymore.”

Dexter glanced to where she pointed and saw the skeletal remains of someone that had been left to rot in the cell they now resided in. Bekka took the bone and tore off a strip of cloth from her cloak using her teeth and one hand. She directed Jenna to hold the bone beside his leg while she wrapped the cloth around it. She tied it as best she could and looked over at the skeleton.

“Let’s do it again,” she said. “Without a proper splint he’ll need as much reinforcement as possible.”

Jenna hurried over and grabbed another bone, the humerus, and returned so they could repeat the maneuver, though this time on the opposite side of his leg. Finished, she stepped back and Bekka gently lowered Rosh’s leg to the floor.

“How’s that, Rosh?” Bekka asked him softly.

“Next time remind me to bring the whiskey,” he said. He reached up and wiped some sweat from his face before looking down at his leg. “It feels better,” he said. “I think.”

“You’ll need a proper healer to keep it from festering,” she said. “But this should save the leg.”

“That’s a start,” he muttered, then began to pull himself across the floor on his butt until he could rest his back against the wall of the cell.

“Did the wizard survive?” Dexter wondered once Rosh was situated and the immediate danger seemed to be over.

“I don’t know,” Jenna said, leaning against the bars separating their cell from the hallway outside of it. “I dragged as many of you out as I could until I collapsed,” she said. She looked to Rosh and scowled at him, “you need to lose some weight, trying to save your heavy arse did me in.”

Rosh looked at her, ready to show some genuine appreciation, and noticed for the first time her state of undress. He leered at her instead, unable to stop himself.

Jenna muttered something in Elvish at him and looked away, prepared to ignore him as long as necessary. Dexter opened his mouth to say something to Rosh, but realized it would do little good. Dexter glanced over at Bekka and was surprised to see her taking in Jenna’s nudity as well. He shook his head and groaned at the pain it caused him; he only wished he felt well enough to appreciate the view himself.

“What of Jarnella and Keshira?” Dexter asked his elven arms mistress. “Keshira helped me,” she grudgingly admitted. “I don’t know where she is now though.”

“Did she behave differently?” Bekka inquired. “Differently?” Jenna asked, confused.

“Aye, I think that even though she was bonded to the captain, she was still linked to Ormitor as well. He was her father, after all.”

“Father?” Dexter asked, adding to the confusion.

“Well, maybe not father, but her creator,” Bekka conceded.

Jenna thought about it for a moment, remembering her brief discussion with the golem. Keshira had told her that she knew, through her bond with Dexter, that he cared for Jenna, and because of that Keshira would do as she bid her. Jenna shrugged, still needing to think about that revelation. “She might have been a little odd, but more than that I don’t know, there wasn’t enough time.”

Bekka nodded, lapsing into silent thought. “So where in the void is she?” Dexter wondered. “And what’s happened to the ‘Hawk, Kragor, and Jodyne?”

“I have her.”

Everyone turned at the deep voice that rumbled through the room. It came from the hallway outside the cell. Before their eyes the air shimmered like that of a mirage in the desert and a man appeared. Or it resembled a man in many ways, save for a face totally devoid of any features. With no eyes or mouth, they had no idea where it was looking, nor did they know how it could be talking to them.

Nevertheless, it spoke again. The words emanated clearly in a powerful masculine voice, the source unknown. “She is my honored guest, as are you all,”

“Was he an honored guest as well?” Dexter asked, his heart pounding so loudly in his chest he was sure everyone could hear it within several city blocks. He was pointing at the skeletal remains of the former cell occupant.

“No,” the man said, his chuckle a constant. “Those are the remains of the former management.”

“Management? Where is we then?” Rosh asked, angry that he could not rise to his feet to face the faceless being. There was something more than disconcerting about the visage that bothered the warrior deeply.

“We,” their captor said, turning its head slightly as though it was gazing upon the wounded warrior. “are in the dungeons of Port Freedom. I am the sheriff of Port Freedom. You are…my guests.”

“You are Rolxoth then?” Jenna asked, overcoming her earlier surprise but stepping no closer to him. She had heard the name of the new marshal of the city watch before.

He turned back to face her directly. “I am he, you are from here?”

Jenna shook her head, nervous at the attention he was giving her. She had heard stories of a race of deadly beings that were said to be faceless. They were assassins, able to assume the guise of anyone. It was rumored they had strange powers as well, deep and dark things best left as stories to frighten children. Whatever he could do, she wanted none of it.

“I passed through once, many months back. I’ve never had cause to have business with the law,” she said.

Rolxoth chuckled. He seemed to turn and focus his attention on Dexter, something that made the captain more than a little disturbed. “You are their captain?”

Dexter nodded, then forced himself to ignore the protests his body made as he rose up to stand before the creature. “Dexter Silvercloud, Captain of the Voidhawk.”

“Well Captain Silvercloud, it would seem that you’re in a bit of a bind.” Dexter glanced at the bars, then back to the watch captain. “Aye, that it does.’ “You tried to burn down my city,” it said. Dexter shook his head. “That’s not really the way of it, the wizard, Ormitor-”

“Captain,” Rolxoth interrupted him, “I’m not interested in details. Who broke what deal, who attacked who… it’s pointless. What matters to me is that you caused a large estate to be burned nearly beyond repair, had it not been for the quick work of our fire prevention brigade. Additionally, a citizen that is in good standing has been reported missing.”

“By good standing I’m guessing you mean he pays healthy taxes?” Dexter asked, liking the direction things were heading less and less with each passing word.

Rolxoth chuckled again, a source less noise that was both ominous and nearly painful with how deep it was. “Yes, taxes do determine the worth of a citizen, do they not?”

Dexter did not bother to answer the rhetorical question. “So if he was a prisoner,” he asked, gesturing at the skeleton, “what fate awaits your guests?”

“That all depends. As I said, details are trivial things. I’m interested in results. A small, neutral ship like yours might be able to produce such results.”

Dexter bristled. “So you want the Voidhawk in exchange for our freedom?”

Rolxoth’s chuckle was upgraded to a laugh, something that left them all nauseated. “Hardly, I am content with the spoils of Port Freedom.”

“So what do you want?” Dexter pressed, wishing he knew what to make of the sheriff and where the conversation was going. The ache in his back was causing him no small amount of dizziness and nausea as well, which fouled his mood all the more.

“I have heard tell of a fleet of ships that have taken interest in Port Freedom. I would like to know more about them. Do this for me and we can establish a friendship that might prove mutually beneficial in the future,” Rolxoth said.

It sounded simple enough, Dexter had to admit, but while Rolxoth may have claimed to be disinterested in details, the details of this agreement promised all types of misery. He saw Jenna staring at him, and the look on her face virtually pleaded with him to say no.

“What fleet?” Dexter asked. “And from where do they hail?” Rolxoth’s tone implied a smile. “If I knew that, would I be asking you to find them for me?” Dexter frowned. He glanced at his crew and then said, “What’s to stop me from agreeing then setting sail and never returning?”

Rolxoth stared at Dexter, or at least the captain felt as though he was being stared at. It was several shades beyond unsettling. “Do you really want to live the rest of your life running from my ships? You might outrun them here and there, but one day they would corner you and then you would face me again.”

As an example of just how unpleasant that could be, Rolxoth twisted so that he was pointing down the hall. Everyone looked and saw a shape floating down the hallway towards them. In moments they recognized it as Keshira. A few more moments and they realized that it was not Keshira, but rather a statue of her. A statue of her at the end of the battle at Ormitor’s house, with her robe hanging in tatters from her body and displaying, carved in stone, the sheer beauty of her form.

The statue floated in mid-air beside the faceless marshal, silent and breathtakingly horrible. They witnessed a flash of green erupt from the statue, then saw the stone color and soften, returning to the flesh it had once been.

“Captain!” Keshira said, seeing him and trying to move towards him. Rolxoth’s telekinesis kept her levitated and unable to effectively move, however.

“Do we have an accord, Captain?” he asked.

Dexter glanced at his crew, all of whom were staring at the futile struggle of Keshira. All save for Jenna, who was looking at Dexter. He locked gazes with her for a long moment, until at least she gave him a ghost of a smile and nodded. He turned back to Rolxoth and agreed. “Release her, set us free with our things, and grant us a healer. Then I shall do as you ask and return with news of this fleet.”

“You ask much,” Rolxoth said, yet his tone indicated humor rather than irritation.

The cell door swung open, squeaking on the rusty hinges as it did so. “It is done,” Rolxoth said, turning and walking past Keshira, who was now released and moving into the cell to be certain her Master was well.

Dexter held her off with a simple wave, then gestured for the others to follow Rolxoth. Rosh grunted, struggling to get to his feet, and earned the assistance of Bekka in doing so.

“Keshira, help him please,” Dexter said. She jumped to his bidding, letting Rosh slide his arm around her shoulders and support his weight on her.

Rosh, in constant pain, nevertheless took great pleasure in being so close to the effectively nude pleasure golem. His only true regret was that he could not spend time becoming more familiar with her. Instead she set a grueling pace for him to maintain with his one good leg as they trailed along behind the others.

Rolxoth led them to a staircase up and out of the dungeons. Keshira helped Rosh climb them with a patience that the large man did not share. By the time they reached the 20th and final stair, he was cursing more freely than usual.

From there Rolxoth led them through his offices. There were constables and city guardsman moving about or watching. They were of various races, some human, some lizardmen, a few dwarves, a Halfling, and even a single elf with an eye patch. They all turned to watch the crew of the Voidhawk, paying special attention to the topless elf and even more so to Keshira as she aided Rosh along the way.

“Fetch a healer,” Rolxoth’s disembodied voice growled. “And return their items to them.”

A dwarf moved to a locked cabinet and waited while a human unlocked the doors of it and opened them for him. He pulled out a chest and carried it over, then unlocked it after sitting it on the floor.

“Have you any clothes?” Dexter asked, knowing that Jenna and Keshira would draw more attention than any of them wanted. That and he needed Rosh less distracted than he presently was.

A cloak was provided for Keshira and an oversized tunic was given to Jenna. She slipped it on to stop the others from staring at her and immediately felt better for the lack of prying eyes gazing upon her. Reluctantly, Rosh rested upon a desk so that Keshira could conceal herself within the cloak given to her.

A few minutes later a priest entered through a double door that, when opened, revealed the city of Port Freedom on the other side. Dexter noted that they were nearly free while the priest glanced about and then saw where he was obviously needed. He hurried over and pulled a symbol of the Holy Path from beneath his robe.

The priest studied Rosh’s leg then began to chant. He moved the holy symbol over it, then let his fingers glide up and down his leg. Rosh’s eyes widened in surprise, then he grinned. The priest backed away and said, “Take care how you be using that leg, it still be weak and needing time.”

He looked around at the others and moved to Dexter next. Dexter let him study his wounds then fetch out his holy symbol to once again begin chanting and moving about.

Rosh hopped up carefully, slowly putting weight on his leg. He grinned as it bore his full weight. Dexter felt a soothing warmness spread through the pains in his back and, in its wake, leave behind relaxed muscles and bones.

The priest moved on and Dexter thanked him, wishing he had a few coins on him to repay the man with. He glanced at the chest and then knelt down to start going through it. He pulled out his sword, dagger, and pistol. He looked about, briefly, for his powder bag then remembered he had used it to dispatch Ormitor.

Jenna followed suit next, since the priest had finished healing her aches as well. She rearmed herself, then stood near Dexter. Rosh took the extra time needed to reacquire all of his weaponry before Bekka picked up the dagger left in the bottom of the chest.

“You’re fit, you have your belongings, your freedom alone awaits you,” Rolxoth said, twisting his head to orient on each of them one at a time. “Remember our pact, Captain.”

Dexter nodded. Having nothing useful to add he turned and led the way out of the building the sheriff used as the offices and dungeon of the city guard. They made their way through the large and often chaotic city toward the docks, with seldom a word spoken.

“Captain,” Bekka spoke up.

Dexter held up his hand, silencing her. “Save it,” he told her. “Take the helm and make her ready.”

She nodded, unhappy to have been silenced but obeying him regardless. In a few moments they were walking down the dock to the Voidhawk. They boarded the ship, an anxious Kragor following after Dexter and barking out questions that went unanswered.

“Get the ship ready!” He yelled out, then went down the stairs and ducked into the bridge. Kragor hesitated a moment, glancing at everyone immediately going to work. “Kragor! Get Jenna and get to the bridge!”

Grinning, Kragor saw that Jenna had heard the captain’s yell and was already making her way towards the staircase. He barely beat her to the first step, in fact, and he was standing next to it.

“We need to find out what, or who, has interests on Port Freedom,” Dexter said as soon as they entered the room. “Jenna, you’re in charge of the ship while Kragor and I head out.”

“Half a minute, boy-o,” Kragor sputtered. “What’s this about? Where’ve you been, gone nigh two days!”

Dexter frowned. Bekka walked in, surprised to see them all standing there, and then moved past them and went to the helm, settling into it with a faint smile and closing her eyes as she joined with the ship.

“We met the wizard and had a disagreement,” he said.

Jenna chuckled. Dexter ignored her in favor of the dwarf. “Ran afoul of the city guard, the deal was freedom for finding out about some mysterious fleet coming for Port Freedom.”

Kragor stroked his beard and nodded. “There’s more to this then?” Dexter nodded. Kragor sighed. “Tell me on the way then.” He nodded again. “Keep the ship ready, as soon as we have a plan we’ll be off.”

“Captain,” Jenna said, then glanced at Kragor. “May I have a word?”

“Can it wait?” Dexter asked, irritated at her timing. “No, Sir, it can’t.”

“Alright, what’s on your mind?”

She glanced at Kragor again. Kragor threw his hands up in the air and turned and stomped out of the bridge. She looked back at Dexter and then glanced at Bekka.

“Gods, woman, you’ll be the death of me,” Dexter grumbled. “To your room then; I need another pouch of fire powder.”

She led the way out of the bridge and down the companionway, ending near the stern at her room. Inside she fished out a pouch of fire powder and handed it to Dexter.

“Well?” he asked, clearly impatient. “Elves,” she said. “What about them? They after you?” he asked. She shook her head and smiled ruefully. “Not this time. No, it’s elves that are after Port Freedom.”

“How do you… never mind,” Dexter said, deciding he did not have the time or the patience to want to understand. “Where might they be?”

Jenna shrugged. “There’s a lot of void out there, I’ve no idea where they might come from.”

Dexter nodded; it made sense that she would have no idea. After all, she was just his weapons mistress, not some high ranking elf that seemed to know more than she should have…

He shut the door behind him and turned back on her, closing on her until he was well inside of her personal space. Only a matter of inches separated them. “I need to know how you know this.”

Jenna looked at him, a hint of a coy smile at the corner of her mouth. She glanced away, the smile dissolving as she debated what he said.

“One day – soon, I think – I’ll be wanting your story in full,” Dexter told her, his voice firm. He softened it a little as she looked back at him, a strange look in her eyes. “For now I’ll settle with you letting me know how I can tell the sheriff this and have it ring true.”

She opened her mouth and closed it, words not coming to her. Dexter found himself strangely amused that, for once, he seemed to have her at a loss for words instead of him. Finally she nodded. “Alright, take me with you.”

Dexter stared at her for a moment, looking into her eyes and judging what he found within them. Slanted slightly due to her elven heritage, they nevertheless held no guile or treachery within them. Instead he saw an openness and honesty that left him trusting her more than he felt he should. He nodded, agreeing.

“Alright, let’s go,” he told her, stepping away and turning to open the door.

She grabbed up the supplies she needed and followed Dexter up the companionway towards the bridge. When she caught up to him he was just sticking his head in through the door to the bridge.

“Kragor, the ship’s yours while I’m away. If we’re not back after a day, she’s all yours,” Dexter said, turning about and brushing past Jenna then mounting the stairs to the deck.

Jenna heard Kragor bluster behind them, then mutter, “he keeps saying that, I’m for fearing one of these times he might be meaning it.”

A startled crew above watched Dexter and Jenna leave the ship, even Rosh’s offer to accompany them being turned down. With little else to keep them busy, Rosh, Keshira, and even Jodyne quickly fell to when Kragor yelled for them to get back to making the ship ready to leave.

The trek back through Port Freedom was hurried and without conversation or incident. Jenna easily kept up with the pace that Dexter set, though it left her little spare wind for questions. It was just as well, for her mind was busy with deciding what she would tell the sheriff of Port Freedom that would convince him.

Dexter burst into the offices used by the city guard without slowing. He looked at the surprised members of the watch that stared at him and the door that he had sent swinging into the wall, a few of them even reaching for weapons.

“Where’s Rolxoth?” Dexter demanded, looking around.

“Sheriff’s in his office,” one man said, gesturing towards a door in the wall.

Dexter glanced at the door and then her, giving her one last chance to back out. He shrugged when she nodded, then he started towards it. The man that had spoke to him before held up his hand, stalling him. He turned, the other mostly going back to their own business, and walked to the door.

“Sheriff, the skipper of that ship you been eyeing up is back to see you,” he said after he opened the door and leaned in.

Rolxoth grumbled something that they could not hear. The man backed away from the door and made room for Rolxoth to walk through it. He faced them, letting them stew for a moment wondering whether they really had his attention or not.

“You have news already?” he asked, his tone voicing his doubt and irritation at their interruption.

Dexter nodded. “Aye, I do.”

Rolxoth cocked his featureless head in what they deemed to be surprise. He backed up into his office and turned away from them. His voice, unchanged by his new orientation, bade them, “Come and tell me of it.”

Dexter and Jenna followed him in, then both nearly jumped when the door swung shut behind them. “Speak freely, this room is protected from prying eyes,” Rolxoth said.

“The elves come for Port Freedom,” Dexter said, ignoring the grim humor of how Rolxoth himself appeared to have no eyes.

Rolxoth chuckled. “That is one of many rumors I hear on the streets and taverns, you must do better.”

Jenna stepped forward, surprising an open-mouthed Dexter who was about to protest. Her hands went to her belt, untying it and tossing it to a startled Dexter. She proceeded to undo the ties on her breeches, then pushed them down and stepped out of them.

Dexter found himself staring at her from behind, admiring the curve and shape of both her legs and posterior. She glanced back at him, smiling weakly, and then turned so that they could both see her from the front.

“Captain, I need a sharp knife,” Jenna asked him.

Dexter pulled out one of the daggers from his belt and stepped closer, handing it to her. He had no idea what she was doing, but her strange performance had left him unable to do anything else. She clearly had something in mind. Rolxoth was likewise fascinated with the show.

Jenna took the blade of the dagger and used it to scrape away the sparse hair that covered her loins. Already fine, her blond hair fell to the sharp knife and drifted to the ground, revealing an intricate tattoo in her flesh behind it, that of a woven ring of vines surrounding something Dexter had trouble making out.

“You bear the mark of the house of Windchaser!” Rolxoth hissed, his deep voice rumbling in spite of his tone. “Who’s that?” Dexter asked, concerned by the sheriff’s reaction. “The royal house of the elven empire,” Rolxoth said. “You bring a spy amongst us, Captain.”

“I’m not a spy!” Jenna protested angrily.

Dexter thought back to when he had first met her, in a Federation prison cell. She had been put in there for being a spy as well. His eyes narrowed as he looked into hers. He saw hers widen and then narrow, moisture growing in them briefly before it was blinked away.

“Look closer,” Jenna demanded, pointing with a finger at the mark. Her finger traced the tattoo around the mark. “This marks a circle of protection, or a barrier. It is ensorcelled to prevent anyone from tracking me by my birthmark.”

Dexter realized that the strange mark in the middle, something resembling a crescent shaped sail over a beam, was in fact a birthmark and not a part of the tattoo. It was marred badly however, and only his dim recollection of hearing something about a symbol like that long ago allowed him to draw the conclusion.

“The further proof is the brand atop my birthmark,” she said, explaining the distortion that nearly prevented Dexter from identifying it. “I received it the day I was banished from elven lands at the hands of the Royal Inquisitioner! The tattoo came later, as did my adoption of the name Darkwind.”

Dexter blinked. It was the first time he had heard her surname. It had always been just Jenna until now. He nodded, accepting her story, and turned back to Rolxoth.

“Now do you believe it?” Dexter asked him.

Rolxoth chuckled softly. “Compelling evidence… what proof do you have? Merely being an estranged cousin to the royal family is not enough.”

Jenna shrugged, bending down and drawing her pants back up. Dexter found himself distracted by her movements, then forced himself to focus anew when she straightened and spoke again.

“Not so distant,” she said. “I was the third born in line of succession. I know of their long standing plans to occupy Port Freedom, though some wish it secretly and others publicly, so that they have another tool to use against the Federation.”

“If they come publicly, that means Tanagar has the ear of the emperor at last and has marshaled a fleet to carry the army in disguise. Few will be the elven vessel that carries them, yet they will land and instill themselves amongst you. You will have no idea when they are here until it is too late, then they will act.”

“Bah, we’ll know them for they are elves!” Rolxoth said, clearly growing angered.

Jenna shook her head. “Not for this. Some will be elves, sure, but some will be other races controlled by elves. Some work for money, some are compelled. Some will be magically disguised. They will infiltrate every part of Port Freedom, including the city watch. Perhaps they even know of a race of people able to assume the face of any man or woman they see in passing.”

Rolxoth faced her directly, all of his attention focused on her. He nodded at last. And asked, “You know of my kind?”

Jenna shrugged. “Rumors mostly. Stories told of demons coming in the night to do murder.”

He laughed, the sound of it sounding more sinister to Dexter than anything he had yet heard. “To bind a Malvoli to service is difficult indeed,” he said at length. “To purchase their service less so, but still so costly I doubt your people would be able to afford it.”

“Malvoli?” Dexter whispered, trying the strange word out.

“That is what I am, Captain Silvercloud. I come from another place, a place unthinkable by your people,” he acknowledged.

“Don’t doubt the intent or fervor of the elves,” Jenna said. “They’ve plans for this place; plans that do not involve a peaceful retirement for you or your men.”

He nodded to her. “Perhaps they do. The price of service is measured in blood and in souls, not in gold and jewels.”

Jenna shrugged, but said nothing.

He stared her down for a long moment, but when she refused to yield he spun away. “Take her and be gone from my sight!” Rolxoth snapped to Dexter.

“What will you do?” Dexter asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.

Rolxoth walked towards his desk. “We’ve not seen the last of each other, Captain.”

Jenna grabbed Dexter’s arm and pulled him encouragingly towards the door. Dexter stared after the otherwise occupied sheriff for a moment, wondering if the eyeless being could still see him, then let Jenna guide him to the door and out of the office. Other than a cursory glance, none of the city guardsman paid them any special attention on their way back out of the building.

They walked silently for only a few city blocks before Dexter said to her, “I think the time has come.”

Heart beating faster all of a sudden, Jenna asked softly, “Time for what?”

“For you to be leveling with me. I’m through sailing without a course, Jenna. I’m feeling a powerful need to know that springing you out of that cell wasn’t another bad decision in a string of many I’ve been known to make.”

Jenna nodded, taking a deep breath as she did so. “Not on the ship though, okay? I don’t want the others to know.”

“Aye, I’ll grant you that,” Dexter conceded. He saw a tavern approaching and steered towards it.

The tavern, Whitefish Hall, was surprisingly clean. A veteran of countless dockside bars, Dexter did a double take upon entering at how quiet the inhabitants were, and how secluded the booths seemed to be. A look at the serving maids and the bartender and he began to wonder if they had stumbled into the wrong place; they all wore tailored uniforms that, while attractive, were striking and professional.

“Gods, what is this place?” Dexter mumbled.

“Sir, a table or a booth for you and the lady?”

Dexter jumped at the question. He turned and saw a uniformed man standing beside a podium. He glanced at Jenna, who was just as surprised as he was. “Um, a booth, I think.”

“Excellent, this way, if you please,” he said with a flourish of his hand.

Dexter glanced at Jenna, who only shrugged and smiled. He returned the smile and followed the man to a booth that was easily as private as the rest. He seated them and made a few suggestions as to the cooks specialty, some sort of roasted hen with some sauce or other, then returned to his position near the entrance.

Dexter glanced around again and then shook his head to help him refocus on the task at hand: Jenna. “Okay, so let’s try this again.”

Jenna nodded. She opened her mouth and closed it a couple of times, not certain where to start. Then she smiled and asked, “Dex, can I ask a simple thing of you first?”

Dexter pursed his lips thoughtfully. He shrugged and nodded, saying, “Aye, you can ask. I won’t be saying yes before the question though.”

Jenna nodded, smiling. “Will you kiss me?”

Dexter just stared at her, not comprehending her request immediately. “Will I… kiss you?”

She nodded. “Just a simple kiss before my story. I want – no, I need to feel it in case what I tell you leaves me adrift on this rock.”

Dexter chuckled, nearly saying that nothing she could say would make him cast her off his ship. He stopped himself though, remembering that she had just claimed to be born a high ranking member of the royal house of the Elven Empire. There were a great many possibilities that would make him think twice about inviting her back upon his ship.

“A kiss seems simple enough,” Dexter admitted.

Jenna slid out from her side of the booth without wasting any time. She scooted in next to Dexter smoothly, and reached up to pull his face to hers. Surprised, Dexter started to open his mouth but then felt her lips press against his. Within a few confused seconds he lost himself to the surprising passion of the kiss. Surprising to him, at least.

“Still falling for the lesser races, I see.”

Jenna ended the kiss abruptly, yanking herself away and twisting about on the padded bench. Dexter blinked his eyes, lips still open and pursed, and had to shake his head to focus through the fog she had instilled in him. What he saw was three men, all elves. Two of them with pistols in hand, though they were pointed at the ground in a marginally less threatening manner. The third elf, who stood in the middle, had addressed Jenna.

“Less long-lived, perhaps,” Jenna replied. “Greater in so many other ways.”

The elf in the middle laughed harshly. “The same old debate, and the same old scandal that got you shunned from your father’s court, I see. It is of no matter, really. What does matter is that you’ve so conveniently shown up on the eve of our momentous victory.”

“Jenna, care to introduce me to your friends?” Dexter asked casually, though his tone held a hint of threat to it.

“Not friends, Captain,” Jenna replied curtly. “Duballin is one of my brother’s worms. His two protectors are Trevin and Krotal, thugs that would kill their own mothers if the wind blew right.”

“Such glowing praise, I see your time away has not tamed you,” Duballin said, his eyes narrowing slightly at her harsh words.

“A pity,” he continued, gesturing with his hand for both of them to step out of the booth. “The Emperor will be glad of your return, but disappointed by your continuing refusal. It will weigh heavy upon him to know of his wayward daughter… It would be a shame if I were forced to bring him news of how I had to deal with her in his stead when she refused our hospitality.”

Jenna glared at him, but slid out. As her hand pushed off the booth behind her she felt Dexter’s fingers and clutched it for a brief second, squeezing his hand and confusing him further. Then she was gone.

“You as well, Captain Silvercloud,” Duballin said with a predatory smile.

Seeing both pistols resting all too casually in his direction, Dexter returned his smile and slid out behind her. He led the way to an open doorway that led deeper into the tavern. Jenna and Dexter followed behind, and were trailed after by Duballin’s associates.

“I’d really rather you just told me about your past, rather than show me,” Dexter said softly to Jenna as they walked.

“Me too,” she responded.

They were led down some stairs and down another hallway, then into a room with a door that seemed uncomfortably thick to Dexter. Inside the room there was nothing, just walls, floor, and ceiling made of the same wood as the door and the rest of the establishment. Duballin smiled at them humorlessly and slipped between Krotal and Trevin, then they too retreated. The door shut with a muffled finality that snuffed out what little light had filtered in from the passage outside.

“Just one little kiss,” Dexter muttered, glancing about in the darkness and straining to pick up any light at all.

“It was a good kiss,” Jenna said softly, her voice carrying through the darkness.

Dexter had to chuckle; she was right, it had been a good kiss. The best he could remember, he supposed. He shook his head to clear it of such flights of fancy. “Aye, it was, but that doesn’t help us much here.”

Jenna sighed and he suddenly found her hands taking his. “I’m sorry, Captain. I really am. I knew Port Freedom was a dangerous place, I should have told you sooner.”

Dexter found himself nodding even though he knew she could not see him. Then again, there was something rumored about elves seeing in the dark. “Can you see?”’

She was silent a moment then laughed harshly. “Sorry, you can’t see me shake my head. No, I cannot see. If there was a faint light then yes, I could see. Without even a spark, I am as blind as you.”

“How about that story now,” Dexter asked after sighing. “And this time, let’s try it without the kiss.”

Jenna laughed softly and pulled him by his hands with her until they bumped into a wall. She slid down it and he went with her, until they were sitting. “Well, I was born Jenna Windchaser, the first daughter of my father, the Emperor of the Elves. My childhood was spent playing and learning with other elves-“

Dexter chuckled, interrupting her. “I imagine everyone’s childhood is largely the same, you don’t need to share everything with me.”

“No, I do,” Jenna said. “If you want to understand the Elven Empire – if you want to understand who I am – then you need to hear this too.”

Dexter nodded, then remembered the darkness that he was already growing accustomed to. “Alright, go on then, I’ll not stop you again.”

“Elves, as a people, are not bad. Not any more so than humans or dwarves. We love, we hate, we jest, and we grow serious. We grow old and die as well, it just takes a lot longer for us.

“The long lives we have cause many elves to think of us as better than others. It is not a universal view held by all, but then again, the Empire is not subject to the will of the people, but rather the will of the Emperor.”

“So what does that have to do with children playing?” Dexter asked when Jenna stopped for a moment. “I thought you weren’t going to interrupt me?” Dexter chuckled. “Sorry, Captain’s prerogative.”

Jenna snorted, mostly amused but partially annoyed. “Well, my playmates were not entirely elves. I also played with other races. Lesser races, so I was told. They were servants in many cases, outright slaves in others. Some of my crueler kin played with these ‘lesser’ children abusively, and such abuses were either ignored or encouraged.”

After pausing to let that sink in, Jenna continued. “It never felt right to me, how they were treated. My concern for others was frowned upon though, and discouraged both privately and sometimes publicly. It was my speed and grace that brought pride enough to my family to keep from hiding me. I excelled at everything I did, from dancing to training with weapons.

“It was that training that finally caused me to cross the line,” Jenna said with a heavy voice. “I learned from elves, but often sparred with non-elves, and was encouraged to not hold back while practicing against them. One regular sparring partner, a gifted human, was chosen to be my opponent for my final bout that would graduate me from being an apprentice. They made me fight him without reservation or inhibition, and he was made to do the same. Had he defeated me, he would have been beaten and killed for it. Instead I defeated him, and his blood is on my hands.”

“Blood… you mean you had to kill him?” Dexter asked her.

Jenna sniffed and cleared her throat before continuing. “Yes, I killed him.”

She squeezed his hands for comfort then continued. “I made a vow then and there to not become like my father and the other members of court. I made some inquiries about a resistance movement within the Empire, and soon enough met a few of them. Once they understood I was genuine, they took me in and used me to filter secrets from the state to them. This allowed them to plan raids and to smuggle slaves out of the empire to freedom. With my assistance they became a force to be reckoned with. Instead of a mere nuisance they ranked as an item on my father’s agenda.”

“A spy that worked his way up through their ranks found me out and turned me in, which set up another plot my father used. Unwittingly, I was used as bait and assisted in the capture of the leaders of the resistance. It was then that I learned that the birthmark I showed you could be used by the elven wizards to track me.

“Because I was family, and because I had ‘helped’ to end the resistance, my father only banished me from the Empire when I refused to recant my ways before him. I was stripped of rank, title, rights, possessions, and even my garments. They dragged me away from him and I was beaten and abused throughout the voyage to this very place, Port Freedom. Were I not so highborn, I expect much more than a mere beating would have taken place.

“Here I was to be sold as a slave, never to enter again into Elven space, but one of the people I had helped to escape in the past caught sight of me and they set up a raid to rescue me.”

Jenna squeezed Dexter’s hand again, drawing strength from him. “I knew the spies the elves keep here would be replaced, so I did my best to avoid this place at all times. I should have warned you, I suppose, or at least contrived a way to stay aboard the ship.”

“Wait,” Dexter said, his head swimming at her disclosure, “how did you end up in a federation jail?” Jenna laughed sadly. “That’s another story, Captain.”

“I don’t see anyone telling us to hurry,” Dexter quipped.

Jenna was silent a moment, making Dexter wonder whether she was deciding what to tell him or not. He opened his mouth to speak again but felt one of her hands leave his and press her lips softly against his lips.

Then he felt her warm breath against his ear, sending chills down his spine. “Shh, someone comes.”

Dexter strained anew to see in the darkness, then he strained to listen for anything. He wondered how she could be sure when, a few moments later, he heard something slam solidly against the door to their cell. They both jumped a little at the loud noise, then scrambled to their feet.

It crashed against it twice more, with the third time being accompanied by the cracking and tearing of wood. The door swung open, letting the dim lighting from the lanterns in the corridor spill in on them and blind them. All they could tell for certain was that three figures were standing there, and that the third one was short.

“Dex!” Kragor, the short figure, cried out happily.

“Master!” One of the other, taller, figures said just as happily.

Blinking furiously as their vision adjusted, they could see Kragor, Keshira, and Rosh staring at them. Dexter was overjoyed to see them, and rushed forward, giving Kragor a hearty slap on the back of gratitude and even going so far as to hug and kiss Keshira.

“What, don’t I get any thanks?” Rosh asked as Dexter was turning to him.

Dexter grinned and leaned in to kiss him on the cheek as well. “I was just going to say that, but you earned it,” Dexter said.

The others laughed, Jenna forgetting the discomfort she had felt when she had watched Dexter embrace Keshira. Rosh just stood there uncertainly, his cheeks flushing red.

“Captain, we’d better be going, Duballin said they were about ready to take Port Freedom,” Jenna reminded him.

“Right you are!” Dexter said, reminded of their haste. “Come on, we have to get out of here before the fighting starts.”

“Too late,” Kragor told him. “It started on our way here. Keshira knew how to find you with her bond to you, so we let her lead us. We were set upon a few times on the way, mostly by strangers or elves. The city watch seemed to recognize us and leave us be.”

Dexter cursed. “We’ve already wasted too much time, let’s go!”

They hurried out, Kragor leading the way with his short legs pumping out a pace that was a challenge to follow.

   

* * * *

   

Duballin burst into the room, having been alerted by the magical wards that had monitored the door of Jenna and Dexter’s escape. He looked around, fists clenched and teeth grinding. “Enough! Release one of the slayers to track her down and be done with her!”

“And the human?” Krotal asked. Duballin shrugged. “Kill him too, though he is no concern.” Krotal nodded and hurried out, intent upon doing as Duballin had bid him.

   

* * * *

   

Dexter and his crew made their way as quickly as they could through the besieged streets. Everywhere people were fighting, running, or trying to hide. Of those that fought, few knew what or who they were fighting, or even if they were friend or foe. Other than a few brief skirmishes that ended with no injuries, they found if they kept to themselves they could usually avoid any troubles.

Their plan worked fine all the way to the docks. There they discovered some intense pockets of fighting. Several ships were on fire as well, which caused them all to rush heedlessly through the people milling about the docks. From the side came something small streaking out from the shadows between two buildings towards Jenna.

Jenna grunted when it collided with her, sending her tumbling to the ground. The others pulled up short and stared in shock at the chaotic arrangement of flying hair and limbs. The elf was unable to counter the strength of the thing that had her, but did manage to keep the gnashing teeth from biting into her tender throat. The nails of the creature sent against her dug into her arms, making blood flow down her skin freely.

Jenna managed to roll over so that she was on the ground and her attacker was atop her. They remained in this position, straining against one another, long enough for them to get a good look at their attacker. She was barely more than a young girl herself. Lithe to the point of being scrawny, her dark hair and somewhat elfin features made her beautiful, even if she had a look of hatred upon her face at the moment.

Rosh waded in, grabbing the girl around one arm and wrapping his hand behind her neck. His other hand grabbed her about the waist, pinning her other arm to it. He pulled her free from Jenna and held her easily while she struggled against him.

“Thanks Rosh,” Jenna said, putting pressure against the worst of the holes in her upper arm as she rose to her feet. She turned to the thrashing girl and stared at her, trying to figure out why she had attacked her.

“Who are you?” Jenna demanded.

The girl just hissed and snapped at her. Jenna frowned and looked to Dexter. Dexter was just as curious, but he suspected that letting her loose would just have her attacking Jenna again. She seemed to possess no interest in anyone else.

“Bring her, we’ll deal with her later,” Dexter said, already turning towards where the Voidhawk was docked. They followed, Rosh holding the thrashing girl away from anyone or anything that she struggled to get to.

They made it up the plank to the Voidhawk amidst the confusion. Jodyne was standing nearby, several daggers laying about the deck around her, and she greeted Dexter with a smile.

“Gave us a scare there, lad,” she said with relief. She started grabbing up the daggers and, after shoving a few in her clothing, she handed the rest to Jenna.

“Had to borrow these, sorry dearie,” Jodyne said with a smile.

The elf just nodded, still distracted by the struggling woman in Rosh’s arms.

“Rosh, put her in one of the holds or something. Tie her up if she won’t behave. Keshira, help him,” Dexter said. He glanced at the fighting on the streets and shook his head. “And hurry! I mean to be off this rock right quick!”

While they confined their captive, Dexter took a hand on the deck readying the rigging for departure. He kept glancing at the docks, knowing his luck was bound to run out soon. Especially since Duballin apparently knew what ship Jenna had come in on and, by now, had to know they had escaped.

Rosh and Keshira returned to the deck without incident, aside from a few scratches on Rosh’s arms and face. A few moments later Bekka lifted them free of the embattled docks, turned the ship gracefully in the sky and headed void-ward. A few pistols fired, seeing them in the air, and a few arrows sailed up at them, but they were quickly left behind by the greater speed of the void ship. In a matter of less than an hour Port Freedom was behind them and they were safely away.

   

* * * *

   

With Rosh at his side, Dexter entered the cargo hold and fought the urge to chuckle. The girl that had attacked them was laying upon the floor. Her hands were tied together, as were her feet, and they were again tied together. She had been muzzled as well, but she had chewed through the rope that had been in her mouth.

“Good thing you saved us from a little girl,” Dexter commented dryly. Rosh looked on, eyes wide. “Captain, that girl’s got a powerful need to hurt somebody. She’s stronger than you think too!”

“Is this true?” Dexter asked, kneeling down next to the girl.

She snarled at him and tried to inch forward to be within striking distance. Dexter raised his eyebrows in surprise and backed up. He shook his head and looked to Rosh, who just shrugged.

“I guess we should put her down,” Dexter said, at a loss to explain what vexed her. “Hang on now, Captain,” Rosh said, surprising him. “Rosh, I expect you’d be the first to advise such a course?”

Rosh shrugged again. “Well, yeah, but she’s a pretty thing, once you look past the pale skin and how skinny she is. I’m thinking if we try hard enough and clean her up, then get her fed, she might be thankful.”

“Thankful?” Dexter asked suspiciously. “I’ll not be having any servants or slaves aboard the ‘Hawk.”

“No, not that,” Rosh said quickly. “I’m thinking she might sign up, help out on the deck.” Dexter chuckled. “She’s a bit small for that.”

“You ain’t felt her wrestle, she’s plenty strong enough,” he said.

Dexter sighed and closed his eyes. He shook his head again and walked out. “Fine, but if she doesn’t start speaking civil and behaving, then we’re giving her to the void!”

Rosh nodded, then turned back to her, a smile on his face. With Dexter out of the room he moved closer to her and knelt down. “Hear that? You start playing nice and we’ll let you out of them ropes. Then I’ll teach you a few things and in return you can-“

Rosh stumbled backwards, barely avoiding her collapsing teeth as she somehow found a way to spring towards him. He picked himself up in a hurry and stared at her. She was still bound and still fighting the ropes. He had no idea how she had done it, but he shook his finger at her.

“You just think about it,” he said, his voice less steady than he wanted. “We’ll talk later.”

Rosh shut the door behind him and hurried back up to the main deck to get back to work. Once there he saw Dexter pointing for Jenna’s benefit. Following his stretched arm he saw what had the captain so excited: a ship. It was a scout ship, smaller than the Voidhawk, but it turned sharper, flew faster, and was usually designed for raiding or battle.

The scout ship closed steadily with them and, when it was within a few thousand yards, two smaller shapes detached from it. They closed rapidly with the Voidhawk until they be seen to be small elven fighters, which were one man interceptors not so different from what Dexter had flown for the Federation. The scout ship had cut two holes into the hull of its cargo deck, allowing the fighters to exit and enter the ship.

“Think they be wanting a word with us?” Kragor asked Dexter from the forecastle deck.

Dexter shook his head. “A word’s not all they’re wanting.”

“Dex, each of them’s got a light ballista,” Kragor said in a hushed but serious tone. “Not much damage to the ‘Hawk, but they can tear up her rigging good and you know what a bolt through the belly or chest’ll do to a man.”

Dexter grunted and hurried across the deck. “Battle stations, do what you can to take those fighters out! Aim for the pilots, they’re not well protected.”

“We ain’t got no ship weapons!” Rosh protested.

Dexter swung around to face him, then saw Jenna coming up behind him with several pistols in hand. He pointed to her and said, “Do what you can with those.”

Rosh turned around and saw Jenna finish loading a pistol. She handed it to him and then started in on another. Her face was set in a grim but otherwise expressionless mask. Rosh grunted and started helping her load the pile of them that lay on the deck from the small powder keg she had brought with her.

Dexter told Kragor to help them, then went to the bridge to help Bekka pilot the ship. He knew she could handle it fine, but a serious jolt to the ship could knock her out and he knew they needed someone to be on hand at all times. That and he needed to be able to give her orders without any delay.

A knock on the door behind him turned him around to see Jenna standing there, bristling with pistols. “Shouldn’t you be on deck?” Dexter asked her, already turning back to the multi-paned thick glass windows on the bridge.

“Aye, but there’s something you should know,” Jenna said. Dexter looked at her again, biting off his comment that he felt she was a little late in sharing things that ‘he should know’. “Those aren’t regular fighters,” she said, drawing more of Dexter’s attention. “They’re fireflies.” Dexter blinked, the name having no meaning to him.

Annoyed, Jenna persisted. “The elves load fighters full of oil, fire powder, and alchemist’s fire then crash them into the hulls of enemy ships!”

Dexter’s eyes widened. He swore and turned back to the window. Sure enough, the fighters, or fireflies as Jenna had called this version, seemed interested in getting close to them, rather than in firing their light ballistae at them.

“Bekka! Evasive action, don’t let them ram us!” Dexter demanded, then brushed past Jenna as he ran out of the bridge and up the staircase to the deck.

“They mean to ram us!” Dexter yelled on the deck. “Fire everything you’ve got at those fighters!”

He led by example, raising his pistol to the closest one and firing. The inertia in the void helped his shot stay true, though the great distance to it gave the pilot plenty of time to dodge had he been able to see the small bullet. Within moments other shot from the wheel lock pistols of the crew were chewing into the ship. The ones that hit the hull did little damage, though an occasional ball would strike one of the barrels of oil that was roped against the small deck, while many others chewed through the sails of the small elven craft.

In a matter of a minute or less the pilot began to realize he needed to try and doge the small shot that was scouring his fighter. Every turn of his sails, however, caused more of them to rend and tear thanks to the growing number of holes in them. Shortly his maneuverability began to worsen. His speed remained unchanged, thanks to the power of the tactical helm that provided movement for the small ship, but his ability to steer it suffered.

The other fighter drew closer unmolested until the crew realized that it posed just as great a threat. The scout ship remained in the background, closing as well but at a slower rate. Jenna fired on it, while Rosh, Keshira, and Jodyne tended to the rigging to assist Bekka with the maneuvering of the ship. Thus far they continued to run straight out, lengthening the pursuit and giving the deckhands time to add their fire.

Jenna’s fourth shot deflected off of a barrel of oil, cracking it and causing some to leak onto the decking. The leaking oil was not the success of the shot, however. Instead it was the deflected bullet that chewed into the leg of the ship’s helmsman that spoke of the success. The second elven firefly listed in space and changed course for well over a full minute, taking it on a path that sent it out and away from the Voidhawk. It swung back around to face them and began once again closing the distance.

The first fighter was approached dangerously close, giving up any pretense of maneuverability and aiming straight for the Voidhawk’s hull. Jenna switched back over, concentrating all their firepower on the scarred ship. The ship’s pilot made a sudden dash from the partially concealed helm he sat in, leaping off over the edge of the ship and, miraculously, escaping injury from any of the pistols firing at him.

“Bekka!” Dexter yelled down the stairway to the bridge. “Drop us down!”

He turned to the others and shouted, “Roll the ship!”

Dexter jumped to the sails, grabbing the closest one to aid in the maneuver. The others abandoned the pistols and followed suit, understanding the peril the Voidhawk faced. The ship pivoted along its axis, descending as it did so while the fighter rushed onwards towards them. They lost sight of it as the starboard side rose and blocked their view of it, then peered anxiously to the port while they continued to roll.

They all felt the ship shudder and heard the creaking of timber when the firefly bumped into the bottom of the Voidhawk’s hull. Without exception, every one of them cringed and feared the worse, but no ensuing sounds of fire powder igniting followed. Instead they continued to roll and the bow continued to drop, or rise, now that the ship was inverted.

Dexter glanced up away from the sails and saw that they were now bearing towards the scout ship, they had managed to change their course by 180 degrees. He cursed and yelled for his crew to stabilize the ship and get their bearings.

“Where’s the other fighter?” Dexter called out, seeing the derelict ship that had rammed them floating in a straight line out of their air bubble and trailing some small debris made up of broken timber.

“Captain!” Keshira called out cheerily. Dexter glanced at her, distracted even then in the heat of battle by the simple sensuality in that one word when spoken by her in excitement. He followed her arm and saw her pointing low over the port side of the ship.

Dexter rushed over, seeing the other fighter approaching and the pilot of it tying off the sails while he limped about and made ready to abandon the ship. Dexter grabbed his pistol and rushed to fill it with powder. He rammed the wadding and then a lead ball down the barrel in what might have been record time for him. The hammer cocked, he took careful aim and waited while the elven pilot scrambled about near the helm. He emerged a moment later, limping heavily, and carrying a crate in both arms cradled to his chest. Dexter fired, already moving to reload his pistol as fast as he could.

“Captain!”

Dexter ignored Rosh’s concerned voice behind him as he struggled to ready his pistol in case the first shot missed. He did spare a glance at the fighter, and watched with growing satisfaction. The crate the pilot carried hit the deck and erupted, spewing alchemist’s fire onto the pilot, the deck of the ship and even the sails and rigging.

“What, Rosh?” Dexter said, turning back to face him. He glanced up and felt his eyes widen. The scout ship seemed close enough to spit at. It was only a few hundred yards away from them, nearly in their atmospheric bubble.

“Bring her around!” Dexter yelled, hurrying back to the sail he had manned to assist.

Halfway through the maneuver the scout ship had also changed its pitch so that the heavy ballista on its hunched back weapon deck had been brought to bear on them. It fired, the heavy wooden spear leaping out at them and trailing a rope behind it. The heavy bolt thudded into the hull of the ship just below the railing, sending a shudder throughout the vessel and making Dexter and Kragor both cringe at the sound of good timber being sundered.

The heavy rope stayed loose, however, but the scout ship quickly closed and the atmospheres from the two ships joined. Rosh drew his sword and ran towards the rope, only to have Kragor yell for him to get back to his station at the main mast.

Dexter nodded, cutting the rope would do no good, the scout ship was faster and more maneuverable, it was better to be boarded early on than to let it take more shots at them with its ballista. “Prepare for boarding!” Dexter yelled, finishing up the job of reloading his pistol and then holstering it.

Dexter’s only source for hope or pride at the moment was the flaming elven fighter that was sailing through space away from them. Soundlessly, thanks to the void between ships, he watched it shudder and break apart as one after another of the kegs of powder aboard it ignited and exploded.

Three more lines sailed through space and landed on the Voidhawk, a grappling hook attached to the end of each. Two of them caught fast while the third pulled free of the deck. Two of them, plus the ballista bolt impaling the ‘Hawk amidships, were more than enough to cinch the two vessels together. In minutes that passed like seconds, elves were leaping from the elevated position of the scout ship’s hull and down onto the Voidhawk, swords and pistols drawn.

The crew of the Voidhawk met them. Jodyne’s daggers flew true, striking elves before they closed, while other fired pistols or swung their weapons. A smaller ship by nearly half the tonnage, the scout ship nevertheless carried a superior number of crew to the ‘Hawk’s seven, of which only six were actively defending the ship.

The fighting was vicious and merciless, with the elves relying upon speed and grace to help them defeat the slower but often stronger defenders. Keshira crashed through them, sacrificing defense for her formidable offense. She was cut in many places, but the wounds were minor. The wounds she inflicted, however, were crushing injuries that left her victims incapacitated or worse.

Rosh likewise used his strength to his advantage. His great sword easily overpowered the elven parries. The giant of a man ignored the few scratches he received and even the bruise of a pistol bullet that hit him square in his mail covered ribs.

Kragor fought near his wife, beating back those that came near to them and allowing her to continue to throw whatever object she picked up. She quickly ran out of daggers, and scrambled to grab whatever she could to turn it into a missile weapon, from dropped weapons to a dismembered hand to belaying pins pulled from the rigging. Her accuracy was alarming regardless of the object she chose to make a weapon of.

Jenna alone fought like the elves did, her body flowing and gliding across the deck as she danced among them. The elves found her difficult to contain, and many were injured or killed as she came up against them.

The crew of the Voidhawk, from captain to deckhand, fought admirably. Each was wounded multiple times, yet they fought on and repelled the attackers successfully. Soon only 3 elves remained, and they were backed up on the stern castle of the ship with nowhere to run. The scout ship was not close enough to jump to, nor were any of the ropes bridging them readily at hand.

“Surrender!” Dexter demanded, wiping away blood from a shallow cut above his eye.

One of the ropes connecting the ships fell away, cut from the scout ship by someone still aboard. Dexter gestured with his head and said, “Keshira, be a dear and stop whoever’s doing that from cutting the scout ship loose.”

In a flash she was gone, running to one of the remaining ropes and leaping from the deck of the Voidhawk halfway up it before grabbing on and hauling herself up onto the deck of the scout ship. Unable to see her progress they continued to hold the surrounded elves hostage and waited for the outcome of the reverse raiding party of one.

They heard a few yells, and a shot from a pistol as well. A short sword clattered to the deck of the Voidhawk a moment later, and shortly after the body of an elf crumbled to it. The elf groaned and raised himself up, one arm clearly broken and blood running from his nose.

Jenna laughed a moment later, recognizing the wounded elf as Duballin. He spat out some blood and then tried to scramble away when Keshira landed gracefully on the deck behind him. Dexter chuckled a little as well, seeing the tables turned, then his laugh died when he saw Keshira.

Her baggy clothing had been hanging with many cuts and tears in it from the fight already, but now it was even worse. It scarcely offered any modesty, though she seemed unconcerned about it. More importantly than the ruined clothing was the long sword that was sticking through her side.

“Doesn’t that hurt?” Rosh could not stop himself from asking. Keshira glanced down at it then up at Dexter and Rosh. “Yes,” she said. “It does.”

“Gods, woman, take it out!”

“No!” Jenna said, countering Rosh’s suggestion. “If you remove it you might bleed out. We need Bekka to have a look at it.” Keshira nodded. “I will survive.”

Dexter glanced at her again, then back to Duballin. “I’m not for knowing much about elves,” he said, walking closer to him and relying upon his men to keep the other elves from doing anything.

“But I’d wager that your Emperor doesn’t take to failure kindly,” he continued. “So it’s not going to look good for you when I send you back on that ship with a message to leave us be.”

His face, already white from pain, paled even more at the thought of the fate Dexter had laid out for him. “Kill me you unworthy human coward!” Duballin spat out at him.

Dexter just chuckled. He turned to the other elves. “Stand down or else.”

“Or else what, you’ll kill them? After proving you’re too much of a worm to do it to me?” Duballin raged.

Dexter walked over to Keshira and reached out until his hand was on the hilt of the sword driven through her side. His eyes searched hers, looking for a sign of fear. He saw nothing but blind acceptance of him. He yanked the sword straight out, pulling it free of her. He was a little shaken and felt weak kneed at the momentary pain that had flooded her eyes, but as he continued to look at her he saw it fade. He held the sword up and studied it.

“Keshira, are you alright?” he asked while his eyes focused on the sword. He did not want to look at her right yet, since his stomach still felt a little uneasy.

“Yes, Captain, I will live,” she said, happy to please him with an answer if not more.

“This is a nice blade,” Dexter said, swinging it and watching her blood fly off of it as though it was water rolling off of a duck’s back. It had an excellent balance to it and, if it could plunge through her magical skin so easily, he knew a very sharp edge.

“The sword is magical, Captain,” Keshira informed him.

“What? How do you know that?” Dexter asked, surprised.

“I can sense it, it is part of my powers, awareness of magic about me,” Keshira said. “He wears a magical ring on his finger and the pouch about his neck has some magic as well.”

Dexter blinked, surprised. He turned back to Duballin and stripped the three rings off his fingers, figuring she could tell him which one later, and yanked on the pouch, snapping the leather cord holding it. Dexter turned away from the defeated elf and looked at the still resistant prisoners.

“Keshira, the one in the middle, break his fingers,” Dexter said.

She started forward immediately towards the three elves. They tried to back away further but only the edge of the boat awaited them. They looked at each other as Keshira advanced relentless on them. Swords raised defensively they waited until she got close to them, then finally the one in the middle threw his down.

The others followed suit, though Keshira continued to follow the bidding of her Master. She reached out quickly, grabbing his arm and easily overpowering the elf. Her hand slid up his arm and clutched his closed fist in hers and she began to squeeze.

“Keshira, stop!” Dexter called out to her, glad his bluff had worked and fearful that it had almost not been a bluff.

She let him go and retreated. The elf clutched his hand, face pale with the pain the short bit of pressure she applied caused him.

“Kragor, keep an eye on them,” Dexter said. He glanced at Keshira and saw that the bleeding from the sword wound in her belly had actually stopped. He smiled and added, “Keshira, you too.”

She smiled brilliantly and turned to face them. Dexter watched her for a moment then shook his head. “Rosh, Jodyne, Jenna… with me. Let’s make sure they can’t turn around and come at us again.”

Dexter replaced the long sword in his scabbard with the one he had taken from the elf and then climbed up a rope onto the deck of the scout ship. Aboard it he saw two more bodies of dead elves. Apparently Keshira had met with considerable resistance. He glanced around and looked up to the turret with the heavy ballista in it.

“Rosh, get that thing down. I want it,” Dexter said, pointing at it.

The large man grunted and headed off into the ship to climb up on top and work on the mounts that had it secured to the deck. Jenna and Jodyne followed him inside, with any one of them picking up things along the way that they took a fancy to. Jodyne found the galley shortly and busied herself with taking what she could from them to bolster her own stores. Dexter reminded her to leave enough for them to survive on.

Jenna amassed a stockpile of spare weaponry, having to resort to filling a large canvas sack she found with the miscellaneous arms. She lugged it back to the front deck and let it sit there, then returned, searching for more. In the cargo hold she found the spare powder kegs, which she excitedly picked up and carried to the main deck one at a time.

While Jenna and Jodyne rifled through the ships stores, Dexter visited the bridge and studied the star charts that Duballin’s ship possessed. He made note of several of them he was unfamiliar with, taking them and shoving them into a leather scroll case. A few others that he was familiar with had some additional points of interest on them that he committed to memory. The only other item of interest was a locked strongbox in the bridge, but even after breaking the lock he found little that appealed to him save some letters to family and friends that spoke of Duballin’s journey and his various exploits for Emperor and country.

They made their way back to the Voidhawk, Dexter calling Keshira over to help move the heavier items from ship to ship. Dexter joined Kragor in watching their captives, both speculating softly to themselves about what might happen to the surviving elves. Duballin passed in and out of consciousness from the pain of his broken arm and other injuries, making his presence more of an amusement than a threat to the old friends.

When they finished, they forced the elves back aboard the scout ship, making the survivors carry their wounded leader. The corpses of the elves that littered the deck of the Voidhawk were similarly hoisted onto the deck of the scout ship, again at the discomfort of the elven sailors that had been captured. Sometime later they finally untied the ropes binding the two ships and pushed the scout ship free of the Voidhawk. With only four elves remaining, and one of them wounded, the elven ship limped away slowly.

Dexter gave the orders and brought the ship around to the derelict fighter that was flying through space. They carefully pulled up alongside it so that Jenna could board it and look for supplies. She acquired two undamaged casks of powder and, carefully handing each of the five glass flasks over singly, the alchemist’s fire still aboard the ship. With the volatile nature of it largely contained, Kragor went to work stripping the living wood of the fighter apart and storing it in the steerage section of the Voidhawk to use repairing the damage to the ship from the fight.

“Hell of a day, Captain,” Jenna said as the Voidhawk began to sail away from the scene of the battle and return to cruising speed.

“Aye, good fight,” Rosh agreed, nodding his head in praise as he finished tying down a line.

Dexter just chuckled. “I should replace Bekka on the helm. Rosh, we need to get you trained on that pretty quick here, methinks.”

A thump from below broke his concentration. It was followed by the roar of an angry dwarf. Dexter hurried down the aft stairs, followed by the other two, and chuckled when he saw a fuming dwarf holding the door to the cargo bay shut that they had locked the strange woman in.

“Rosh, you’ve got some work to do,” Dexter said with a chuckle, heading past Kragor and up the companionway towards the bridge.

“Me? But… what am I going to do with her?” Rosh asked, baffled as to how to proceed.

Kragor grunted, glaring at him until he came over and helped him secure the door. Jenna giggled and headed aft to her cabin, intent on inventorying their new weapons. Already the large ballista sat on the stern castle, waiting for Kragor to secure it to the hull. The other ballista in the other hold was scheduled to make its way to the forecastle at the first opportunity as well. Dexter was through running unarmed, he figured he would deal with the Federation when he had to, until then, the Voidhawk was no longer toothless.

   


Chapter 5: Missing Pieces

   

“Damn it, girl, I’m not your foe!” Rosh roared, pushing the young woman coming at him away from furiously.

She spun away, then continued spinning and launched herself at him anew. Rosh bled from dozens of scratches on his arms already. The large man caught her and crushed her to him, immobilizing her arms so that he only had to deal with her snapping mouth. He dropped to the floor and fell on top of her, further trapping her so that she could not rock her head towards him in an attempt to bite out his throat.

“You gonna settle down and realize you can’t hurt me?” Rosh asked her as she continued to squirm beneath him. Her growl and renewed wiggling was her reply.

“She’s not right,” Bekka said from the doorway to the hold.

Rosh glanced up, then grunted as she managed to drive her knee between his legs. His crossed eyes caused Bekka and Jenna to laugh at his expense.

“What do you mean, she ain’t right?” Rosh demanded, fighting against the painful feeling from his groin to his chest that tried to rob him of air.

“There’s magic about her. Strong,” Bekka said, adding the last as she studied her from afar. “That why she’s so strong?” Bekka nodded. “I think, until it’s gone, that’s why she’s mad too.”

Jenna’s grin faded as she listened to Bekka’s observation. She glanced at the dark haired young woman critically, then stepped away. “Rosh, leave her locked up for now, I think I know something about her.”

Rosh grunted and managed to keep her subdued while he climbed to his feet. In a move that was filled with strength and empty of gentility, he launched her across the cargo hold and dashed to the door that the women had only just vacated. He slammed it shut behind him and had barely barred it shut when she crashed into it from the other side, clawing and hammering against the solid wood.

He looked at Bekka and Jenna and grinned. “She’s fast.”

Bekka smirked while Jenna just rolled her eyes. The elf turned away and headed towards the aft stairs. “Hurry up, I have an idea,” she called behind her.

Rosh glanced at Bekka, who only shrugged, and they both followed the arms mistress to the deck of the ship. On the deck she went to Keshira, who was manning the rigging sufficiently on her own while the Voidhawk sailed through space at cruising speeds.

“Keshira, do you still have the items from Duballin that Dexter gave you for safekeeping?” Jenna asked her.

Keshira paused and nodded. She had changed into fresh clothing to replace those tattered in the intense fighting with the elven wasp. She reached into a pocket and pulled forth the pouch and the ring that the elven captain had worn.

Bekka’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the ring. She nodded after a moment. “I sense the same magic about the ring that is merged with the girl.”

“What’s that mean?” Rosh asked, staring threateningly at the ring.

“I need to study them both more to know,” she said, reaching out and taking it from Keshira.

“Well get to it,” Rosh urged. “Captain ain’t going to be letting her take up air and space much more if she ain’t getting friendly with us.”

“I think you’re the only one that wants her friendly, Rosh,” Bekka said with a wink. Rosh had the decency to adopt an offended look on his face as he muttered, “That ain’t what I was meaning.” Laughing, Bekka walked away toward her quarters where she could study the ring in private.

Rosh found Jenna looking at him, an amused expression on her face. He scowled and walked off, heading towards the stern castle and the ballista mounted upon it. Jenna laughed as well, glad for the break from her thoughts, then went about her own business.

   

* * * *

   

“Rosh!”

Rosh came awake instantly, rolling out of his bunk and reaching for his sword. He saw Dexter standing in the doorway as he girded it about his waist. “Captain?”

“She’s making a ruckus and tearing up my cargo bay, you figure out what to do with her yet?” Dexter asked, jerking his thumb over his shoulder towards the cargo bay where, faintly, the sound of thudding and scratching could be made out.

“Well, um… sort of,” Rosh said, looking down that way. “Bekka’s got this ring–”

“I’m not for caring what she’s got,” Dexter said. “She’s busy with flying this ship longer than she ought to be. I thought you wanted to learn how to fly this thing?”

Rosh nodded. “Yeah, I do, just waiting on you to tell me when.”

“You start doing that, you won’t be having time for stuff like that either,” Dexter said. “So you need to figure out right quick what you’re going to do with her… or I’ll figure it out.”

There was a solid thud accompanied by the sound of wood cracking behind the smaller human. They both looked down the hallway to the door where, a moment later, the door to the cargo hold exploded outward. The broken fragments of wood ricocheted off of the far wall, but were otherwise hardly worth noticing compared to the shape of the girl that picked herself up from where she herself had bounced off the wall. Blood ran from her fingers and lips, adding to the macabre vision that stared upwards at the ceiling, then turned to face them.

“Looks like she figured it out all on her own,” Dexter muttered, reaching for his pistol.

She walked towards them rapidly, an eerie silence emerging from her. Dexter cocked the hammer and took aim just as she turned and scrambled up the stairs to the deck three at a time. He stared after her, confused, and lowered the hammer.

“Rosh?” he asked, at a loss to explain the strange girl’s behavior. “I’m on it,” Rosh said, already slipping past the smaller man and hurrying up the stairs after her. Dexter stared at the ruined remains of the door then shook his head and followed them up the stairs.

On the main deck Rosh was running towards her while Keshira watched impassively from the side. The girl was charging towards the forecastle, where Jenna was only now turning her attention at Rosh’s bellowed warnings. She saw the girl coming at her and cursed, then reached for her own pistol.

On the top step she faltered, crashing to the deck under the weight of Rosh. Jenna kept her pistol trained on them, but held her fire while Rosh tried to restrain the demonic girl.

She thrashed under him and managed to backhand him across the face. Rosh felt his jaw rocked by the stinging impact and felt a wetness as well, but he put it from his mind as he tried to control the girl.

“That’s it!” Dexter demanded, coming up on them. “Put her over the side, Rosh!”

Rosh grunted as a knee speared into his stomach. He rolled her over and managed to grab hold of her arms. Another knee strike, this one against his thigh, made him growl with anger. He lifted her up in a smooth motion and turned to the port side of the Voidhawk, ready to hurl her into the void.

“Wait!”

Rosh barely heard Bekka’s plea, coming up the stairs from the bridge as she was. He slowed his steps towards the edge and focused instead on dodging his captives repeated strikes with her feet. He made it to the edge of the ship and turned to look back at Dexter, who was in turn looking at Bekka as she emerged from the top of the stairway.

“Be at peace!” Bekka said, slipping on the ring and holding it up in front of her.

Rosh gave her a funny look and then covered himself quickly, realizing he had given the wildcat in his arms an opening to strike him. No attack came from her, instead she relaxed in his arms. Rosh turned to look at her, mouth agape in wonder.

He stepped away from the ship’s railing, where he had nearly tossed her over, and turned back towards them. “You mean to say that ring controls her?”

Bekka nodded, “I mean to say,” she confirmed. “Is she safe?” Dexter asked, eyeing the formerly fiery tempered girl suspiciously. “At the moment, yes,” Bekka said.

Jenna cursed and hurried down the stairs. She looked at the girl and cursed again before turning to Dexter. “I heard of such things, but they looked different then. They used monsters at the time, and called them slayers.”

“Can we skip to the part where this starts making sense?” Dexter asked.

“She’s a slayer? Slayer of what?” Rosh asked.

Kragor emerged from the aft stairs and stared across the deck, wondering what was going on. He held a piece of the broken door in his hand and stared around, seeing Keshira working nearby and the others gathered towards the bow. He overheard their questions as he walked towards them.

“How about you go back to where Rosh was getting beat up by a girl again?” Kragor asked innocently.

Rosh sneered at him, which made the dwarf chuckle.

“The elves would capture creatures… barely intelligent things that lived by tooth and claw, and ensorcel them. With magic they turned them into controllable weapons, and they would send them after whatever they wanted,” Jenna explained.

“Ere I left I had heard, through the network, that they were turning hunting dogs into slayers as well, using magic to twist, strengthen, and corrupt them,” she continued.

“Seems they moved on to people,” Bekka said, stepping closer and studying the placid girl in Rosh’s arms. “So she’s a weapon?” Rosh asked, staring at her. “Don’t seem like much of a weapon to me.” Kragor chuckled evilly before saying, “What’s that blood running from your face?” Rosh scowled at the dwarf and shut up, realizing as he did so that his split lip was getting puffier.

Bekka giggled while Dexter was barely able to contain himself to only smirking. Jenna seemed not amused by it all, instead she was clearly bothered by the turn of events.

“The best thing we could do would be to kill her,” she said. “She was once a young girl, innocent too, probably. But now she has been twisted from what she was into this, an abomination that responds to whomever holds that ring.”

“What kind of things will she do?” Rosh asked, looking at the ring Bekka was only now taking off of her finger.

“Anything,” Jenna said.

Rosh raised an eyebrow thoughtfully. Kragor saw his look and shook his head slightly; signaling Rosh to stop whatever he was thinking because the dwarf knew it would not go over well.

“Alright,” Dexter said with a tired voice. “Put her over the side, Rosh. Let’s be rid of her.”

“Hold on, Captain,” Rosh said. “We could use her! With that ring she’ll do whatever we want.”

“I’ll not have slaves aboard my ship,” Dexter growled.

“Well, I didn’t mean it like that,” Rosh said. He looked about to the others hoping for help, but saw nothing. Then his eyes fell on Keshira, who was minding the rigging in spite of their commotion.

“We’ve got Keshira!” Rosh said. “She’s not much different; she does whatever you tell her, ‘sept you ain’t got no ring.”

Dexter’s eyes smoldered with rage at Rosh’s words. His fist clenched and he opened his mouth to speak but Bekka beat him to the punch.

“Wait,” she said, stepping between them. She held up the ring for them all to see and spoke, “there is much of the ring’s magic in her, and there is some of her in the ring. What if we gave her the ring? Made her the Mistress of herself?”

“She’s not for being in control of anything right now,” Dexter said, pointing at her. She hung limp from Rosh’s arms, seemingly unaware of the world around them.

Bekka frowned and slipped the ring back on, then turned to face her. “Be yourself,” she commanded. The girl’s head perked up. She looked around and stiffened, staring into Rosh’s eyes. “Are you going to hurt anyone?” Bekka asked cautiously.

The girl turned her head to behold the half-elf. She studied her for a long moment before her mouth opened. At first a garbled sound came from it, but it quickly changed into words that were not tortured. “I don’t... want to hurt anyone anymore.”

“See, there you go!” Rosh said, startling her and making her look at him with trepidation.

“You’re bleeding,” she said softly. “I made you bleed,” she continued, remembering that she had done it.

“That’s a powerful thing,” Dexter said, staring at the ring Bekka held. “I don’t want her on my ship if that thing can be used against her. Can you destroy it?”

Bekka shook her head. “Not yet, it has her essence bound up in it, I don’t know what it would do to her.”

Dexter’s look indicated he was not terribly concerned about her fate. Jenna looked at her suspiciously as well. Finally Dexter shrugged. “Jenna, she came for you. What say you about this?”

“Do you wish me harm?” Jenna asked her, stepping up to her. When she did not respond Jenna reached out and grabbed her chin, twisting her head so that she looked at her.

“Girl!” She snapped. “Do you wish me harm still?”

The girl’s eyes watered and her chin quivered for a moment. “I don’t want to hurt anyone ever again.”

Jenna stared at her and then let her chin go. She walked away and found herself staring at Keshira, who had stopped working and was watching from afar. She opened her mouth but paused, staring at the construct. “Do what you will,” she said, then descended the staircase to the companionway before anyone could say more to her.

Dexter watched her go, somewhat perplexed. He looked back at Rosh, who just shrugged. “Set her down, Rosh,” Dexter said. Rosh did so, and let her go so that she stood on the deck unrestrained. She stood still, tears running down her face. “Alright, see what you can do with her,” Dexter said. “If she can work she can stay, if she gets in the way…”

Dexter let the alternative go unnamed. He turned to Kragor and sighed, then went to the stairs and threaded his way down them so that he could take over on the helm that Bekka had abandoned when she had sensed the situation unfolding.

“Really? I can keep her?” Rosh asked, surprised.

“She’s not a thing to be keeping,” Kragor said, smacking him on the arm. “You and Bekka see what you can do to settle her down. Bekka, you keep that ring with you until you know more about it. Don’t you be giving it to anyone.”

   

* * * *

   

Nearly two days passed with the ship unusually quiet. Bekka and Rosh spent time with Bailynn, or so the girl claimed her name was. Bekka and Rosh began calling her just Lynn., hoping to make her feel better.

Rosh showed her the sails and the rigging, explaining as best he could how the magic of the ships helm somehow enabled the sails to catch the solar wind and sail through the void. Quiet and seemingly morose, she nevertheless drank in the lessons.

Bekka spent time mostly watching and studying them, though occasionally she would correct Rosh when he misspoke on how the solar winds worked on the sails and how the helm could still control a ship even without them, though it was slow and cumbersome.

Jenna avoided the trio at all times, leaving an area as soon as Lynn entered it. She reserved no special glances or looks towards her; she simply sought to be in another area whenever possible. Dexter was growing tired of how awkward the situation on his ship was becoming, and realized that since no one else seemed to be willing to deal with it, he had to do something.

Jenna, Dexter, and Jodyne were sitting at the table in the galley eating dinner while Keshira and Kragor worked the sails. Rosh and Lynn entered the room, the large man leading the way and sitting down next to Jenna. That left only a seat next to Dexter for Lynn, who took it silently. Jenna immediately pushed her plate back and started to stand.

“No, wait,” Dexter said, looking at her. She met his stare blankly, but remained seated.

“This stops now. I need my crew able to work together,” he said, looking at her and glancing at the rest as well for added effect. “Working together means talking, not avoiding.”

Jenna’s cheek twitched a little at his words, but other than that she showed no outward sign.

Dexter scowled. “What is it? Sure, she tried to kill you. That would make my day go from bad to worse too, but it’s over. What’s got the splinter in your ass now?”

Rosh snickered at Dexter’s question, then quieted down when he drew a glare from the man.

Jenna glanced at Rosh but ignored Bailynn. “She is a constant reminder of what they do.”

Dexter sensed that she wanted to say more, but for some reason she did not. He mused perhaps it was the lack of privacy that held her tongue. He nodded. “Alright. I can understand that. Now get over it; I’ll not have it on my ship.”

Jenna’s eyes flared for a moment in surprise and hurt, but even more quickly her expression locked down again. “How long until our next port of call?”

Dexter was surprised by the question. He glanced at Rosh and Jodyne then said, “a week or so, why?”

Jenna nodded, having made a decision. “I will leave your service then,” she said, her eyes drilling into his intently. “Now may I be excused, Captain?”

Dexter’s mouth parted in surprise. He caught himself and nodded, not knowing what else to say. He felt as though she had kicked him in the stomach.

Jenna rose from the table and left the galley, heading directly for her cabin. Dexter turned to look at Rosh and Bailynn, and noticed how she was trying to make herself as small and unnoticeable as possible next to him.

“Can I have her cabin?” Rosh asked, and was promptly ignored.

Dexter looked at Jodyne, who was watching him intently as well. “Well lad, are ya going to go after her?” she asked, her tone indicating he was a fool if he did not.

He nodded, rising up, then turned back to Rosh, whose mouth was opened again to say something else. “No,” Dexter said, pointing an accusatory finger at him. “Don’t even be saying it.”

Rosh shut his mouth slowly and grinned when he looked at Jodyne. She harrumphed and backhanded him on the arm, then went about collecting the abandoned dishes for cleaning. Rosh just sat there and looked at Bailynn, shrugging. “Aw stop that, what’re ya crying for?” he asked, seeing fresh tears sliding slowly down her cheeks.

Bailynn remained quiet, withdrawing into herself.

   

* * * *

   

Not pausing as he had in the past, Dexter opened the door to Jenna’s room, hitting something halfway through the motion and pushing it out of the way. A girlish grunt preceded the sight of Jenna lying face first on her bunk, then scrambling around and rising back up with a furious expression on her face.

Dexter’s chagrin did little to make her pause. “Don’t you knock?” She spat angrily.

He did a double take, and even turned to look at the door before looking back at her. He opened his mouth to reply but she had already moved on.

“Shut the door already,” she said. Off balance, Dexter shut the door and looked back at her, wondering how he could recapture some momentum. “Look, I just can’t do it. I know I owe you, and I promise I will find a way to pay you, but I can’t be here… with her.”

Dexter kept his mouth shut and listened, realizing he might get more out of her this way. He nodded that he understood and waited for her to continue.

“It reminds me… of them. Of the things they did. So damned sure of themselves; everything was fair as long as it involved no harm to the elves,” she spat out. She laughed harshly and said, “Or at least the right elves.”

“Is that it?” Dexter asked softly. “Was…is she an elf?” Jenna looked at him, the fury gone from her eyes and sadness in its place. “No… they all looked like that.”

“I thought you only knew of monsters and hounds and the like?” He pressed, stepping closer to her without realizing it.

She nodded, sniffing in spite of herself. “Yes, but its elven magic and, its worse, they sacrificed the life of an elf for every one they made. They bound up the soul of the elf in the slayer and that causes them to adopt elven features. That…thing was human, but she’s been corrupted. She looks to be a waif only sixteen years old, but in truth she is probably closer to forty or fifty.”

“Worst of all is she does not know this about herself, she only knows what they told her; what they wanted her to know.”

Dexter nodded and found himself reaching out and touching her tenderly on the shoulder. She glanced at him and offered him a weak smile. “Dex… I can’t. I just can’t stay. Not with her having a part of me.”

“Having a… what are you talking about?” Dexter asked, confused.

“That is how she found me. How she always knows where I am,” Jenna explained. “They must have taken something from me, some hair perhaps. It, together with the ring, control her. She may not be driven to come after me, but there is a link between us that I cannot knowingly permit.”

Dexter nodded, understanding her better. He had to admit he would have a hard time with such a thing himself, being the private person he was. Jenna slipped next to him, allowing him to hold her close in a supportive embrace. She buried her head against him and he felt her tears wetting his shirt.

“I don’t want to leave… not the ship, not you, not any of them,” said her muffled voice. “There’s no other way around it.”

“Are you hinting that I should kill her?” Dexter asked, suspecting he was being manipulated into being given an ultimatum.

Jenna looked up sharply. She shook her head. “No, I am not. Damn you, human, you proved yourself better than me. Your example with Keshira has proven to me that she deserves a chance to live, or the chance to try to find a life.”

Dexter smiled, happy to have made a difference.

Jenna sighed and said, “I hate you sometimes, you know? But I’m going to miss you.”

He felt a sadness within him but refused to pay attention to it. He just shrugged and said, “Still got a week till we end up someplace, lot can happen in a week.”

Jenna leaned in and surprised him by pressing her lips to his. Once he overcame his shock he returned the kiss, even though he knew he should not. Jenna broke away and whispered, “Especially if I have my way.”

She stepped away from Dexter and winked at him, which made the captain blush. She reached up untied the three separate ties holding her vest closed, one at a time. Dexter found himself staring, unable to pry his eyes away. His eyes found hers and she winked at him again, then let her vest slide off her shoulders to the floor.

Dexter cleared his throat and reached for the door behind him. Fumbling with it, he opened it while trying not to stare at her athletic breasts. He failed miserably, but still managed to open the door behind him.

“I, uh, need to go to…”

“Captain,” Jenna said, stepping closer to him so that she was within arm’s reach. “We’ve had this discussion before. I don’t mind if you look.”

She reached down and grabbed his free hand, lifting it up slowly. “This is how I dress in my quarters, though I’m only changing clothes at the moment. I want you to see me so you are accustomed to it. If you want to spend time with me in here, then you need to accept me like this.”

She raised his hand higher and turned it so that it was his palm faced towards her. “Perhaps this will help you?” She mused, pressing her breast into his palm.

Dexter gasped and opened his eyes wide in surprise. He felt her nipple harden against the skin of his palm, poking into it and urging him to caress it.

“Does feeling my body make it easier to look upon it?” Jenna asked softly, her words and tone weaving a spell over him.

Dexter shook his head and pulled his hand away. “It’s very nice – you are very nice,” Dexter corrected. “But you’re a member of my crew and that’s that.”

Jenna shrugged, a smile on her face. She turned and stepped away from him, her hands busy in front of her so he could not see them. “Well then, Captain, I suspect a week will not be nearly long enough, and it will be a lifetime too long.”

She bent forward and slid her breeches over her hips as she did so. As soon as Dexter saw her doing this he turned and rushed out the door. He knew that as much as he yearned to watch her show, he knew what would happen should he stay. As it was he was overdue to take over on the helm for Bekka. She could use all the time with Rosh and Bailynn that she could get.

   

* * * *

   

In his second attempt at the helm, Rosh found himself fascinated with the feeling of being so in tune with the Voidhawk. The ship felt like an extension of himself; because of it he was able to forget about his own body as he focused on the sails and the hull of the ship. It still took Dexter a couple of times of repeating an order to get the man to hear it.

The gravity well of an obstacle caught him entirely off guard. The Voidhawk was dragged off the course they had set, making everyone shift and nearly lose their balance. Jodyne cursed as a skillet fell from a cupboard and glanced off her arm, promising Rosh a mouthful the next time she saw him.

“What happened?” Rosh asked, looking around for Dexter, who had already rushed to the windows of the bridge.

“That… rock?” Dexter asked, trailing off as he stared into the void. “It’s a tower or something, or what’s left of one. Looks like it was based on an asteroid but it’s been blown into mostly rubble.”

“Huh?” Rosh asked, not understanding what the man meant.

“You had us under full sail and we ran into the gravity field of those rocks, it pulled you out of it,” Dexter said. He hurried to the door to the bridge and opened it up, yelling for Bekka as he did so.

Bekka was already heading towards the bridge; Dexter cut his yell short to spare the half-elf from damaged hearing. Lynn trailed behind her, obedient and quiet as ever.

“Rosh, move,” Dexter said. “Let Bekka take us in.”

Rosh got up from the chair and collapsed to the ground. Bailynn rushed forward, kneeling beside him and wrapping her arms around him to help him. Rosh looked up and shook his head, then chuckled.

“Still hard getting used to getting my own feet back,” he said. He glanced back at Bailynn and did a surprised double take. She had hardly spoken since they had calmed her down, or even done much more than follow them around and listen to them as they instructed her. Now here she was trying to help him out.

Rosh grinned at her and slowly climbed to his feet. “Um, thanks,” he said, at a loss for words. To his greater surprise he saw a hint of a smile in her eyes as she looked up at him. Then her gaze dropped and she returned to behaving as she had before.

“Rosh, on the deck, it looks abandoned but we should check it out,” Dexter said, holding the door open.

Rosh nodded and started towards it. Then he grinned, “If it’s ruins, might be some treasure to be had!” He took the stairs up to the deck two at a time.

Dexter shook his head and followed.

Dexter and a fully armed Jenna gathered on the forecastle to watch the approach. The others worked the sails and rigging as Kragor called out orders to them. The Voidhawk closed rapidly with the broken up rubble, and soon passed into the surprisingly clean bubble of atmosphere that still surrounded the tower.

“Kragor!” Dexter said as he turned and started towards the main deck. “You, Bekka, Keshira, Jodyne, and Bailynn stay with the ‘Hawk. Rosh and Jenna with me.”

Kragor scowled at him as he walked past, causing Dexter to hesitate and then grin. “Sorry old friend, you’re just so good with the ship!” Dexter found himself glad that Kragor did not possess Jodyne’s talent, and tendency towards, throwing things. The look the dwarf gave him still left him worried the dwarf might ask his wife for some lessons.

With the sails furled and Bekka concentrating on holding the ship on station, they slid down a rope to the rubble strewn surface of the asteroid that the tower used as a base. Weapons in hand, they approached the tower and studied it carefully. Only a little over twenty feet tall, it had once been much taller but the top had been knocked off of it.

The door to the tower lay in rubble at their feet, leaving an open doorway. Dexter led the way while Jenna followed close behind. Rosh brought up the rear. At first glance the inside looked much like the outside, strewn with rubble and debris. Stepping over the threshold caused each of them to stumble and gasp as the tower’s contents shifted before their eyes.

An unseen light source provided illumination without shadows, and the small circular room suddenly seemed at least twice the size it had been. It remained damaged and debris filled, with furniture broken and tipped over.

“Somebody had a powerful rage,” Rosh said, appraising the damage.

A spiral staircase stretched upwards to a second level and descended into the ground below them. “Rosh, guard that stairway,” Dexter ordered, moving towards it and motioning for Jenna to follow him.

Rosh did as he was asked, but his eyes drifted upwards as Jenna scaled the staircase above him, rather than watching into the depths as he had been bade.

Above Dexter and Jenna found it to be much the same. The room had once been a library and a dining room, but the furniture and bookcases had been broken and turned over. The ceiling and upper portions of the wall were missing as well, giving them a clear view of the hull of the Voidhawk as it floated in the void above them. Dexter waved at his ship before turning and heading back towards the staircase.

“Dex, look at this!” Jenna hissed, stopping him in his tracks.

Dexter turned and looked where her pistol was pointing. There was a stain on the floor. A red stain. He stepped closer to it and bent over, studying it. He scuffed it with his boot and saw that, while mostly dried and congealed, it was still tacky enough to have been liquid not so very long ago.

“Think anyone’s left?” Jenna asked him, reappraising the room and wondering if there were any additional blood stains to be found.

Dexter pursed his lips and straightened. “We need to leave, this could be a trap!”

Jenna’s hand caught his arm as he started to head back to the stairway. “Dex, we need to see if there are any survivors.”

Dexter frowned, then nodded after a moment. “But we move quickly,” he said, moving down the stairs rapidly and not stopping until he reached Rosh.

“What’s going on?” Rosh asked as they hurried past him. “We found blood, only a few hours old,” Jenna explained. Rosh looked up and then down again, a smile making its way on his face. “About time,” he said, anxious to fall in behind them.

“Jenna, get back to the ‘Hawk and make sure it’s safe and ready to move. Rosh, you come with me,” Dexter said, starting down the stairs again.

Jenna looked at him, lips parted in silent protest. Rosh brushed past her, anxious to be on the move. She clamped her mouth shut and, jaw clenched, hurried back out of the ruined tower to the ropes that would return her to the Voidhawk.

Descending what felt like another 12 feet, Dexter and Rosh exited the staircase and stepped onto a floor that had the texture of fine sand. They looked around and saw that the room extended far away and was carved from the very asteroid they were on. The wall the staircase was next to had several wooden walls that looked to be holding cells. The walls showed signs of battle, with portions of wood being scratched, missing, broken, or blackened by fire.

“Don’t touch anything,” Dexter mumbled, moving forward cautiously and peering into each of the rooms as they passed them. Rosh shrugged and followed after, drawing his large sword and holding it in front of him.

Across a short stretch of sand from the wooden rooms a dais rose out of the sand, carved from pure marble. Atop it lay two tables with their corners touching to form a wide ‘V’. Upon each table was scattered various implements that looked to be arcane and mystical in nature.

“What in the-“

“I don’t know,” Dexter said, cutting Rosh off without meaning to. “Let it be, there be something unnatural about it all.”

Rosh nodded, the hair already standing up on the back of his neck. He turned and looked behind him, wondering just what it was that the small wooden rooms had contained.

“Captain,” Rosh said, “I’m itching for an honest fight, but there don’t seem to be none of that here, what say we head back?”

Dexter glanced at him then away without saying anything. He felt much the same. Still, the place deserved investigating…

Dexter stepped up on the marble platform and studied the arcane items on the tables. They seemed scattered rather haphazardly, a brazier here, incense there. An unrolled parchment with some gibberish scribbled on it within a dark fluid that Dexter suspected was blood. He reached down for an amulet and stopped, remembering what he had told Rosh about not touching anything.

They both felt more than heard a hum pulse through the room. Dexter turned to look at Rosh, who was likewise looking at him. They studied the room surrounding them and wondered what could have caused it.

“What’s going on?” Rosh asked.

“I’m for wondering the same,” Dexter admitted. “Time to be heading for the ‘Hawk.”

Rosh nodded and turned back to the staircase. Dexter glanced at the table again, his eyes falling upon a silver flute this time. He cocked his head curiously and found himself wondering what a flute would be doing there, especially one so small and shiny and, well, cute.

“Cap!”

Dexter shook his head and looked up, feeling as though he was waking from a dream. He turned to look at Rosh, who had not even taken a single step towards the staircase.

“You said don’t touch nothing!” Rosh said, pointing at him.

“I didn’t!” Dexter said defensively. His eyes fell to where Rosh was glaring and he saw the flute in his hand. “How’d this… I mean, I didn’t mean to!”

Rosh staggered backwards towards the marble dais as the sand under his feet shifted and rumbled. Something burst up from it, sending a spray of sand upwards that concealed the origin of the attack. It sank back into the sand just as quickly, moving away from them and leaving behind a disturbance in its wake.

Rosh jumped up onto the dais besides Dexter in time to avoid another of the strange assaults, though this time he caught a glimpse of a tooth filled maw snapping shut on the empty space his leg had occupied a heartbeat before.

They looked around at the room and saw several places where the sand shifted and roiled, disturbed under the surface by whatever the strange things were that could move through it as though they were fish in water. Or, more accurately, sharks.

“Now what?” Rosh asked.

Dexter looked at the flute in his hand and wondered the same thing. He shoved it in a pocket and drew his pistol. “Think we can make a run for it?”

Rosh chewed on his lip for a moment then looked back at the table and grabbed up a small silver goblet. He studied it for a brief moment, then shrugged and tossed it over a dozen feet towards the staircase. In less time than it took either of the two men to hold their breath awaiting a response the sand erupted around the cup, with ambiguous forms snatching at it. By the time the sand and dust settled the cup was nowhere to be seen.

“You first, Captain,” Rosh said, grinning.

Dexter scowled and turned to look at the table again, wondering if there was anything they could use there to help them.

“I’m thinking we’re in for a bit of a wait,” Rosh offered, clearing off a spot on the table and sitting on it casually. He leaned his sword against the table as well and watched the sand with a critical eye.

Dexter opened and closed his mouth. Rosh was right; they were trapped for the time being. He wondered how long it would take for Jenna or Kragor to get anxious and start looking for them. His eyes widened at his earlier premonition that the tower was a trap. He still felt it was, but wondered now if the trap was for the poor bastards like him and Rosh, or for the Voidhawk.

   

* * * *

   

Jenna climbed up the ropes to the deck of the Voidhawk with ease. Once there she looked around and saw Bailynn working alongside Kragor, who seemed to have taken a liking to the girl recently as well. Keshira was securing the ropes controlling the mainsail and Bekka was on the helm, she presumed. Even Jodyne was helping out on the deck with the station keeping. Jenna sighed and went towards the aft crossbow, intent upon loading it in case Dexter’s suspicions were correct.

She felt the pulse of energy sweep through her as she ascended the steps to the stern castle. She looked about, knowing something was amiss instantly. She saw the others look up as well, their eyes searching the sky and then going to the small asteroid beneath them. The ship twisted a little, coming away from the broken tower on the rock and swiveling along its axis just slightly. Jenna hurried to the railing and looked over it, an icy feeling already rushing through her stomach.

“Damn him,” she muttered, speaking of Dexter and just knowing that he had gotten himself into something. She nearly turned away, ready to return to the ruins of the tower, when she caught sight of something emerging from the far side of the asteroid.

“To arms!” Jenna yelled, casting a quick final glance at it before hurrying to the heavy ballista and struggling to load the bolt into it. “Keshira, help me!”

In moments the pleasure golem was beside her, helping her seat the heavy ballista bolt into the industrial sized crossbow. They cranked it back in time to see the other ship come into view off their stern. It was not an easily recognized hull, but rather one was an amalgamation of a few different ships. A claw-like structure at the front served as a grappling ram, while an elongated aft structure resembled that of the Maiden’s Bane. The elevated fore and stern castles were reminiscent of those found aboard the Voidhawk. Below the deck, it possessed a bloated belly that looked like a swollen planet-bound galleon.

“Kragor!” Jenna yelled, aiming down the ballista at the large vessel looming above them. “I see it!” He shouted back. “Full ahead and into the rocks, we’ll come back for the others after we be losing them.”

“Go,” Jenna said to Keshira, taking final aim and pulling the lever that sent that heavy bolt flying.

Jenna followed after Keshira, though she kept glancing back to watch the flight of her bolt. It sailed through the void between the ships and missed the forward mast she had been aiming for. It still tore a ragged hole in the sail, however, which made her feel as though it was not a total loss.

By the time she made it to the deck Keshira had already unfurled the main sail and was working rapidly at securing it. Jodyne manned one of the ‘Hawks wings and Bailynn worked the other, swiveling them out to collect the solar wind and get them moving as rapidly as possible.

Jenna realized she could do no good on the main deck, and with Kragor yelling at her in the background, she turned back to the stern where she could man the stern sails that also functioned in part as a rudder.

“Blast, girl!” Kragor bellowed. “Bailynn, head aft with Jenna, you’re not catching the wind right!”

The dwarf, surly in the moment of peril, hurried over to the wing she hastily abandoned and caught it in his callused hands. He twisted it and tied it off, securing it at a better angle to take advantage of the rays coming from the distant sun. The effect was negligible, but it did help to keep the Voidhawk from being twisted laterally as they tried to sail forward.

The girl came up hesitantly beside Jenna. The arms mistress glanced at her briefly, her gaze cold. “Hold this like so,” Jenna instructed her, gesturing with her head towards the guide pole she held in her hands.

Bailynn put her hands on it and set her feet, making sure she had it securely. Her eyes remained on it as well, and her posture was submissive to the older woman. Jenna let go and stared at her for a brief moment, then hurried over to the ballista again and began to reload it. Without the help of Keshira it took her far longer to seat the bolt and crank it back.

By the time Jenna was ready the Voidhawk had nearly reached its top speed. The other ship had gained on them while they struggled to get underway, however, and trailed them by only a few hundred yards. She aimed and fired again, the bolt glancing against one of the arms of the ram and slamming into the railing of the ship. Broken wood floated away from it, but no serious damage was done.

Kragor yelled for them to come about, intent upon swinging into some rubble from the asteroid field that might allow a smaller ship like the Voidhawk more room to maneuver than the bloated vessel that chased them. It moved faster than they did, thanks to it having larger sails and more of them, but the dwarf was sure it could not turn as quickly.

The Voidhawk rounded a group of floating boulders, and sought to put on some speed so it could hopefully make another turn into the rock-filled void before its pursuer could negotiate the first turn. Kragor cursed when he saw four smaller ships laying in wait ahead of them.

They were spiders, small tactical craft used for boarding larger craft. Each could carry ten men, not including the pilot, and each possessed a special ballista that fired a weighted net. Their final namesake came from the 8 legged landing gear each craft possessed.

Kragor looked around, desperate for an option. Ahead of him, spread out along the only clear path through the asteroids, lay the spiders. Behind him, just now rounding the collection of loose rocks that had gathered together, lay their original assailant. The dwarf cursed and loosened the pistol at his side.

“Make ready to repel boarders,” He called out, his tone clearly one of anger. To himself he snarled, “I’ll not lose his ship without a fight!”

Jenna cursed her position at the stern. She looked to Bailynn and called out to her, “Tend that sail, slayer, and do what you do best when they board us!”

She turned and was gone then, running across the deck and leaping up the stairs to the forecastle to the ballista mounted there. She loaded the lighter weapon more rapidly by herself than the heavy one to the aft, though it was still a time consuming process. Once loaded she had time only to aim and fire it at a single approaching spider, and succeeded in spearing one of the invaders aboard it with the bolt.

She abandoned the siege weapon and drew her pistol next, as the spider she had fired upon closed the distance. It landed upon the bow, the legs latching onto the railing and digging into the decking to secure a grip. Orcs, goblins, and lizardmen issued forth from it, leaping over the sides and dropping to the deck in anticipation of blood and battle.

Jenna was happy to give them their wish. Her pistol cracked, sending a lead ball deep into the belly of an orc, and leading the way for her own charge into their ranks, twin blades singing. Another spider landed on the forecastle, behind her and closer to the main deck. The third landed upon the main deck and the fourth on the stern castle, where Bailynn alone awaited them.

Jenna heard Kragor’s curses, bellows, and roars as he fought the invaders amidships. Keshira fought as well, easily smashing aside the humans and humanoids that came at her. From the stern there was no sign of resistance that the embattled elf could discern. She cursed under her breath at leaving the girl back there, then felt the impact of a club against her back, driving her forward and sending the air from her lungs. She recoiled and spun, sword cutting a bloody furrow in the cheek of the man that had stung her.

Jenna was hit again after skewering a goblin through the lung. She turned to deal with the latest threat that had her reeling and slipped on the body of the dying goblin. She caught herself but was off balance and unguarded, allowing another club to strike at her and clip her chin.

The elf crashed to the ground, grunting as she hit. She struggled to get up but hands were grabbing at her and restraining her. She heard Jodyne call out angrily in the distance, and heard an answering roar of rage from Kragor. She bit out at an arm that crossed in front of her face and tasted the blood of her assailant. She heard no more after that, for her head was smashed against the deck and darkness claimed her.

   

* * * *

   

“So, Cap-“

“I’m thinking,” Dexter snapped.

Rosh was silent a moment longer then decided enough time had passed. “We been here for more than an hour. Thinking ain’t gonna get us out.”

Dexter turned on the man, his eyes narrowed angrily. He opened his mouth then shut it and shook his head. “Rosh,” he said after a moment of forcing himself not to lash out, “I’m happy to hear any thoughts you might have on this.”

He paused again, gazing out over the sand that still swim with the movements of the creatures beneath the surface of it. “But if you’re not having any, then be silent so I can!”

“I say we run for it,” Rosh offered, happy to have a chance to make a suggestion. “Run for it?” Dexter repeated, nearly stupefied. “You saw what them…things… did to that metal cup? They tore it to bits!”

“Aye, but they didn’t get me,” Rosh said. “I managed to get up here without spilling my blood.”

“That was only one,” Dexter reminded him. “You got lucky. There’s what, at least six of them now, probably more.”

“So we run faster,” Rosh said, not wanting to abandon his idea out of pure stubbornness. “Wait,” Dexter said, staring at the tables. “They can’t get us, we’re on this rock, not the sand.”

“Yeah, but there’s plenty of sand between here and there,” Rosh said impatiently. Dexter turned to him, grinning. “How far is it, you reckon?” Rosh turned and studied the distance to the staircase from the marble dais they stood upon. “About 18 feet, maybe a few more.” Dexter looked back at the tables and smiled. “I’ve got me an idea.”

   

* * * *

   

Jenna awoke to find herself confined in a cell with Bailynn, naked. Bailynn sat against a wall, cradling her knees to her chest while tears ran down her cheeks.

Jenna forced herself up, fighting the urge to groan at her many bruises. Her head swam with the effort and abuse it had taken along the way. She made her way to Bailynn and sat along the wall beside her. She was silent for a long moment before she spoke.

“I see no bruises or injuries upon you, did you fight at all?” Jenna asked roughly.

Bailynn shook her head, refusing to look up.

“I see,” Jenna said, sighing. “The elves created you to be a killing machine and all you did was cry and be taken captive. You spilled none of their blood, you are hardly worth the title slayer.”

Bailynn look up, briefly, and whispered, “good!”

“Yes, that’s just great,” the elf said sarcastically. “We needed a heartless murderer to fight them off, and you turn from that to being worthless.”

Jenna stood up, ignoring the pain in one hip, and stalked away to peer out the windows of the room that served as their cell. She studied it closely, then continued to look at the room in search of a way out. She noticed the smell in the room, of unwashed bodies and the stale leftover odors that happen from too many people kept in an enclosed area too long. Her fears were confirmed, they were in the hold of slavers.

“Why do you hate me?”

Jenna’s head snapped around so she could stare at Bailynn. It was the first sign of true freedom and intelligence the girl had displayed. She stared at her for a long moment, her eyes boring into the human.

“Because you remind me of how cruel my people can be,” she said finally and openly. “They justify it as a necessary evil, but it remains an evil.”

“I have nightmares,” Bailynn said. “I remember things they did… to me. Lessons they taught, and things they made me do.”

Jenna showed no outward sign, but inside she felt an icy hand twist her heart with every one of the girl’s sentences. She wanted her to stop, and nearly ordered her to do so, but somehow she felt as though she deserved to hear her plight. As if, in hearing it and in feeling her pain, she could somehow atone for the wrongs that had been done to Bailynn.

“They cannot be undone,” Jenna said, wondering if there was any advice to give the tortured girl. “You have only your future before you; your past is done and finished. It is yours to make of it what you will.”

“I tried to please them,” she continued, staring at Jenna through eyes that were blurry with tears. “I kept telling myself if I did one more thing, one more job, if I just let it happen one more time it would all end. They would let me go and make me better.”

“But it never happened,” Jenna finished for her, turning back to stare out the small bars on the door so that the girl would not see her face.

Unseen, Bailynn shook her head in agreement that it had never happened. “I could not deny them, and soon I wanted to die. I gave in to it and tried to let myself go. I tried to push myself so I would be killed. They stopped that too. I was a prisoner. I am a prisoner still.”

“And soon you’ll have a new Master,” Jenna said softly, thinking that surely Bekka had been stripped as thoroughly as they had been and the controlling ring would be found and eventually put to use.

“Bekka has it still,” Bailynn said dully.

“What? How?” Jenna asked, confused not at Bailynn knowing who possessed it so much as how Bekka could still be in possession of it.

Bailynn shrugged; she did not know.

Jenna smiled faintly. “That clever girl,” she muttered. “She must have hidden it. You say she still has it? Not something she left stuck in a box or a sack somewhere?”

Bailynn shook her head, “She is touching it, that much I know.”

Jenna chuckled. “She hid it well then.”

The elf turned to the waif and walked to stand in front of her. She stared down at her a minute and then sank down to her knees in front of her. “Bailynn, I need you to help me. If we are to escape and live, then we need to work together, okay?”

Bailynn looked at her, her expression one of pure helplessness. “Why? Let them come. Let them kill me. I seek death, it will release me.”

Jenna felt the urge to slap her or to grab and shake her. Anything to bring some sense to her and rouse her from her unending depression. Instead she just sat there and stared at her.

“You’re just like them,” Bailynn whispered. Fresh tears spilled from her eyes.

Jenna nearly stumbled backwards at the accusation. She felt as though she had been slapped across the face. “What? How can you say that?”

“You want to use me. You want me to help you so you can escape,” Bailynn accused.

Jenna shook her head. The pain in her head cleared as the impact of the girl’s words slammed into her, leaving a fresh pain in their wake. She reached out to the floor to steady herself and stared at Bailynn. Her own eyes glistened with moisture.

“Bailynn- I… I’m sorry,” Jenna said, blinking away the water. “I don’t want to use you so I can escape. I want us both to escape. I want us to work together. We share the risk and share the reward. That is what I want.”

“You don’t get it, do you?”

Jenna shook her head, confused.

“You’ll do anything you can to get away. Anything you can to run from them. Anything you can to prove you’re not like them,” Bailynn said, repositioning herself so that she was on her knees now and looking straight into Jenna’s eyes.

“You’ll justify anything, even behaving like them, so you can say you’re not one of them,” Bailynn said.

Jenna’s mouth opened but she had no words to utter. She stared at the ruined girl and her words ate away at her. Bailynn was right. She acted like an elf, even vowing her independence, but she still acted like them. She claimed her ends were different, but her means were the same. She shook her head to deny it reflexively, but found she had no voice to confirm her denial.

“Hit me,” Bailynn whispered, her voice almost seductive. “Lash out and beat me. Prove me wrong. Use your strength over me.”

Jenna shook her head again and this time had the words. “No,” she said, repeating it twice more before continuing. “I’ll not harm you. I’ll never hurt you,” she said.

“Pain is all I know,” she said so softly it took Jenna’s elven ears to hear her.

“No more,” Jenna vowed. “I cannot undo what was done to you, but that is behind you. You have only your past and your future. We cannot change what was, but we can change what will be. I will help you – all of us – will help you.”

Bailynn looked at her and, for the first time, almost dared to believe. The light in her eyes faded quickly, but the fact that it had shown for a moment was promise enough for Jenna. The elf rose to her feet and took Bailynn’s hands in her own, pulling her up with her. The girl remained shorter than she was, and in spite of Jodyne’s hearty cooking she was still thin as a sail turned sideways.

Jenna pulled the girl to her, pressing her flesh against hers, and held her tight against her sharing her warmth and comfort. She cradled Bailynn’s head to her breast, both drawing strength from the act and trying to convey it to her.

“Come, we need to escape this place so we can rescue our friends, recover our ship, and find our Captain,” Jenna said after a moment.

Jenna let go of the girl and turned back to the door. Bailynn stared at her for a long moment, missing the warmth of her embrace. Fresh moisture filled her eyes but she wiped it away before it had a chance to fall. So faint it could not be seen in the dim light coming in through the small opening in the doorway, she smiled.

   

* * * *

   

Bekka’s first thoughts upon waking was to recall exactly what had happened to her. She had been struggling to keep the Voidhawk moving and in the process of doing so, ignored her immediate area. The traumatic impact of the gauntleted fist to her cheek had put an end to all of that, however. She remembered, faintly, grabbing the ring that controlled Bailynn and trying to hide it before the darkness claimed her.

Rubbing her cheek, she looked around the room and saw Jodyne laying on the floor nearby. They were in a small room with no windows other than the small one in the doorway that was protected via some iron bars. Jodyne was unconscious and she noticed after a moment, nud; dwarven women had more hair than just their beards that they seemed to be proud of.

Bekka glanced down at herself. She was naked as well. Unlike Jodyne, she was quite happy to be devoid of hair on her body, thanks to both her natural magic and aided by her razor edged dagger. Of course the argument of follicular superiority was meaningless at the moment, and would also do little to help them out of their predicament.

Bekka crawled over to Jodyne and gently nudged her. When the woman did not respond she shook her again a little more roughly. This time she came around, groaning before sitting up and raising her hand to the back of her neck. She licked her lips, tasting the blood from a split in them, and let her eyes focus on the half-elf.

Her eyes widened upon seeing the woman with no clothing on. She looked down at herself and cursed in Dwarven, her hands going quickly to cover herself. Bekka smiled disarmingly at her and shrugged.

“It is only the two of us,” she said softly. “The slavers captured us.”

Jodyne surged to her feet, turning to the door and looking for a handle to grab to wrench on. She balled her hands into fists at her side and ground her teeth in frustration.

“Jodyne, be patient, we can’t let them know we are awake until we know what it is we wish to do.”

“We wish to be free,” Jodyne snapped. “I’ll not be slaving for any; death would be better!” She paused and glared at the confines of their cell. “Where are the others?”

Bekka pushed past her surprise at the fiery nature of the woman. She knew she could be stubborn and obstinate, a woman would have to be to love Kragor as she did, but she was surprised by the power of her emotions.

“I think they have been put in rooms much like these. That or…”

Jodyne nodded, allowing Bekka to let the unthinkable go unsaid. Every one of them would fight while they had the strength in their limbs to do so, and it was often easier to kill than it was to incapacitate.

“Do you have any magic to get us out?” Jodyne asked after pushing against the door and discovering it to be unyielding.

Bekka shook her head. “I have nothing that would help us. We must wait for our captors to arrive and take them by surprise.”

Jodyne scowled beneath her beard and crossed her arms. “This better work,” she grumbled, moving back and sitting down with her back to a wall. She crossed her legs self consciously and waited.

Bekka watched her for only a moment and then looked away. It was a dangerous game they tried, but as Jodyne had pointed out, death might be better than what the slavers had in mind for them.

She sat down as well and closed her eyes to meditate. She wondered if she could perhaps turn one of her spells into something that might aid them after all. Minor effects and protective magics were the extent of her abilities; she doubted that she had anything that would be of great effect. A distraction she might cause, but little more.

   

* * * *

   

“Who be you?” Kragor asked, sitting up and reaching to rub the knot on his skull. His arm ached and throbbed from where a club had bruised him deeply near the shoulder.

“My name is Xander,” the human replied morosely. He, too, sat naked in the small room.

Kragor grunted and turned to study the door of their prison. It was solidly built, if simple, and he doubted it could be opened short of tools or by possession of strength greater than the two of them possessed. While displeased with his state of dress, he saw little point in letting it visibly upset him. He had greater concerns to deal with.

“What’s happening?” Kragor asked, turning back to him. “You’ve been captured by slavers,” the man said sarcastically, “same as me.” Kragor scowled. “Maybe you have, but I ain’t been captured yet.”

“Oh? Naked dwarf trapped in a cell… you’re right, that doesn’t sound like captured to me,” the man scoffed. Kragor turned on him, fists clenched. “Shut yer mouth, I’m thinking!”

Xander recoiled a bit at the ferocity and volume of the dwarf’s voice. He shook his head after a minute and shrugged. “Think all you want, dwarf, there’s naught to be done.”

The dwarf ignored him and turned to once again study the door. He imagined some sort of a lever might work to lift it off its hinges, but they were short on levers.

“They found my tower and raided it, losing nearly a dozen men to my defenses before they broke in. I slew more, but they were too many. They stole my spell books and drained my magic from me, then tossed me in here,” Xander continued.

“You’re a wizard?” Kragor asked, not caring about his story but wondering if the man might be able to magic up some trick for them.

“I was,” Xander said, pulling a small amount of pride in to himself. “Xander vonHelric, wizard of the void.”

Kragor grunted, never having heard of the man before. “Can you wizard up some way out of here for us?”

“Oh, of course! Why didn’t I think of that?” Xander said in mock relief. “That’s what I needed, a furry dwarf to remind me of my skills!”

Kragor scowled and turned away, not liking the man’s tone.

“They drained my magic from me, dwarf!” Xander spat out contemptuously. “I must study and rest to recover, and without my spell books I am useless!”

“That was your tower?” Kragor asked, ignoring the caustic remarks from the powerless wizard.

“You can hear!” Xander said, the praise dripping sarcasm. “I constructed it with my magic, a mighty fortress able to house my conjurings.”

He sighed and looked at the floor, his anger fading to sadness. “It’s destroyed now, barely a shell of what it was. At least my final trap in my casting room has two of them prisoner still. My final victory: their death, as my sand sharks rend their flesh from their bones.”

Kragor spun around and stared at him. He walked over, stumpy legs crossing the distance in the small cell in three strides, and he grabbed the mage by both arms and yanked him forward so that their faces were only inches apart.

“You’ve got two men trapped in your tower?” he asked him, his tone deadly and even. Eyes wide, Xander nodded. “Yes,” he stammered. “Them be my friends,” Kragor told him. “Them went in to see if they could help any survivors. Let them go!”

“Let go of me!” Xander snapped, trying to pull Kragor’s hands off of his arms ineffectually. “More likely they sought to pillage the remains!”

“I’m not telling you again,” Kragor hissed, hands pinching mercilessly into the wizard’s soft arms.

Xander grimaced in pain and debated whether or not he should listen to the dwarf. If nothing else, it would make him leave him alone. Besides, if they were the dwarf’s friends and not some of the slavers, they may not deserve the grisly fate he had in store for them. Of course, if they were slavers what difference did it make?

   

* * * *

   

“You sure this is gonna work?” Rosh asked as he made ready to toss the inverted table where Dexter had explained that he wanted it.

“The tables have a marble top on them,” Dexter grunted, straining under the heavy weight as he held up his end of the six foot long table. “Those things can’t come through the marble we be on, I’m thinking they can’t come through this.”

Rosh shrugged, not willing to admit that Dexter’s logic was sound. He counted to three and together they launched the table away from the dais and onto the sand. It hit unevenly but settled down almost immediately, sending a small cloud of dust into the air. The creatures in the sand roiled and writhed beneath the surface, moving towards it and lashing out at it, but being turned away every time. After a few moments they stopped, and instead moved around it as though they knew that Rosh and Dexter would soon be upon it.

“I’ll be damned,” Rosh muttered.

“Already are, I ‘spect,” Dexter replied, moving over to the other table and getting ready to lift it.

Rosh grinned and moved to the opposite end. They flipped it over and lifted it up, then Rosh stepped off the dais and onto the first table which was laying upside down on the sand. The sand burst forth as the creatures within it showed their agitation. They lashed out at it again, some even rising out of the sand far enough to bite into the table legs and tear them away. Rosh bent his knees to keep his balance and moved backwards slowly, letting Dexter catch up.

Dexter’s grip was slipping on the table and he wondered again at the strength of Rosh. He considered himself a strong man, but Rosh seemed to lift it up as though it was effortless. He focused on the man at the other end of the table, ignoring the snapping creatures that they could now see glimpses of.

The sand sharks resembled a cross between a snake and a fish, although they also possessed small legs and feet. Their mouths were what was most threatening, since they were filled with vicious looking teeth. Teeth that, they had discovered, could cut through metal. Those same teeth also tore apart the stout wooden legs of the table with ease.

Rosh reached the end of the first table and signaled Dexter to let go. Hunkering down, he tilted Dexter’s end up in the air slowly, then twisted and shuffled his feet to turn in place. Straining to hold the weight of the entire table by himself, braced against his hips while his arms held onto the sides, he thrust his hips forward and tried to aid in tossing the table with his hands at the same time.

It crashed onto the sand, digging in and sliding only a little. Nearly three feet of distance separated the two tables, an easy jump were it not for the freshly aggravated sand sharks that now moved between the tables and lashed out at the new platform they had established to walk on.

“That’s quite a jump,” Dexter observed, noting the distance between the tables.

Rosh grunted, breathing hard from his effort. “Ain’t that far,” he finally said.

“Aye, it’s not,” Dexter agreed. “But when these things are trying to chew a piece out of your hide, to the moon and back without a ship!”

Rosh shrugged, unable to deny his Captain’s observation. He looked down at the distance and backed up so that he stood directly in front of Dexter. “You want to go first this time?”

“Not really,” Dexter said.

“You’re the Captain, ain’t you supposed to lead?”

Dexter frowned but had to acknowledge the large man’s logic, such as it was. “Fine, but don’t think I’m not telling the others about this!”

Rosh grinned. “Fine by me, Cap.”

Dexter slipped in front of Rosh and the large man edged back towards the dais to give him room to run. Dexter sprang forward, taking two strides and leaping into the air. He pulled his feet as high as he could as soon as they left the ground, and only barely managed to avoid stumbling and falling when he landed on the far table.

Two of the sand sharks had leapt into the air, their jaws clamping shut on air behind the man’s passage. Rosh was moving before they sank back into the sand, sinking into it as though it was water. He leapt between the two, also pulling his feet up, and landed only slightly more gracefully than Dexter had. He also bumped into the man, which caused him to teeter precariously for a moment before he reclaimed his balance.

“You could have waited,” Dexter admonished him. “Didn’t want them to be ready for me,” Rosh said, watching the roiling sand suspiciously. “You nearly pushed me off!”

“I’d grab ya,” Rosh offered, smiling.

Dexter opened his mouth to scold him but stopped when something in the room changed. They had not noticed any background noise, but the sudden absence of it struck them both as very odd. They looked at one another and then around them, staring at the sand first. The dust that had risen from the frenzied thrashing of the sand settled and revealed a landscape unmarred by vibration or movement.

“They stopped,” Rosh muttered. Dexter stared at him for a long minute, his expression one of disbelief. “What?” Rosh asked, seeing Dexter looking at him.

Dexter just shook his head. He was amazed at the man’s ability to state the obvious and just let it go at that. Instead Dexter knelt down and leaned closer to the sand. “Could be a trap,” he suggested.

Rosh raised an eyebrow, he had not thought of that.

“Why would they just leave us be?” Dexter wondered aloud, letting his hand slowly drift over the open sand beyond the table.

Rosh watched, grimacing silently as he expected one of the creatures to burst upwards and swallow Dexter’s hand. The creature never came, and instead Dexter waved his hand over the sand in a slow gentle arc unmolested.

“Let’s get that other table moved over here,” Dexter said excitedly, rising up from where he had knelt. Rosh turned to look at it and frowned. “Ain’t gonna be easy, they chewed all the legs off. Nothing to grab on to now.” Dexter looked at it and frowned as well. “Could pick it up by the edge of the table,” he offered. “You first,” Rosh said, knowing full well how fast the creatures had been and what he was sure they could do to fingers. “I could order you,” Dexter said. “I’m still your Captain.” Rosh chuckled. “Aye, and I could toss you into the sand. I’m still bigger than you.” Dexter scowled but had to admit that the man was right. “Didn’t say I was going to,” he offered by way of a peace offering. Rosh grinned and clapped Dexter on the shoulder. “Me neither, Cap.”

“So how we going to get over there? I judge it a fair five feet to the stairs still,” Rosh asked him. “We run, I guess,” Dexter offered. “You guess?” Rosh echoed. “I thought you was the Captain? I thought you had these things figured out?” It was Dexter’s turn to grin. “I figured it out… we run. Now back up you big lug, I want a head start.”

Rosh backed up so that Dexter could have a couple of steps on the table before he leapt into the sand. Rosh glanced behind him, suspicious still of the quiet landscape. When he looked back Dexter started his run.

The Voidhawk’s Captain cleared three feet in the air, and managed to spring the last couple of feet off of the single foot he planted in the sand. Other than the impression his foot left in the sand, there was no sign of his passage nor of the sand sharks.

“Come on!” Dexter said, moving up the stairs enough for Rosh to join him.

Rosh took a deep breath and, with a last nervous glance around, ran and jumped. He, too, made it to the stairs with no sign of pursuit or aggression. He looked back in amazement, wondering why they had stopped all of a sudden and let them be.

“Hurry, we need to be getting back to the ‘Hawk,” Dexter said, starting up the stairs again.

Rosh nodded and followed him, letting the strangeness of the room slip from his mind. Instead he thought forward to wondering if Bailynn had learned anything new and if she was ready for him to teach her some private lessons yet. He grinned as he thought of just what some of those lessons would involve.

They emerged from the ruined tower and stared around, seeing no sign of the Voidhawk. “Um, where’s the ship?” Rosh asked, snapping out of his lustful reveries immediately.

Dexter looked around, eyes scanning the void, and found that he could not answer. He wanted to, but the absence of his ship left him with an equal loss of words.

“Cap, there’s a trail over here,” Rosh said, pointing out several worn rocks and scuffed marks on the ground.

Dexter stared dully at where Rosh was pointing, not understanding the point the man was trying to make. “Might be worth checking out,” Rosh suggested.

Dexter stared at it a moment longer then nodded. He felt empty at the abandonment of his ship. He knew that Kragor, Jenna, and the others would never mutiny on him. Well, Rosh might, he reasoned, for the right price or opportunity, but the others would never do it. Keshira was bound to him, it was impossible for her to betray him. So where in the reaches of the void were they?

Rosh led the way down the trail, which made its way directly across the asteroid and went over the edge of it, by means of some stairs. The stairs changed their orientation, which made both men momentarily nauseas, but they found that it took place at the same time that they passed through the gravity plane on the asteroid, so it kept them upright even though they found themselves upside down from where they should have been.

“This rock’s like a ship,” Rosh said, surprised.

Dexter grunted, in no mood to talk. It was odd though, he had to admit.

Ascending the stairs on the bottom of the asteroid they soon beheld a sight that left both of them standing in surprise. A small dock had been constructed on the far side, with ports for two small to mid-size ships. A wooden shed was constructed nearby, though the door could be seen to have been smashed in. More importantly, a small boat was moored to the dock. It had been mistreated much like the shed, but the vessel, some homemade contraption resembling a cross between a rowboat and a stagecoach, looked to still be sound. The wheels were broken, some missing rungs while others had been shattered entirely, but the actual boat itself seemed intact.

The castaways rushed towards it, thoughts of their situation no longer bleak and hopeless. Rosh veered into the shed, looking for anything of worth that had been left behind, while Dexter circled the boat before making his way up to the broken decking. Rosh emerged from the shed holding a broken piece of wood. He tossed it to the side and made his way over the treacherous footing of the broken gangplanks up to the boat.

“Got yourself a new boat?” Rosh asked with a grin.

Dexter emerged from doorway in the front to the pilots seat on the front and shot Rosh a dark look. “She’ll fly, but the sail’s been cut up and there’s supposed to be a sail off the bow too.”

Rosh turned to look at the front of the boat. He saw no obvious placement for a sail, just a beam that looked to have been hacked through and broken off. “Where’d it go?” Rosh asked.

Dexter leaned forward to point to the ground beneath the ship. The rest of the beam lay down there, some fifteen foot of it, along with a collapsed sail and several ropes that had been cut or snapped.

“Oh,” Rosh said, scratching his chin. “Well how’s it gonna fly without sails?”

“That’s where we come in, my friend,” Dexter said with a grin. “We need to fix it up so we can find the ‘Hawk.” Rosh stared at the broken beam and sighed. “Ain’t no talking you into waiting it out for them to come back?” Dexter shook his head. “Ain’t no coming back, Rosh. There was a trap set for us here, why else would Kragor disappear like that.”

“Maybe he wanted the ship for his self,” Rosh offered, knowing there was no chance the dwarf would do such a thing.

Dexter’s look was all that needed to be said. Rosh shrugged and made his way back down the planking to try and pick up the beam. Dexter stayed up top and waited for the man to toss up a rope he had looped around it. The rope he had carried in his pack, and the sheer effort of lifting the heavy wooden beam he supplied once he climbed back up to the decking. Between Rosh and Dexter, they managed to hoist the beam back up and tie it off, then they began working on trying to repair it.

Rosh hurried off to the shed and returned later with a few handfuls of iron nails and a hammer. They used broken wood from the gangplank to secure the beam back in place as best they could, then Dexter climbed up and, tying the broken ends of the ropes together where possible, he ran the lines. Before long he ran out of rope and they had to use what Rosh had brought with him.

The main sail remained ripped, but the damage was not so severe that it could not be used. It would not allow the ship to make top speed, but it would assist the helm. The front sail, more a spinnaker than anything else, would aid them greatly considering the condition of the main sail.

“Rosh, climb aboard, it’s time,” Dexter said after retying a line for the third time.

Rosh studied the haphazardly repaired vessel and shook his head. With a sigh that turned into a chuckle he climbed aboard, muttering something about dying on a derelict. Dexter ignored him and instead settled into the pilot’s seat. He felt his consciousness merge with the ship and fought the strange sensation that overcame him. It had been a while since he had flown anything but the Voidhawk.

They lifted free of the damaged docks and, although a bit unsteady, Dexter managed to bring the tub into space safely. The area was largely clear of any debris or rocks, so he was able to get his bearings about him and come to terms with the sluggish response the boat had.

“Tactical only,” Dexter mumbled for Rosh’s benefit. “If we’re not finding the ‘Hawk, we’re spaced.”

Rosh grunted and hopped up to the top of the coach so he could man the mainsail as needed. Dexter brought the ship around to the topside of the asteroid and there the drifted a moment, searching the void around them.

“Where to?” Rosh asked, seeing nothing.

Dexter thought it over, still unfamiliar with the boat he piloted and distracted somewhat because of it. He shrugged at last and said, “Deeper in to the rocks. Kragor wouldn’t abandon us,” he reasoned. “So he must have been chased off. I’m for betting he ran into the rocks, hoping they’d be slowing down whatever was after him.”

Rosh grunted again and offered no further response. Dexter took it as an agreement, and started the boat into the asteroid field. Rosh loosened and retied the mainsail to catch the solar wind and push them in the direction Dexter had chosen.

   

* * * *

   

Keshira strained against the ropes that surrounded her. Her hands had been tied, then her arms had been secured to her body. Her ankles and legs had been tied as well, further restricting her movement. Her clothing had been torn from her then, once the ropes were securely in place, so her captors could see what sort of price she might fetch them. They stared at her greedily, thinking both of the wealth she might bring and also of owning her for themselves.

She was put in a room by herself, as instructed by a human barking orders to the others. He had the look of an outlaw, scruffy beard and large hat included. Keshira’s talent at seeing magical auras allowed her to realize that he was a mage of some sort as well.

Keshira could still feel her bond with Dexter. He was alive and well, though distant. She wanted to be near him, but did not know what it was that he wanted. He could tell her, of course, but he did not know that. Even from a distance he could communicate with her through their bond, but he did not know how and had never asked her. For the first time in her short life, Keshira understood frustration.

She suspected that, with time, she could work herself free of the ropes holding her. By herself she knew she could not win their freedom. Against a handful of the pirates, she had no doubt she would win. Against the numbers that had already came at them she knew she was destined to fail again.

They overwhelmed her when they realized their weapons did little to her. The sheer weight of their bodies held Keshira down until they lashed ropes around her. She had bloodied many of them, and slain more than a few as well. Ultimately they proved resistance was futile. The fact that capturing her had cost them dearly meant nothing to her, for she remained captured.

Keshira considered freeing the others if she escaped. Doing so would amount to little good, considering the lot of them had not been able to win their freedom in the first battle. The hopelessness of her situation left her feeling empty and angry. If only her Captain would show some sign of caring for them. Instead he remained far away, still on the asteroid.

Keshira felt something then. Something deep inside of her. She felt a great sadness and grief that shocked her. It came not from within her but from her bond to her Captain. He was no closer, but she did feel his despair. She longed to comfort him and to be there for him, so that she might take away his pain. Wordlessly her lips moved, crying out silently with the emotions she felt from him.

Miserably, she lay naked and bound on the floor for many long minutes, until suddenly the feelings of grief gave way to a surge of hope and determination. It waxed and stayed strong, reassuring her with its strength. After too long for her to measure, an hour or more at the least, she suddenly felt the distance between them closing. She could feel her Captain getting closer.

Keshira smiled in the dark cell; her Captain was coming for her.

   

* * * *

   

Jenna heard the approach of their captors down the hallway first. She waved at Bailynn, who lay deceptively quiet on the floor along the wall the door opened up against, then arranged herself in the middle of the room in a pose that made lewd and indecent pale in comparison. Both feigned unconsciousness.

The footsteps slowed to a stop outside of their room. Beady eyes peered through the barred window and chuckled at seeing Jenna arranged as she was. “Look,” the owner of the eyes grunted harshly. “She’ll be a good whore, laying like that!”

The first person moved aside so another could look, and his laughter joined in. Something heavy, no doubt a wooden beam, was dragged out of its rests where it barred the door and the door opened outwards. One of the figures stepped inside carrying a bowl with something that smelled far from nutritious. He revealed himself to be a half-orc, while his partner behind him was a full blooded orc.

He glanced at Bailynn and dismissed her, then bent over to rest the bowl on the floor. He drew back his foot to kick Jenna when Bailynn exploded into action with a ferocity that matched her earlier attempt, when bound, to reach Rosh on the Voidhawk.

The wisp of a girl flew across the room, looking every bit as fearsome as she had when she had come for Jenna. Catching the half-orc unawares, she crashed into him and clamped her teeth down on his throat, ripping and tearing the flesh and meat away. Her fingers speared into his shoulder and chest, parting the skin and seeking for his lifeblood.

The orc recoiled, stunned by the sudden and vicious attack. He tried to back up, the thought of calling for help only beginning to enter his mind. Jenna was up already though, lunging at him and driving her forearm into his throat, silencing him. He retched and tried to stumble away from her, but she pursued him, lashing out with kicks and punches that, while largely ineffective, kept him on the defensive.

The orc pulled up a cudgel that hung from his side, realizing he had a weapon. He raised it and swung at her, now confident with a weapon in his hand. Jenna ducked under the club and kicked him in the groin as hard as she could. The orc gasped for breath and tried to stumble backwards. His legs turned to jelly and instead he ended up falling on his back. The pirate curled into a fetal position; he was unable to otherwise deal with the pain that overwhelmed him.

Jenna grabbed up his club and beat him with it, breaking bones in his hands and arms and then face and skull. She looked up after a long moment, realizing she had lost herself in her wanton butchery, and looked around. Bailynn was watching her, a fearful expression on her face. The expression was out of place, considering the blood that was still wet around her lips and chin.

“Do you know how to use a club?” Jenna asked her after taking a breath to fight down the adrenaline coursing through her blood.

Bailynn shook her head and looked at her hands instead, which were also smeared with the blood of her victim.

“Okay, let’s hurry and find our friends,” Jenna said, understanding that she only knew how to be the savage killer that Jenna’s kin had turned her into. With a blush of shame coloring her skin, Jenna hurried down the hallway to the next door and peered into it.

No sooner had she looked in when a shout came at them from down the hallway. Two more slavers approached, one of them carrying another bowl of what passed for stew. Another two hurried down the stairs behind them, with a third bowl. They set the stew down and drew their clubs, with the furthest on in the back rushing back up a set of stairs to get more help.

Jenna cursed and turned to face them. “Open that door, I couldn’t tell if anyone was in there or not,” she said.

Bailynn moved past her and shifted the heavy wooden beam out of the locks before pulling open the door and looking in. Kragor peered out, ready to spring into action himself in spite of recognizing Jenna’s voice and hearing the sounds of the scuffle. Behind him a strange man, Xander, stood and stared at her curiously.

“About time,” Kragor said, hurrying out of the room and turning to move up beside Jenna. “Where’s Jodyne?”

The slavers had advanced cautiously down the passage, pausing to glance at the two corpses the women had left in their wake before coming towards them.

“Lynn, can you check the other doors?” Jenna asked, not daring to stand down from her position. She glanced down at the dwarf and found herself smirking in spite of their situation.

“Not a word, elf,” Kragor growled at her, picking up the wooden plank used to bar the door to his and Xander’s cell. “Yes, Sir,” Jenna said, failing to hide her smile. Kragor scowled but dismissed it as the pirates approached them. “You throw down that club and we’ll go easy on ya,” one of them said, addressing Jenna.

Jenna ignored him, and instead stood in her defensive position, club raised. The motley pirate crew snarled, spat, and insulted them before finally just rushing forward with the intent of overrunning them.

The close quarters aided Kragor, for his was able to get inside the reach of their opponents and use his smaller size to his advantage. Jenna, though unfamiliar with the tips and tricks of wielding a club, gave better than she received, smashing into every unprotected attacker that presented himself to her. In a matter of moments Kragor picked up a dropped club from a fallen slaver and was able to provide a more dangerous opponent as well.

Jodyne and Bekka hurried to join them; relief flooding through both dwarves to learn that the other survived. The matter of missing clothing was forgotten under the circumstances, although privately both felt embarrassed for the other.

Bailynn was approaching the final door when something slammed into it from the other side, jarring it. She stopped and watched it, equally curious and nervous about it. The slamming came again and again, as though something was trying to get out. She glanced back down the passage at Jenna and the others – her friends? Bailynn shrugged and slid the plank out of the braces, allowing the next impact with the door to send it flying open and a surprised Keshira to stumble into the hallway.

She paused, once in the hallway, and looked around. She looked to her right, where a set of stairs led up and down, and nearly headed in the direction. Several men came rushing down the stairs, blocking them and advancing forward. She looked back to the right where the others waited and quickly judged that they had things as under control as they could hope to.

In a smaller hallway, with fewer assailants attacking them, it might be possible to fight the slavers off longer, she reasoned. Or at least long enough for Captain Dexter to make it back to them. She could feel him drawing closer with each passing minute. She turned back to the stairs on her right and ran forward, catching the pirates by surprise as she plowed into their ranks and actually drove them back.

Bailynn, at a loss for what to do, decided to help Keshira. She had never spoken to the woman, and rarely found the pleasure golem speaking to others. Even now she had expressed no gratitude or greeting. Given the confusion she herself felt, Bailynn found herself wondering about the voluptuous woman easily overpowering the slavers that came at her. Besides, helping Keshira put her further from the confusing elf. Jenna was obviously at war with her own nature, and Bailynn wanted to be nowhere near her when the war ended, in case the elven side of her won out and found a way to imprison her again.

They fought for what seemed like an hour or more. Their arms were leaden and their breath burned in their throats. The crew of the Voidhawk was bruised and bloodied many times over, but thus far only the bodies of the slavers cluttered the floor of the passage. A dozen, perhaps, had fallen, but still more filled the ends of the tunnel and sought to subdue them. A few times other weapons had entered the fray, instead of the simple clubs that the slavers used in attempts to subdue them. Jenna upgraded to wield a club in one hand and a dropped short sword in the other. A few daggers had fallen as well, though Jodyne was quick to acquire them and send them spinning back into the ranks of the slavers.

Of them all Keshira alone fought tirelessly. She had disabled or killed several pirates on her own, and fresh ones were not so anxious to come against her. Their knives and swords had little effect on her, which astonished and terrified them. They could not understand how a woman so beautiful and soft looking could be so deadly.

Bailynn grew tired herself, but if she needed a short respite it was easy to do by letting Keshira pick up the slack in the narrow corridor. She was covered in blood and felt as though she might never be free of the stink and the taste of it. It sickened her, but she knew this time she fought for herself, not for a Master.

“He’s here!” Keshira said, pausing only slightly after having thrown a pirate into the wall and his comrades.

Bailynn looked at her, wondering what she was talking about. She also noted the renewed frenzy that Keshira went into as she tried to force her way through the ranks of the slavers.

Bailynn strove to aid her, fingers sinking into the hamstring of one of the few lizardmen slavers that tried to disable the pleasure golem. Bailynn yanked him towards her, with the surprised lizardman hissing in pain all the while, and then she dug bloody furrows across his face with her other hand when it turned to look at her. Recoiling in surprise at the savagery in the small woman, it was caught unprepared again when her next strike tore into its abdomen and pulled something bloody, fleshy, and important for continued survival into the open air.

The crew of the Voidhawk heard some shouting in the distance, and only after the cry was taken up by others did they make it out. Someone was calling for the slavers to stop fighting. Another order came once both groups stopped, and they pulled back so that the exhausted prisoners could make their way, warily, up three flights of stairs and out onto the main deck of the ship.

A pile of gear was being assembled on the deck, all of that which had been taken from the prisoners. Xander cried out in joy when he saw a collection of books spilling out of a sack on the decking. Standing up on the forecastle of the ship was Dexter and Rosh, the latter of which holding the cutlass wielding captain of the slave ship with a curved dagger to his throat.

“Captain!” Keshira cried out when she saw him, a great relief in her voice.

Dexter and Rosh looked at them all in shock. Even Rosh could only focus on the nudity of the woman for so long before he, too, had to show some shock at the exhaustion they displayed and the level of gore covering them. Bailynn, in particular, was nearly covered head to toe in blood. They put their clothing back on, although in Keshira’s case it had been torn so badly it was an impossible task.

Dexter opened his mouth to ask who Xander was, but decided instead he would deal with that later. Instead he growled some orders to the pirate Captain, who nervously called out for his crew to let the prisoners gather their things and cross the gangplank that had been set up between the pirate ship and the Voidhawk, which had been sailing alongside as further captured booty.

Jenna and the others made their way across, though Keshira waited until Dexter motioned for her to go as well. Rosh and Dexter, dragging the slaver captain with them, made their way to the plank as well. They waited while Kragor and Jenna rounded up the pirates that had sailed the Voidhawk and they ushered them back across the gangplank to the pirate vessel.

Halfway across Dexter bade them to stop and called across, “Kragor, who served as helmsman?”

Kragor eyed them briefly and called back, “Fourth man from the front.”

Dexter nodded and, without so much as a second thought, drew his pistol and fired it. The pirate helmsman staggered from the impact, then looked down at the growing red stain on his tunic. He looked up, mouth open in shock, and lost his balance. He fell between the ships, falling to the gravity plane and plunging through it, then falling back upwards to plunge through it again and again.

The pirates jerked and started forward, but a slight shake of their captain and additional pressure from the knife at his throat and he bade them to stand back. They accepted, but many had murder gleaming in their eyes. A few, those who had fought in the passages, did not look so anxious to press the attack anew.

Dexter waved the rest on and reloaded his pistol while they crossed. Once they were aboard they pushed the slaver captain across the plank, with Rosh and Dexter following closely behind him. The body of the pirate helmsman continued to bob up and down on the gravity plane between the ships.

“Follow us and we’ll be killing every last one you. Cross our paths again, and the same fate be yours!” Dexter yelled over to them once they had crossed.

“Rosh, let him go,” Dexter said, gesturing with his pistol for the slaver to cross the plank back to his ship. “You’ve made a mistake, Captain,” the pirate spat at him. “Won’t be the first nor the last,” Dexter said, gesturing again. “Now shut your mouth and get off my ship!”

The pirate stepped up on the gangplank and started across. After a couple of steps Rosh turned to Dexter and said, “You really gonna let him live?”

The pirate hurried his step and it was not until he was near the end of the plank that he turned, glaring hatefully at Dexter and Rosh. “You’ll pay for this, I’m going to-“

Dexter’s pistol spat out a ball of lead at the same time that Rosh kicked the gangplank away from the Voidhawk. The pirate captain shrieked as he fell, reaching out for his ship and missing it. Dexter’s bullet drilled into his back, just beneath his shoulder blade, and turned the pirates shriek into a painful grunt.

“Anybody else?” Dexter called out, reloading his pistol while Rosh stood with his in hand and aimed towards the assembled pirates on the deck. None made any threatening moves, although three humans were hurrying to the edge and trying to tie up a rope so they could reclaim their captain.

“Good,” Dexter said, backing away and moving towards the forward staircase. When he was close he enough he called down it for best speed out of the rocks. His crew, exhausted from their ordeal, still leapt to action and hurried to tend their sails and rigging so they could get away from the slavers once and for all.

Dexter kept a wary eye on them as they put distance between them. Xander stood nearby, watching as well. Dexter turned to study the man once they had put enough distance between the two ships to reduce its size to something that was easily hidden behind a rock in the asteroid field. By that time they were free of it and soon to return to cruising speed.

“Who’re you?” Dexter asked tiredly.

“Xander vonHelric, Wizard of the Void,” Xander said, grinning and bowing to the man. “I’m deeply indebted to you, Captain…”

“Silvercloud. Dexter Silvercloud. This here’s the Voidhawk, and she ain’t much but she’s ours. I don’t reckon you can pay for passage, but you’re welcome to a bunk all the same and you can work off your fee till we get to our next port,” Dexter said, already turning back.

Xander opened his mouth but Dexter kept going. “I don’t care much for slaving, so I’m happy to set you free. How’d you come to be their guest anyhow?”

“That’s just it, they followed me from my last run for supplies,” Xander explained. “I led them to my home and they attacked it. No doubt they thought I would have riches a plenty for them to steal. Ha! Fools!”

“Your home?” Dexter asked, eyes narrowing. “That tower was your home?”

Xander nodded. “Yes, it was. I built it myself,” he said, puffing up his chest proudly. “Of course it’s destroyed now, so I’ll have to find a way to save up the resources to build another one.”

“That trap in your tower, the room with the sand, that yours too?”

Xander nodded, grinning. “Oh, was that you? The dwarf told me his captain was in there. I’m glad I listened to him! I’d have never gotten my spell books back otherwise!”

“Your… you turned it off?” Dexter said, understanding why the sand sharks had departed just as they were about to escape them on their own.

Heavy footing on the decking was the only thing that alerted either one of them to Rosh’s approach. Xander turned around just in time to catch the large warrior’s fist in his face, which sent him staggering to the ground. His hand went to his face and came away bloody from where his lip was split and blood ran from his nose.

“Rosh!” Dexter said, stepping between the large man and the wizard. Rosh glared at Xander but stopped. “Your trap damn neared killed us!” He spat at him. “Well that’s what happens to thieves!” Xander said; rising to his feet and glaring contemptuously back at the man. “We wasn’t thieves! We was looking to help!” Rosh growled. “Rosh, mind the rigging,” Dexter ordered, his eyes matching his serious tone. With a final glare Rosh turned and stalked off, leaving the stern castle and returning to the main sail. “Thank you, Captain; that void whale is too stupid to-“ Dexter’s fist cracked into Xander’s face then, sending him stumbling backwards into the rail.

“He’s a member of my crew and while you’re on my ship you’ll be treating him right!” Dexter seethed. “You’re trap near did us in, but we had found a way out anyhow,” he said.

“And we was there to help survivors,” Dexter continued. Then, to pour some salt in the wizard’s wounded pride he added, “and if there weren’t none, then we was gonna take whatever we found that we could use.”

Dexter turned and walked away. Over his shoulder as he walked he called out, “you can bunk in the crew quarters in the aft, down those stairs,” he pointed at the circular staircase down. “I’ll have Kragor get with you to find out what you can do to help us out to pay for your passage.”

Xander stared after him, not sure if he should feel outraged, hurt, shocked, or embarrassed. Ultimately he just stood there and watched the captain of the Voidhawk cross the deck and check on each of his crew to see how they were doing. He caught Rosh sneaking glances at him a few times, and felt the others were probably watching and laughing as well. Mustering up as much dignity as he could, once his nose stopped bleeding, he made his way down the stairs and found the room that Dexter had told him to use.

Xander sat on a cot and sighed. His life had been going so well too, and now this. All of his research and experiments had to be put on hold, at least the ones that had not been destroyed. He shook his head and fought back the sudden wave of despair that threatened to settle over him. He was still alive, which was a good thing. He opened up the sack and pulled out one of his spell books, which brought a smile to his bruised face. He had his spell books too, and that was a great thing. He settled down in the bunk and opened up one of the books, intent upon memorizing his spells and restoring his energy so he could show the captain of the Voidhawk just how useful he could be.

Then the man would understand just how powerful and great Xander was. He would be sorry then for striking him like some common ruffian!

   


Chapter 6: Stowaway

   

“Rosh,” Jenna said with a smile on her face as she sat down at the table. “What?” The large man grumbled, assuming she was about to tear into him for something or other. “Just saying hi,” she offered, winking at Jodyne who brought a bowl filled over to her. Rosh closed his mouth and looked at her, one eye narrowed suspiciously. “You right in the head?” he asked.

She laughed and nodded, then began to eat. He continued to watch her for a moment, then shrugged and worked on finishing up his own meal.

Kragor came down the aft stairs with Bailynn behind him, planning on their own mid day meal. Bailynn paused when she saw Jenna and glanced around anxiously. She started to back away and turn around when Jenna turned and saw her. She smiled and motioned her over, swallowing a hot bite of food before speaking.

“Plenty of room, Lynn, come and eat,” she offered.

Nervously, the former slayer made her way over and sat down across from the elf. Rosh glanced up again, alarmed and confused. Jenna continued to behave abnormally, which was to be cheerful and nice towards their latest deckhand, and he had run out of stew to eat.

He pushed his bowl away and stood up. “Somebody hit their head,” he muttered. “I’m thinking maybe it’s me,” he added, turning and heading aft.

Xander emerged from the crew quarters he had been assigned and nearly ran into the large man. Rosh sneered at him and barked out a “Boo!” making the wizard jump back and away in fright. Rosh chuckled and headed up the stairs, feeling a little better that some things remained normal.

“What’s he about?” Dexter asked, coming down the companionway from his cabin. “Your elf’s actin’ funny,” Kragor said, drawing a smack from Jodyne as she passed by him and handed Dexter a bowl of stew. “Life’s too short out here to not appreciate your friends,” Jenna said, shrugging and smiling. “This coming from an elf,” Dexter said with a playful grin. “Might be he’s on to something.”

Jenna assumed a pouty expression and then stuck her tongue out at the Captain of the Voidhawk. Kragor coughed into his stew, splattering it and earning another slap from Jodyne. Xander approached cautiously, clearly anxious about joining the rest of them. Bailynn looked a little less nervous, but still apprehensive.

“Sit, wizard, and tell us about yourself,” Dexter said, chuckling. “Don’t be worried, we’re harmless.”

“Hardly that, I think,” Xander muttered, sitting where Rosh had left. “You’re not of a mind to abuse me today?”

“Well,” Dexter said thoughtfully, “it is early yet.”

The twinkle in his eye made Jenna laugh, which let Xander know that the Captain was not quite as temperamental as he had believed he might be.

“We’ve our health, the wide open void before and behind us, and a good meal for our bellies,” the last Dexter accentuated by raising a steaming spoonful of stew and winking at Jodyne. “It’s a good day.”

Xander glanced around the table and realized that, perhaps, it was his time to earn some of the respect he was due. He leaned back a bit and took in a deep breath, then opened his mouth.

“Captain, can I talk to you?” Jenna asked, beating Xander to the punch. Dexter looked at her, raising an eyebrow. He shrugged. “Sure, talk.”

“Private, I mean,” she said, rolling her eyes at him in a decidedly non-elvish fashion.

“The elf’s cracked, Dex, careful,” Kragor warned his friend and Captain under his breath. Jenna actually smiled sweetly at him by way of retaliation, which caused Jodyne to snicker softly in the background.

“Aye then, let’s go have a look at that head of yours, see where the bump is,” Dexter said good-naturedly. He stood up and handed Jodyne his half-eaten bowl of stew, then followed his arms mistress back to her cabin.

“Never seen an elf go daft before,” Kragor mumbled after they had left.

Jodyne shook her head and sent a warning glance his way. Bailynn smiled a little, though she kept it to herself. She wondered if, perhaps, Jenna had seen herself in a new light since they had been forced to work together. The elf still confused and terrified her, but that was not in the least because she could still feel the connection between the two of them. She realized she needed to talk to Bekka, the strange woman that seemed to want to help her. Bekka alone had seemed to have a talent at unraveling the magic that made her what she was.

“Temperamental lot, elves,” Xander said, trying to sound sagely. “As I was about to say-“

“Kragor,” Jodyne said, interrupting the wizard but having the courtesy to at least flash a brief smile his way, “I’m for needing another barrel of salted meat from the steerage.”

Kragor sighed then shrugged and stood up. “Listen to an old dwarf and stay single, wizard.”

Jodyne stared at the ceiling beseechingly and shook her head; she knew better than to listen to her husband’s blustering. “You want to eat?” She asked him.

Kragor grumbled something then grinned and winked at her as he made his way to down the hall to the cargo bay that hosted the trap door that led to the steerage between their feet and the Voidhawk’s hull.

Xander looked around, noting how his crowd had diminished to the shy little girl and the cook, who was back working in her kitchen. He sighed and stirred his stew morosely.

“I’d like to hear,” Bailynn said softly, glancing up at him then looking away quickly.

Xander looked at her and nearly laughed scornfully. He paused though, realizing that he needed to start somewhere. Rightfully someone of his rank and prestige deserved better, but given the circumstances, he reminded himself that he had to make do with what he could. He nodded and smiled at her, and began to tell her of himself.

   

* * * *

   

“You’re not going to be taking your clothes off again, are you?” Dexter asked as the door to Jenna’s room shut behind him. She turned and smiled at him. “I thought you’d never ask!”

“No!” Dexter said too quickly. He grinned. “I mean, you’re a pleasing sight to my eye, but that just complicates things.

Jenna pouted a little and reached up to her vest, then winked at him and let her arms fall to her side. “Captain, I want to stay with you.”

“Stay with me? Like in my cabin?” Dexter asked, confused. Jenna beamed at his idea. “I hadn’t thought of that, but okay, I accept.”

“What? I didn’t offer nor ask!” He protested.

Jenna laughed. “A girl can try,” she offered before letting her smile fade and turning serious again. “No, I mean I want to stay with you…with the crew… with the Voidhawk. I don’t want to leave at our next port.”

“Oh!” Dexter said, relieved and a little disappointed all at once. He had liked the forbidden thoughts that had entered his mind involving her in his cabin. “Why the change of heart?”

“Something Bailynn said to me,” Jenna said, shrugging it away as unimportant. “She reminded me of what it means to be an elf and that I don’t want to be one.”

Dexter stepped closer to her so that he could place a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Jenna, nothing wrong with being an elf,” he said. “No more than it’s bad to be human, dwarven, or anything else. The problem’s not with what you were born with, it’s what you do with it that counts.”

Jenna looked at him for a long moment, her eyes searching his. Then she smiled and nodded. “Captain, I need you to know something.”

“What?” Dexter asked, concerned.

“I don’t plan on ever leaving your service or side,” she said with a twinkle in her eye that hinted at excessive moisture. “And that I’m looking forward to the game we play going on for a long, long time… or until you give in and accept me.”

“What game?” Dexter asked, knocked off balance by his mercurial second mate yet again.

“The game where you pretend you don’t want me,” she said, leaning in a little towards him to break the barrier of personal space between them.

“I do want you,” Dexter admitted solemnly. Then, with a grin he added, “otherwise I’d have to promote Rosh to arms master! There’d be no living with him then.”

Jenna’s mouth fell open in surprise, then she laughed. “That’s the game I mean, Dexter. I’m an elf and I’ve got plenty of time to wait for you to come to your senses.”

She winked at him and backed away, turning and heading towards her trunk. “I need to get changed to head up on deck.”

“Meeting’s adjourned then?” Dexter asked her, noticing that the way her hands were moving in front of her she was obviously not waiting for him to leave before changing her clothing.

She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled, “yes, Captain, as long as you’ll have me on your crew.” Dexter chuckled. “I’ll think about it and let you know,” he said mischievously before turning to leave. He paused at the door and said, “Oh, Jenna?”

She turned to face him, her vest hanging open in the front and allowing him to see her as she slid it from her arms. “Yes, Sir?” she asked softly.

“I thought about it,” he said quickly, forcing his eyes to stay on hers. “You can stay… matter of fact, I was never going to let you leave in the first place.”

She raised an eyebrow and laughed, then blew him a kiss as he turned and stepped out of her room. Dexter stood outside of it and shook his head, knowing he should not encourage her but also knowing that he enjoyed it so very much when he did. Whistling softly to himself, he started down the hall back towards the galley, then decided he might be better off to head up to the main deck.

   

* * * *

   

Kragor grunted and moved through the dimly lit hold. His dwarven eyes made it easier to see in the poor light, but the shadows were still deep. He kicked aside a crate and made his way over to some barrels that were lashed together. He stumbled on his way and glanced back at whatever had tripped him. Curious, he bent low to examine it, wondering how a tree limb had made its way into the hold.

The limb moved, coiling up slowly and reminding him not of a tree limb anymore but more of a tentacle. He cursed and backpedaled quickly, trying to figure out what it was. He crashed into the barrels and fell on them, breaking apart a weakened one. He grabbed some of the wood and held it up, noting that he should be laying in a pile of salted meat. The wood showed signs of being worn down and eaten away, and the contents of the barrel were missing completely.

“Elf balls,” Kragor cursed, thinking up stories of what the tentacle might be. He tried to lunge to his feet but another tentacle lashed around his arm, yanking it out from under him.

The dwarf crashed again to the hull, air exploding from his lungs. Another tentacle wrapped around his chest and a third covered one leg. He pried at the one on his chest and gasped for air, trying to recover his breath. He smelled a musky odor that had not been there before, and noticed how much darker the hold seemed to be. A dark shape coalesced above him and moved towards him. He tried to hold his free arm up to ward it off, but his arm seemed so heavy he found he could not move it.

Jumbled thoughts and images crashed through his mind, trying desperately to put a name to the terror that came across him. He managed to cling to the tenaciously stubborn will that was his racial heritage and roll to his belly. Dragging the leaden tentacles behind him, he began to crawl towards the square of light that promised escape and freedom into the cargo bay above. Each hurried breath sucked in more of the musky odor, however, and each attempt at pulling himself closer to it made it seem farther and farther away.

   

* * * *

   

Dexter watched Rosh and Keshira working on deck. They worked side by side to assist Bekka in the smooth sailing of the Voidhawk through the void, trimming the sales and tying off the rigging when necessary. Both possessed great strength, a necessary feat for running the ship with a skeleton crew, and endurance that was near legendary. The great difference between the two was that Rosh would eventually tire. Keshira worked endlessly.

Set on a new course after tacking, the work slowed down. Rosh finished coiling up a rope and tossed it into its place next to one of the wings of the Voidhawk. He turned and grinned at Keshira, then let his expression fade when she just stared at him blankly. From the forecastle Dexter sighed and wondered how long it would take until the pleasure golem started to show signs of thinking and acting for herself.

“Keshira, you ever going to figure out what a great team we make?” Rosh asked her, grinning anew in hopes of not being rebuffed as he usually was.

“What Rosh?” she asked him, clearly confused. “You and me, we do good work together,” he said again, his grin fading. “I could do it myself,” she said. He chuckled and waved. “Sure you could, but you wouldn’t be so fast as us together.” She paused and then nodded. “That is true.”

“So, we make a good team then?” She hesitated a bit before saying, “Team… yes, we work faster together than apart.”

“Now we’re talking! We’re team mates, and that means we ought to-“ “Rosh, you seen Kragor?” Jodyne said, interrupting the large man as she climbed up the staircase onto the deck. “What? No!” He snapped, scowling at her. “We’re busy here, can’t you see that?” Ignoring the man, she turned to Keshira, “You seen him, Keshira?”

“I have not seen him for many hours, Jodyne,” the pleasure golem said.

Jodyne frowned then turned and looked about. She saw Dexter up on the forecastle and started towards him. Seeing her expression, Dexter figured he should move her way and save as much time as possible. He had more than enough experience at being on Jodyne’s angry side.

“What’ve you done with Kragor?” Jodyne asked, an unpleasant expression on her face.

“I’ve not seen him since I left your table,” Dexter explained defensively. Captain of the ‘Hawk or not, he still found himself intimidated by Jodyne when she was feeling feisty.

She frowned. “He ain’t off fixing something or other?”

Dexter shook his head. “’Fraid not. What’s he done wrong this time?”

Jodyne’s look melted Dexter’s mischievous grin from his face. “I sent him to fetch me up another barrel o’ meat but the damn fool’s been gone more than an hour now.”

Dexter frowned, his mood turning serious. Kragor had been known to dodge his wife before, but usually with Dexter and with the help of some ale to drown their troubles. Those times were long past, since they had reconditioned the Voidhawk and set sail on her. He nodded at length and glanced at Rosh and Keshira, who were both listening intently.

“Search the ship, Kragor’s missing,” he told them.

He turned to Jodyne and motioned for her to lead the way. With a firm set to her jaw she turned and headed back towards the spiral staircase that led below. Rosh and Keshira spread out but followed, looking as they went.

On the cargo deck Dexter and Jodyne waited while Rosh and Keshira both looked through the crew quarters that Xander and Rosh were sharing and the two staterooms. Finding nothing in the aft of the ship Dexter knocked on Jenna’s door next.

“Jenna, it’s Dexter,” he said, announcing his presence.

The door opened partway and Jenna said, “how many times do you need telling you’ve the run of the ship, you can… oh, what’s wrong?”

The seriousness of the situation helped Dexter keep from chuckling at her surprise. Jenna saw the small gathering behind him and excused herself for a moment. She returned a moment later, silk sash wrapped and tied around her body in such a way to provide enough modesty to frustrate the likes of Rosh, but to prevent much from being left to the imagination. She was buckling on her weapons belt as she shut the door behind her and joined them in the hallway.

“Any chance you’re hiding Kragor in there?” Rosh asked her, ogling what she had on display.

She rolled her eyes and turned to Dexter and Jodyne. “What happened? Can’t you find him?”

Jodyne shook her head but did not speak. Her jaw set tight with frustration and emotion she refused to show. Dexter shook his head as well, but spoke. “Nay, we’ve only looked up top and in the aft thus far, but Jodyne poked her head up front earlier, I’m guessing.”

The cook nodded her head. Dexter frowned. “He was supposed to be fetching a barrel from the stowage.”

“Fool dwarf probably tripped and hit his head,” Rosh muttered. “You’re the fool,” Jodyne snapped at him.

“What, he runs into plenty of things,” the large man said defensively. He glanced nervously at Jodyne, knowing well her deadly accuracy with anything she chose to pick up and throw.

“Aye, but his skull’s too thick to put him down,” she said. Rosh blinked and then chuckled a little. “Aye, you’ve the right of that.” Dexter chuckled as well, but it was Jenna who spoke up. “Let’s check below decks then, seems that’s the next place to go.”

“It’s on the way to the front, we might as well,” Dexter agreed.

They filed forward, pausing only to check in the sail locker before coming up to the double sized doors on opposing sides of the companionway that led into the cargo holds. When they entered the starboard cargo hold Jodyne pointed to the open trap door in the floor.

“That’s how it was when I came to check on him,” she said, her voice subdued. “I called his name and looked down in there, but he didn’t respond.”

“Didn’t you go down and look?” Rosh asked.

Before Jodyne could answer Dexter stepped forward and peered into the darkness of their hold. He grunted and squatted down, trying to peer inside himself.

“Captain,” Jenna said, her fingers brushing his shoulder lightly as they rested on it.

He glanced up at her, then looked at her fingers. Her touch was reassuring, but under the circumstances it seemed inappropriate. He cleared his throat meaningfully and she removed it, smiling briefly at him as though they shared a private joke.

“What is it?” he asked, turning to glance back into the hold.

“There’s something… odd,” she said. Her nostrils flared as she knelt down beside him and stuck her head into the hold to look around. “A strange odor, I’ve not smelled it before.”

“I don’t smell nothing,” Rosh muttered. “You’re a human,” Jenna snapped at him. “You’d have trouble smelling yourself if you made a mess in your pants.”

“I’m a what?” he said, confused by why being human was bad. “This ain’t helping Kragor none,” Dexter said, silencing the two of them. “Captain,” Keshira said, breaking her silence and stepping forward. “Let me go.”

“Why?” Dexter asked her.

She hesitated, opening her mouth a few times before finally speaking out her reasoning. “I am stronger and faster; if something is wrong I will survive longer,” she explained. “And if I do not, it is better I die than you.”

Dexter frowned. “My thanks, but you’re all my crew, my responsibility. I’ll be the one sticking his neck out.”

The Captain turned then and climbed down the steep staircase into the hold, stooping his head when he reached the bottom to avoid cracking his skull against the timbers that supported the floor above. “Someone pass me a lightstone,” he muttered, realizing he had forgotten to bring one with him.

A few moments passed and Dexter heard footsteps as one was fetched. He peered around the steerage hold while he waited, trying to force his eyes to pierce the gloom. He thought he heard something at one point, but when nothing further developed he dismissed it.

Jenna landing lightly behind him made his heart jump in his chest, however. He cursed softly at her and saw the smile on her face. She held up a stick that had a glowing crystal tied to the end of it. It shed enough light to chase away the shadows for half a dozen feet or so.

“What are you doing?” Dexter snapped.

“Bringing you some light, Sir,” she replied smartly.

Dexter scowled and glanced past her at the trapdoor, then realized it would be useless to try and order her away. He turned instead and moved deeper into the hold, looking for some sign of Kragor’s passage.

He found a knocked over barrel and the shattered remains of another. “Jenna!” He hissed, pointing to the broken barrel.

She nodded and moved off to the side, stepping around a pile of spare lumber they had tied together for emergency repairs. Smoothly she drew her weapons, then let out a gasp of surprise.

Dexter scrambled over the long timbers, drawing his long sword in the process. He hesitated in surprise when he saw a flicker of energy leap up and down the blade, shedding a faint light of its own. His hesitation and distraction cost him though. He came down on a tentacle and stumbled into Jenna, sending her off balance as well.

The tentacle he tripped on wrapped around his legs and tripped him further, sending him crashing to the hull. He tried to roll free but was held up by the thing around his calves. He hacked at it, feeling the energy that coursed from the blade and into the tentacle channel back through his legs.

Jenna rolled out of harm’s way, or so she thought. She bounced off a crate, stunning her and bruising her shoulder. Another tentacle wrapped around her arm, pulling her off balance and making her drop her short sword. She kicked at the tentacle, doing no damage but granting her enough momentum to twist around and hew at it with her sword.

Jenna’s first swing cut into the leathery hide but did not sever it. It yanked at her, surprising her with its strength, and pulled her across the uneven flooring. She could only grit her teeth as her side and legs were scraped against the wood. She looked up when the momentum slowed and saw a mottled brown shape detach itself from the floor. She saw six tentacles attached to it, with one of them having hold of her, and in the midst of the triangular shaped creature a circular orifice rimmed with tiny teeth, something that reminded her of a leech.

She smelled the puff of gas almost instantly, and recognized it as a much stronger version of what she had smelled in the cargo hold above. She held her breath and struggled, but it was too late; she had already inhaled enough of it to affect her. A slow paralysis gripped at her, numbing her skin and then her extremities. Her sword managed to sever the tentacle that held her, but before she could lift it again it fell from nerveless fingers.

“Dexter!” She gasped, reached out for him as he was being pulled toward the creature as well.

Dexter hacked at the tentacle again, being ready for the shock this time, and lurched to his feet when it recoiled from him. He saw Jenna ahead and faintly heard her cry, which caused him a rush of adrenaline fueled by anger. He lunged towards her and stumbled, seeing what the creature had left behind. Kragor lay on the decking, limp and unmoving.

Another tentacle swept in, slapping him in the side and knocking him off balance. He turned, growling in rage, and swung at it, realizing too late the strange odor that had surrounded him. He disregarded it as his sword severed the tentacle, the electrical effect from the blade causing the dismembered tip to spasm and contort for several seconds.

He tried to advance on the stowaway but found his legs not obeying him. His ankle turned on the first step, and his other leg refused to move fast enough to catch him as he teetered and fell. He looked up and watched another tentacle approach him. It came in slower, obviously cautious of the weapon that had caused it such pain. Dexter was unable to react to it, other than to watch it approach and wrap itself around his torso. It pulled him back towards the sucking orifice, with Dexter furiously struggling as a prisoner inside his own body.

   

* * * *

   

“What was that?” Rosh asked, looking at the others. “You hear something?”

“Captain!” Keshira said, diving through the open trapdoor.

Rosh recoiled back, surprised, then looked to Jodyne. She looked back, equally confused. Rosh shrugged and moved down the stairs as quickly as possible, his tall frame cramped in the hold. He pulled a dagger from his belt, wishing he had thought to bring his sword. A glance at the low ceiling made him realize how pointless his massive sword would be. Likewise he had no pistol at hand.

Keshira brushed aside barrels and crates as she moved like an elemental force through the hold. She reached her destination and grabbed on to the tentacle that was wrapped around Dexter. Using her great strength she dug her fingers into it and pulled, tearing it apart slowly and stopping the advance Dexter made towards the creature.

With Dexter safe she turned to Jenna, who already lay in front of the thing that had stowed away. She grabbed a hold of Jenna’s legs and pulled the helpless elf back, easily ignoring the puff of gas that enveloped her. A tentacle wrapped around her arm and another around her leg, pulling at her. The pleasure golem bent towards it, then regained her balance and pulled back. It slid across the decking towards her, then tried to release her from its sinuous arms.

Keshira grabbed hold of the one around her arm, pulling on it and dragging it closer to her. It slid alongside Jenna, who was oblivious by that point, and then was within range of the fury of the pleasure golem. Keshira’s fingers dug into its body, pulling it up and throwing it against a box. She pounded her other fist into it, pummeling the boneless body of the creature mercilessly.

“Keshira!” Rosh said, coming upon the scene and trying to get her to stop. The creature she was battering was obviously beyond any hope of defending itself.

She pounded it for another minute, stopping only when it tore in half. The gore of its entrails stained her and the hold. She looked at it and then turned to Rosh, who was shaking his head and holding on to the pile of lumber to keep from falling.

“Are you hurt?” she asked him. Rosh shook his head, almost losing his balance as he did so. Speaking slowly and carefully he said, “No… sleepy.”

“Go back, I will get the others,” Keshira told him, turning already and gently picking up Dexter.

Keshira had to wait while Rosh struggled to climb back up the stairs. Jodyne, of all people, helped from above by pulling his arms once he made it to the stairs. Once Rosh collapsed on the deck and fought the effects of the cloud, Keshira deposited Dexter’s unconscious form before returning to bring up the others.

Kragor’s body was still and pale, with little warmth remaining in it. Jodyne collapsed next to it and felt desperately for breath and then a pulse in dwarf’s neck. She threw her arms around her husband and clung fiercely to him while her body shuddered with grief. There was no signs of life to be found.

   

* * * *

   

With less than a skeleton crew to run the ship, Bekka let the ship float aimlessly in the void. She hurried down to lend her first aid skills, but was frustrated and unable to do much. Even Xander was pressed into service, but while his knowledge of arcane things was considerable, he had little to offer by means of restoring health. Necromancy, he asserted, was not an interest of his.

Rosh came back around first, being the least exposed to the noxious fumes the creature released. Still unsteady, he was nevertheless able to stand by the time that Dexter and Jenna began to awaken. Both were nauseas and had little in the way of a sense of balance for some time, but regardless of that, Dexter insisted almost immediately on learning of the fate of Kragor.

With Bekka’s help, he staggered to the hold where Kragor’s body lay still on the decking. Jodyne sat next to him, arranging his clothing and beard so that he would be looked upon respectfully in the afterlife. She looked up as Dexter came in then looked back, only her stubborn will keeping her grief stricken eyes from spilling tears that would not stop.

Dexter collapsed to his knees beside Kragor’s body and took his friend’s cold hand in his own. Tears ran from his own eyes, but he blinked them away mostly and bowed his head respectfully. Finally, after many minutes had passed, Dexter looked up into the dwarf’s face and nodded to him.

“Rest well, my friend,” he whispered. “We will miss you.”

Jodyne sniffed and Dexter rose unsteadily to his feet. He turned and staggered back to the door of the hold, where Jenna was watching with tears of her own streaming down her face. Keshira and Rosh were nearby as well, though everyone was respectfully silent.

“Why do you grieve?” Keshira asked, breaking the silence.

Jenna looked at the pleasure golem and smiled sadly. “We were elf and dwarf, so we bickered.”

She turned to Jodyne, who glanced at her and then looked away. “Kragor was loyal and skilled. He served the ship and crew well, and though we argued often, he was my friend. I think he would say the same of me, though I did not do him the justice of showing my nature.”

Jodyne looked up at her again and nodded, then had to look away to blink away fresh tears. Keshira remained silent as she pondered what Jenna had said.

“His spirit will always be with us,” Dexter said consolingly. “My heart is heavy now, but it is brighter for having known Kragor so well and so long.”

“Jodyne, what would you have us do with him?” Dexter asked her softly.

She shivered for a moment but quickly gained control of herself. “This ship was his home, Dexter, and having us together beside him made him happiest.”

She paused and took a deep breath, pausing only to brush an imaginary strand of hair from Kragor’s cheek. “He loved sailing the void, give his body to it, so he can sail forever.”

Dexter nodded and motioned for Keshira to pick him up. He did not trust his voice, so he was surprised when she correctly interpreted him and stepped forward to gather up the fallen dwarf in her arms. She was surprisingly gentle as she picked him up and then led them all out to the main deck.

Atop the stern castle she waited. The rest filed in and stood quietly. The collective mood was understandably somber. Dexter looked to Jodyne, wondering if she had any final words to share. She stared at her husband’s body mutely, however.

It was Xander who broke the silence. “Captain, I have a simple spell I could use to help preserve his body…”

Dexter’s eyes narrowed for a moment, then he looked to Jodyne. “I don’t ‘spect Kragor’d be wanting any magic put on him, thanks all the same.”

Jodyne nodded appreciatively and Xander stepped back. “It’s just a small spell,” he muttered to himself, though it was easily overhead by others nearby.

Dexter, if he heard the wizard, ignored him. He turned back to Jodyne. “Jodyne, is there anything you’d like to say or do?”

The dwarf took a deep breath and stroked her beard. She closed her eyes and let it out, then shook her head. Staring at Kragor’s body she whispered something in dwarven to him, then turned to Dexter. “Let him go, Dexter.”

The captain nodded and turned to Keshira. He opened his mouth but could not make the words come out. Keshira leaned over the railing anyhow, having received Dexter’s command through the bond she had with him. Kragor’s body dropped to the gravity plane of the Voidhawk and bobbed up and down a few times until it settled on it. Then it slowly drifted away from the ship, floating in the same way that the debris and space junk they came across did.

Kragor’s body slipped out of the bubble of air that surrounded the Voidhawk, his inertia continuing to move him away from the ship. They all watched as the dwarf’s body diminished from view and disappeared.

“Rosh, take the helm when Bekka’s shift is done,” Dexter said. “Everybody else back to their posts.”

They fell in, finding a sense of purpose in following his orders. Jenna alone looked at him for a long minute, something clearly on her mind. He caught her gaze and shook his head, letting her know that now was not the time for it, whatever it was. Instead Dexter followed Xander as the wizard returned to the crew quarters he shared with Rosh.

“Something you need, Captain Silvercloud?” Xander inquired rather stiffly when he realized that Dexter had followed him down the stairs and seemed to be interested in following him further.

Dexter nodded and gestured into the cabin lined with bunks, chests, and a couple of small tables. He turned and shut the door behind them after they entered. Then, surprising Xander immensely, Dexter grabbed him with both hands on his robes and threw him onto one of the tables.

“I’m a might curious why it is I’ve had nothing but trouble since running across you and your place,” Dexter said, his tone deadly serious. “First the pirates you happen to be captured by. Sure, there’s cause enough for that. But where’d that thing come from in my hold? Wasn’t there before. I don’t much care for coincidence.”

Xander stared up at him, his eyes displaying shock, surprise, and more than a little fear. He tried to stammer out a reply but failed miserably at making any intelligent or decipherable noises.

One hand holding the wizard down, Dexter reached down with his other and drew his pistol. He cocked the hammer back on it and placed it against Xander’s chest, poking him none-too-gently in the ribs. “Care to try again, or do you want your body to join Kragor’s floating through the void forever more?”

“I didn’t do anything!” Xander cried out desperately. “I don’t know what was in your hold either! Some kind of scavenger, I don’t know how it got there!”

“I’ve seen scavvers before, they aren’t looking like that thing,” Dexter growled. “Small things, snakes with wings… this was nothing like that.”

“Your construct demolished it before I could study it,” Xander said, his fear turning to anger in spite of the pistol in his side. “And I have nothing to gain from destroying your ship or crew.”

“I have nothing at all, save my life and my spell books, which you saved for me,” Xander reminded him. “My home, my research, my wealth… it’s all gone! And what’s worse is that I owe you my life, although I’m beginning to wonder if it’s worth it.

“The truth, Captain Silvercloud,” Xander continued, though he spoke Dexter’s name with emphasis, “is that when you drop me off at the next port I’ll have to start from nothing and rebuild everything I’ve had. I’ll have to perform parlor tricks to earn a meal and scrape together what coins I can in the hopes of one day reestablishing myself. And then I’ll have to worry about finding a way to pay you back one day for saving me.”

He paused and stared up at Dexter, the shock now missing. “Now either let me up or kill me, Captain. Either one would be appreciated.”

Dexter stared at him for a long moment, considering the wizard. Finally he consented and lowered the hammer slowly on his pistol. He straightened and held out his hand to Xander. “Think you’d have been able to figure out what that thing was or where it came from if Keshira hadn’t mashed it up so bad?”

Xander’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, but he accepted Dexter’s offered hand anyhow. He let the man help pull him upright and then rubbed his back where it had bitten into the table. “Perhaps,” he offered. “I’m not familiar with anything with tentacles though, as your crew described it. Creatures are not my primary interest, although I have dabbled some in them.”

“What is your interest?” Dexter asked.

“Magic,” Xander said with a shrug. “Instilling it into whatever I can and making it last. Extra-dimensionality, for example, or making the sounds of a bell ring more clearly.”

Dexter raised an eyebrow. “Extra what?”

“Dimensionality… remember what remained of my tower? It seemed larger on the inside than it was from without, that’s an extra-dimensional effect.”

“Oh,” Dexter said, pretending it made sense. “Wait, you mean you can make an area bigger on the inside than it really is?”

“Well, that’s a simplistic way of saying it, but with enough time and effort, it’s possible. It can require special thaumaturgic materials as well,” Xander explained.

“Thauma-what?”

“Metals, powders, jewels, and other items that can be imbued with magical properties,” Xander explained with an aloof smile.

“Huh, well that’s something then,” Dexter offered. He gave Xander a brief smile then said, “might just find a use for you after all.”

Xander’s smile faded as Dexter turned away and opened the door. He stood there, trying to come up with something witty or justifying but the door shut behind the Captain instead.

   

* * * *

   

Jenna pounced on Dexter as he passed her cabin on the way to the ship’s bow. “Dex- Captain, can I…can we talk?” Dexter slowed as she fell in behind him. He frowned a little but let it pass. “What do we need to talk about?” She was silent a moment, allowing them to pass the cargo holds and come closer to the ship’s bow. “About Kragor…and Xander.”

Dexter pulled up short. He turned to look at her and then motioned towards his cabin door. She nodded and moved past him to open it and step in. He followed, shutting the door behind him.

“What is it?” Dexter asked, turning to face her and finding her standing far closer than he expected. He jumped a little, but the door kept him from moving very far away from her.

“Dex,” she began, looking directly into his eyes with a seriousness that left him uncertain.

Dexter opened his mouth to respond but she held up her fingers and pressed them to his lips, silencing him.

“I won’t pretend to know how much Kragor meant to you, but I know it was a lot,” she continued. “I just want to say that I’m here, if you want to talk. I know you probably won’t, but you should.”

Unbidden, memories of Kragor popped into his head. He forced them down and smiled around the sudden lump in his throat. “Thanks,” he said softly. “But you’re right, I probably won’t.”

She scowled. “Damn you and your kind,” she snapped. “Back to being a human hating elf already?” He inquired with a sweetness that was designed to infuriate her. “No,” she snapped. “I’m talking about you being a man! All men do it, elf or human.”

“Oh,” Dexter said, at a sudden loss for words.

She looked at him and crossed her arms, frustration evident on her face. Finally she let out a grunt and, catching the captain off guard, hugged him.

Dexter looked down at Jenna, confused and uncertain of how to respond. On the one hand he felt uncomfortable; he had not invited the contact or wanted the intimacy. On the other hand he was intently aware of how long it had been for him since he had been that close to a woman, especially a woman that had declared her interests in him. Ultimately, Dexter’s feelings of appreciation for her attempts at offering consolation won out. He placed his hands gently around her and returned the gesture.

“You’re not so good at this either,” Dexter pointed out, realizing that she had seemed just as awkward and uncertain as he was about sharing an emotional moment.

“With all due respect, Captain, shut up,” Jenna replied. “I’m trying something new too, something someone I respect very much taught me.”

“Oh? What’s that?” Dexter asked, amused.

“Putting aside what I’ve always done and doing what I know should be done,” she said, looking up at him. “Now tell me how you and Kragor met.”

Dexter thought for a moment, his mind traveling back to a time a few years past. He smiled in spite of himself, then tried to push it away and deal with the present.

“I appreciate what you’re doing… really,” he said with a genuine smile. “But I’m keeping those memories for myself. I’m not hiding or denying, death’ll find us all out here sooner or later.”

She nodded after a long look into his eyes. She smiled her understanding and detached herself from their hug. “Just remember, if you want to talk…”

The Captain nodded and smiled. “Now what about the wizard? You said you had something to say?” Jenna shrugged. “I lied; needed to get you alone…sorry.” Dexter frowned but found himself chuckling at her expression in spite of himself. “Alright, but don’t let it happen again.”

“Yes Sir,” Jenna said, slapping her fist to her chest in mock salute.

“”Way I see it, I got a rough choice off my bow,” Dexter said, moving past Jenna and sitting down in his chair. He gestured towards his bed and she raised an eyebrow then sat down on the edge of it.

“What’s that, Captain?” Jenna said, glancing at his bed and wondering if she might be stretched out on it anytime soon.

“I’m not knowing if Jodyne will be staying with us,” he admitted thoughtfully. “Rosh’s dying to have a chance to boss people around, and Xander’s no stranger to wanting control. Bekka’s got no interest in it either, I’m for thinking. What about you? What’s your take on it?”

“On what? First mate?” Jenna asked, guessing correctly what Dexter was pondering. Her only surprise at his question was that he mentioned the wizard’s name.

Dexter nodded.

“Why the mage? He’s a castaway, not crew.”

“He got nowhere worth going and nothing to help him stand on his own. Might be we could use a caster on here. Plus he’s got some tricks that might help out, stuff like adding dimensions or spaces or something to the holds.” Dexter shrugged in admittance of his lack of understanding things magical. “It’s magic, I don’t know it and that don’t make for smart sailing. Might be handy having someone around that does.”

“Bekka’s got magic,” she pointed out.

“Aye, but she’s the first to admit hers ain’t book learning. She knows what she knows because it just comes natural,” Dexter replied. “Xander’s got his nose high enough to snag it in the rigging, sure, but he’s also got some book learning on all that finger wiggling.”

“You didn’t tell me about yourself yet,” he pointed out before she could pursue the matter further. Jenna smiled and shook her head. “A week or two back I’d have said yes. But now I don’t think I could fill Kragor’s boots.”

“Not with them dainty elf feet,” Dexter said, altering his voice in a poor imitation of Kragor. They both grinned at the good natured jest. A brief moment passed before Dexter said, “alright, it’s done then.”

“What’s done? Who’s it to be?” Jenna asked, her curiosity making her lean forward. “Don’t tell me I have to answer to Rosh!”

Dexter smiled and stood up. He moved past Jenna, who stared at him with suspiciously narrowed eyes. She stood up as he opened his door and stepped out, heading towards the staircase to the main deck. She hurried after and caught up to him as he was calling everyone that was on the deck together.

“The ‘Hawk needs a new First Mate,” Dexter said loudly. “Ain’t a one of you that can replace Kragor, nor anyone out there that could. All the same, after me, Jenna’s in charge of the ship. Treat her like you would me… except better, since you don’t treat me half as good as you ought to.”

Jenna glared at Dexter. She had suspected he might do something like that, and she knew better than to protest, especially in front of the others. Instead she turned to look at the others, which consisted of everyone except Bekka, who was on the helm.

Keshira and Bailynn said nothing, they simply accepted it. Bailynn did look somewhat fearfully at Jenna for a moment, but the expression quickly passed. Rosh, on the other hand, looked frustrated. Xander seemed unconcerned about the change of events, and maintained a look of placid uneasiness that bordered on misery at his homeless situation.

“Xander, you admit to owing me a debt; you just became the ‘Hawks wizard. When I don’t have you doing wizarding things, you’re to help out on the deck,” Dexter said.

Rosh opened his mouth to protest but Dexter cut him off. “Rosh, you’re the new Arms master.”

Rosh’s expression changed to one of introspection, which then morphed into a grin. “Hey Cap, does that mean I get my own room?”

Dexter frowned and could feel Jenna staring at him without even needing to look in her direction. He opened his mouth to respond but saw Jodyne staring at him from behind the rest of them. He found he did not know what to say, but Jodyne saved him from the awkward moment.

“I’ll move my things,” she offered.

Dexter nodded, feeling small and petty for having not thought the situation through. He realized he could have and should have handled it better, but now it was too late for any of that.

“Take your time, Jodyne. There’s no rush and don’t let Rosh tell you otherwise,” Dexter said. “Besides, he only gets Jenna’s room.”

“Now get to work, the ‘Hawk don’t fly herself!” Dexter snapped, anxious to keep everyone busy and to get himself some time alone to beat his head against a wall. His only pause before shutting himself in his room was to stop by the bridge and inform Bekka of the crew changes. She nodded distantly, her mind split between manning the helm and listening to Dexter, but offered him a smile of support at his decisions. Dexter was grateful for that, at least.

He spared himself any feelings of true relief until he was alone in his cabin, with both doors barred and a bottle of brandy and two cups sitting on the table in front of him. He filled them both then just stared at them as he finally gave in and let the memories of his lifelong friend come to him.

Dexter had met Kragor when he was just a boy maybe a dozen years old. The dwarf had stopped him from picking the pocket of a sailor that was heading into a bar, in fact. Considering himself busted, Dexter panicked and tried to escape the iron grip of the dwarf, but he had been unable to do so. Instead of turning him in though, Kragor had sat Dexter down and had a talk with him, convincing him that nicking purses was only the way to an early grave.

They had become friends, if a bit unlikely, and had shared many adventures over the years. Dexter sniffed and reached for his drink, raising it slowly while staring at the amber liquid in it. He smiled and saluted the other glass on the table, already missing his gruff but fun companion.

Dexter coughed and sprayed the brandy out his mouth and nose as he tried to drink it. He jumped to his feet, gasping not only from the stinging pain in his sinuses, but also from the sight that he had seen. Standing next to the table and staring at him with a smile was a ghostly image of Kragor.

“I’m mad then,” Dexter mumbled after several moments of trying to recover his wits.

Kragor reached for the small tumbler of brandy but scowled when his hand passed through it. He looked back to Dexter and shrugged, then winked and faded quickly away. Dexter stared at the spot until the apparition could no longer be seen, then he stared at the spare cup. His eyes widened when he saw that it had been knocked over and the alcohol spilled onto the table.

Dexter grabbed the bottle and drank straight from the mouth, having no other recourse left to him. He coughed at the fire in his throat and belly, but stared around wild eyed. Kragor was dead and gone, his body given to the void. If he had seen him, even a ghost of him, surely Dexter was losing his mind.

The captain kept drinking, trying to make some sense of it. Instead of lucidity though he only found the peace of an alcohol induced sleep. His last thoughts before passing out were that he must keep his vision to himself, or else his crew would know him for being crazed and sure to mutiny against whatever he planned.

   


Chapter 7: Reunion

   

“Captain, might I-“

“What?” Dexter interrupted the wizard. He turned from where he was staring out the window on the bridge of the Voidhawk and gazed at the man with eyes that betrayed exhaustion.

“I was wondering if you’d share where we’re headed?” Xander asked after a moment of shock. He realized that Dexter was taking the death of the first mate much harder than he had imagined – even though it had only been a week.

Dexter stared at him for a long moment, then glanced at one of the charts on the table. Finally he shrugged and admitted, “ain’t picked a destination, truth be told.”

“We’re deep in the void…Sir,” Xander said, speaking carefully because he suspected that Dexter might have an even shorter leash than usual, concerning him.

Dexter squinted at him suspiciously. “What’re you getting at, wizard?”

Xander took a breath and stepped closer to the charts. “I’ve been studying the stars. It’s near the edge of the known Void, but I know of a port we could go to. Lots of work there, I’ve heard, and anything you want can be had for a price.”

Dexter frowned. “Anything I want? You trying to bribe me or something? Or are you looking for a place to jump ship?”

Xander shook his head without hesitation. He moved to the chart and picked up a quill. He marked it on the chart after studying it briefly and said, “I’ve never been there. I’ve just heard and read about it. It’s not a part of the Federation or the Empire, it’s neutral and nobody bothers with it, it’s so far out. Lots of rules there, and they don’t get much in the way of visitors so traders are welcome.”

“Lots of rules? You just said anything for a price?”

“Aye, anything for a price…legally. That’s part of the rules.” Dexter frowned again. “What’s it called and if it ain’t human or elven, who runs it?”

“A race of giant-kin run it, and it’s called Azmea,” Xander said. “They are a type of ogre, dark skinned and extremely intelligent, not as mindless or cruel as their more simple brethren.”

Dexter’s eyes widened. “Sounds like a fun place,” he said dryly.

“There are many of them, yes, but they are outnumbered by the other humanoid races on the planet. Nonetheless they rule the world and it remains civilized, if a bit violent.”

“Violent?” Dexter asked, glancing at Bekka who was once again on the helm. She continued to tend to the business of operating the ship, however, and showed no interest in their conversation.

“Disputes are often settled in an arena, I had read. And likewise, it is quite common for territories – city-states, kingdoms, fiefs, or whatever they call them – to go to war with one another. Sometimes, in fact, battles are fought simply for the pleasure of the nobles and for no other purpose. Or at least these are rumors I have heard.”

“And you’re wanting us to visit?”

Xander shrugged. “By my reckoning it is the closest port to us, and we are in danger of running low on some supplies.”

The wizard continued, “and again, anything is available for a price there – including talent. You need to hire more crew, yes? What about the list of ingredients I provided you the other day that would allow me to enchant the holds?”

Dexter found himself considering the wizard’s suggestion in spite of his better judgment. In fact, the longer he considered it, the more sense it made. A little risk, sure, but that could be found in any new port of call.

“Alright, but I’d best not find out you’ve got any plans for running us up on some rocks,” Dexter warned, his eyes taking on a steely gleam.

“What must I do to prove myself?” Xander asked angrily. “I’m no charlatan or juggler! I’ve the respect of my peers and the envy of many a foe I’ve bested over the years. Were it not for me honoring my debt and my current circumstances, our stations would be quite different, I assure you.”

Dexter just grinned at his outburst. “That’s why I’m keeping an eye on you. A crew can run up a new flag, but that don’t mean them forgets what kind of sailors they are.”

Xander stared at him for a moment, then finally broke his gaze and left with a huff.

Dexter’s grin faded after the wizard disappeared. He turned to stare out the window again. He wondered where and when the dwarf might show up next. He had half expected Kragor’s shade to pop up behind Xander the entire time, but he had not. Dexter had only seen him a few times since that first night, and always the stout ghost seemed amiable enough. It still bothered him though, and he took care not to mention it.

“Bekka, I’ll be in my room,” Dexter said, “keep to our course for now, it’s heading in the same direction anyhow.”

She nodded slightly, indicating that she had heard him. Dexter barely noticed though, he was already opening the door to his room from the bridge. Once inside he found himself sitting at his desk, staring once again through a small glass covered porthole into the void. He was exhausted but sleep would not come; Dexter was terrified of what dreams he might have since he was already seeing the impossible while he was awake.

Soon enough a knock at the door roused him from his fugue. He wearily rubbed his eyes and bid the visitor to enter. As he would have predicted, had his brain been operating fully, Jenna slipped into the room and shut the door behind him.

“Captain,” she said somewhat stiffly at first. Then she saw the sheer exhaustion on his face and her bearing relaxed as she fought the urge to rush over to him. “Dex… Gods, what’s going on?”

Dexter smiled wearily and waved away his concerns with his hand. “Too much ale, I’m afraid.”

She frowned but said nothing. She had not seen him drink more than a few cups since she had known him. She opened her mouth to retort, but he beat her to the punch.

“What troubles you?”

She swallowed her rebuke. He had been different of late. Since Kragor died and she assumed his position, Dexter had been more distant to her. To all of them, really. Something was pulling him away from them, she only hoped it was not the fear of losing more friends as he had lost Kragor.

“Xander came to me expressing some concern,” she said. “Concern about you, in fact.”

Dexter chuckled. “He was worried about me? That’s about as likely as…” Dexter paused, realizing he had been about to say, ‘as likely as Kragor coming back to visit.’

Jenna smiled. “Well, his exact words were something like, ‘that fool of a Captain is going to leave us stranded with no water or food if he doesn’t come to his senses!’”

Dexter nodded, that sounded more like it. “I reminded him of his station, of course,” she quickly added. “How’d he take that?”

Jenna grinned. “After he picked himself up and headed off to help Lynn and Keshira, he was muttering something about wondering why everybody seems to want to punch him.”

Dexter could not fight the smile that twisted his lips upwards. He gave in and let out a short laugh, then sighed. “He’ll come around, I think.”

“You think?” Jenna was not challenging him, simply wondering at his thoughts.

“That or jump ship at his first chance,” Dexter said with a smile. “He wants us to head to an uncharted port nearby. A planet run by some kind of super smart ogre race. Humans and the like there too, he alleges.”

“He been there?” Jenna challenged.

Dexter shrugged. “Says he ain’t, just heard tell of it and read about it his books. I reckon we could all do with some leave, especially after…”

Jenna nodded, sparing him from saying it out loud. “Yeah, I reckon we could.” Dexter glanced up at her quickly, not realizing his gaze had drifted to the floor. “You ‘reckon we could’?” She grinned and shrugged. “Yes, why not?”

“That just don’t sound like proper elf-talk… You been hanging around too many of us humans?” She smiled again and said, “I can’t imagine much better company. Anytime you want to rub off on me, you just let me now.”

Dexter blinked and realized after a long moment that he had stumbled right into her trap. He groaned and shook his head; Jenna grinned triumphantly. Of course the truth was she meant it, she had never formed bonds and friendships like she had on the Voidhawk. And she had never fallen so hopelessly for a man like Dexter.

“Dangerous place, this,” Dexter said, moving back to the topic at hand. “Anything and everything to be had, he says. Lots of rules and the ones in charge seem a bit feisty. Violent, even. Not so sure it’s a safe place to be letting people with an itch to have a drink and a bit of free run loose at.”

“Especially Rosh,” Jenna added, finishing off the unspoken thought that Dexter had shared. The Captain smiled.

They were quiet for a long moment, each letting their thoughts wander to different areas. Jenna’s focused on concern for Dexter, whereas Dexter was trying to focus on what the Voidhawk should do. His fatigue kept interrupting him though, leaving him no closer to a solution than before.

“Is that our course?” Jenna asked him softly.

Dexter sighed. “What do you think?”

She raised an eyebrow, surprised. She wondered if he was just gathering his thoughts, but then tossed that aside. Dexter had always been a confident man with a plan of action, something she admired about him. This time though, he seemed lost and uncertain. That realization only made her heart ache for him even more. She hid it behind a soft smile.

“I think we should go there. Perhaps we can take on more crew to round us out, we need another skilled carpenter or shipwright,” she pointed out. “And if Xander just wishes to abandon us, well, better he’s on his way than to have us always worried when he might disappear. Or worse yet, betray us.”

Dexter nodded, what she said made sense. “Set a course,” he said.

She nodded. “Yes Sir,” she said, turning to leave because she sensed that Dexter had dismissed her. As much as she wanted to stay and help him, she knew he was not ready.

“Wait,” Dexter said, his words acting like a hand that spun her back around. “This is between me and you, got it?”

She nodded and stepped forward, sitting down in a chair at his table. “Dex,” she said softly and earnestly, “I keep telling you but you never seem to remember. Everything between us… is between us.”

“Aye, so you do,” he said with a soft smile. She caught a look in his eyes, behind the fatigue, that shocked her and thrilled her. It was a mixture of fear and appreciation… and openness. It disappeared quickly, but she knew it had been there.

“Is this where you tell me how you’ve been pining away for me and you’re finally ready to accept me into your heart?” she asked sweetly, teasing him playfully.

He smiled and then shook his head. “How’s the crew ever going to mutiny and toss me off the aft rail if you’re having relations with me? They couldn’t put you in as captain then.”

Jenna laughed at his well formed response. He had dodged her question artfully, all the proof she needed that her Captain was still in full control of his faculties. She shrugged and replied, “sure they could… it’d just be easier for me to poison your ale so you didn’t see it coming.”

Dexter laughed with her, sharing a moment of warmth at the dark humor. Both knew nothing of the sort was every likely to happen. Dexter’s laughter faded quickly though, as he remembered the real reason he was troubled.

“Has anyone reported anything strange lately?” he asked her.

“Strange? Well Xander thought it strange that you were tired,” she said thoughtfully, caught up in his question. “He probably thought it unusual that I could drop him to the deck with a single punch as well, being a wee little elf girl and all.”

“Nobody’s claimed to be seeing things then?” he asked.

“Seeing things? Like what?”

Dexter sighed. He wanted to tell her, but he knew she might think he was going crazy. Hell, he knew she would think he was losing his mind!

“Dex,” she said, sliding off the chair and kneeling in front of where he sat in his. She put her hands on his thighs. “What’s going on?”

He shook his head, dismissing it. “It’s nothing, I’m just taking Kragor’s death hard.”

She shook her head in turn. “No, Dex, it’s not. I know how dear he was to you. I know you too, and you’re not the type to be put down by this. It’s not that losing Kragor didn’t hurt you or any of us. There’s something going on, you know it and I trust you. I know you,” she stressed, “and I believe in you. Even now, with you strung out and not able to think, I’ll put my life in your hands and say that you’ll do the right thing if the choice comes up.”

Dexter looked at her for a long moment. He finally made a decision and took a deep breath. When it released, he felt the tension in his back release. He nodded and smiled. “Sorry I’ve been away this week,” he said.

“It’s Kragor,” Dexter added. “He ain’t gone.”

“He’s not… Dex,” the elf said cautiously. “We gave his body to the void, you saw it.”

“You’re thinking I’m daft now?” Dexter asked her. “No, I’m trying to understand,” she said, reassuring him. “Get off your knees, somebody coming in might get the wrong idea,” he said. She shrugged. “It’s no secret.”

“What’s no secret? There’s nothing going on,” he protested. She grinned. “Maybe not, but that’s our secret.”

“What?” He gasped in shock. “You been telling them that-“

She stood up and put her finger to his lips, silencing him. “I’ve been doing no such thing. It’s a small ship, they see and they talk though. I hear better than they think.”

“It’s Rosh, ain’t it? He talks filth like that all the time. I’m going to have him scrubbing the keel for a month straight!” Dexter stood up, their prior conversation forgotten as he tried to push past her to head to the deck.

She put her finger to his mouth again to silence his protests. “It doesn’t matter who it is, Dexter. I don’t stop them because that would just fuel the flames.”

Dexter paused, not paying attention to how close Jenna was to him. She had a point; if he intervened it would just strengthen the gossip. He looked down and saw Jenna staring up at him. He stared at her, noticing how expressive and beautiful her eyes were. He shook his head, cursing inwardly at how tired he was.

Jenna reached up and put her hands on his head, then pulled him to her. She kissed him, unable to stop herself even though she knew she should not have done it. She could not help herself though; she had a hunch that this might be the only time she could ever get away with it due to his exhaustion and sluggishness.

Dexter’s world disappeared when she kissed him. He stumbled but she caught him, and he found himself for a long moment only able to focus on her lips. She broke it and pulled away and looked at him. There was longing in her gaze and a bit of fear as well. She was terrified he might reject her, even though he had not pulled away from her.

“Please be truthful with me,” she asked, her voice vulnerable and quiet. “Did you feel the magic?”

Dexter closed his eyes and wanted to deny her. He could not deny they had kissed, but he could deny that it had been special. All he had to do was open his mouth and say no. When he tried, however, it came out sounding a little different. In fact, it sounded remarkably like a “yes.”

She beamed. Her eyes sparkled and her face seemed to glow with pride. Dexter had wanted to say no. He had meant to say no. But instead he had said yes. He sighed and shook his head.

“I’m your Captain. You’re my first mate, that’s all there is to it,” he stated, trying to make it sound less hollow. Jenna shrugged. “I’ll be your mate anytime you’re wanting me, Captain,” she said with a wink. Dexter sighed. “This is a private mutiny.” The elf kept on smiling. “Get back to work,” he muttered, sinking back into his chair and at a loss for words.

Happy, she snapped off a fist to the chest salute and then turned and left the cabin. It was not until an hour or so later that she realized they had not finished their conversation about Kragor. Suddenly worried about Dexter and about the ship, she found the first excuse she could to head back down to his cabin. She knocked softly and heard no response. Upon sticking her head in she found him slumped over his desk, sleeping. She frowned but backed away. It was not the best of positions, but she knew disturbing him would just rouse him prematurely and he desperately needed sleep.

   

* * * *

   

The Voidhawk settled onto its landing struts with the gentle groan of flexing timbers. Thick ropes from either side were cast off to be grabbed by the dockworkers at the harbor. No sooner had the gangplank been secured when a large man wearing an open vest made of boiled leather and studded with metal rivets crossed it. Behind him came two other men wearing chain shirts covered in tunics with the emblem of their allegiance. A third man followed carrying some scrolls and wearing a frayed brown robe. A torque around his neck implied he wore it unwillingly.

“Permission to come aboard?” The dark skinned man asked from where he stood a single step away from the deck of the Voidhawk. Dexter looked him up and down before nodding, “granted. I’m Dexter Silvercloud, Captain of the Voidhawk.” He stepped onto the ship and made way for his men to come behind him. “Talik, Harbormaster of Azmir.”

“I thought this was Azmea?” Dexter asked with a frown. “It is, this is the free state of Azmir, the only registered Void-Port on Azmea.”

“And a fine city it is,” Dexter followed up quickly. “All the trade comes through here?”

“Through this port, yes,” Talik said then grinned. “And through me.” Dexter returned the smile. “Of course it does.”

“Have you any goods to declare?” Dexter chuckled. “No cargo.”

“A fine vessel such as this and no cargo?” Talik’s raised eyebrow indicated as well as his tone and his words that he doubted Dexter’s honesty.

“We were hoping to find some work here, take on some supplies, and maybe find some fresh crew,” he explained. Talik nodded. “You won’t mind then if we search your ship?” Dexter’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not very friendly.”

Talik shrugged. “The Lords of Azmea let Azmir run free for a reason. Smuggling violates our agreement, so we take a dim view on smugglers. There’s nothing that can’t be had here, and those that try to get around don’t make it back to the Void.”

Dexter glanced at the harbor and the thriving town beyond, weighing all that Talik had said. It sounded very much like Xander had told him, that bode well for the mage.

“Sometimes cargo is small or stored in unusual places,” Talik continued more softly, turning to follow Dexter’s gaze. “I’m a groundling, but I understand the ballast must be stowed just so to keep the ships balanced. Sometimes cargo is forgotten and not found until later. Might there be some lashed away forgotten sack or box below?”

Dexter rubbed his admittedly scruffy chin with his hand. “Now that you mention it, I do have a little something below I picked up.”

Talik nodded. “I understand, these things happen.”

Dexter reached into his pocket and pulled out the small bell he had taken from the table in the casting chamber of Xander’s destroyed tower. He held it up and shook it. “Fancy little thing, rings clear and true.”

“That’s your forgotten cargo?” Dexter smiled. “Aye, I’d forgotten all about it till you mentioned that. Been an exciting time out there.”

“And the search?” Talik asked, his eyes smoldering with anger at having been made fun of. “Keep an eye on the ship, make sure we don’t take anything off,” Dexter said, denying the harbormaster. “I’ve a crew of eight, with any luck we’ll be leaving with a couple more.”

Talik nodded. His servant behind him put quill to parchment and scribbled down whatever notes he needed. Talik stared at Dexter a moment longer and then jerked to his followers. They turned and marched down the gangplank, with Talik casting a final accusatory glance at the deck and the crew before he followed them.

“We don’t have anything below,” Jenna said softly after she came up next to Dexter. The Captain shrugged, but could not hide the smile. “Even so, I’ll not have some dirthugger trekking mud around my ship.” Jenna shook her head and rolled her eyes, not caring if Dexter saw her or not.

The crew gathered on the deck, with Xander only just joining them as he stumbled up carrying a bag in one hand filled with some books and other odds and ends. Dexter’s eyes narrowed as he watched him hurry to join them, and Jenna saw the wrinkles deepen as he did this, drawing her own attention to the wizard.

“Rosh, you’re with me,” Dexter said to his new Arms Master. “I need some volunteer’s to stay aboard and guard the ship. Anybody?”

“If it is your wish I will stay, Captain,” Keshira volunteered. Dexter scowled at her tone and deference, but nodded. “It’s my will that someone does it, but is it your will to be the one?”

“

If you desire it of me, Captain.” Dexter rolled his eyes and gave up. “Fine, anybody else?”

“I… I’d prefer to stay,” Bailynn said quietly. “That’s two, anybody else?”

“Dex, I’ll-”

“No,” Dexter said, interrupting Jodyne. “I need you to pick up some fresh eats,” he told her. To back his point up, he tossed her a small pouch of coins.

“The rest of you, be back on the ship… scavver dung, what time is it here anyhow?” Dexter asked, distracted as he glanced up towards the sun. It was midway between the horizon and high noon.

“”There’s six hours until dusk, I think,” Xander piped up. Dexter frowned and peered at the wizard again. “You’re knowing a lot about this place.”

“I’ve done a lot of research,” Xander said, his tone lowered slightly in anger at the implied accusation. “Good, means you won’t be getting lost.”

“Back by dusk then, all of you. I caution you to stick together, but that might be a waste of breath,” Dexter said with a wry smile.

Rosh held up, waiting to see what Dexter needed him for. Jodyne trudged to the side, not meeting anyone’s gaze, and headed down the plank to the dock and from there further off. Xander started forward, moving quickly and anxiously, and was surprised when Jenna fell in beside him.

“If you’re fixing to pick up some magical components to help out, I figure you’ll need an extra set of hands,” she explained with a too-sweet smile.

Xander made the mistake of glancing at Dexter, wondering if he was the source of it. The captain had the good grace to appear surprised at her actions, but he just nodded in agreement. Another pouch sailed through the air and Jenna’s hand snaked out to catch it gracefully.

“After you,” Jenna said, waving her hand forward. Xander cast her a final glance then nodded and led the way down the plank.

Jenna glanced back at Dexter and saw him nod again in approval. She smiled and winked at him, then turned and followed the wizard.

“What’re we after?” Rosh asked.

“Replacements,” Dexter said, making sure Jodyne was out of earshot. “The ‘Hawk’s a fine ship, but she won’t be flying long without someone that can fix her up.”

“Ain’t nothing wrong with the ship,” Rosh said, confused. “Aye, not yet,” he responded. “You notice we have a tendency to run afoul of damn near everything?” Rosh chuckled and nodded. “I need a shipwright… or at least someone who can fix up some holes. That and it’d be nice to have a few more deckhands.” Rosh scratched the stubble on his chin thoughtfully. “Keshira and Bailynn do a damn fine job of it.”

“Aye, they do, but I’ll not work someone to the bone.” The large man shrugged. “Keshira ain’t human, she can do it.” Keshira, if she was bothered, stood by complacently.

Dexter turned to look at the pleasure golem. He sighed. “Be that as it may, it’s not my style. She’s my crew and that means she gets time off like the rest of us.”

Rosh shrugged, then leered as a thought entered his mind. He turned to Dexter but was silenced by the glare the man sent him.

“Don’t speak the words you’re thinking,” he threatened. “There’s not a one of us that don’t deserve to be treated right and fair. Think on that and if you’re not agreeing, keep it to yourself.”

“Captain?”

Dexter turned away from Rosh to see Bekka standing there. He smiled to push aside the confrontation and said, “What’s your plan, Bekka? You staying here or heading out?”

“Sir, I’d like to go with you and Rosh if you don’t mind.” She smiled and glanced up at Rosh, idly rubbing her hand against her freshly shaved scalp above her ear.

“You’re welcome to come,” Dexter said. “But what’s your course?”

Bekka grinned, not surprised that Dexter had sniffed something fishy about her motives. “Sir, if you’re for bringing on new crew, I’d like to recommend at least one of them know something about healing. My sorcery doesn’t do me much good for anything more than a bruise or a scrape.”

Dexter nodded. “Every time I think that hiring women for crew is bad luck, one of you goes and does something to prove me wrong,” he said with a smile.

The captain turned back to Rosh and chuckled while saying, “What do you think, should we hire naught but women from here on?”

Rosh’s eyes widened at the suggestion. A sly grin started to creep across his face until he thought of Jenna and Jodyne. His grin faded quickly.

“Cap, we’d never have any peace,” he said seriously.

Dexter laughed. “Aye, you’ve the right of that! There’d be a mutiny before we left port, I reckon!”

Rosh’s laughter joined his, and Bekka even smiled in accordance. While a woman herself, she agreed with the men that too many women on a ship the size of the Voidhawk for any duration other than a few hours would probably be a bad idea.

Dexter turned back to Keshira and Bailynn, the latter of which had wandered to the far side of the deck and was peering across the dry harbor. “Ladies, remember that nobody comes aboard that isn’t crew. Even if they say they’re new crew, unless one of us vouches for them.”

“Keep an eye out, but relax some too, we’ve been out a while and we could all use some downtime,” he added. “You two, with me,” he said, gesturing with a hand towards each of his accomplices. They fell in behind him as he headed off into the city.

   

* * * *

   

“Do you know anything about magic, or are you just the Captain’s way of keeping track of me?” Xander asked as they moved through the mid-afternoon crowds.

Jenna favored him with a look that was far from complimentary. “If you never head back, the Captain might be annoyed,” she told him. “But deckhands can be found anywhere. You’ve yet to impress anyone with your wizarding, so do you really think he’d leash me to you because he was afraid you might not come back?”

Xander chewed it over for a moment, realizing that what she said was true. The Captain had no real investment in him. Still, the man did seem single minded and particularly obstinate about certain things.

“Perhaps, but I’d not be surprised if he did it out of spite.”

Jenna grinned, revealing nothing other than that she was amused by the magician’s words. Xander harrumphed and continued on through the dusty streets.

“I’ve been around plenty of magic,” Jenna said a moment later. “I spent a good bit of time among elves, they have many wizards there.”

Xander glanced at her, interested in spite of himself. “Elven magic is often strange and wondrous,” he offered, hoping to get her to continue.

Jenna snorted. “If you say so. Just as often it’s devastatingly cruel and inhuman.” The wizard could not hide his shock. “What? I mean… you’re an elf! How could you… I don’t understand.”

“I thought wizards were supposed to be intelligent?” Jenna asked, needling him a little. He scowled in response to her.

“I am an elf, and I’m proud of who I am,” Jenna said, having taken to heart what Dexter had once said to her. “I’m not proud of many of my kin, however. They shame me, much as I have shamed them.”

Jenna smiled sadly before continuing. “You joined us after. We ran into some elves that recognized me and knew about a price on my head. They came after me, and that’s how Bailynn joined us.”

“How she… what? She looks part elvan herself, and I know there is a strong magic about her.” Xander was excited to learn more of his shipmates though he tried to temper it well.

“She was a weapon the elves used to track me down and kill me,” Jenna explained too casually. “We captured and imprisoned her, then when we escaped, the elves came after us.”

“We defeated them and took whatever magical device controlled Bailynn. We freed her from slavery to the elves, and she stays with us because she has nowhere else to go.” The first mate intentionally left out several important parts. She, like Dexter, had no great trust for Xander, but she was willing to give him a chance.

Xander digested the information carefully, then turned to look at her. “So who are you to have a price on your head?”

Jenna grinned wickedly. “Hoping to turn me in and collect the reward? Maybe restart your life where you left off? It’s a sizeable reward, rest assured.”

Xander looked at her without giving anything away, reading her carefully. He knew he was being tested. “Why tell me of it and try to tempt me? It is only you and I now.”

“I’ve been around mages before,” Jenna explained, her smile never leaving her face. “I’m next to you and, from what I’ve seen, I’m faster. By the time you started a spell I’d have a dagger in your side. Rare is the wizard that can finish a spell with that sort of distraction.”

Xander nodded. “Aye, but still, if I am as you suggest, then I’ll be looking for a chance to lose you or gain enough distance to work magic on you. Seems foolish to give away information so important so readily.”

Jenna shrugged. “You may be right,” she admitted. “Or maybe I think you’re worth giving the benefit of the doubt to.”

“A wise man once convinced me that all people deserved to be treated fairly and with respect… at least until they prove otherwise. He proved he meant it by showing me firsthand.”

Xander sighed. “The character of a paladin, our Captain,” he said sarcastically.

Jenna grinned. “Oh, he’s infuriating at times, but he’s still our Captain.”

“And so long as I draw breath,” she added, her smile fading to a look of deadly seriousness, “I’ll shed every last drop of blood I have and few that belong to others before I’d have it any other way.”

Xander nodded. “Yes, he does seem to inspire loyalty. Rather aggravating, really.”

Jenna chuckled. “It can be,” she agreed. “Come, I see some sort of a shop up ahead that looks fanciful. Perhaps you might find some things there?”

Xander glanced at where she pointed and he saw at once some of the runes and symbols in the scrollwork above and around the door. He nodded, nearly forgetting their conversation as he increased his pace towards the shop.

   

* * * *

   

“So where do we go?” Rosh asked Dexter and Bekka as they stood on the side of a busy intersection.

People moved up and down the sides of the street, only a few feet separating them. Often a wagon would pass down the middle, or occasionally pass one another. Other times it would be a covered coach, a rider or two. Once they even paused to watch a covered litter born by slaves. The slaves, not surprisingly, were naked.

Dexter looked around, then shrugged and pointed to a cross street up ahead. “That way.”

“How do you know that?” Bekka asked, following him as he led the way. Dexter shrugged and said, “standing there was getting us no closer.”

Bekka nodded, understanding the wisdom behind it. Rosh looked back and forward, then shook his head and muttered something under his breath.

As fate would have it, the road Dexter had chosen led to a hall with criers out in front of it. The wares they were barking were those of the flesh, rather than more mundane possessions. Dexter came up short and stared at the stone steps that led up into the wide double doors of the building.

“I thought you didn’t want nothing to do with slaving?” Rosh asked him, confused. “Aye,” Dexter said, his mind grinding through some thoughts. “You ain’t thinking about burning the place down?” He asked in a worried whisper.

Dexter turned, surprised. “Not a half bad idea,” he admitted. Then he shrugged and lightly clapped Rosh on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s see if there’s any business to be done.”

Rosh stood there staring at his Captain for a long moment while the man headed into the hall. Bekka turned to look back at him and gesture for him to hurry up, afraid he might get lost. Rosh shook his head and followed, jogging to catch up.

The inside of the hall was hot and stank of bodies, both natural and perfumed. Dexter had to pay a fee of a few coppers to enter the bidding proper, where the would-be slave owners studied the prospects as they were displayed and were able to bid upon them. Once inside they looked around the room, which had benches for seats. A barred door stood off to one side, with a guard beside it discouraging anyone from using it.

There were perhaps seven others bidding on the slaves being offered for auction, or at least seven people present. All but one of them were male, with the woman being some elderly and clearly of high rank and station, based upon the condescension with which she treated those around her. Dexter smiled as he looked upon her, a plot already thickening in his mind.

“Cap, we’re a hike from the ship,” Rosh warned in a hushed voice. “Don’t be starting nothing.”

“Why is it people always think I’m trying to start something?” Dexter asked, turning to face Bekka and Rosh. Rosh scowled but did not rise to the bait. Bekka giggled a little.

They sat through several auctions, watching as one after another slave was brought up to be sold off. None interested Dexter, though secretly he hoped desperately to be able to free them all. The best he could do was drive up the prices a little, especially when the noble woman was bidding. She seemed increasingly annoyed, but refused to give him the respect a glance would afford him.

A small man came out, flanked by an overly large guard, after several minutes had passed and Dexter had not yet acquired any merchandise.

“Good sir, it has come to our beliefs that you are not bargaining in good faith,” the man said quietly, so not to interfere with the auction.

“I’m bidding,” Dexter protested.

“Yes, but never seriously,” he continued. “If you have not the funds, perhaps you would rather visit the cells to see some of those not deemed worthy enough to go on the block?”

Dexter’s patronizing smile faded. “What happens to them, if they don’t go on the block?”

The man shrugged. “Most are a lost cause, I admit,” he said honestly. “Criminals without the strength to battle in the arenas. Some are sick, others old and feeble. Mostly they rot in their cells until one death comes.”

Dexter rose slowly. Biting back his rage he said, “Yes, show me to them.”

Happy to get the difficult man away from angering the other bidders, he gladly led Dexter and his crew through the barred door and down a flight of stairs. Once down there they passed through another guard room that had three doors opening from different walls, each leading to a bank of cells.

“You want this bank of cells here,” the smarmy man told them, indicating a door that one of the guards in the lower room moved to open.

The smell that emerged when the door opened made Rosh scowl and cover his nose. Bekka’s eyes widened and her face paled. Dexter coughed and turned to look at the man.

“Their fates are sealed, why waste the money?” he asked in a tone that indicated he truly did not understand the need for such a thing.

“You’ll know why when a plague festers down here,” Rosh growled.

Dexter said nothing. His jaw clenched and his fists balled. He nodded with his head towards the opening and the man in turn gestured for them to go ahead. “See if there’s anything you like. There’s no other way out and we possess the keys.”

Dexter walked forward into the dark passage. Rosh followed behind him, though not without leveling a threatening glare at their guide. Bekka followed as well, though the squeamish look upon her face told that it was a matter of extreme willpower that allowed her to endure the stench.

They made it all the way to the end of the hall, counting seven cells to each side, before they turned and came back. One man alone still lived, so far as they could tell. He looked up at them morosely and they realized it was no man, but a woman. Her face was bruised and cut, with dried blood upon it. She clutched one hand to her stomach, the fingers swollen, blackened, and broken so badly that they would never be set straight again. Much of her hand, in fact, was swollen and discolored.

“I’m no whore!” She spat at them as they stopped to stare at her. “Not with a face like that,” Rosh said dryly. Dexter ignored him and instead knelt down next to the bars. “What’s your name?” he asked her softly.

Her eyes widened and her split lips parted. She was missing a few teeth as well, he saw. “Wuh….Willa,” she said, her anger shaken by his question.

“Willa, what’s wrong with you,” Dexter asked her. “I don’t mean why are you here, but what of your hand? And how else are you injured?”

Her eyes narrowed and some of her defiance returned. “I’m no whore!” She said again, using her good hand to help her drag herself across the floor closer to the cell door.

Dexter shook his head. “That’s good, I’m not for wanting a whore.”

She stared at him suspiciously, stopping her painful slide. “My hand’s busted up,” she admitted at last. “Something’s busted in my hip too.”

“Have you any skills? Any talent? Can you work wood or tend to injuries? Have you ever been on a ship?”

She looked away and then back, a glimmer of moisture reflecting in the distant torchlight. Angrily she said, “Leave me here to rot if I can’t slave for you? I can’t do a damned thing with my hand busted like this, and it won’t be healing right neither!”

Dexter shook his head and sighed, then he regretted it as it caused him to draw a full breath. “Willa, I mean to get you out of here no matter what you can do. And I mean to do what I can to get you healed, rested, and fed. I just want to know if you will be able and willing to serve on my ship.”

“You got one of those fancy skyships?” she asked, not believing a word he said.

Dexter nodded, assuming the Voidhawk was what she called a ‘skyship’.

She laughed. “Going to set me and some others up on it to drive it right into something, I bet. I heard what you bastards do! You load them full of oil and such, then ram them into whoever you’re fighting! I’d rather die here, pig!”

Dexter recoiled, surprised at both her enmity and the act she described. To take a ship and waste it in such a matter was as taboo a thing to him as he could imagine.

“Never that, I promise!” He assured her. “I’m the Captain of the Voidhawk. This is my helmswoman and my Arms Master. We lost a good man recently and we’re needing some more help on the deck… The Void is a big place to be running a skeleton crew.”

“The…Void?” she asked, confused by the term. “Aye, up there,” he said, pointing and glancing towards the ceiling. “Ain’t no airship you got then, is it?” she asked.

“It sails in the air,” Dexter told her. “But when we’re done here, we’ll go further, to another port in the void, perhaps another planet.”

She leaned forward, grimacing as she did so, and looked down the hall. “I’ll do anything you want…um, Captain. Take me with you and I’m yours.”

“Thought you weren’t no whore?” Rosh asked pointedly. She glanced sharply at him. “Anything he wants… sounds like whoring to me,” Rosh offered as an explanation.

Dexter held up his hand to stall both of them. “I don’t need nor want a whore,” Dexter said. He ignored the funny noise Rosh made from behind him and pressed on. “Willa, these dirthuggers won’t offer much for help, do you think you can be moved so that we can get you to my ship?”

She nodded, biting her lip resolutely. “I’ll make it.”

“Alright,” Dexter said before rising to his feet and turning towards the opening. “Bring the keys!” He yelled down the hallway.

A few minutes later a guard, the same one that had opened the door for them, came down to meet them. He held a cloth over his nose with one hand and the keys in the other. He looked at the injured woman and chuckled, then stuck the key in the lock and twisted it. Seeing no reason to stick around, he turned and hurried back out of the fetid passage.

“Help her up, Rosh,” Dexter said, pushing the door open on squealing hinges.

Rosh made a face but stepped in and reached down to gently help Willa to her feet. She grimaced and gasped a few times, even screaming quickly before she bit it off when her ruined hand was jostled.

Rosh held his head back, trying not to gag. When he gained control of himself he said, “Cap, that hand’s got to go. Stinks like rot.”

“We’ll see when we get her back,” Dexter said, seeing it better himself and agreeing with the man. “Can you handle her?”

Rosh nodded. “My sword weighs more than her,” he exaggerated.

Within a half dozen steps Rosh was forced to sweep Willa up completely and carry here in his arms. Each step made caused her to nearly buckle in pain. A dripping noise brought their attention to below them, where red drops were appearing on the dirt floor beneath them.

“You’re bleeding,” Bekka said, speaking for the first time as her concern overweighed her disgust of the environment. She rushed forward to try and see where else she was injured.

Willa bit her lip and fought through the pain. “It’ll stop, it always does.”

“This happens a lot?” Bekka asked. Willa nodded, then swooned as the motion nearly caused her to black out.

Bekka gently pulled at the torn rags she used as a skirt and gasped when she saw the damage that had been done to her. She laid them back down then turned to Dexter. “The guards,” Bekka said, making it an accusation and a statement all at once.

Dexter looked at her curiously for a moment, then realization dawned on him. He turned to look down the hallway then headed down it, moving quickly. In the guardroom he looked at the three guards present, plus the clerk that had led them downstairs. He looked at them all, trying to figure out which one, or ones, had violated Willa.

“Gonna miss her,” a thick necked guard said with a cackle when Rosh emerged from the doorway.

Dexter’s fist smashed his already flat nose into his face and sent him stumbling backwards into a chair. The chair tripped him up further and dropped him to the ground. The other two guards looked stunned and took a moment to react. Dexter’s pistol was out in one hand, waving slowly between the two of them and the clerk.

“I’m wanting to give him justice for what he done,” Dexter said in a near growl. “This ain’t my world, so I’ll just leave with her.”

“Five coppers,” the clerk said after several moments of hesitation had passed. The guard on the floor began to pick himself up, one hand cradling his nose and dripping blood.

“What?” Dexter asked, amazed.

“Five coppers for the slave,” he repeated, his voice a little stronger the second time.

Dexter stared at him, open mouthed, then shook his head. “Wow,” he muttered, reaching down with his free hand and untying a pouch at his belt. He slipped his fingers into it and pulled out several coins one at a time to check their worth. When he found a copper piece he tossed it on the ground at the clerk’s feet. After counting out five of them he pulled the drawstring on the pouch and motioned for the others to file out ahead of him.

“You can put your weapon down, our business is done,” the clerk said.

Dexter lowered his pistol slowly, and seeing no action being taken against him, he slipped it into the holster at his side. When still no one came after him, he followed his crew up the stairs and back into the auction hall.

“Cap, I dunno if she’s gonna make it,” Rosh said, seeing the filthy collection of skin and bones in his arms passing in and out of consciousness.

“Walk faster,” Dexter said, holding open the door to the outside world.

Rosh slipped through it, his movements bringing a faint moan from his cargo, and waited for Dexter to take the lead again. The Captain glanced at Willa as he passed them and frowned, then reached out and grabbed the first person passing him.

“Where’s the nearest church? Temple? Priest? Healer?” Dexter nearly shouted at the man.

The man, far from his prime and burdened by a roll of sticks he carried on his back, seemed ready to faint from the surprise of the near assault. He pointed off to the side, back towards the road they had come from. His eyes were wide with fear and he could do little more than stare at the angry fistful of his tunic that Dexter had in his hand.

Without another word Dexter let him go and headed in that direction. Rosh hurried behind as quickly as he could without jostling Willa too much. In the fresher air of the city the rotting stench that sometimes came from her hand or her clothing only seemed that much worse to him. Occasional drops of blood continued to dot the dusty road beneath and behind him.

In moments they came upon a large temple devoted to some God or other that Dexter had not heard of. Sometimes deities persisted from one port or world to another, but often each had their own pantheon to follow. Dexter did not know how it worked or why, nor did he care. What mattered was that they were often the best healers to be found, though the donation required was sometimes more than a normal man could bear.

Willa had passed out by the time they entered the fancy building. Dexter spared no time to admire the artwork, colored glass, or feats of fanciful architecture upon which the building was founded. Instead he found an acolyte that waited in front of double doors and pointed at Willa.

“We’ve come for the favor of your God upon this woman, fetch a priest boy!” Dexter said, wasting no time with irreverent small talk.

The acolyte looked at the woman, then at the still small but growing puddle of blood beneath her and nodded. He turned and slipped through the double doors, taking care to shut them behind him.

“Is she getting heavy?” Dexter asked Rosh, seeing him holding the woman as far from him as possible.

The large man scowled and shook his head, “light as a feather,” he grumbled. “Stinks like a tavern privy though!”

Dexter chuckled, knowing his hidden barb would cause the man to endure her weight longer. Fortunately, Rosh did not need to endure it for too long. A smaller door to the side opened and the acolyte gestured for them to come through it and follow him.

They ducked through it and followed him as he led them to a room that had a small alter set up in it. A hastily put together cot was in front of the alter, with some cloth draped across it. A full figured priest stood in the room, finishing the process of dipping his hands in a bowl of holy water.

“Set her there,” the man said, holding his hands up to dry in the air.

Rosh laid Willa into the cot as gently as he could, then gratefully stepped away from her. She moaned as she settled into it, her breath rattling in her throat.

“What happened to her?” Asked the priest, moving to walk around her and look at her more carefully.

“For the most part, we don’t know,” Dexter admitted. “She was raped at least once, probably more often. I’m for guessing the rest of her injuries came when she resisted in the past.”

He muttered something under his breath and kissed his holy symbol, which was a circle with an eye in the middle of it. It was made of gold and platinum, and probably worth more than Dexter had made since they had launched the Voidhawk.

“Who did this?” The priest asked, looking up at them.

“Does it matter?” Dexter asked him bluntly.

The priest looked at him for a long moment, then sighed. “Yes, yes it does. This is a temple of Acaros, and his light shines only upon the brave and the true.”

“She was a slave,” Dexter told him, not wanting a full discourse on the theology of Acaros. “She was a slave?”

“Aye, as soon as I paid for her release she’s a free woman,” he said.

“My friend, such a thing is not possible. Surely you must know that only one of the Azmar can grant a slave freedom, and such things rarely ever happen, save for gladiatorial champions,” the priest said, incredulous.

“Very well,” Dexter said. “I purchased her and I’m the Captain of the Voidhawk, a ship that sales through the Void above. As soon as we get off this dirtball she’s free to do as she pleases.”

The priest’s eyebrows raised. He thought it over and smiled. “Indeed, that you may.”

“Leave us, child, we have work that must be done,” the priest said, turning to the acolyte. The boy nodded and left, shutting the door behind him.

“I admire you, Captain,” the priest said. “Though perhaps if you are not of this world you do not realize the dangers to which you speak. All the same, I admire you.”

“Have you a donation for the blessings of Acaros?”

“What sort of donation does your God require?” Dexter asked, the words tasting foul in his mouth. “Surely the Captain of such a fine vessel must be able to afford something so trivial as a donation?” the priest pointed out.

Rosh barked a short laugh, drawing a glare from Dexter. Bekka seemed to be ignoring them all as she was lost in concentration. Dexter turned back to the priest and nodded, “I fancy myself the richest man alive. I’ve a fine ship and a fine crew.”

He reached into a pouch and withdrew several coins from it and offering them to the priest. Dexter counted roughly a score of gold coins lay in his hand, a pittance by any estimation.

The priest looked at it and sighed. “Really?” he asked, looking to Dexter’s face. Dexter nodded, his jaw set firmly. The priest nodded. “Very well, I will do what I can. What matters is that you give… I’ll not turn away someone so desperately in need of my help who, by all appearances, is worthy of such aid.”

Dexter’s eyebrows raised. He had not expected generosity from the man. Rarely were men of the cloth as benign as they claimed themselves to be. His bias made him not at all surprised when the priest spoke again.

“I would ask a boon of you, however.”

Dexter nodded for him to continue but the priest shook his head. “Later, she needs me to direct the blessings of Acaros or she will not be long for this life.”

Dexter’s nostrils flared. This left him indebted to the man. Had Willa’s life not been in the balance, he would have left. As it was, he had no choice but to nod again.

The priest held his holy symbol and chanted, sometimes softly and sometimes louder. It took him long enough that Rosh looked around and ended up sitting down with his back to a wall. Bekka remained attentive, watching in a way that made her seem as though she were lost in a daze. Dexter moved about, acting almost like a caged animal when he did so.

“I cannot save her hand,” the priest said at length. “And I fear she will never bear children, after the savagery that has been done her.”

Dexter came up beside him and looked down at her. Her color was somewhat restored, though she still looked weak and pale. The filth and dried blood upon her remained as well, though the wounds under it were gone. Her hand, however, was worse than before. It had been discolored, swollen, broken, and altogether ugly. Now it was shriveled and black.

“It’s dead and if it is not removed, it will poison her.”

Dexter nodded and turned to Rosh, who was by now snoring softly with his chin on his chest. A quick step and a kick brought the man awake.

“Hey! What? We wasn’t doing nothing!” He protested, rolling away from Dexter quickly even though there had not been enough force behind the kick to injure more than his pride.

“A swift clean stroke,” Dexter told him, jerking his thumb back at Willa.

“You want me to kill her?” Rosh asked, eyes wide. “I’ll kill a man sure as the sun shines… or a woman, but it ain’t right killing one that’s sleeping.”

Bekka blinked, her focus returning. She turned to Rosh and rolled her eyes while making an exasperated sound.

“That’s good to know,” Dexter said. “now cut off her hand.”

“Her…oh,” Rosh said grinning stupidly. He started to draw his great sword then realized he did not have enough room to swing it in the small room. Frowning, he reached around behind the small pack he carried on his back and pulled out a hand axe.

“That ain’t right,” he muttered when he stood next to her and stared down at the blackened ruin that had been her hand.

The priest gently picked up her arm and moved it so that it was away from her body. He placed it upon a pedestal that normally held a vase, frowning about the damage that was soon to be done to it. Once in place, he held her arm firmly. Willa slept on, oblivious to the lifesaving pain she was about to endure.

Rosh took careful aim and drew back, then swung with a sure stroke powered by his great strength. It landed true, crushing and parting the bones of her wrist as it swelled to become her palm. The hand, blackened and lifeless, bounced off the pedestal and landed upon the floor. No blood oozed from it, but likewise no one moved to pick it up.

Willa, on the other hand, awoke with her eyes wide and a scream instantly parting her lips. She struggled to sit up, but Dexter was there holding her down. It lasted a timeless few seconds until the renewed pain caused consciousness to flee. She slumped back onto the cot, her frail body almost seeming to collapse in on itself.

The priest picked up her arm and chanted again. He touched his holy symbol to it and sprinkled holy water from his fingertips across it. The gaping ruin aged before their eyes, the harsh and gory details becoming fuzzy and obscured as the magic mended the shorn limb. When he finished, many minutes later, her right arm ended in a pink stub.

He took a deep breath and seemed to stagger away from the slave girl. He turned back to Dexter and said in a tired voice, “it is done.”

Dexter nodded and looked to Rosh, who still held his hand axe. Rosh shook his head to clear it and slipped it back beneath his pack, then moved forward and picked her up. He wrinkled his nose again as he did so.

“Couldn’t you have cleaned her up some too?” he asked the priest.

The priest, regaining some of his strength, smiled. “That would have required a larger donation.” Apparently his sense of humor was returning as well.

Rosh grunted and stepped away, holding Willa firmly. Before she had hung limply, whereas now she almost seemed to turn in towards Rosh as if she was clinging to him.

“What of this boon?” Dexter asked, anxious to get back to the ship.

“A member of my order has been stricken with a magical ailment,” the priest said after glancing at the door to insure it remained closed.

“He is a good young man, and it is a terrible shame that such a thing has happened. I have spent much time in prayer, trying to learn a way to help him.”

Dexter nodded, wishing the priest would hurry up but knowing better than to rush him.

“This malady he suffers, it takes control of him upon nights when the moon is high and full in the sky. At other times he can control himself,” he explained.

Dexter’s eyes widened. “That’s inconvenient,” he said. “But how could I possibly help?”

“Take him with you,” the priest asked, his tone changing so that he almost sounded as if he was pleading. “Up there he would be free from the moon here. Free from its effects upon him.”

“How old is he?” Dexter asked. “19 summers old.”

“He’s a priest like yourself?”

“Yes… I mean no. He’s heard the calling of Acaros, true, but he is scarcely more than an acolyte.”

Dexter turned to Bekka and saw her eyes were wide and supportive. She nodded imperceptibly. Dexter ran his tongue along his teeth thoughtfully then nodded.

“Alright, I’ll take him. Bring him to my ship when he’s ready… if he’s ready. I hope you don’t mind but I’ll be keeping him in a hold until we’re off this world.”

The priest nodded, smiling widely. “Yes, yes, I understand. That’s acceptable. And thank you, Captain, thank you very much.”

Dexter turned and walked to the door, opening it and stepping out. The others followed, with none of them saying a word. As they passed the front hall Dexter reached into his pouch and tossed the promised offering into the donation well, not even watching them as they disappeared into the darkness at the bottom of it.

“It’s his son,” Bekka said softly when they were back upon the road. “His son?” Rosh asked, loudly. Shooting him a glare, Dexter replied, “How do you know that?” Bekka shrugged, “I just do. These things happen sometimes. I wonder what’s wrong with him.”

“You don’t have a hunch about that too?” Rosh asked irritably. Dexter smirked but shook his head and just led the way back to the Voidhawk. “Hey, does this mean we got ourselves a real healer?” Rosh asked, remembering what the priest had said. “That, or a madman,” Dexter replied without bothering to explain any more of his thoughts.

   

* * * *

   

When the three, now four, members of the Voidhawk crew returned to the ship they found a very irritated looking Jodyne standing on the deck with her arms crossed. A cart bearing several foodstuff sat nearby, along with the boy that she had paid to deliver the items for her. Two bored guards stood by watching the exchange while the same scribe from before was going through every item she had purchased and recording it on his parchment.

“What’s the problem here, Jodyne?” Dexter asked her with a frown on his face.

“Your vessel is ranked as suspicious,” one of the guards piped up.

A look to Jodyne and he knew better than to ask her for more; she was ready to put a kitchen knife in the dirthuggers. He turned to the guards instead.

“That right?” he asked rhetorically, to which they both nodded. “So since you’re afraid I might be smuggling something off my ship, you interfere with us loading things on to the ship?”

“Smuggling goes both ways,” the other guard piped up. His smug grin indicated he was clearly pleased with his quick witted response.

“And who’s that,” the other one asked, pointing to Willa.

“New crew I hired,” Dexter said.

“She’s got the mark of a slave,” he said, pointing to a brand that was now visible on an exposed patch of skin above her right breast.

“Aye,” Dexter said, his jaw becoming difficult to move. “Slaves belong to Azmea, there’s a fee to be taking them off world,” the guard informed him. “Of course there is,” Dexter said, fighting the urge to roll his eyes, punch the guards, or toss them off the dock. “How much?”

“Four gold,” the other one piped up, drawing a look from the first one. “Since you’ll be depriving our world of the work that she’d be doing.”

“It cost me-“ Dexter began, then stopped, realizing he was about to get in a fight. He took a couple of deep breaths then reached into his pouch. He extracted the gold coins, no doubt certain that more than half of it was graft, and tossed them to the guard. He dropped three of them and had to scramble to pick them up before they rolled off the dock.

“You done harassing my cook?” he asked the other one while the first was still scrambling.

“Aye, I think we’re finished up here,” he said, watching his fellow instead of the suspected smugglers as he should have been. When he looked back he found Dexter standing in front of him, so close that he jumped in surprise.

“If I were smuggling,” Dexter told him in low even tones. “I’d have you fools up here distracted with something like loading food. Then, with that happening, I’d be hoisting up the goods over the other side of my ship with some lines.”

The greedy guard came to his feet then, the four coins held in his fist. He saw his partner’s predicament and hurried to the rescue. “Hey you, stand back now! It’s against the law to threaten the Port Watch!

Dexter stepped back and glanced meaningfully at the far side of his ship, where two lines hung over the rail. In truth they were tied off to cleats on the ground. The ship stood no chance of floating off of a dry dock, like it might a port in the void or a wet dock. Tradition still bound that a ship was to be tied off when docked

The eyes of both guards followed his. They looked back quickly and said, “We’re finished here, but you’re still marked as suspicious!”

As the scribe backed away, his expression blank, the two guards hurried off. They could hear them talking between themselves in low voices, anxious to check out the smuggling potential he had identified.

The look on Rosh’s face made Bekka giggle. Far from being a man comfortable with big words, his expression spoke volumes for them. Dexter even had to laugh a little, and Jodyne’s expression softened.

Dexter flipped the boy a copper and grabbed up a bag in each hand before walking up the gangplank. Bekka and Jodyne followed suit while the boy scampered off with the now unloaded cart.

“Dex, where you want I should put her?” Rosh asked, coming up behind them.

“Crew quarters,” Dexter told him.

Rosh nodded and headed for the aft stairway. Dexter sighed. He was up another crewmate, even if she might not be able to do as much as the others. He shook his head and turned to help Jodyne carry her stuff down to the kitchen.

   

* * * *

   

Slightly after dusk Dexter looked up from the charts he was musing over on the bridge when he heard a noise. The vision of Kragor was there, sitting on the vacant helm and waving at him. The noise, Dexter was relieved to discover, had not come from the insane hallucination he was suffering from, but rather from someone coming up the companionway.

Jenna and Xander stepped through the doorway a moment later. Dexter glanced over to see Kragor now watching them, a suspicious look in his eyes. Jenna followed Dexter’s gaze with her own.

“How was shopping?” Dexter asked, realizing he was going mad if only he could see the dwarf. He did his best to hide his agitation.

“Good,” they both said, then laughed in unison. It grated on Dexter’s nerves, hearing them laughing together so. For a moment he even felt a flash of anger and jealousy.

“I can get the elements I need to enchant your holds,” Xander said. “But not without cost.”

Dexter nodded. “How much?”

The number he responded with nearly sent Dexter to the floor with shock. He shook his head and sighed. “Looks like we’ll be staying as we are.”

“Dex, wait,” Jenna said, coming around the table to him. “We told the shopkeeper as much and he said we might be able to work out a deal. He was quite interested in the Voidhawk, I guess they don’t get too many of us ‘voidsailors’.”

“What kind of deal?” Dexter asked, suspicious.

“He took us to meet the merchant that owned the business. He was an Azmar!” Xander said excitedly. “Such a fascinating race, unlike many giant kin with their sophistication and intelligence.”

Jenna waved him silent and turned back to her Captain. “He said he would be willing to trade for it in exchange for some service.”

“Service?” Dexter said. “That don’t sound too bad. Depends on the service though, I suppose. He say any more?”

She nodded. “Lord Falson, that’s the Azmar, would like us to go north to where he is trying to expand his lands. His army needs some decent support, and his regular airships cannot go high enough nor are they big enough to offer it.”

“Airships and armies?” Dexter asked, baffled by the way things were unfolding.

“Yes!” Xander cried out. “They have airships here. Nothing as large, powerful, or complex as the Voidhawk… or anything that can travel in the void really. Still, they are capable of low altitude flight.”

“And he wants us to fight for him?” Dexter asked. “Not really fight, survey. Scout and perhaps drop some barrels of oil or something.” Dexter looked at his first mate, convinced he may not be the only one going mad. “You think this is a good idea?” he asked her.

“Think about it Dex,” she said in a quiet voice. “We are bigger, faster, and can go much higher than anything they’ll send against us. We stay out of harm’s way, drop a few barrels, report their movements, then we pick up the spell components and we’re done!”

“Just like that,” Dexter said. “Sure, just like that!” Dexter shook his head. “Jenna, you know war is never easy. Things never go right, and they never end when you want them to.”

Jenna shrugged. “Maybe, but Dex, this is a chance of a lifetime! It would take us five years of hauling cargo to save up enough for this otherwise!”

Dexter looked at the wizard, studying him. “Xander, what’s your take?”

Xander looked a little surprised that Dexter was actually willing to listen to him. He opened his mouth to respond then closed it, realizing he needed to be certain of what he was saying and also realizing that he had to be right, otherwise he might never have the chance again.

“Captain, I-“

“Cap, that priest’s here!” Rosh said as he burst down the stairs and rushed into the room. He pulled up short when he saw the other two, then shrugged and continued in.

“He brought along some friends too.”

Dexter sighed. “The other new crewmate,” Dexter said, realizing he had forgotten about him.

Xander stood in the bridge as the others filed out. He shut his mouth and stared after them, denied his chance to speak his mind yet again. Scowling, he stormed out after them, leaving an unseen and unheard laughing dwarf behind.

   

* * * *

   

“I never caught your name, Father…”

The priest smiled at Dexter and reached out to shake his hand. “Father Dooligan,” he offered.

He turned to the man that accompanied them. He wore a holy symbol much like the priest did, save that both it and the chain it hung on appeared to be pure silver. Silver bracelets adorned his wrists as well, and from the looks of things he found them offensive. His skin was raw on his wrists and, by the way his feet kept moving and rubbing against one another, Dexter suspected he had silver anklets as well.

“This is Logan, the man we spoke of.”

Dexter nodded. “I’m Dexter Silvercloud, Captain of the Voidhawk here,” he said to him. “The life of a sailor is no simple life. We run mostly cargo from one place to another, picking up work where we may. Sometimes it’s a bit more exciting, you understand, and there’s always the threat of pirates.”

“We can use the help, and all the more if you’ve any skill in healing… magical or otherwise,” he continued. “But I’ll not have a man or woman on my ship that’s not here because they want to be. If your wanting to join and you’ll take my orders, you may board.”

He looked to the priest, who smiled and nodded. Dexter thought he could see some moisture in Father Dooligan’s eyes. The young man turned back to Dexter and met his gaze. Dexter was surprised by the look he saw barely contained in them. His gaze was intense and overpowering, as though something great and powerful was hiding within.

He nodded. “I’m your man, Captain Silvercloud.”

Dexter nodded and stepped aside so the young man could enter. He took his measure as he passed by him, noting that he stood roughly as tall as him, but seemed a bit thinner in the shoulders and chest. He carried no weapons that Dexter could see, but he supposed that men of faith felt they had all the weapon they needed in their God. Dexter fought the urge to scoff at the notion.

“Rosh, show him to his room,” Dexter asked.

Rosh gestured for Logan to follow him but he had only taken a step before the priest spoke up. “Remember, Captain, you mentioned the hold? I advise you to heed your own advice.”

Dexter looked at the priest and then at Logan, then he turned to Rosh and nodded. Rosh turned again and led the newest crewmember below deck. When they were out of sight the priest spoke again.

“How is the girl doing?”

“She’s sleeping still,” Dexter said. “But we think she’ll be okay.”

“Losing a hand will be hard on her,” he said. “Sometimes healing the spirit is harder than healing the body. Keep that in mind, my young friend.”

Dexter chuckled, he hardly felt young. The priest had more than a dozen years on him, but still, the things Dexter had already done and seen had aged him much, especially of late.

“Father… may I have a word with you?” Dexter asked, not sure he agreed with what he was doing.

“Of course,” Father Dooligan was quick to respond.

Dexter gestured for him to come up the plank and on to the ship, then he led him below, pausing at his cabin and taking a moment to peak into the bridge. Not seeing the specter of his former first mate, he opened his cabin and led the priest inside, offering him a seat at the table.

“Father Dooligan,” he began, uncertain as to how to address the priest. “Father is fine, Captain,” he said with a warm smile. Dexter chuckled. “Fair enough.”

He took a deep breath and said, “You deal with faith. The hopes of eternal life in service of Acaros. People are born, people die.”

The priest nodded. “That sums it up I suppose. There is, of course, more to it than that.”

Dexter nodded and held up his hand. “Aye, there is. It’s neither here nor there though. What I’m for wondering is what about them that don’t pass on?”

The priest looked at him funny. “Those that don’t pass on? You mean, they live forever? There’s no such thing. Or do you speak of unholy abominations – the living dead?”

“No, no, no,” Dexter said. “I mean them that die, but… well, they’re still here,” he said, trying to explain it.

“Ah, denied entrance to the afterlife,” Father Dooligan reasoned, nodding. “Captain, I know not who you pray to, but you are a good man and I have no doubts such a thing would never-“

Dexter sighed. “This isn’t about me,” he said, slightly exasperated. “We lost my first mate a little while back and… well, there’ve been some strange things going on. People thinking they thought they saw him.”

Dexter altered the story just enough so that the priest would not suspect Dexter was actually the only one who had seen him.

Father Dooligan leaned forward, interested. “I’ve heard of such things,” he confessed. “Often they are of someone who was died unjustly and remains to seek revenge.”

“Have you seen this apparition?” Dexter hesitated, then nodded. “I thought I was going mad,” he admitted. Father Dooligan shook his head. “Was he well liked and was he a good person?”

“Aye, he was… ” Dexter trailed off, unable to speak for a moment. He just nodded and finally said, “he was a good man.”

“You’re not daft, my son,” the priest said softly. “And while I’ve not heard of it before, I can only guess that this friend of yours stays out of love for your crew. How did he die?”

“Some type of creature found a way into our steerage and Kragor stumbled across him. It struck him down, paralyzing him and making him black out. He never awoke,” Dexter said raggedly. He looked up and shook his head. “He fought… he was a dwarf, after all.”

Father Dooligan nodded and smiled. “I know.”

Dexter opened his mouth to say more then stopped. “You know?” he asked, confused. “But I’d never spoken of that before. Did you hear it from someone else?”

The priest nodded his head towards Dexter, but to the side. His eyes looked there as well. When Dexter turned his head to look he saw Kragor sitting on the head of his bed, carving a block of wood and sending ghostly shavings to the floor. They disappeared before they reached that decking.

“You can see him?” Dexter asked, turning back to the priest.

He nodded and smiled. “I can. He is letting me, otherwise I doubt I would be able to.”

“This friend of yours is a benign spirit. Only the wrathful and vengeful ones have the strength to affect the world of the living. Your friend stays on to see that you do well, I suspect. Or perhaps there is more he would tell you, yet he cannot as he has no voice.”

Dexter turned to Kragor and caught the dwarf’s eye. They shared a look and Dexter had to blink back tears. He was not crazy! Making no noise. Kragor sniffed and bent his head to go back to carving his block of wood.

“Captain, I must take my leave,” the priest said, noticing the special moment between the two. “It does my heart good to see this though… it makes me feel better about your new deckhand and his fate.”

Dexter rose with him. “We’ll take good care of him, Father,” Dexter promised. “As good as can be given out there, at least.”

“My thanks, my friend.” They shook again and Dexter escorted him back up to the deck and off of the ship. He paused up there and sighed, happy to not be insane.

“Everything alright, Captain?” Rosh asked as he wandered by carrying a length of sail that Bekka was planning on mending. Dexter stared at the priest then to Rosh and asked, “Rosh, see that man over there?” Rosh turned and nodded. “Yeah, the priest… right?”

Dexter smiled. “Aye,” he said, then turned and walked away, whistling a tune softly. Rosh watched him go, head cocked to the side. Finally he shrugged and continued on his way.

   


Chapter 8: Dancing with Demons

   

The Voidhawk bucked against the breeze, making everyone on board anxious to grab on to something to keep their balance. A normal day’s sailing had a few minor bumps and shifts, but it took place in the Void, where the ship carried its own pocket of air with it. Today it sailed through the gusty clouds of Azmea’s atmosphere, seeking the forward army of Lord Falson’s forces.

Dexter agreed to a deal with the Azmarian lord. He was to help secure a nearby region, a peninsula of land that was run by another Azmarian lord. In return for the assistance of the Voidhawk, he would be given the necessary magical materials Xander needed to enchant his ship so his holds could carry more than they should be able to. Dexter did not understand the magic, he only knew that he had heard of ships being modified thusly. With an increased carrying capacity he reasoned that profits would be far easier to come by.

Bucking their way through the wind made him grit his teeth and wonder at the soundness of his decision, however. He expected a couple of months for their current job and, after only a couple of hours, three of his crew had thrown up and his own stomach was anxious to join them.

“How do the dirthuggers manage it,” Jenna asked, her own elven features tinged with green.

Dexter shook his head. He had no idea. The natives of Azmea had their own airships, but they were smaller vessels that were flimsy in comparison to the Voidhawk. They were far slower and could not climb nearly as high. Even worse though, Azmea had oceans and he could only imagine how the sailors upon those oceangoing ships felt as they were buffeted by both wind and waves.

Dexter’s new deckhands were serving passably well, at least. Neither was the least bit familiar with sailing aboard a ship, be it water or air bound. Logan, the son of Father Dooligan, was mostly quiet. He followed orders and learned quickly, but seemed to be tormented much of the time. He would often be found scratching at the anklets and bracelets he wore, as well as the holy symbol about his neck. Logan spent his nights locked in the cargo hold, as much by his own request as that of his father.

The unknown magical ailment he suffered from was only part of the peculiarities for the newcomers to the crew. Willa’s brush with death seemed to have restored in her a zeal for life. What surprised Dexter most was the way in which she seemed to understand how things worked on the ship. From the flow of the wind to the way the masts, sails, and other rigging worked. Dexter had never expected much from her, but it seemed as though she might have natural talent enough to be more than just a body running the lines.

He was also surprised to see how well she cleaned up. Gaunt from malnutrition, some water and a comb had her pale blond hair looking presentable, if not lustrous. Free of the clouds of pain and misery, her brown eyes were soft, curious, and faintly filled with hope. In simple but clean clothes, she looked like a human again, instead of a creature forced to wallow in filth.

The journey north took many hours. Everyone save Keshira was exhausted by the time the sun dipped low in the west and the winds died down on them. Far below they could see a teeming mass of an armed camp, with a section set aside near the rear of the camp where the smaller airships of the Azmarians sat. Several people hurried towards the ships.

The Voidhawk cleared a thousand feet before the first of the airships launched. A second and third soon followed, and then two more joined them. They raced up towards the Voidhawk, although to Dexter and the others they seemed pathetic and slow. They leveled off more than halfway to the ground and waited for the small ships to approach.

When they did, a man operating a heavy ballista on the bow of the small skiff called across to them, “This is Lord Falson’s territory, land your vessel and lay down your arms!”

Dexter chuckled and shook his head. “This is the Voidhawk, and I’m her Captain, Dexter Silvercloud. We’re under contract with your Lord Falson. We’ll land, but only to speak with General Havamyr.”

Dexter waved the metal scroll case that contained the contract meaningfully. The spokesman conversed briefly with the man in the covered helm of the flying boat and then turned back to regard Dexter. “Follow us down,” he said, trying to sound menacing.

Dexter nodded and called out for the crew to set the Voidhawk down, following the skiff that served as a harbor pilot. The final trip was easy since the wind had died down. The crew had plenty of experience taking off and landing, it was flying through clouds and high winds they were unaccustomed to.

Dexter was the first one off the ship, meeting the self-proclaimed speaker for the armies on the ground. Dexter presented him with the scroll case silently, not bothering to speak with the man.

The soldier skimmed through the concord and then rolled it up and slipped it back into the case. He handed it back to Dexter without a word, but the Captain did notice that he seemed upset by the terms of the document.

“Follow me, Captain,” he said, his voice clipped.

Dexter smiled and followed, taking Rosh and Keshira with him, but leaving Jenna behind with the rest of the crew to tie down the ship and stand guard.

Many of the soldiers had their own servants. They served as pages, messengers, cooks, cleaners, squires, and even whores. Some dressed plainly while others were not dressed at all. Rosh stared open eyed into a tent they passed where a soldier was busying himself with bedding a woman. Dexter cleared his throat to regain his attention and, when that did not work, he smacked the large man on the arm.

Rosh just grinned and continued to look around him. “I could get used a place like this, Dex,” he said. Dexter sighed and continued to follow the soldier through the camp. Slavery was not confined to just the palaces of the nobles. “A day will come when the slaves will rise up and overthrow their masters,” Dexter said in a low voice for Rosh’s benefit.

“I ain’t saying you’re wrong,” Rosh responded, smiling and watching a shapely slave walk away from him with a bucket in her hands and only a scrap of a loin cloth hanging from her waist. “Just saying this might not be so bad a job after all.”

Dexter bit back his reply and kept walking.

They entered a large tent without preamble. A man wearing worn and stained clothing that had been fine before he started his campaign was finishing up some stew and looking at some maps on a table. He glanced up at them and put down his bowl, taking a long drink of water from a skin.

“General Havamyr,” their guide said, “this is the Captain of the airship.”

He smiled and rubbed his hands together. “That is a fine ship you have there, Captain…”

“General, Lord Falson sends his greetings and bids you to read this,” Dexter said, stepping forward and presenting the scroll case to the general.

The smile faded from General Havamyr’s face. He took it and removed the scroll, unrolling it and scanning its contents. The smile returned slowly. Finished, he rolled it up and put it back in the case, returning it to Dexter.

“Well, I can say I’m disappointed I can’t commandeer the Voidhawk for my army,” he admitted honestly. “But I can also say I’m pleased to have you on my side regardless.”

Dexter returned his smile. “We’re happy to offer assistance, General. The sooner we can help you, the sooner we can be on our way.”

The general nodded and looked down at his maps again. “Tell me what help you can offer, Captain Silvercloud.”

Dexter glanced at Rosh and then down at the map. He studied it briefly, then began to speak on what the Voidhawk could do to help them out, from spying to high altitude bombing runs. It was even possible for them to transport a few dozen troops or more at a time behind enemy lines. They stayed late into the night, discussing strategies and tactics.

   

* * * *

   

The very next day the Voidhawk flew out on her first mission. Simple reconnaissance, she flew high over head and mapped out the enemy positions. Several enemy airships took the sky to thwart them, but none could come high enough to be a threat. They returned that afternoon, laughing at their own invulnerability and their growing ease with handling the gusts of wind and other weather conditions that developed.

The following day Xander glanced at the dark clouds that rolled in on them. He abandoned his post and hurried to the bridge. Jenna snapped at him on his way past to return to his post, but he ignored her and hurried past. Cursing and promising him punishment his ancestors would feel, she hurried to the ropes he had been manning and readied herself to do his job.

“Captain, they’re using magic against us!” Xander said when he burst through the doors.

Dexter glanced at him and then out the windows at the darkening sky, but he saw nothing to worry him. “What magic? How do you know?”

“I’m a wizard!” He snapped, then took a breath and calmed down. “You wanted me for my talents, don’t turn them aside when they may be most useful.”

Dexter held up his hands. “Stand steady there, I’m just asking questions. Now tell me about it, all I’m seeing is some rain clouds.”

He nodded. “Yes, a weather summoning spell of some sort. They came upon us too quickly to be natural. A little rain may not hurt, but what of lightning? Or gusts of wind… perhaps even a twister?”

“A twister?” Dexter asked, confused.

“Yes,” Xander realized the confused look on Dexter’s face meant he did not understand. “On worlds with complex weather systems, the collision of hot and cold air can cause wind to gust heavily. We’ve seen minor examples already. Based upon the lay of the land and the way the wind is blowing, the gusts of wind can actually be funneled around and feeding itself and making it faster and faster. It becomes a twister, or a cyclone of air so powerful that trees can be torn from the ground and houses destroyed. Imagine what that would do to the Voidhawk.”

Dexter blinked, unable to comprehend how air could be so dangerous. “I can’t,” he admitted.

Xander sighed. “Trust me, it would be bad. We’d have our rigging and sails torn from us, our masts broken and perhaps even the hull torn apart. At best we’d be spun about and thrown through the air, stunning, killing, or casting overboard the majority of us. Those not on the main deck would be bounced off the walls and ceiling, injured and killed. Without anyone to recover from the jarring damage and redirection, we’d plummet to the ground like a rock.”

Dexter held up his hands again. “Alright, I get it. You paint a grim picture… how do we get out of it? Can you work a counter-spell?”

Xander looked at him, surprised. “You know of counter-spells?”

“No, damn it, it just seemed like the right words to be speaking!”

Xander laughed, briefly, then returned to business as usual. “Take us up… higher and higher, until the air is too thin for the weather to touch us. Then bring us back down and out of it.”

Dexter nodded, that they could do. “Bekka, we’re going up!”

She nodded and instantly the ships course changed. Dexter and Xander both hurried out onto the deck, feeling the biting cold of the sudden weather shift when they cleared the door.

“Stand your post!” Jenna yelled, seeing him emerge. “Belay that,” Dexter called out, looking around. “We’re going up, out of this spell. We might need him to do something.”

“Aye, that something is tend to the rigging!” Jenna responded. Dexter shook his head, “no, I meant magic-wise.”

Jenna scowled but relented and refocused on helping to guide the ship upwards through the rapidly gathering clouds. Strong winds buffeted their sails, rocking the ship and making it slip sideways from time to time. The first shock of lightning streaked through the clouds, followed almost immediately by a crash of thunder that deafened them all. The acrid tang of burnt ozone assaulted their noses and they were suddenly more alive and frightened than ever before.

Fighting a visible, tangible enemy was one thing. There was excitement and fear, but the source of the threat was apparent. This blind rush through a cloud as thick as night, with the stinking crack and boom of lightning around them at random places and intervals was terrifying.

A gust of wind snapped the mainsail so taut that one of the ropes holding it snapped, sending Willa off her feet with the remains of it. She slid across the decking, her plight worsened by the wind rocking the ship and tipping it to an angle. She screamed, the stub of her arm reaching instinctively for a handhold that it would never find.

Rosh grabbed her arm, his fingers squeezing her forearm tightly to hold a grip while his feet and other arm sought purchase in the decking where he had landed from his leap. He found nothing, and only barely managed to slow their slide as the ship tilted perilously again. Willa’s legs caught for a second on the raised side of the ship, but she was traveling too fast to take advantage of it and stop herself. Her legs buckled and she plunged over the edge. Rosh, sliding headfirst behind her, tried to soften the impact of his head against the edge of the ship with his other hand, but it still left him groggy and weightless.

She managed to grab on to the railing with her other hand, much as Rosh instinctively had grabbed with his. They hung off the edge of the ship, Rosh gritting his teeth in pain with his back to the ship while Willa panted in terror, her chest and stomach facing the ship.

Rosh shook his head to clear it and, still angry at the pain, he looked over at her. “Can you pull yourself up?” He yelled to be heard over the echoing thunder.

She tried but failed, her arms and back not possessing the strength. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. “Help me!” She cried, her voice so panicked the words barely squeaked out.

Unseen above them, Dexter sprinted across the canted decking to secure the flapping sail. He managed to grab the rope and held on to it for dear life. It was now too short to be tied off or secured otherwise.

“Let go!” Rosh yelled at her, wondering if he had enough strength in his arm to do what he needed to. “Let go and grab my arm with yours. I’ll swing you up onto the deck.”

She stared at his meaty forearm and large hand and nodded. Closing her eyes, she made the leap of faith, her hand desperately scrambling for his arm even as gravity and the wind tried to pull her down. Rosh’s fingers dug into her forearm, but she would take all the pain in the world from him if only it meant she could live.

Her hand closed on his wrist and she squeezed tight. She opened her eyes, staring into his and shared a moment in time. “I ain’t letting you fall,” Rosh promised her. She nodded, fresh tears blown by the wind falling from her eyes.

He began to swing her beneath him even as the ship slowly righted itself. On the third arc he growled and hoisted with all his might, lifting her up and sending her over the lip of the rail. She let go of him and grabbed onto the railing desperately, clinging to it and breathing deeply between sobs as she lay in the relative safety of the deck.

Rosh flipped himself around, using both hands now to hold himself steady. With a grimace of exertion, he pulled himself up and threw his leg over, pulling himself onto the ship beside her. He glanced back and saw only the swirling darkness of the clouds below, then he forced himself to his feet and reached down, offering her a hand.

Willa looked at his hand. How could he be willing to stand up again after what had happened? Her eyes followed up his arm and climbed to his face. His stony expression soothed her, quelling her panic and reminding her that these people – these strangers – depended on her. They entrusted their lives to her. She reached up and grabbed his hand, rising from her spot of perceived security and back onto the only slightly angled deck.

They returned to their stations, freeing Dexter to return to where Xander was studying the thinning clouds around them. He nodded approvingly and turned back. “We’re free of it,” he said to Dexter, shouting to hear himself over his own deafness.

Dexter nodded and waited, unwilling to count his blessings so quickly. It seemed as though they were indeed free and clear of the worst of it though, for nothing more than a few distant streaks of lightning and weak blasts of wind came at them. With time even the ringing in their ears ceased.

“Can you do anything about it next time?” Dexter asked Xander once they put some distance between the ship and the storm.

Xander thought for a long moment, then shrugged. “I’m not sure. Invoking the weather is the magical act, there was no control over it though. Our best course is to fly high, above it, and not drop down until we must.”

Dexter nodded. “Makes it hard to ferry men behind their lines that way,” he said. Xander smiled. “I’ve been thinking about that, actually.” Dexter raised his eyebrows. “Well, what are you thinking then?”

“I’ll need some ingredients, but I can craft some potions. Drinking them will cause the imbiber to fall slowly, like a leaf falling from a tree.”

“You mean to have them jump off the Voidhawk and just fall like leaves to the ground?”

Xander nodded. “Too fast for archers to shoot, but slow enough that they can land without injury.”

Dexter thought about it and nodded. “Perhaps… I’ll be sure to mention it to General Havamyr. Prepare a list of the ingredients you need.”

Xander grinned, finally proving his worth. He turned and hurried off, anxious to complete his task.

“Captain.”

Dexter turned, seeing a rather stern faced elf standing behind him. He glanced over and saw that Logan was keeping an eye on the place she had been working. They were out of the worst of it, so the demands on the deck crew had been reduced as well.

“Look, Jenna-”

“I wanted to say I’m sorry,” she said, interrupting him. He stopped talking but his mouth stayed open. Finally he snapped it. “You what?”

“I was furious at you,” she admitted. “But then I realized I was the one arguing with you and countering your orders. It makes us look divided and makes me look stupid in front of the crew.”

“Jenna, these aren’t nameless sailors or soldiers. This crew, these people… they’re friends and family. Every one of them is knowing you care and you’re trying to do what’s best. There’s not a one fool enough to be thinking you’re stupid.” He paused for a breath, then chuckled as a thought struck him. “Not even Rosh.”

She smiled and nodded. “Thank you, but still, I just wanted you to know I’m not angry.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I’m more worried that you’re not angry,” he said. “What have you done with my first mate?”

She rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue at him. Making him laugh. Then she reached down to the bottom of her vest and started to pull it up. His eyes widened and she laughed before dropping it back down.

“Ah, there she is,” he grumbled. “Get back to work.”

She laughed again and turned to help prepare to land. Dexter watched her go then scanned his crew working. He wanted to yell at Rosh for his actions earlier, risking his own life to save Willa’s. It was foolish and damn near impossible, but he had to admit, it worked. What was worse, Dexter knew he’d have done the same thing without a second thought. Not having the strength of an ox as Rosh did, he suspected he would have failed.

He sighed and admired how everyone was coming along. The only enigma remaining was Logan and his ever present mysteries, still insisting on spending nights locked in the hold.

He caught Willa studying Rosh while the big man was busy working. He smirked, seeing the appraising gleam in her eyes. He shook his head and turned back, walking up and peering over the bow of the forecastle to the approaching ground below them.

Their mission had been a failure. They learned some valuable lessons from the failure, and Xander’s latest scheme, inspired by the near tragic events, might very well serve to help them turn the tide and hasten the end of their contract.

   

* * * *

   

Later that night Dexter sat in his room thinking about his ship and his crew. He could not help but feel the pang of Kragors loss, along with a stab of guilt for the pain Jodyne endured every day. Jenna and Rosh adapted well to their duties and the ship ran as fine as ever. Dexter’s greatest concern remained. None of them were skilled with repairing the ship, should she take damage. Simple repairs, sure, they could do those. Making the ship as whole and sound as it was though, that he feared, was beyond them.

A knock at his door roused him from his thoughts. He took a drink from the cup of ale before crossing to the door. He opened the door, surprised to see, of all the people on the ship, Willa.

He offered her a seat at his table and took one opposite her. He smiled and offered her a cup, but she refrained. “What can I do for you, Willa?”

Willa rubbed the stump of her arm with her other hand, fidgeting. She seemed so very different from the spitfire waif he had rescued from prison. It was almost a pity; he rather liked the feistiness he had seen in her when she lay on her deathbed.

“I… I have a question, Captain,” she said. She glanced around and saw him waiting patiently for her to continue. “I thought I might be crazy, but, well, then I found this under my pillow.”

She took something from a pouch at her belt and laid it on the table. Dexter looked at it and felt the very room shift around him and threaten to throw him from his chair. It was the knife Kragor had used to carve spare chunks of wood; the same knife that Dexter had seen the ghostly Kragor using; and the same knife that Jodyne had tucked into the pouch on Kragor’s body before it had been committed to the void.

“How did you get that?” he whispered.

“It was beneath the pillow on my bunk,” she responded. “I saw a dwarf on the deck one day… not Jodyne, another one. I… I looked around but saw no one else who took notice. He was carving a piece of wood and he looked right at me.”

Willa took a deep breath before continuing. “I walked up to him and asked him who he was and what he was doing. He ignored me at first, finishing up the carving he was working on. When finally looked up at me, he smiled and winked. I turned to ask for some help, but he was gone when I looked back.”

“Kragor,” Dexter breathed.

“You know him?”

He nodded and leaned back. “I can see him at times. He was my best friend,” he said softly. “My first mate and also the man that made this ship possible. He rebuilt it from the hulk I found drifting in space.”

“Jodyne’s husband,” Willa said, connecting the dots. Dexter nodded.

“Why would I see him? I never knew him.”

Dexter could only shake his head. “I don’t know, Willa. Perhaps there’s something about you he likes. He had a great sense of adventure and an equally great sense of humor… for a dwarf. It seems he wanted you to have that,” he said, pushing the knife back to her. “Have you any skill with working wood?”

Willa shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t know how good I’d be, honestly… I mean, I can’t hold a piece and carve on it at the same time.”

Dexter smiled reassuringly for her. “Keep it all the same, perhaps you’ll find a use or meaning for it.”

“And if you see Kragor again,” Dexter said thoughtfully. “Keep to yourself. He appears when he is wanting to. His spirit is a boon, not a curse. A truer friend you’ll not easily find.”

She nodded and slipped the knife back in her pouch. She stood up and thanked him again for his time, then slipped out of his cabin. Dexter took a deep breath and blew it out after she was gone. It seemed there would always be some new way to confuse and complicate things. He smiled and reached for his ale; he supposed there was no other way he would prefer it.

   

* * * *

   

Rain kept the Voidhawk grounded for three days. Xander surmised that the unnatural disturbance of the weather had messed up the ecology of the weather system. Dexter had not bothered to ask him to explain what that meant, he just lumped it under the topic of ‘magic causes problems’. The benefit of the short layover was the first of the ingredients for Xander was delivered early the first morning, and he set to immediately concocting his potions. Due the fragility of the work, the Voidhawk was forced to stay grounded for an additional two days until he had fashioned enough of them to generate nearly 60 potions.

Dexter saw to it that the net yield General Havamyr’s troops would have to use was only 50 of the potions, leaving enough for the ship’s stores.

When next they flew they took aloft with them several extra men, three squads of ten men each, with an additional ten in command and support roles. Their mission was to go behind the enemy lines and secure some ruins. Dexter saw no use to the quest, but General Havamyr reassured him that it was a key strategic position to occupy.

They flew high above the enemy, proving that they were immune to the best they had to throw at them. Dexter fought the urge to laugh at how impervious ground forces were to them all. His mood was further spoiled by the sheer overcrowding that took place aboard his vessel. Men were crammed aboard fore and stern castles, rolling an occasional barrel of alchemist’s fire over the side to confuse and disrupt their enemy. They sailed on, leaving the scene of their bombing behind and using the occasional clouds as cover.

When Jenna spotted the ruins, she called out and Dexter rattled off the commands to bring them closer to it so that the soldiers could leap from the sides. The leader of the soldiers, a captain by the name of Aidan, was good natured but stern. They chanced something that had never been tried before, something that involved magic. Few soldiers were comfortable entrusting their lives to magic, and he was no exception.

He waited for Dexter to nod before he addressed his soldiers. “Men, remember to fall a fair bit before you drink the potion,” he told them. “And take care how you open it, lest it spill out and you reach the ground before it does!”

A few of his men let off nervous chuckles.

“Follow me!” He said, then turned and, with a deep breath, he leaped from the side of the hovering Voidhawk. He sailed gracefully through the air for all of a second, then gravity claimed him properly and he plummeted towards the ground. Others followed suit, almost appearing to Dexter as though they were in a race to reach the ground first.

The crew of the Voidhawk watched them fall, fascinated. Some spread their arms and legs and fell at a slower rate, while others plummeted either feet first or head first towards the ground.

“Fascinating!” Xander said as he studied the aerodynamics of the movements.

Dexter looked at him and shook his head. Only a wizard, he mused.

When next Dexter looked down he saw a few of the more nervous men had already quaffed their potions. Their rate of fall had decreased considerably. So much so, in fact, that he figured it would take them many minutes to reach the ground. He chuckled a little at that, figuring they were so frightened of the height and the fall, and now they would have to endure it longer.

“Captain, what’s that?” Rosh called out, pointing. Dexter looked over and saw a darker cloud hanging below the others breaking apart. Streaks of it converged on the falling men. He heard a few screams and saw one of the slower falling ones jerking as the gray shadows of mist passed close by him.

Dexter turned to Xander, hoping for an answer. Clearly it was some magical defense, but of what he knew not. It was Bailynn who came to the rescue.

“Wind spirits,” she called out, her voice trembling a little. “They are beings of air that were set to guard this place from the skies.”

Dexter cursed and turned quickly away from the scene below. “To your stations!” He yelled. “We’ve got to get down there and help!”

“Captain, you can’t help them!” Xander said. “Only magic can ward off these things, and we’ve nowhere near enough of it.”

“Maybe we can distract them then,” Dexter said. “At least let them get low enough to hide on the ground.”

Xander hesitated, looking downward again. He frowned and then nodded. “Yes… yes that will work. If they are truly bound to the air, they cannot do harm to anything that is channeling another element.”

“Get to work or get out of the way!” Rosh snapped at him as he moved past and tied a sail off.

“What do you mean, channeling another element?” Dexter asked.

Xander scrambled out of Rosh’s way and said, “If they’re on the ground they will be in contact with another element. Beings of air will be far less powerful against them.

Dexter nodded and focused on calling out orders to get the Voidhawk down to help out as soon as possible. They dived through the air, falling as quickly as any of the soldiers had, yet remaining in control.

With such a large target available, the wind spirits broke off their assault upon the soldiers and assaulted the Voidhawk. Flying became a secondary concern as they streaked throughout the decking, passing through the smallest of places to brush up against the crew. Each touch was filled with razor sharp coldness, leaving cuts and scratches behind. The crew of the plunging ship fought back, swinging weapons and objects close at hand, but to no avail. Bailynn and Keshira alone had any success against them, their bodies having been enchanted to become weapons. Dexter drew his long sword and learned that it, too, caused the spirits pain.

Even with the three able to do damage to the magical beings, they were clearly outmatched. They all sported wounds, from scrapes and bruises to bleeding gashes, and the wind spirits were also tearing into the ropes and the sails, lessening the meager control the distracted crew had by the second.

“Take us down!” Dexter ordered, knowing they stood no chance of escape otherwise. “We’ll do no good fighting them if we’re doomed to fall and crash upon the ground below!”

The ship heaved as a line snapped, but they corrected quickly and brought the ship around. Moving as quickly as they could, the Voidhawk sailed through the sky and struggled to reach the ruins that the surviving soldiers were only now running to themselves. The hull scraped the tops of a few trees, then it slowed when an spirit brushed along the mainsail and caused the strained fabric to tear nearly in half.

Amidst shouting and frantic scrambling, they managed to roughly land the Voidhawk just beyond the outer edge of the ruins. They cleared the crumbling stone wall that stood some six feet tall and was filled with new gaps after the Voidhawk’s passing. Everyone was thrown from their feet by the landing. Even Bekka, snuggled safely into the helmsman’s chair, was tossed to the decking and slumped unconscious.

Dexter picked up his sword and scrambled to his feet, his other hand going to the bruise forming on his thigh from the railing he bounced off. He looked up, searching for the deathly vapors that attacked them. They zipped through the air but stayed clear of the ship, as though touching it hurt them.

“See, I told you they’d stay clear!” Xander said from where he lay sprawled on the deck.

“Great, now how do we get out of here?” Rosh said, unlimbering his great sword and ignoring the blood running down one arm and the side of his head.

Xander glanced at him, then up at the spirits. Open mouthed, he looked again at Dexter, who was mirroring Rosh’s question with his eyes. “I’ll figure it out,” he muttered, and rose to his feet.

The others, wounded, were either on their feet or struggling to get there. Jenna was at the side, peering into the ruins. “Throw some ropes down!” She ordered, moving to do so already.

Dexter hurried over to see what was going on. The soldiers, led by Aidan, converged on the Voidhawk, no doubt to offer aid. The first scream shattered the air and one of the warriors was cut down.

Another scream followed, spurring them to action. Several ran forward, heading towards the Voidhawk. Aidan grabbed a few, including one of the sergeants, and turned them back, heading towards the men that cried out. Several creatures leapt from their hiding spots in the ruins. Slightly smaller than a human, they possessed tails and lashed out with clawed. Their feline faces reveal grinning mouths filled with dagger-like teeth. Small but wiry and fierce, in open combat they were no match for the soldiers. In the tight and confusing quarters, however, they evened their numbers considerably.

“Captain, we should help,” Willa said, cradling a series of scratches along her forearm. Dexter’s jaw flexed helplessly. “They’ll get here, we’ll fight them then,” he said. “Dex,” Jodyne said, tossing a rope over the side and staring at him. “This is our ship, they’ll be at a loss. We’ve no idea how many there be,” he argued. “We ain’t s’posed to be here,” Rosh reminded them. “This ain’t our fight!”

Dexter looked at Rosh and nearly changed his mind at the man’s unusual agreement with him. He nodded and said, “Help them aboard, we’ll defend them here.”

“Bailynn, check on Bekka,” Jenna said, realizing the sorceress had not emerged yet. The small elven-touched girl nodded and hurried off, sliding gracefully down the staircase towards the bridge.

The men arrived singly and in pairs at the Voidhawk. They scampered up the ropes as quick as they could, sometimes having two or even three men on a rope at a time. Dexter and Rosh helped them aboard as they neared the railing, reaching down to pull them onward and upward. A few more were ambushed and cut down, but the majority that reached the ground made it back on board. Aidan and his men emerged from the ruins bloodied.

They neared the Voidhawk and a creature rose up from a pile of rubble. It leapt through the air, about to take Aidan by lethal surprise but a flash of silver through the air intercepted the beast. Jodyne’s dagger buried in it’s hip and the creature hissed in pain.

Aidan spun toward the hideous cry and called out to his men. They grabbed and bound the creature and, when it refused to stop wrestling against them, one of them clipped it on the head with the butt of his sword. Limp, they carried it to the side of the Voidhawk and hoisted it aboard. The other men scrambled upwards and waited for the impending attack by the cat-like natives of the ruins.

“My thanks,” Aidan said after he boarded, handing over the dagger Jodyne had thrown.

Jodyne nodded and took it from him, not smiling but nodding to show she respected and appreciated his gratitude.

Bailynn emerged from below, helping an unsteady Bekka to walk. The half-elf glanced around, trying to take in their new surroundings. Bailynn helped her to Dexter’s side but stayed back out of the way of his snapping orders to make ready for an attack.

“Going to make it?” Dexter asked Bekka.

“Just some dump shock,” she said, slurring her speech slightly.

Dexter nodded. Every pilot knew what it was like to be suddenly torn from the helm of a ship. To say it was disorienting was understating it. One moment you were one with the vessel, the next you were like a fish out of water, a fish that had gone from being a whale to a minnow in an instant. He shuddered in sympathy. A normal separation, where the change was gradual and the transition expected and accepted was far more preferable.

“Good, we should be busy right quick,” he said to her, offering her a brief but encouraging smile. “Cap, they ain’t coming,” Rosh said, staring into the ruins and picking out occasional creatures hiding in the shadows. “Why not?” Dexter demanded, turning to stare into the surrounding ruins. “It’s their job to defend this place,” Logan said, his voice harsh and deep. Several of them turned, surprised to hear him step up and volunteer the information. “I was warned it might be guarded,” Aidan said, supporting the man. “You know who they are?” Dexter asked.

Logan nodded. “An old and rare race, the Perryn. Mostly they live in the mountains, but it is said that some tribes live in old places. They guard them from men, fearful of the ancient secrets that might be released unto the world.”

“Captain, what are your orders here?” Dexter asked, turning to the soldier.

Aidan stared at him for a long minute, deciding what to tell. He looked around at his soldiers and then at Dexter’s crew. The shared blood made him relent.

He took a deep breath and let it go before speaking. “We are to penetrate into the center of this ruin. There is an old temple and within it a magical weapon that we can use to turn aside our foes. It will end the war in days instead of months, saving many lives.”

“The lives of Lord Falson’s faithful, that is,” Dexter said sarcastically. Aidan did not deny the statement. “What is the weapon?” Dexter asked him. Aidan shrugged. “I do not know. Some magic or other.” Dexter studied him for a moment then nodded. He believed the man. “What about these… Perryn?”

“I was told it would be guarded, but we didn’t know about them,” he said. “Well, you’ve got one with you, I suggest you ask him,” Dexter said. “As for us, as soon as we can fix the ‘Hawk and figure out a way to get past those damned mist-devils, we’ll be heading back.”

Aidan opened his mouth but then closed it and nodded. He wanted them to stay and help, or at least offer them a ride back. It was not his place to ask though, and he had his own problems to worry about. He was down nearly a quarter of his men already, and with the savage defenders waiting for them, he knew it would be a bloody job getting to the temple.

“Double the watch,” Dexter said to his crew. “Captain, can you add some of your men’s eyes to it as well? I don’t like this place.”

Aidan nodded and issued the order to assist the Voidhawk’s crew however possible. Dexter could not help but like the man, even though they seemed to have very different paths and goals in life.

“Rosh, think you can help me figure out how to fix some of the damage? Bekka, when you’re able, can you mend the sails?” Bekka nodded. “Captain, can I help?” Dexter turned to Willa “I expect everybody to help,” Dexter said. “Do what you can.”

She nodded and looked to Rosh, who was busy peering over the edge at some of the damage done by the crash to the hull and landing struts. He sighed and shook his head, then glanced over at Dexter. He shrugged at his knowledge of what to do to fix the ship, but headed for the stairs to check the hold and see if they had been breached anywhere.

Dexter nodded after the man left. He may not know what to do, and he might be complicated and difficult at times, but given a task he would do everything he could to figure it out. Rosh might be short on wit and education, but he could figure things out and had a stubborn streak that would see him through to the end of a given task.

   

* * * *

   

“Captain, my men and I will be departing,” Aidan said, calling up to Dexter from where he stood on the main deck.

Dexter finished retying a damaged rope to the light ballista on the front of the ship, then stood and moved to the rail. “Get what you need from your captive?”

Aidan sighed. “It died.”

Dexter’s expression clouded over. He understood the need for interrogation but did not approve of torture. Sure, sometimes things had to happen, he understood that, but still…

“It died before we could ask it anything,” Aidan clarified, seeing Dexter’s impending scowl. “We’re going to push for it, would you like me to leave a few men here to help you defend, in case we fail?”

Dexter shook his head. “You’ll be needing them more than I will,” he said. “Just don’t fail.” Aidan laughed and nodded. “Better words have yet to be spoken. I hope to see you again, Captain. Good luck!” Dexter waved to him. “You as well, may your Gods watch over you.”

Aidan returned the salute and turned to order his men to throw down the ropes and scale back down them. They assembled at the side of the Voidhawk and moved off in squads. Aidan had reorganized them slightly, taking their losses into account. They now moved as two heavy squads, supporting one another and leapfrogging through the ruins to minimize the threat of an ambush.

They made it without incident out of the sight of the Voidhawk. It was even quiet for a few moments as everyone looked and listened for some sign of them after they had disappeared into the broken remnants of buildings near the center of the ruins. They were rewarded with a whistle and then a sound that was not unlike a thousand cats hissing. The angry cries of men countered, and though they could not see it, they knew a battle had been joined.

“Let’s hurry,” Dexter said. “While they’re busy, over the side and fix what we can.”

Rosh nodded and let Dexter slide down a rope first. When he landed beside the Captain, Dexter was surprised to see Willa clinging to his back with one arm wrapped around his neck.

“What’s this?” Dexter asked. “Not safe for you down here, especially if you can’t get back up quick-like.”

“Cap, we can use her,” Rosh interrupted. “You should see some of the things she done. Er, well, she told me how to do ‘em, but still, you ought to see them.”

Dexter frowned, then nodded towards one of the struts that had been damaged in the landing. It broke off by the rock wall that surrounded the ruins, causing the Voidhawk to list. Chance favored them; a pile of rubble that had once been a fountain served to hold up the battered strut.

Willa moved to it, seeming to ignore everything else. She ran her hand over the wood and frowned, as though something about it caused her to be uncomfortable. “It doesn’t work,” she muttered. “It’s broken.”

Dexter looked to Rosh and rolled his eyes dramatically. He kept glancing around to the ruins as well, expecting the worst at any moment. They could hear the fighting, but it had moved a little further away. That, or the number of combatants had been reduced significantly.

“It needs a lot of work to fix it,” Willa said, turning to look at Rosh and then Dexter. “Something else needs to hold the ship up.”

“We got no dry dock to set up in,” Dexter pointed out. “And we can’t land on flat ground like this. I’m thinking that we just fasten some extra boards to make a temporary strut for when we get back to the army. From there were we can spend the time to fix it proper.”

“It won’t hold,” Willa said, shaking her head and looking at it. She glanced at Dexter and blushed. “Sorry, Sir, but I just know it won’t.”

“Cap, believe her, she’s got a way with this,” Rosh encouraged.

Dexter glanced up at the ship wondering what sort of a spectacle they were making. He saw Logan and Kragor staring down at them, with the priest oblivious to the ghostly dwarf that stood beside him. Kragor stared past Dexter at the strut and shook his head, then turned and walked away.

“Alright, how do we fix it?” Dexter asked, still thinking he was crazy to put his faith in the vision of his dead friend.

“Captain!”

Dexter looked up, alarmed by Bekka’s harsh cry. It had only been a few hours since she had been injured in the crash, he wondered what could have roused her from her private misery.

“There’s something wrong here!” She said urgently. “I can feel it… something… evil.”

Xander appeared next at the edge of the ship. Dexter looked from her, seeing the concern on her face overpowering the migraine of a headache she surely had. “Wizard?” Dexter asked, his voice curt.

Xander gaped for a moment then closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He incanted a spell and opened his eyes to show only the whites of them. He blinked again a moment later, restoring them to normal.

“There’s a powerful magic rising in the ruins. It is ancient, but whether it is good or evil I do not know,” he said. He nodded to himself. “Yes…yes, it is elemental. Nothing foul about the magic itself.”

“I do know,” Bekka said, her face pale. “It is wicked and fey, Captain. We must hurry!”

“How long?” Dexter asked, thinking of the air spirits above them that had nearly ended their lives. Perhaps they were not evil, but as far as he was concerned, they were about as vile as vile could be.

“Not long…I think. Less than an hour.” Dexter cursed and looked back to Rosh and Willa. Willa shook her head. “It will take time and some fix this, Sir. Hours, at least.”

“We could fix it up there, Dex,” Rosh said, gesturing up towards the sky. “I’m meaning way up.”

Dexter nodded, he had thought of that. It had dangers of its own, of course: hull repairs in the void. Lose your grip on the hull and there would be some time spent floating through the void thinking about what you should have done instead of what you had done. That, and the trip back down would take a day or more, what with the world’s spin and the trouble with reentry.

“Anything you can do to protect us?” Dexter asked the wizard and the sorceress.

“It’s pure elemental magic-“ Xander began, spouting his disagreement.

“No,” Bekka stopped him. “I mean yes, perhaps, but look beyond it. The magic you speak of guards this place. What I speak of is deeper, hidden inside. It is what they seek and it is anxious to be released.”

“Xander?”

The wizard looked again, closing his eyes as he let his wizard’s eye study the lines of magic. He opened them after a long moment. “There is…something. I have trouble making it out, but yes, there’s something beyond the lines and wards.”

“You’ve got fifteen minutes,” Dexter said, turning to Rosh and Willa. “We leave then, whether you’re on the ship or not!”

Rosh looked to Willa, who turned to him as well, and then they both focused their attention back to the strut and stared at it for several long seconds. Then Willa started talking and Rosh listened intently. He turned and ran to the side of the Voidhawk, leaping and grabbing a rope to scale up it arm over arm. On the deck he slapped Logan in the shoulder. “Come on,” he demanded, leading the surprised priest below deck.

Dexter kept a wary eye and ear on the ruins. The sounds of battle had all but ended when he heard a great rumbling that translated even to the dirt and rocks around them. He heard Bekka, distantly, mumble, “earth.”

He glanced at her and saw she was staring distantly again. Before Rosh and Logan returned he heard a roaring sound that he had trouble properly identifying. “Fire,” Bekka whispered from above.

“Here!” Rosh cried out, gasping for breath. He tossed several boards over the side, dropping the planks and even an old remnant from a broken mast replacement. Logan carried, and tossed overboard, several coils of thick rope.

Rosh slid down the rope, grimacing as it burned his hand. He let go and dropped the final few feet to the ground, then ran over to join Willa, who was already trying to drag the supplies over one handed. Dexter helped them, but kept glancing towards the ruined temple.

“Water,” he heard Bekka say softly over the din of their scrambling repairs.

He glanced up, wondering what was happening. He wondered if any of them could survive the magical defenses. And worse, he was afraid of what might happen if they did survive them.

He heard a gasp then. Looking up he saw Xander stumble away from the railing. A moment later he returned, his face pale. “The wards are broken,” he said. “She’s right… there’s something ancient and evil. It waits, seeking to be freed from its imprisonment.”

“Rosh,” Dexter snapped.

“Ten minutes, Cap!” Rosh said, not bothering to look up. He was looping the rope around the wood, which he had arranged around the rocks and the remaining strut. Logan returned from another run, tossing a hammer and several iron nails to the ground near them. Willa rushed over and grabbed them a handful at a time and put them at Rosh’s feet.

Dexter scowled, ten minutes was fifteen minutes too many. “Prepare to sail!” He snapped, yelling to those aboard the ‘Hawk.

“Captain, I have an idea,” Xander called down to him. A scream so powerful it was nearly inhuman overpowered the mage’s voice though, coming from deep within the ruins.

Dexter stared at it, a cold sweat forming on his skin. “Rosh,” he said anxiously.

“I’m working on it!” Snapped the big man.

“Captain!” Xander called again. Dexter ignored him and hopped up on top of a pile of rocks to get a better view deeper into the ruins.

“It’s free!” Bekka gasped.

“I can protect us!” Xander screamed, his frustration at how he was repeatedly cut off or ignored overwhelming him. “Stand near the ship!”

Another rumble started deep in the ground, causing them all to vibrate. Willa called out a warning as it grew worse. She saw the strut shifting on the broken fountain. She moved closer to Rosh and reached out to pull him back.

The trembling turned into a powerful release of energy, making it seem as though the ground came up and slammed into them. The rocks Dexter stood upon crumbled under him and he crashed to the ground, grimacing as his elbow and shoulder absorbed the brunt of the fall. Most of the crew fell as well, though Logan flexed his knees and rode it well. Rosh and Willa went down and Rosh looked up to see the strut shifting as the fountain began to give way. Willa lay directly in its path.

Rosh launched himself off the ground, grabbing her and rolling her out of the way. He threw her as they rolled, tossing her free of the threat. His hands went to the leading edge of the strut, which was grinding toward him at an alarming rate. He flexed his arms and pushed at it, driving himself away across the rocky ground.

“Help!” He growled, knowing that as strong as he was, there would be no way he could hold up the entire Voidhawk as it shifted off of the crumbling fountain. No man could.

Logan leapt from the side, falling over a score of feet to the ground. He rolled when he hit, limping for his two first running steps but then moving normally as though he was unbothered by the fall. Logan kicked one of the stones into Rosh’s side, making him glare at the priest. The strut, descending slowly thanks to the slowly disintegrating fountain it had rested upon, touched the edge of the piece of rubble and for a moment, and halted.

Rosh scrambled away from it, and only just in time before the small boulder cracked and broke apart. The strut descended the rest of the way, crunching into the ground and cracking along its length further than it already had.

Willa was at Rosh’s side, trying to help him to his feet. Dexter was up by then as well, surveying first his crew and then the state of the strut. Their sails were not mended and only a few minor repairs had been made. Flight was all but impossible, especially with the elemental foes above them.

He turned and saw a foul looking mist enveloping the ruins. It spread slowly, but stayed low and close to the ground. It seemed they were running out of options.

“Xander!” He snapped. “Do your thing!”

Xander came to his knees and shook his head. He saw the mist deeper in the ruins and gasped. Then he rose to his feet and swung his legs over the railing. At the last minute he grabbed the rope and slid down it, burning his hands in the process. Cursing, he ran away from the ship several dozen feet, then turned and looked at it. He paced backwards a few feet before he finally figured he was happy with his positioning.

The wizard shooed Dexter away with his hands when the man tried to approach. Dexter stood still and watched, wondering what the wizard had in mind. He was their only hope, he hated to admit.

Xander reached into a pocket and pulled out some grainy material. It was some form of crushed gemstone, Dexter knew, and probably very expensive. Xander showed no concern as he began to walk in a circle around the ship, letting a small amount of it fall to the ground behind him. He moved as quickly as he could, but still it was a painstakingly slow process. Dexter glanced up and saw the mist was spreading, overtaking the temple completely now and beginning to move beyond it.

The circle was finished finally, with the mist steadily, but slowly, advancing. Xander then began to use a dagger to dig runes in the hard packed ground, spacing them each a few feet apart. He looked up when he heard something, and gasped when he saw a handful of soldiers scrambling through the ruins and trying to escape.

Dexter saw them and felt a moment of relief. He had hoped they had not all perished. It seemed that death might still await them, for they disappeared a moment later to backtrack around the upheavals the earthquake caused. The mist advanced on them, causing another scream and a few curses.

“Captain, it’s ready… do not break the circle,” Xander said, hurrying to stand next to Dexter.

“What about them?” Dexter asked, pointing to the three men breaking free of the ruins. Aidan was in the lead, followed by one of his sergeants and a regular soldier.

The sergeant tripped on a rock and went down hard. Aidan skidded to a halt, but the sergeant told him to go on, he would be right behind him.

The sergeant limped a few steps on his twisted ankle, cursing and falling to the ground. He tried again, this time hopping a few steps then losing his balance. The mist was gaining.

“Don’t touch the symbol!” Xander cried out as Aidan and the soldier crossed over it. They narrowly avoided the dust and the symbols he had traced, then kept running forward until they stopped at the edge of the Voidhawk.

They looked back and saw the sergeant struggling to not be overtaken by the malevolent mist. “Stand up!” Xander cried out, terrified that the man would break his symbol of protection.

The man heard and struggled to his feet. The mist was only inches away from him by then. Tendrils of malignant fog extended to wrap around him in a sinuous fashion. He shuddered and lunged forward, throwing himself over the line on the ground. The mist slammed into it as though it was an invisible wall, unable to pass through. It spread, as though it was an intelligent beast searching for a way in. The sergeant staggered another step and then collapsed to crawl towards the safety of the ship.

Aidan and the soldier ran to the man, helping him to his feet and carrying him back to the ship, where Rosh, Dexter, Willa, and Logan now waited.

Rosh and Logan went up first then pulled Willa up. Dexter went next and waited on deck while Aidan and the other soldier fashioned a sling for the wounded sergeant. His broken ankle was only an inconvenience in comparison to his violent cough and shuddering muscles.

What’s gotten into him?” Jenna asked quietly as she stared down at the man’s contortions.

Before Dexter’s open mouth could reply the injured sergeant suddenly lunged, grabbing onto Aidan’s only remaining soldier. He pulled the man forward and bit down on his arm, tearing off a flap of skin and chewed on it. The soldier yelled in pain and tried to get free of the wounded sergeant, but he got tangled in the ropes around the man leaving him trapped and vulnerable.

Aidan tried to pull the man away but between the possessed sergeant’s grip and the ropes it was futile. A crack of thunder rang out and both Aidan and the wounded man jumped, their heads snapping in the direction of the deck. Smoke floated from the barrel of Dexter’s pistol and in unison, their gazes turned to the sergeant and the bloody hole in his forehead.

“Get up here,” Dexter said, “before we raise the ropes.”

Aidan nodded and told the wounded man to grab on. They both did and were hoisted aboard.

“What’s going on out there?” Rosh asked, trying to peer into the mist that had blanketed the entire ruins outside of Xander’s protective spell.

“I don’t-“ “Evil,” Bekka said, her whisper interrupting Dexter. “Pure, raw, chaotic evil.”

“You’ve seen this before?” Dexter asked, turning to face her.

Bekka’s sweaty, pale face nodded. She turned and pointed to Aidan’s only remaining soldier. He was clutching the bites on his arm in pain and only looked up when he sensed everyone was looking at him.

“I’m sorry,” Bekka said, her voice sounding miserable. No one doubted her sincerity, but they also had no idea what she was talking about.

“You have to go,” she said. “Go? Go where?” He hissed, clutching his arm. “Off the ship… out there. Away from us,” she said.

She turned to Dexter, “Captain… he’s been infected. He’s turning. Look at him, see the pain? The anger? Soon he’ll be one of them.”

“One of who?” Dexter asked, confused. “A living ghoul, dead but not dead,” she said, turning back to him. He shook his head violently, denying what she said. “It’s just a scratch!” He protested, then shivered. “Kill him, Captain, please… give him mercy and spare us,” Bekka said, turning to Aidan and pleading. “Captain, what is she on about? This wound is nothing,” Aidan said, addressing Dexter. “Rosh, get him off my ship,” Dexter said. Rosh looked at Dexter then turned to the man, reaching out to carry out his orders. “Now wait just a damned minute!” Aidan said.

The man roared and staggered away from Rosh’s reaching grip before falling to his knees. His hair drenched with sweat and his skin flushed with fever, he let his head loll while his chest heaved.

“Kaskins, are you-“ Aidan asked the man, taking a step forward.

His head shot up, revealing the face of a madman. Kaskins, or the man who had been Kaskins, sprung forward, slamming into Aidan and knocking him to the decking. Before he could clamp his hungry jaws on Aidan another shot rang out, jerking him back from the army Captain.

Kaskins twitched on the deck and his blood pumped steadily out of the gaping wound in the side of his neck. Jenna reloaded her pistol, silently reminding Dexter to do the same. No words needed to be spoken, Rosh picked up the body and tossed it overboard. The commander of the task force rose to his feet mute and shaken.

A sound emerged from the fog shrouded ruins. It was an unholy moan, weaving in and out of the rocks, that sent a chill to the bone.

“What have we done?” Aidan whispered in horror.

   


Chapter 9: The Price of Betrayal

   

“How long will it last?” Dexter asked, looking out at the swirling fog and the moaning and groaning mysteries within it. “The mists?” Jenna asked. “How are we to know?”

“No,” Dexter said, turning to Xander. “Your spell… how long until it fades?”

Xander stared into the mists, his eyes wide at the shadowy forms of the fallen soldiers that walked again. They circled around the Voidhawk, held at bay by the wizard’s protective circle. “Until I let it fade,” he said. “Or if any of it is disturbed.” He thought for a moment, “I suppose it could consume the diamond dustings, but that would take a very long time… hundreds or thousands of years.”

“So you’re saying we’re safe then?” Rosh asked. “Well,” Xander said, “only so long as I keep it focused and channeling the magical energies.”

“What’s that mean?” Dexter snapped, annoyed at the wizard’s tendency to over-complicate simple things. “Sleep,” Bekka answered. “As long as he’s awake, he can keep it working.”

“Thank you,” Dexter said in exasperation. “Well then, let’s get to it! We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Dexter snapped off orders, giving everyone a task, Aidan and Xander were left free of duties, the former because Dexter did not want him getting in the way and the latter because he did not want to run any risk of the wizard being injured or tiring him out.

As they turned to leave Rosh wandered close to Xander, making the wizard’s eyes widen as he tried to lean away from the larger man. “You ain’t feeling sleepy, are ya?”

Xander shook his head. “Less so now,” he said. “Good, you let me know if you need a good waking up,” Rosh offered. He smiled, but to Xander it seemed threatening. The wizard nodded and managed a weak smile in return, then excused himself and hurried off to another part of the deck.

Jenna worked with Bekka, helping her with the sails as the sorceress used her talent at sewing and her understanding of the magical fabric to mend it. Jenna had no such talents, but she could move the heavy fabric and provide whatever the bald half-elf needed.

“Bekka?” Jenna asked her after several long minutes of silence. “You said you’ve seen this before, what is it?”

Bekka shivered at the memory and took a deep breath before responding. “I lived in a small colony of exiles… people like me that were banished or unwelcome among the Elven Empire.”

Jenna closed her eyes for a moment and sighed. She would not deny it, she knew such things happened. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “It was not you that did it, feel no shame.” Jenna shrugged. “Maybe, but the elves who did make you feel that way will never apologize, so I shall do it for them.” Bekka smiled her appreciation. “The Captain wears off on us all, I think.” Jenna smiled in return. “Yes, it’s irritating at times.”

Bekka’s hands worked of their own accord, mending the sail while she returned to her story. “A ship crashed on the mean near where we lived. We search for survivors, figuring the Elven Navy had damaged a smuggler and anyone who had been an enemy of the elves was a friend to us. All we found was an urn.”

“Those that opened it never returned, instead they unleashed a fog much like that one,” she said, her voice dropping to a near whisper. “Anyone that was caught in it ended up like that man did, driven mad and lusting for flesh and blood.”

“And those they bit turned too.”

“Once we knew what was happening, we ran. The fog eventually disappeared, either returning whence it came or dispersing on the wind. That was when we met the living zombies.” Bekka stopped sewing and took a deep breath.

“They could be stopped, but they were so many,” she whispered. “Friends and family, brothers and sisters…”

“Their bodies lived, but their minds were gone.” She stopped and looked at Jenna, her eyes focusing as she blinked away the painful memories. “Kill them as you can, they will die and be no more. Already they are dead to the world.”

“How did you get away from them? Did enough of your people escape to kill them all?” Jenna asked, caught up in the tale and the painful way she told it.

Bekka shook her head. “I was young, less than a score of years old. Only a few of us got away, and they seemed to know where we were, attacking us again and again.”

“Raving and violent, they possessed some knowledge of who they once were, or had the memories of the person that they once were, at least. Make no mistake there is no morality in them. No conscience and no mercy.”

“Three of us escaped, but only by going where they would not expect us: to the wreckage of the ship that crashed. It was there that we found the urn. It was sealed again and we refused to have anything to do with it.”

“Instead we found a small boat amongst the wreckage that we used to escape the moon. An older boy named Harlon defended us against the walking dead. Harlon had been hurt, gouged by their fingernails but not bitten. Without healing magic, the injuries were too much and he fell asleep and never woke again.” She looked out at the ruins. “The poison is in their mouths and their blood.”

With a heavy sigh, she continued. “The other survivor and I were picked up outside of Elven space by a smuggler. He became the cook’s monkey and I… well, I’m here now. I’ve no idea what happened to him, that was a long time ago, it seems. Over a dozen years.”

Jenna sat back and blew out the breath she had been holding. “Such… wow. I never knew. I’ve heard of outposts and colonies of those the elves thought unfit for their beautiful cities and ports, but I never really understood it until now.”

“Did you ever find out who the ship belonged to?” Jenna asked a moment later. Bekka shrugged. “Does it matter?” Jenna nodded, “Yes, yes I think it does.”

“Not really. There were no corpses from the crash. The ship had been abandoned.” Jenna’s eyes widened.

Bekka reached over to her and laid her hand on Jenna’s. “It does my heart good to see the fire that burns in your heart and is kindled by the Captain.” She looked over the edge of the ship and into the mists. “You should go to him, while we still have time.”

Jenna followed her gaze. The mists appeared to be thinning. While it should have been relieving to see that, instead it bothered her. It meant that the shadowy forms moving through the fog around their ship would soon be visible.

Jenna nodded. “I think you’re right,” she whispered.

Bekka smiled. “You’ve come a long way, Jenna,” she told her. “I’m proud of you, and proud to call you a friend.”

Jenna smiled and blinked back the wetness in her eyes. The half-elf was right: she had come a long way. She took a deep breath and stood, then leaned over to give Bekka a hug. Both woman smiling in surprised embarrassment, the first mate turned away to find the Captain.

Bekka watched her leave and sniffed back the tears. Xander could only last so long, she knew, and it would take many hours to have the ship in a condition that gave it a chance against the wind spirits above them. Then there was the matter of being able to land again with a strut so damaged that it would not hold their weight. A tear ran down her cheek. She vowed that she would not end up like Kaskins or those of her youth. She reached down to touch the pistol she had tied to her side. It was cold and brutal, an alien weapon to her that she normally disdained. Now it gave her a measure of grim hope.

   

* * * *

   

The shifting had strained the aft port landing strut as well, though Dexter and Rosh, under Willa’s surprising tutelage, were able to shore it up safely enough. The bow strut was worse than ever, and not something Dexter had any idea how they would fix. Even Willa, who seemed to be somehow channeling Kragor’s knowledge and skill, was silent about it.

“Captain!”

Dexter glanced up at the sound of Logan’s voice calling to him. The man was largely quiet, but as far as he was concerned, he had proven his worth in gold that day by helping as he had and, more so, by helping Rosh escape a crushing end under the landing strut.

“Aye?” Dexter asked.

Logan looked up to the sky. The mists had been slowly parting, allowing them to stare into the ruins and see the bodies moving about them more clearly. Expressions and details were still difficult to make out, and now that the sun was setting darkness was shrouding what the mist could no longer hide.

Dexter followed his gaze and saw what troubled the priest. With the setting of the sun the moon was due to emerge; the moon that had been waxing the past several nights.

“I must go below,” Logan said, his voice somewhat labored.

Dexter frowned, but nodded. He had to find out just what the ailment was that affected the priest, but he had no time to do so now. Now they faced a far greater problem. A wet growl from behind him reminded him just how great their problem was.

“Cap,” Rosh said after Logan left. “You see how he kicked that stone into my side earlier?”

Dexter glanced at Rosh, then returned his gaze to the ruins and the bodies that tried to find a way past the protective charms Xander had placed around them. He had not seen what Rosh had referred to, though.

“That weren’t no light stone,” Rosh said. “It held up the ‘Hawk long enough for me to get out!” Dexter nodded again, “You saying you couldn’t have done that?” Rosh snorted. “Yeah, I’m saying that! Leastways not without breaking my foot and walking funny for a few weeks after.” Dexter looked over at Rosh again. “What else are you saying?”

Rosh shrugged. “Just saying that ain’t right is all. If this were my boat, I wouldn’t want something that ain’t making sense on it.”

Dexter’s eyes narrowed. “Good thing it’s not your boat then,” he told him. “If it was, you’d be holding up the ‘Hawk and having trouble drawing a full breath.”

Rosh opened his mouth to retort, but found nothing to say. He clamped it shut a moment later then turned away to study the strut with Willa some more. Dexter looked away as well and went back to the where a rope ladder hung from the railing of his ship.

“Problems?” Jenna said softly when she saw him come up over the edge.

Dexter shook his head, dismissing it. They were in a tight spot, tempers were bound to flare. It did not make it right, but as long as there was no mutiny going on, they could still work together and find a solution. Speaking of working together…

“Shouldn’t you be helping Bekka?”

Jenna shook her head. “She’s able to do it fine on her own,” she said. “I need to show you something.”

Dexter sighed softly and followed her as she led him down to the bridge. Once there she shut the door behind him and turned as if to point out a problem with the outer hull. He followed her gaze and stood close to her.

“This is what I should be doing,” she said to him, then turned to the confused Captain and pressed her lips against his.

Dexter’s eyes widened and he pulled away from her. “Are you mad, woman?” He hissed at her. “You know what kind of trouble we’re in here?”

Jenna just stared at him. “Dex,” she said, her eyes sparkling with moisture. “I asked Bekka how she had seen this kind of thing before and she told me. The ‘Hawk’s in bad shape, she’ll take hours to make airworthy again.”

“From what she told me about them that’s out side, getting away’s the only way to deal with them. The mist will leave eventually, but those touched by it are cursed and won’t stop coming for us until they’re put down or we join them.”

Dexter listened intently. He was glad that Jenna had gotten the information out of Bekka, proud of her, even. On the other hand, her behavior was disturbing him.

“Thirty some men, who knows how many of those Perryn, and who knows what else,” Jenna said. “There’s only ten of us, including Aidan, and he’s done nothing but stare into the mists for a while now.”

“What are you saying?” he asked, suspecting her ulterior motive but wanting to know for sure.

“I’m an elf,” Jenna said after a deep breath. “We live for hundreds of years; I’ve already lived over a century. I’m patient… I’ve been waiting for you for how long now?”

“I’m afraid to wait any longer,” she said. “Dex… I don’t want to end up like that. I don’t want to see you like that… or any of them! If you came after me I don’t think I could do what I had to.”

Dexter stared at her. “We got a lot of fight left in us yet,” he pointed out, feeling somewhat drained by her grim outlook. “Xander’s spell is keeping us safe too.”

Jenna nodded. She smiled sadly, “He’s human, he can only go for so long without sleep and he’s had a rough week already between the brewing and today’s action.”

“So what are you for then?” Dexter asked her bluntly. He was angry with her for stating things thusly and angry with himself for not being able to counter her arguments.

“Love me, Dexter,” she whispered, a tear running down one cheek. “We may not have much time left, let’s take what we can and share it.”

Dexter felt himself drawn to her and, for a brief moment, he wanted to give in to her. Her arguments were sound; his desire for her considerable. His reasons for abstaining seemed petty in light of their troubles. He leaned in and kissed her, sharing a moment in time that stood still for both of them, yet vanished in an instant of ache and longing.

“We’re not done for yet,” he said to her, smiling. Jenna looked at him, frustration and longing on her face. “We who?” she asked him bluntly. He grinned. “All of us,” he said, and then he turned to head back up on to the deck. Jenna reached out and grabbed his hand, pulling him up short. “Dex, I-“

He turned to her and shook his head. “Jenna, stop worrying,” he told her. “If we was that done in, you think I’d be turning your offer down?”

He gave her hand a squeeze and then let go, heading with quick and powerful strides out of the bridge and back up on the deck. Jenna watched him go, fresh tears running down her cheeks. She took a deep breath, recomposed herself, and then laughed softly. In spite of their situation, in spite of his apparent rejection, she was smiling. It made no sense at all, but by doing what he had done he had renewed her faith in him and her hope they might live. She shook her head, wiped her tears, and followed after him.

   

* * * *

   

On the deck Dexter looked around at the people working and nodded. Only Aidan was standing still, staring into the twilight ruins. Dexter made his way to him and stood silent beside him.

“I used to be in the army,” Dexter said without preamble. “Well, navy really; the Federation Navy.”

Aidan turned to look at him, roused from his thoughts. “Who is that?” he asked without really caring.

Dexter pointed up towards the sky and the void beyond. “A nation of power-hungry humans that rule a part of the Void,” he explained. “Wasn’t even important enough to be a tool, though; barely a tooth on a gear.”

“Course that wouldn’t stop them from turning their back’s on me at a moment’s notice if they could benefit from it,” he added with a dark chuckle. “The greater good, they’d have said to Kragor and Jodyne… only real family I had then.”

Aidan nodded, understanding the concept and perhaps where Dexter was going with it.

“See them down there? Rosh and Willa?” the Captain asked, nodding down towards the unlikely pair trying different things – to no avail.

“Willa just joined us, I bought her from some slavers in Azmir,” he explained. “She was near dead with pain, sickness, and a rotting hand… not to mention what the guards done to her.”

“I bought her, took her to a priest an’ got her healed. Lost her hand all the same, but look at her now, full of life.”

“She is an unusual slave,” Aidan offered.

“Uh-uh,” Dexter said with a smile. “I’ll have no slaves on my ship. She’s free as you and me. You’re laws say that can’t happen, but on my ship, my laws hold true. No such thing as slavery here. She’s free to do as she pleases, even free to leave service to the Voidhawk if she wants.”

“You speak of blasphemy,” Aidan warned, though his tone was conversational and not damning. “I should arrest you or kill you for it.”

Dexter shrugged. “Maybe. Point is, she was nothing to us a couple weeks back. Then the other day the ‘Hawk got caught in some wizard’s weather and damn near tipped us over. She went sliding off, heading for a long fall when Rosh there jumped to save her.”

“He caught her and saved her, though damn near lost both their lives in the process,” Dexter told him, skipping the heroic details of the deed. “We was in rough weather and nearly down two deckhands. In my spot, what would you’ve done?”

Aidan looked at him for a long moment, then decided to humor him. “Discipline them both, but mostly the big man for abandoning his post and risking the entire ship and crew for a single life.”

Dexter smiled fiercely. “I thought about that,” he admitted. Aidan nodded approvingly.

“Didn’t do it though,” Dexter said, turning to look down at the two of them. Rosh kicked a rock in frustration while Willa held a few pieces of broken wood in her good hand.

“Why not?” Aidan asked. “Why’d you run back into the ruins to rescue your people from the Perryn when you first landed?” Dexter asked him. Aidan nodded in understanding. “And why’d you go back to get your sergeant when he crossed the barrier?” Aidan sighed. “Seems I make a poor leader.”

“I don’t see it that way,” Dexter said. Then he chuckled. “Then again, maybe I’m a lousy Captain.”

“Not to see and hear your crew,” Aidan said to him. “Thanks,” he said. “Your soldiers thought the same of you.”

Aidan frowned. “What happened is a tragedy,” he said. “But it is one I understand. Life is cheap here, a few of us do our best to make it mean something and to help our men out.”

“To advance high in an Azmarian Lord’s favor a man must put aside his kin and his feelings; he must sell his soul. And even then, it is as easy as misjudging tomorrow’s weather to fall out of favor with the Lord in question,” Aidan explained. He let out a deep breath and shook his head.

“I understand what General Havamyr wanted now,” Aidan said and turned to share a haunted look with Dexter. “In unleashing this plague he will destroy his enemy. Once we are out of the way they will converge on their army, and once they are dead or destroyed, they will go toward Havamyr’s forces.”

“Seems like he might not have thought this through,” Dexter said, spotting a rather obvious flaw. Every bitten person would turn and swell the ranks of the living zombies.

Aidan shook his head. “They have been putting defensive works in for days now. I never understood why until now. Wizards, archers, and siege weapons will destroy these… things. Then, with no one left to defend against him, Havamyr will march in victorious.”

“You’re talking like you’re not a part of that army,” Dexter pointed out. Aidan looked at him and smiled sadly. “With your airship broken, do you think any of us will survive this day?”

“This day? Yes,” Dexter said resolutely. “I won’t be speaking for tomorrow right yet, but I’m feeling good about it.”

“What plan do you have, Captain?” Aidan asked him. Dexter smiled. “The way I see it, there’s less of them things now then there will be after we leave.”

“If we leave,” Aidan corrected. Dexter waved his correction away. “Better if we kill them all now to keep whatever this thing is from spreading.”

“Just figuring on charging out there?” Dexter chuckled. “It gets tricky,” he admitted. “With the air devils above us, we don’t dare cast off until we’re ready.”

“You’ve no plan yet?” Aidan asked him. Dexter stared into the dark ruins and shrugged. “Not yet,” he admitted.

“Captain Silvercloud,” Aidan said, turning to face him. “I now know why you’re the perfect man for this sort of thing. You’re just crazy enough to try it!”

Dexter chuckled and clapped Aidan on the back. “When this is all over, we could use another good man on the ‘Hawk,” he offered.

Aidan stared at him, incredulous. He started laughing, softly at first, then louder and harder. Finally he shook his head and walked away with one hand to his stomach and the other wiping the tears from his eyes.

   

* * * *

   

“Seems a bad time for laughter,” Bekka said to the first mate.

Jenna smiled and shrugged. “I can’t think of a better time for it,” she answered.

When Bekka looked up at her Jenna explained herself. “I don’t have the Captain’s knack for it, so I won’t try. But, when I spoke to him and told him of the fate that may be awaiting us, he rebuffed me. He told me we weren’t done fighting yet. He said… well, he gave me back my hope.”

“He turned you down?” Bekka asked with an understanding smile. “Not because he wasn’t interested,” Jenna quickly replied. “I should hope not,” the sorceress said. “A person would be a fool to pass up such an offer.” Jenna stared at the bald half-elf. “Thank you,” she mumbled, still surprised at the compliment.

“He is special,” Bekka said, staring at Dexter’s back as he tossed some repaired lines up to Bailynn in the rigging for her to replace.

“Yes, he is,” Jenna agreed.

   

* * * *

   

The night and the repairs wore on. Occasionally from below they heard some thrashing and the sound of something heavy thudding into the wall or barred door of the cargo hold, but mostly it was the noises that came from the living ghouls pressing against the invisible barrier from all sides. The main mast was repaired as best they could slightly past the midpoint of the night, and by the morning the other sails had been fixed as well.

Bekka was exhausted, but Dexter had a special project for her. Remembering something Kragor told him once, he figured if it worked in the solar wind, it should work with a wind made of air as well. He sent her off to work with scraps of cloth, some rope, and a crazy notion.

Xander practically stumbled around the deck, moving out of fear that if he stayed in one place too long he might pass out from sheer exhaustion. Jodyne plied him with strong teas to keep him awake and alert, but after a time they wore off and left him more drained than before.

Dexter approached him and asked how much longer he could hold it up.

“As long as I need to,” he replied.

Dexter nodded, understanding. “A little longer, I think,” he told the wizard. While Dexter would normally never admit to it, he knew they were outside the realm of normality now. He had to bolster the man’s ego and give him a little bit more to push for.

“Xander, we’d be in bad shape if it weren’t for you,” he admitted. He waved into the ruins without looking and said, “That’s a fate fit for no man, woman, nor child. Even an enemy deserves better. I won’t be saying it again, nor will I admit I done it this time… good job.”

Xander smiled and nodded, his pride blossoming. Even though he knew his accomplishments and his worth, it still felt good to know that Dexter appreciated what he had done.

   

* * * *

   

With the sun brightening the eastern horizon, Dexter watched as a weary Bekka all but staggered across the deck towards him. “It’s done,” she said, stifling a yawn.

Dexter nodded and glanced to the sky. He could feel a faint touch of breeze coming from the west, and expected it would pick up as the sun warmed the air more. “My thanks, Bekka, I hope to say later that you’ve saved us all.”

“It would be nice to be saved,” she admitted.

Dexter laid his hand on her shoulder. “Head for the bridge. Just a little longer, I think. I’ll need to be here and we need Rosh’s strength to help us with the sails when we make our run.”

Bekka nodded. Even though her head still ached from being forcibly separated from the helm, she knew it only made sense to have her at it. She smiled at Dexter in spite of the nausea she felt and turned to head for the bridge again.

Dexter glanced to the east and then around the deck of the ship again. Aidan was helping to keep Xander awake and alert, walking with him and talking of whatever the wizard wanted, and sometimes things the wizard had no interest in. Occasionally they would look into the darkness and listen to the sounds of the shadowy figures moving beyond the circle of protection.

Dexter nodded again, finalizing his decision, and moved to the side of the Voidhawk. He glanced over it and saw Rosh and Willa discussing something animatedly pertaining to the strut. There were a few additional ropes and pieces of wood attached to it, but nothing that showed any sign of helping it.

“There’s nothing more to be done, come aboard,” Dexter called down to them. “We ain’t done yet,” Rosh snapped up at him angrily. Dexter stared at him, reminding himself of the short fuse they all had. “This ain’t advice,” Dexter said back to him. “Get your tails on or get left to deal with them.”

Dexter pointed towards the circle beyond them. The sun was slipping over the edge of the horizon as he spoke, shining light into the ruins and illuminating the threat. Bodies shuffled back and forth, seeking an entry. They moved somewhat awkwardly, but remained coordinated enough to maintain balance and to be a threat. The drying blood upon many of them was testimony to their savagery. That, and the bloodshot and hateful look in their eyes.

“Son of a-“

“Rosh, he’s right, let’s go!” Willa said, losing her nerve quickly once she realized she had worked the entire night through less than 20 feet from the living ghouls.

Rosh nodded and guided her to the side of the ship, then helped her loop the rope around one foot and steadied it while Dexter called Keshira over to help pull her up. Rosh clambered up the rope ladder quickly once she was safe, then they secured the remaining ropes and waited to hear Dexter’s plan.

The Captain stared into the ruins, studying the former humans and perryns that now circled his ship like sharks. “Cap?” Rosh asked him after seeing Xander swaying on his feet with fatigue.

“Xander, just a little longer,” Dexter said to his wizard. “When I tell you to, I want you to let them in.”

“We’ll be gone first, right?” Rosh asked him. Dexter turned and grinned at the larger man. “Aw hell,” Rosh said. “Dex, we ain’t gotta die for these dirt-kissin’ fools. Let’s just get out of here and keep going!”

“Captain,” Bekka said, stepping forward, having returned from the bridge white faced and troubled. “They won’t stop. Every one of them will come for us. Using fingers and teeth, they’ll claw at the hull until they tear through it, even if they wear their fingers to the bone.”

He nodded. “Every last one of them, right?”

She nodded. Dexter smiled. “Good. Rosh, Logan, Aidan, grab the last of that alchemist’s fire we got down below. Grab as much lamp oil as you can too.”

Rosh stood, staring at Dexter a long minute. He opened his mouth but Dexter beat him to it, “Go, damn you, we got no time for wasting!”

Rosh shut his mouth and ground his teeth. He nodded and headed towards the stairs below deck, catching up to the others at the cargo hold. In three trips, they had brought up enough oil that Dexter felt they were ready.

“Over the side,” Dexter said. “Pour it all, save the alchemist’s fire,” he instructed. “We need a ring around the ship big enough to get them all. None of them can escape.”

“Voidhawk’ll burn too,” Rosh pointed out darkly.

“Not if it’s not here,” Dexter said.

Rosh looked at him then nodded, finally understanding the plan. He picked up one of the kegs of lamp oil and headed towards the bow. Logan and Aidan followed suit, each heading to a different part of the ship. By the time they had emptied all of the casks, Xander was leaning against the railing of the ship, fighting the urge to fall asleep on his feet.

Jenna, who was closest to the wizard, sighed. “Sorry about this,” she said to him, then moved with a speed he would not have been able to dodge had he been awake and expecting it; she slapped him hard across the face.

Xander stumbled, falling to his hands and knees from the force and the surprise of her strike. He shook his head and looked up at her, rage showing on his face. “Why the...”

The wizard trailed off, understanding why she had done it. He nodded, but continued to glare at her. Finally he stood up stiffly. His eyes narrowed when she had to stifle a chuckle at the red hand print forming on his cheek.

“You gonna just let a girl slap you around like that?” Rosh asked as he walked by with an empty barrel. The deckhand tossed it overboard and smiled as it shattered into pieces.

Xander scowled at him but said nothing, knowing he was being baited. “Enough,” Dexter snapped. “To your posts, Bekka I thought I told you I need you on the helm.”

“I can’t,” she said. “I tried… I can’t connect with the ship yet.”

“You… why not?” Dexter asked, stunned. “The dump, it messed me up. It’s going to take some time before I can merge with the ship again. I hope.”

“You hope? What do you mean?”

“I’ve heard of some people that could never helm a ship again after a bad dump,” she said with a forced calmness.

Dexter’s eyes widened. He needed her on that helm! “Alright… um,” he turned to look at his other option, Rosh. Rosh was learning how to fly a ship, but he was no match for Bekka or himself. Dexter knew he had his own reasons to not be on the helm, he was the Captain and had to react to what was sure to be a difficult escape.

“Cap, let Willa try it,” Rosh offered, his hand resting on the former slave girl’s shoulder.

Willa looked up at him, her mouth opened and eyes wide. Dexter’s own expression was not so terribly different.

“The way she’s been feeling the flow of the ship, it reminds me of how things feel when I’m in the helm,” Rosh explained. “I bet she’d pick it up right quick!”

“Right quick?” Dexter repeated in amazement. “Right quick isn’t enough! We have to time it right so them things get burnt and we don’t! Then we gots to get away from those things in the sky before they cut us up again. We need more than right quick, especially with the rigging and sails not running full from the damage they already done.”

“We ain’t got a choice!” Rosh protested. “Bekka can’t do it, you can’t do it, I can’t do it…you think I’m wanting to risk my neck on someone that ain’t never flown before?”

Rosh squeezed Willa’s shoulder encouragingly. “I reckon you can do it. You’re special, and I’ll have words with anyone here that says different.”

His last statement was accompanied with a challenging gaze at each person gathered on the deck in turn. Dexter shook his head, then glanced at Xander. The wizard looked like he was starting to glaze over again.

“Oil’s gonna be soaked into the dirt soon,” Dexter said. “Willa, go sit your pretty behind on the helm and see what happens. You got one shot at it.”

She looked on, wide eyed for a long moment until Dexter made a shooing motion with his hands to get her going. Bekka went over to her and grabbed her hand, leading her below to the helm and talking to her along the way, trying to offer her some hurried advice and suggestions on how to make the connection.

After a long and tense couple of minutes on deck, Dexter cursed and unbuckled his sword belt. He tossed the sheathed weapon to Jenna and turned to head towards the bridge. “That’s one of the few weapons that will hurt those things,” he said over his shoulder while pointing at the small dark cloud of wind spirits high above them.

He paused at the top of the staircase and looked back at them. “Soon as you feel the ship under control, let them things come. Somebody yell when they’re all around us in the oil, then when we lift, throw the alchemist’s fire.”

Dexter started down the stairs but was halted by Bekka coming up from the bottom. “Where’s Willa?” he asked.

“She’s on the helm.”   

“And?”

Bekka shook her head, wincing as she did so. “Never seen anything like it,” Bekka said. “I don’t know how she figured it out so quick, but you should have seen her face when she merged with the ship. Like a child with her first sweet.”

“Think she can do it?” Dexter asked her, putting his own surprise behind him. Bekka shrugged. “She’ll die trying.” Dexter nodded. “So will the rest of us,” he said darkly, then turned and headed back up the stairs.

The Voidhawk’s Captain caught the tossed sword and buckled it about his waist again. There were nervous smiles around them, save for Xander who was pinching his arm in an attempt to get one last burst of energy to keep him going. Dexter called for everyone to get ready, then told Xander to drop the spell.

With a sigh of relief, Xander, blinked his eyes slowly. When he opened them, he opened his mouth to confirm that it was done but the sounds from around them did it for him. The infected carriers discovered the dropped barrier almost immediately, and rushed towards the ship. There were dozens of them, nearly all of the members of Aidan’s troop as well as many of the Perryns that contracted the magical plague.

The ship rocked as they slammed against the hull. Some tried to climb the struts, something no one had considered. They were part of the hull and did not come up to the edge of the deck, however, a reckless bit of balancing and stretching would allow someone to reach the railing from the struts. Reckless and uncaring of their own safety, the ghouls had to be struck away from the struts as they reached for fresh prey.

“Set sail!” Dexter yelled, praying that Willa was not so caught up in the new sensations that she would fail to hear his order below. His fears were unfounded as, a moment later, the Voidhawk lurched beneath them and rose into the air slowly.

“Now!” Dexter called out, throwing his own cask to the ground.

Jodyne and Bailynn did likewise, while Logan, Rosh, Keshira, and Aidan were busy at clearing each strut. Jenna stayed ready to leap to the aid of anyone who would need it, and found herself rushing forward at one point to assist Aidan as his sword caught in the ribs of a former soldier that tried to scramble aboard.

Flames leapt up below them, sparking up immediately as soon as the casks cracked and allowed fresh air into the alchemical substance. The flames spread rapidly, igniting the oil in the ground and on the feet and legs of their attackers. It climbed up their clothing and bit into the flesh, chewing away at them and making them growl and hiss angrily as their prey escaped into the air above them.

A cheer rose up from the crew, one even shared by Dexter. They cleared the tops of the ruins, with no clinging zombies remaining, and saw no movement below them save for those trapped in the flames. Wind caught the sails, stretching and straining them as they were pulled taught. Improperly repaired, they nevertheless held against the lurch of movement the wind inspired.

“Dex, here they come,” Jodyne said, pointing into the sky.

Those not working the lines looked up and saw the dark streaks leaving the cloud and heading towards them at a speed that made the wind look like it was standing still. Dexter nodded and looked to Bekka, who was holding some loose canvas.

“Xander, got anything to slow them down?” Dexter asked, trotting over to the half-elf and taking the bundle of cloth.

Xander stared for a long minute then nodded. “I can try something,” he mumbled, then hastened up the stern castle himself and reached into his pockets for spell components. Dexter nodded, trusting the man to buy him the time he needed.

Dexter did not spare a glance from his task of tying a rope through several loops in the canvas until he heard a great whooshing noise above him. He looked and had to admit a moment of awe. A sheet of flames sprang up and fanned out in mid-air. It forced the elemental guardians to retreat and go around it, or at least wait until it subsided a few moments later. Either way, it gained the Voidhawk precious time to slip further away and gained both speed and altitude.

Dexter tied his last knot and tested it. Feeling confident but nervous, he stood up with the canvas hanging from the rope he held in his hands. He spun it, lifting it off the deck, and continued to spin faster and faster to help him get it higher. Finally ready, he gave it a final surge of strength and sent it up above him and off the bow of the ship.

The bundle of canvas started to open, coming loose with the release of the tension of the ropes. Dexter squatted down and grabbed a thinner rope he tied to it, grimacing as it burned his hands. He pulled it taught, springing the bundle open and catching the wind. Bekka had sewn together a crude kite to act as an extra sail for them. It was only good when the wind was behind them and they were running in a straight line, but it promised some extra speed.

Dexter hurried back to oversee the pursuit. Xander slumped against the railing, watching the pursuing mist devils through glazed eyes. Dexter grabbed his robes and yanked him away from the railing, not being gentle but also keeping the man from accidentally toppling over the railing. He watched their pursuers close the distance slower than he had expected. His hand flexed repeatedly against the sword at his side until, with little over a hundred yards separating them, the spirits gave up the chase. They slowed and halted, retreating back to reform a cloud over the ruins.

Dexter stared for a long minute, amazed and stunned by their turn of fortune. He chuckled, and then laughed harder and louder. Xander roused from his fatigue induced stupor enough to see the situation and speak about it.

“They only guard the ruins, we got far enough away to no longer be perceived as a threat,” he mumbled.

Dexter shrugged, just happy to be alive. He clapped the wizard on the shoulder and left him to lie upon the stern castle. The Captain hurried down to the main deck and announced the good news. Everyone cheered and congratulated each other, even the typically somber Jodyne seemed in a good mood by their harrowing escape. Of those gathered, only Jenna seemed troubled.

Dexter saw her expression and his grin faded. “Jenna, we’ve escaped! What’s wrong?”

Tears ran from her eyes. She reached down to her leg and pulled on her leather leggings, revealing a tear in them and beneath, the bloody scrape in her thigh. Dexter’s heart missed a beat at the realization that he was holding his pistol and that it pointed at her.

It was impossible. They had escaped! Now another of his crew was struck down. And not just any, but his first mate. His Jenna. His…

“How?” he whispered. Around them the cheering stopped and only Keshira paid attention to the rigging.

“When I helped Aidan,” she said through a throat choked with emotion.

Dexter nodded and fought back the urge to shout in rage at her for not being more careful. He turned to Bekka, who looked on fearfully and sadly from a distance away. “How long?”

Bekka shrugged helplessly. “Minutes, maybe,” she said sadly. Dexter looked back to Jenna and found his hand shaking. Angrily he clenched his teeth and tightened his fist. “Dex,” Jenna said, her voice pleading. “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head, unwilling to hear it. She was strong, damn it. He would not let her break down, not like this and not now. He opened his mouth to bid her farewell.

“I’m sorry I let you down,” she said. She stared at him, her eyes blurred with tears, and then closed her eyes and bowed her head. “Do it. Don’t let me end up like them.”

Dexter nodded and fought back the urge to reach out to her. To touch her one last time. He railed at himself for not touching her before, when she had offered so many times.

The Captain pulled the hammer back on the pistol and simultaneously locked his emotions away inside. He steadied his gun and took a breath, then squeezed the trigger…

   

* * * *

   

Aidan worked his way through the camp, a cloak with a cowl over his head protecting him from the rain that came in gusts and sheets. It also served to disguise him as he threaded his way through to General Havamyr’s tent. The guards outside of it saluted him when he arrived and identified himself. They had not been told to never expect to see him again and thus knew no better. His mission had been secret, known only to himself and the General. Aidan now realized that it had only truly been known to the general.

He slipped inside and saw Havamyr working silently while a naked slave girl waited on several furs set up for him. It appeared he was near to retiring for the night, and she was to be his entertainment. The general looked up, surprised at the interruption. His surprise only increased when he saw Aidan throw back his hood and stare at him.

“Aidan!” He said, shocked.

“My men are not expendable,” Aidan spat at him. “They died for your sick pleasure.”

“Wait a moment!” Havamyr snapped, coming to his feet and rallying quickly. “They died so that fewer of my men – our men would suffer!”

“Not our men, yours. Safe, behind traps, siege weapons, and defenses.”

“Our men,” The general said quickly. “Taking such risks and surviving such an important mission, you deserve to be rewarded. I need an aid, a second in command. A field promotion to colonel for your bravery.”

Aidan’s expression softened slightly at the bribe, giving the general hope. “I was rescued by the Voidhawk. They saw the danger we faced and came in to save us. They showed bravery. Captain Silvercloud’s crew showed me the true value of life. Every one of them risked their lives for each other… even when death seemed unavoidable.”

“The life of all men is not worth more than the life of one,” he said, drawing a pistol he had been given by Rosh from the ship’s stores.

“Even now they have set sail and are leaving this world behind with stores of goods I have given them from your supply tents. Never again will you have their help; you do not deserve it.” Aidan glanced at the slave girl and saw her cowering behind a chest, pretending to hide.

He looked back to Havamyr, who had not moved so stunned was he by his subordinates change of allegiance. “You’re a traitor!” He snapped. “I’ll have you flogged publicly and covered in honey then staked out in the sun for the insects and birds to feast upon!”

“If stopping the madness that weakens our people makes me a traitor, then I wear the title with honor. If fighting back against the cruel dominion of the Azmir is wrong, then I shall never be right again,” Aidan paused and smiled coldly. “If killing you brands me, then I shall shout the price upon my head with pride in every city I enter.”

Havamyr’s fists clenched in impotent rage. His jaw trembled with anger and his nostrils flared with frenzied breath. Finally he said, “One scream and my guards will be here!”

“Don’t bother,” Aidan said. “The thunder from this wand will carry further than any scream you could manage.”

A feral grin upon his face, the former commander squeezed the trigger.

   


Chapter 10: The Festival of Lords

   

“Where are we bound for?” Xander asked as Dexter and a few of the crew sat around the table eating a meal. Rosh snorted. “Don’t matter much,” he muttered, “we ain’t got no money for nothing.”

“There’s been a foul run of luck,” Jodyne said, setting a bowl of stew in front of Dexter.

Dexter nodded to her then turned to look at Rosh, “Speak what’s on your mind,” he said, clearly in no mood for the large man’s griping.

Willa put her good hand on Rosh’s arm, trying to calm him. He ignored her though, and instead stared back at Dexter. “I’m just saying we ain’t been paid in a while,” he said.

“I know you ain’t no better off,” he added, seeing Dexter’s face darken. He hesitated briefly before starting again. “Maybe that’s just it. Maybe we need something different around here to change our luck.”

Dexter’s eyes narrowed. He stood up and looked at Rosh; glared at him, actually. “Leave the table and keep your thoughts to your own,” he growled at him.

Rosh stood up as well, glaring right back. He opened and shut his lips a few times then scowled and grabbed his bowl, slopping some over the side. “You asked,” he mumbled, then turned and stalked off to his cabin.

Willa watched, her eyes going back and forth between the large man and the captain. She looked torn as to what to do. Dexter closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then turned to the others.

“Anybody else feeling that way?” he asked them. Only Willa, Xander and Jodyne were present, but they all were quick to shake their heads.

“Change your mind, feel free to leave at the next port,” he said, then turned to leave with his stew untouched. “Captain, where is the next port?” Xander asked again, though in a softer voice. Dexter glanced at the wizard and said, “Little out of the way place I found on an old chart, name’s Corona.”

Xander’s brow creased as he tried to place the name. He had heard of it before, he just could not remember when. Dexter waited a few more seconds for any follow up questions, then headed off to his room.

   

* * * *

   

“You seem different,” Bailynn said to Logan as they worked some lines on the deck. Keshira was off tending another sail by herself, using her unnatural strength to do the work of two men.

Logan shrugged, but found himself smiling. “Aye, I am. I never thought I’d be happy to leave my world behind, but up here I can feel free.”

“Why?” she asked, still confused.

“You were once cursed and shackled to be a slave, right?” he asked her. She nodded, hiding the shame and the pain the memories brought her. “On Azmir I was cursed as well, and while no man or woman owned me, my actions and thoughts were not always my own.”

Bailynn nodded. “I think I understand,” she said. “Except I still do not know freedom,” she added.

“Why not, aren’t you free now? The Captain seems big on that.”

Bailynn shrugged, pretending what he said had not hurt her. It reminded her that she was not important to the Captain… or any of them, really. She was just a body doing work, like Keshira. They might as well be sails or ropes themselves.

“Bekka holds the ring they used to control me,” she said, blinking back her tears.

“Does she… have they ever used it?” he asked, genuinely surprised. His heart went out to the woman, and he actually found his hand on her back.

She shook her head. “No, the Captain said they never would, unless I lost control of myself and attacked them.”

“I don’t know your story,” Logan admitted, “but you seem sane enough to me. Why not ask her for it?”

“She’s supposed to be finding a way to destroy it,” Bailynn said, offering a smile up at Logan as appreciation for his compassion. “Well then there’s no reason for you to feel threatened. You’re as free as any of us,” he said. She smiled again and nodded, then shrugged. “I guess you’re right… but I feel no different.”

Logan chuckled warmly. “Well Bailynn, I can think of no better place to be for people like us. We are a danger to our friends and family, and are cast aside because of it. But here,” he said, glancing meaningfully onto the forecastle, “is a place where I think we can safely make new friends and family.”

“My world places no value on the life of others,” he explained. “But I have seen the Captain show more care and concern in only a short time then I saw in my entire life on Azmir.”

“You’re talking about her, aren’t you?” Bailynn asked, referring to Jenna. He nodded. “Anybody on my world would have cast her aside immediately. Even when Bekka rushed forward to cry out for her.”

“Our Captain stayed his hand though,” he said, remembering the scene. “He…well, you were there, you saw what happened.”

Bailynn nodded and glanced up to the forecastle as well. Then a shifting rope pulled at her hand and she had to refocus quickly on their task. They were pulled apart as the ship tacked into the solar wind, and each found themselves lost in their own thoughts and remembrances.

   

* * * *

   

Bekka had rushed forward, calling out frantically, “Dexter, wait!”

The Captain hesitated, then did as she bade him, withholding the final pound of pressure that would push the trigger past its release point.

“Were you scratched or bitten?” Bekka asked her. Jenna looked up, trails of tears running down her cheeks. “Was I what? I was scratched. His fingers tore through-‘ “The curse is spread when they bite,” Bekka said, turning back to Dexter quickly and interrupting the elf.

His face was one of warring emotions. He refused to look away from Jenna for a long minute, and the elf’s gaze was tied with his own. Finally Dexter ordered her confined in a cargo hold, just in case. Jenna nodded and smiled, hopeful tears now streaming from her eyes. She reached for Bekka’s to hug her, but saw the alarmed expression in the half-elf’s eyes. Crushed, she nodded and walked directly to the hold, with Dexter and a few others following behind.

It was several hours later when Jenna heard the door to her makeshift cell being opened. She stood away from it, waiting patiently. The door creaked open and Dexter stepped in, his pistol leading the way. “You itching to take a bite out of me yet?” he asked her.

She shook her head and fought the urge to run over to him. Dexter shut the door behind him and lowered the hammer on his pistol. Replacing it in his belt, he looked at her and sighed.

“We’re almost back in the void,” he explained to her. “We’ll do what we can for repairs up there, then head down to drop Aidan off and get off this cursed world.”

“Will they take him back?” Jenna asked, surprised at Dexter’s chosen topic.

Dexter shrugged. “I offered him a bunk,” he said. “He said he’s got some things to take care of down there. I’m for thinking he wants to see about changing the way things are done.”

“That’s a lot of work,” she opined. Dexter nodded. “He might be the right man for it though.” They lapsed into silence then Dexter looked at her and stepped closer. “How’s your leg?”

She looked down at her injury. She knew he had something else he wanted to say, but could not yet bring himself to it. “It’s all right. Stings a little, but I’ve had worse.”

Dexter nodded. “Well good,” he finally said. “I’m glad I didn’t shoot you.” Jenna smiled and took a step closer to him. “Me too.”

“Almost did, you know.”

“I asked you too,” she laid her hand gently on his shoulder. “You should be more careful,” he said, “I don’t want to lose another first mate.”

“Afraid you can’t get anybody else to take the position?” she asked with a smile.

They were close enough now that Dexter found himself leaning in and dropping the pretense. He kissed her and within half a heartbeat Jenna was returning his kiss. He wondered, briefly, if she had fooled him when he felt the strength of her arms pulling her against him. She slipped her leg between his and pulled, not letting him separate from her. When the dust settled they were on the floor and Dexter was snugly held against her.

Dexter opened his mouth to speak but Jenna pulled him down before he could do more than draw in a breath. When their lips parted she warned him, “Don’t you dare talk, Dexter Silvercloud!”

Her mouth found his again and she untied her leather vest. She grabbed his hand and pulled it to her breast, placing hers on top of his and offering encouragement. Jenna continued to slip out of her clothing beneath him, until she managed to lay nude on the wooden floor.

Her hands then turned to Dexter, roaming over his body and finding the laces, buttons, and clasps necessary to remove his clothing. With a silent acquiescence that surprised her, he let her have her way with him.

“Take me, Dexter,” she whispered to him. “Take me and make me yours!”

She positioned herself beneath him, breath held in anticipation and fear. When Dexter’s flesh met hers she gasped, a dam suddenly bursting within her. All the teasing, all the waiting, all the denial over their time together was over. She bit her lip to fight back the emotions that made her eyes blur and her throat tighten.

Dexter worked at it, rolling his hips and losing control of himself. He shook his head as he felt her wrap her self around him, accepting him fully and asking for more. Jenna looked up at him, confused for a moment. Understanding came as she felt his muscles stiffen against her. A tear slipped from the corner of her eye at the abrupt consummation. Dexter grimaced and grunted, burying his head in the crook of her neck.

She held him tight, her legs entwined around his trapping him inside of her. Her fingers ran in lazy circles over his back and shoulders, offering comfort. When Dexter looked up at her he had a sheepish expression on his face that turned to one of surprise at the tears in her eyes. He opened his mouth to speak but Jenna pulled him closer and kissed him instead.

“It’s been a long time,” she whispered when she broke the kiss. “And this just tells me how strongly you feel.”

Dexter smiled, his cheeks red from more than exertion. She winked at him and pulled herself up to kiss him again. “Besides, I’m not finished with you. Roll over.”

Eyes wide, the Captain obeyed his First Mate. What followed was far more satisfying for both of them.

   

* * * *

   

It took a few days of rest for Bekka to reestablish contact with the helm. Though she hid it well, her anxiety over the disruption began to raise her doubts. Once she tried it and was successful, she felt the weight of fear rise from her shoulders. Bekka enjoyed many things in her life – in fact she made a point to enjoy as much as she could – but seldom was there anything that could compare with piloting a ship.

Now, less than a week later, Dexter was on the bridge with her, perusing star charts and trying to determine his next course of action. Bekka pulled her consciousness back from the ship somewhat and turned her head toward him.

“Dex, how are you?” she asked him.

Dexter jumped, startled a little to hear her ask such a thing. He turned and studied her for a moment, then shrugged. “I am well… shouldn’t you be paying more attention to the ‘Hawk?”

“Nothing but us and the void, Captain,” she answered. “Well, all the same, keep an eye out.”

“Yes Sir.”

Dexter had just returned to his train of thought when she spoke again. “Back on Azmea, when we were trapped, Jenna told me how you filled her with hope even as you denied her.”

Dexter sighed and turned around. “Telling you to mind the ship’s not going to do me any good, is it?”

Bekka smiled.

“I’m thinking I know why they say women on a ship are bad luck,” he muttered to himself. Sighing in defeat, he asked her, “What about it? I did what any Captain ought to do.”

“You did,” she acknowledged. “But there’s more. Captain – Dexter, Jenna is special, very special. You do see that, don’t you?” Dexter blinked. He hid the grin from his face and nodded. “Aye, she’s one of a kind.” Bekka smiled again. “Good. If you didn’t, then you wouldn’t deserve her.”

Dexter’s laugh was hesitant. Did she know? Did the entire crew know? It had only been a couple of days and he’d had made himself scarce whenever Jenna was around. What they’d done was too complicated; the words they’d spoken too important. Involvement was dangerous, damn it! Why didn’t that fool woman understand? Had Kragor’s death taught her nothing?

“What do you mean?” he asked, catching himself before the silence dragged on too long. Bekka shrugged and glanced away. “If you didn’t deserve her, then I’d have to convince her to find someone who did.” Dexter stared at her with wide eyes. “Someone who did? Like who?”

She looked at him and shrugged again. “Not many elves can look beyond their race, she’s special. She had no kindness for me when we met, but she’s overcome that and even gone so far as to apologize for her kind.”

Dexter snorted. “Not her fault her kin are bastards.”

Bekka nodded. “True, but still she did it. She’s got a heart of gold, and only now learning it herself.”

“So you’d be one who deserves her then?” he asked, intrigued by the idea. He felt mildly threatened as well. He tried to stomp away the jealousy – after all, he knew better than to get involved with one of his crew. What happened must have been a mistake. Too many emotions lately: Kragor’s death, their narrow escape and Jenna’s near death.

“Only if her first choice fell short,” Bekka said.

A commotion in the companionway heralded the opening of the door. Rosh stuck his head through and looked around. He saw the two of them and shrugged, then pushed himself in.

“Hope I ain’t interruptin’ nothing,” he said, knowing he probably was but not caring. He had spent a fair bit of time screwing up the courage to have the talk he planned on having.

“Of course not,” Dexter said. “Just taking about Jenna’s brush with death.”

Rosh grunted, hardly caring. Bekka laughed lightly. “Among other things, like when the Captain will stop denying that he loves her.”

Dexter glared at Bekka, who only shrugged and refused to back down.

“You love her?” Rosh asked, surprised. “Careful Cap, she likes messing with people, I think she’s got your number.”

Dexter threw his head back and groaned. “Enough! There’s no talk to be had about my love life… because there isn’t one! Jenna’s second in command, you’d do well to treat her with respect.”

Rosh blinked and then grinned. “Sunk her teeth in ya, ain’t she?”

Dexter bristled, forgetting that he was supposed to be in charge momentarily. “You’ve got no room for talking! What about Willa and you?”

Rosh opened his mouth then shut it. He looked thoughtful as he pondered what Dexter had said. “You think?” he asked. “I thought we was just friends and all.”

Bekka snorted from her position on the helm, but other than a sharp glance from Dexter, she was ignored. The pause served to help Dexter reign in his frustrations. He took a deep breath and addressed his Arms Master.

“What are you needing, Rosh?”

“Huh? Oh,” Rosh said, glancing briefly at Bekka and then shrugging. “Cap, the other day, I didn’t mean nothing by what I said,” he explained. “I was just… well, we been having a run of bad luck.” Dexter nodded; he could tell the big man had more to say.

“The course you been laying ain’t been easy, but we’re still here and I guess that’s something,” he continued. “Still, a fellow can’t help but wonder sometimes about other things.”

“What are you saying?” Dexter asked him, wanting to get to his point and spare the man the clumsy rhetoric.

“That’s all,” Rosh said. “I was just saying what I said. It ain’t easy for me, ya know.”

Dexter nodded, accepting the closest that man could give to an apology. Rosh smiled a little self-consciously, then slipped back out the door and headed off to have a friendly chat with Willa. The Captain watched him go, then sighed and turned back to the charts on the table.

Unseen on the helm, a faint smirk found its way to Bekka’s face.

   

* * * *

   

The following days had been very stressful on the Voidhawk. Bailynn had seemed increasingly withdrawn. Jenna had been distant, though Dexter was thankful for that. His own thoughts were considerably remote, but in spite of it he still noticed how surprisingly cheerful Logan seemed to be. Apparently life on the Voidhawk appealed to him.

“Been meaning to have a word with you,” Dexter said, catching the man as he hopped up the stairs onto the forecastle to make sure some lines were tightened down.

Logan glanced up and smiled. He looked at the ropes and, assured they were right, turned his full attention to Dexter. “What can I do for you, Captain?”

“Between the problems we had and… everything else, I’ve had no chance to welcome you proper to the ship.”

Logan chuckled and shrugged. “Don’t worry, Captain. As you said, there were a lot of problems. I was reluctant at first, but now I find I could not have landed in a better place.”

“You’ve done right by us,” Dexter said thoughtfully. “But I’m still wanting to know what ails you.”

Logan glanced at the main deck and then shrugged. “I’m not sure,” he admitted, turning back to Dexter. “The moon, on Azmir, caused me madness.”

“At times I would wake up with my clothing torn and signs of trouble about me. Dirt and blood on my fingers, once even some hair stuck to my arm,” he said frankly. “It was never my own, and I could never remember where it came from.”

He shrugged again. “Since we left Azmir behind, I’ve yet to have any problems.”

Dexter nodded. “I got no idea what sort of thing this could be,” he said. “Don’t make sense, it just going away though. You be sure and let me know if you feel it coming back, we don’t need any more trouble here.”

Logan chuckled, unable to repress his good mood. He nodded though, and promised Dexter that he would. He returned to working and Dexter watched him for a long moment before he decided to head below and see about getting some food. On his way he stopped and saw Kragor sitting halfway down the steps to the main deck, the ghostly dwarf watching Willa as she worked on the main deck.

“Kragor,” Dexter said softly, by way of greeting. He found himself smiling, putting his troubled thoughts aside for a moment.

The dwarf glanced up at him and smiled, then pointed back to Willa. He gave a thumbs up motion, letting Dexter know he approved of her. For what, Dexter had no idea, but it still made him feel better.

Jenna rounded the corner suddenly, the elf girl moving silently and quickly and surprising them. She took the stairs quickly and passed right through the spectral dwarf, which caused him to scowl at her as he patted himself off. Jenna paused at the top of the stairs, next to Dexter and peered back down at them curiously.

“That was odd,” she muttered. She turned to the Captain, her expression still baffled. “Did you feel something?”

Dexter smiled uneasily. “Jenna, I-“

She scowled and snapped, “Not that! I meant when I came up the stairs I felt a touch of something cool. Not chilly or painful, just… odd.”

Dexter and Kragor met each other’s eyes. His scowl was gone and in its place was a wide grin. He pointed at each of them, one hand a piece, then formed a circle with the fingers of the hand pointing at Jenna and took the pointing finger of the hand pointing at Dexter and inserted it into the circle. He proceeded to pantomime a rhythmic motion that Dexter could hardly dismiss the obvious implications of.

“What’s wrong?” Jenna asked, seeing the color rising to Dexter’s cheeks. “Embarrassed to be seen with me standing near you now?”

Kragor, laughing silently, faded from view. Dexter turned, sputtering, to the elf and was going to try and defend himself but instead she just glared at him. “Bekka said we’d be coming up on a gravity well. She thinks it’s a small moon or something, it’s not on the charts.”

Dexter nodded. “Jenna…”

The elf shook her head, “Save it,” she told him. “This is a bad place for talking, and you don’t want your crew seeing what I plan to do to you.”

The tone in her voice and the angry and sad look in her eyes told him that he did not particularly want to know what she had in mind for him either. He nodded and sighed. “Alright,” he told her. Then, as he turned to head down to the bridge he whispered so he could be certain only her elven ears would pick it up, “I’m sorry.”

On the bridge Dexter glanced at the charts of the area briefly to be certain that it was as Jenna had told him. Sure enough, there was nothing but empty void where they were. Bekka was aware of him and asked distantly, “Captain – do you want to go around it or stop and investigate?”

Dexter thought about it for a long moment. They had plenty of supplies, so stopping was hardly necessary. Still, something uncharted could be a secret boon that might pick up everyone’s spirits. It might be undiscovered trade opportunities or perhaps a long lost pirate cache of equipment and loot. Dexter found himself smiling at the prospects, but then realized it could also be nothing – or perhaps something worse than nothing.

“Check it out,” Dexter said, moving closer to one of the two large round windows in the bridge.

Bekka did not respond, but after a few more minutes the ship began to decelerate as it entered the field of gravity. Dimly, Dexter could hear Jenna above calling out orders to bring the ship in closer for a look.

He hurried up to the deck for a better look as they sailed in. The ship moved in, the sails trimmed to slow it down some, and arced wide to give whatever the port used as a pilot boat a chance to catch up to them. As with surface harbors, a port for ships that sailed the void needed to be guided in to prevent chaos from clogging up the lanes.

No boat appeared. They drew closer and closer to the lush, albeit small, world and saw no sign of anyone interested in greeting or guiding them. Dexter’s grin spread and his excitement grew, overshadowing his other concerns and troubles. Had they discovered an uninhabited world? It was small, the size of a small moon, but that still would allow for thousands of people to live in peace, should they desire to do so. His thoughts raced ahead. If it was unoccupied, he could claim it and set himself up as Lord.

Dexter chuckled and Jenna glanced at him. Her jaw was clenched tight enough to turn her cheeks white. “I’ve enough trouble with a ship; I’m hardly needing a world to run!”

Her expression gave way to one of confusion, then returned to annoyance. She went back to barking out orders to the crew while Dexter returned to his thoughts of capitalizing on their finding.

His hopes were dashed when they circled the planet and made out a fair sized city. Details were impossible to make out from their altitude, even though the world seemed to not be pestered with such silly things as clouds. With no guide to take them in, Dexter ordered them to find their own way down. With recent experience sailing the winds of a world, they had little trouble dipping into the atmosphere and circling down towards the lone city.

Carved into the top of a small plateau, a large harbor rested on the edge of man-made lake with dry docs dotting the remaining area. Dexter opted for a water landing, trusting that the hull was better supported thusly.

The spacious town was well designed and the keep had a low wall connecting five towers. The palatial grounds gave way to a four story mansion containing enough rooms for dozens of people to live comfortably. It was no proper castle, by any means, but still large enough to clearly be the residence of the ruling lord of the city.

The town’s inhabitants crowded the shore and stared at the Voidhawk as it pulled up to the dock, scrambling around to help tie off the lines. Dexter, Rosh, and Xander walked down the plank to the dock and cheering erupted. The three looked to one another and then back at the ship before continuing.

A man stepped forward, grinning ear to ear, and welcomed them. “Well met, we’ve been waiting for the next visitors from the skies.”

Dexter took his offered hand and let him shake it, vigorously. Rosh stood nearby, glowering threateningly at anyone that came too close.

“I am Constable Lorren, welcome to Deepingdale,” he said.

“Captain Silvercloud,” Dexter responded. “This is my Arms Master Rosh and my ship’s wizard Xander.”

“Tell me Constable, why is it I could not find Deepingdale on any of my charts?” Dexter asked. He turned and looked at the port. While largely vacant, it still harbored seven other ships.

Constable Lorren smiled and shrugged. “It is not mine to say, Captain. Perhaps your charts are out of date? Perhaps we are not on any trade routes. This is a small world, with Deepingdale being the only city.”

“It is our paradise, I admit,” he added, and glanced over his shoulder at the many others gathered here. “But we have little to trade aside from camaraderie.”

Dexter nodded, thoughtful. Something seemed amiss, but he could not place it.

Xander cleared his throat and asked, “You mentioned you’ve been waiting for visitors?”

The Constable nodded and some of the nearby townsfolk whispered excitedly, drawing a concerned glare from Rosh. “It is rare that we get visitors. As wondrous as it is here, we yearn for the tales you bring.”

He leaned in closer and said, “We’ve many fine young ladies here that yearn for some fresh blood from the skies as well, if you know what I mean.”

Rosh brightened a little, his glower fading. He cleared his throat and mumbled, “Seems like a fine enough port to me, Captain.”

Dexter rolled his eyes, but kept his rebuke to himself.

“Indeed, Captain, it is a fine place we have here. I am the Constable but I’ve not seen a crime committed in two years – and then it was young troublemakers that drank too much of our wine,” the Constable offered.

Dexter turned and glanced at the other ships; he could see no one standing watch on them. That gave both credence to the man’s words but also nagged at the back of his mind.

“We’ve some items to trade, if you’re interested, Constable,” Dexter said. “We come bearing simple supplies, arms and equipment mostly – if you’re truly an uncharted peaceful world, I suspect you’ve great need of steel.”

Lorren’s eyes flashed. “We’ve little need of weapons here,” he said. “Some may find interest in it though. Mostly we trade in our market in town, but for such a load I’ll grant you pass to set up shop here on the shore.”

Dexter nodded. “If you’ll clear some room for us, we’d be happy to oblige.”

Constable Lorren smiled and turned, waving his hands in a shooing motion and telling people to go back to their business. Grumbling, people began to disburse. Lorren turned back after many had gone and said to Dexter, “You and your crew are invited to join us tonight. It’s the Festival of Lords you’ve come upon, a grand time to be had by all!”

“Festival of Lords?” Dexter asked, glancing at Xander and Rosh, both of whom looked blankly back at him.

“Sure enough,” he said, nodding excitedly. “Our Lord serves as Governor of Deepingdale as long as they deem fit, then when they wish to step down, a festival is called. There are tests and trials anyone interested must go through. The winner becomes the new Lord of Deepingdale.”

Without looking, Dexter knew Rosh’s eyes were wide. He found it a bit odd himself, but then shrugged. The people of Deepingdale were clearly a different sort.

“Some merriment would do us well,” Dexter said, thinking of how he could use a bit of a chance to relax himself. “But that’s for later. We’ve work to be done now.”

“Of course!” The Constable said. “By all means, do as you must. Send for me should you have any troubles, I’m sure there will be plenty of people about pretending to not be interested.”

Dexter chuckled and nodded, then turned and headed back up the plank to the Voidhawk. He saw most of the crew gathered and waiting on the deck. Only Keshira remained at her post. With a sigh, he called her over then turned to address them all.

“I reckon you heard the man, we’re to set up our goods over there. Not our way normally, but gold is gold. As for the festival, we’ll be drawing lots to see who gets left behind.”

“Captain, he said it was safe here,” Bailynn said, surprising Dexter.

He turned to look at her and smiled. “That’s what I’d tell someone whose ship I planned on stealing.”

She nodded and kept her mouth shut, but he could see the troubled look in her eyes. He suspected she was worried she would be forced to stay behind on the boat.

   

* * * *

   

Their wares sold quickly. The coins they received for them were dated, but their weight was true and Dexter made no trouble with accepting them. They now mingled with the townsfolk at the festival. Bekka remained behind at the ship; she had drew the short straw but had shown no concern about it.

The Festival of Lords consisted of some unusual but excellent food for the crew of the Voidhawk. The drink, also unusual, was equally palatable. Entertainment was fleeting, they found, but the reason behind it was soon apparent. The games were to be the entertainment. Games that the crew was invited to participate in.

The games were taxing, and segued from one to another with more and more people eliminated each step of the way. Some of them focused on thinking and logic, while others were geared toward the more physical aspects that made Rosh and Dexter more comfortable. It was not until near the end of the contests that Rosh and Dexter found themselves both eliminated. Jenna and Logan were the sole representatives from the Voidhawk still in the running. At the end of the final challenge Jenna remained and all the others had been eliminated.

Rosh and Dexter exchanged a surprised look while she stood bathed in light that came from a circle of flameless torches surrounding her. Every source of light they had seen thus far had been magical. Even the food was cooked without fire upon magical plates not so different from the heatstone Jodyne used.

Jenna shrugged and looked embarrassed as she stared back at them. Willa giggled, her small frame easily affected by the alcohol of the festival. Not only that, but aside from a stolen sip here and there, it was the only alcohol she had ever had.

Willa snickered again when the cheering stopped. She silenced herself quickly when she noticed that she was receiving some strange looks. The townsfolk had not only stopped cheering, but they had fallen to one knee. Constable Lorren hurried up to her side and offered her a beautiful golden pendant with a softly glowing ruby set in the middle of it.

“Captain,” Keshira said from where she sat. The pleasure golem reacted when spoken to, but had otherwise done little more than to glance around disinterestedly. This was her first signs of showing initiative.

“Yes?” He turned, surprised at her near outburst.

“The pendant Jenna is putting on is filled with powerful magic,” she stated calmly.

Dexter glanced up at Jenna, concerned. His reactions and thinking were somewhat dulled by the alcohol, however, so it took a moment before he spoke again. “What sort of magic?”

“I do not know, I only possess the ability to know that it is magical.”

Dexter nodded and frowned. He blinked and watched, not certain he was seeing things properly. Almost before his eyes he saw the elven woman’s gaze drift over him. He flinched in what he saw revealed in it. There had been a long moment where she gazed upon him dully, as though unfamiliar with who he was. Her smile had slackened as well.

A roar broke his attention. He turned and saw a grizzled old man with an eye patch slam his fist onto the table. “Jasper Highsail, you whore-son!”

His gaze was directed at Rosh, who could only stare back in shock at the man.

Dexter surged to his feet, coming to the aid of his Arms Master. “Friend, you’ve got the wrong man,” he said, one hand slipping to his pistol.

The old man continued to stare down Rosh. “The Hell I do! He struck a deal with me and then turned me loose when the deal went sour so he could get away!”

“Thing is,” he said, leaning in closer and glaring with his one eye at Rosh, “I ‘spect you had that planned all along!”

“I got away though, lost half me crew and near as much of me ship! We ended up finding this place and decided to settle in – safer and more prosperous than dealing with pirates like you!”

“I should gut you like a fish,” he continued, giving no one a chance to interrupt. “And maybe I will if the new Lady will let me – but first I got to know why you ain’t aged a day in a score of years?”

“I ain’t Jasper Highsail,” Rosh said. He stared back at the man and stood up, dwarfing the one eyed man. “Name’s Rosh, and I ain’t never met you before.”

“Captain of the Shark’s Teeth?” Dexter asked, surprised to hear the name. He had not heard of the infamous pirate captain in many years, but now he was putting it together and remembered the stories.

“Rosh is my Arms Master, I’m the Captain of the Voidhawk. I’ll vouch for him that he’s never had ship nor crew in his charge, and he’s aged a day for every day I’ve known him,” Dexter said. “Have some more of your fine brew, friend, and let’s put this behind us,” he added.

Rosh glared at him a minute longer, then walked away, heading away from the Festival and towards the ship. Dexter watched him go, open mouthed, before returning his attention to the table. The old man walked away a moment later as well, heading to the table he had come from.

“What was that?” Willa asked softly from nearby. The sudden excitement had sobered her up – if only briefly.

Dexter shook his head. “If you find out, let me know.”

Dexter searched for Jenna but she had disappeared. He cast about for her, but found her nowhere to be seen. Sighing, he slumped back to his seat and took another drink that now lacked the sweet taste of relaxation. “Stay as long as you like; I’m off for the ‘Hawk.”

Keshira rose and followed him obediently. The others remained, looking uncertainly towards one another, but then deciding to settle in and see what else remained of the night.

Dexter, mildly drunk, turned once he had left the festival behind him and found Keshira less than a dozen feet behind him. “Why are you following me?”

“Captain, I exist to serve you,” she said. Dexter growled and waved a shaky finger at her. “I don’t deserve no serving. Nobody does!” Keshira looked at him. She said nothing, but stood there patiently. “What now?” Dexter cried, seeing her complacency. “I am failing you, Captain, I do not understand.” Dexter threw his hands up in the air and rolled his eyes. “What? What are you not understanding?”

“You said nobody deserves to be served,” she said. “But you clearly serve the members of your crew.”

“That’s not serving,” the mildly drunk captain said. “They be my responsibility. Swearing service to me means I owe them my support too.”

“If they swear service to you, are you not someone then who should be served?”

Dexter stared at her for a long minute. “Why do I bother?” he muttered. “You can’t learn what it means to be human. You can’t know responsibility or friendship or love. No matter how much I tell you, you’re nothing but a walking and talking chair,” he said with disappointment.

Dexter turned to walk away again, feeling like he had failed. He took a few steps and glanced back, seeing that Keshira had not moved. “Not following me like a lost puppy?”

“Captain, I feel your disappointment,” she said to him. “We are bonded and I can feel you through it.”

Dexter grunted. She had told him this before. It had bothered him then, but now it was of little interest. He had given up hope of her ever being anything more than a mindless automaton.

“It causes a disturbance in me,” she continued. “Something is not right. Do you know what it is?”

“How would I know?” He snapped back at her. Ignoring his temper she replied, “You can feel it through the bond we share.”

“I don’t-“ Dexter stopped, realizing what she had just said. “Wait, you mean this bond… it’s something I can use too?” She nodded. “Yes, Captain, it works both ways.”

“What does that mean?”

“You can feel what I feel and communicate with me through it. With training, you can experience my senses through it as well.”

“Your senses,” he said slowly. “You mean I can see what you see and hear what you hear?”

“With training and time, yes Captain.”

“How do I do it?”

“Concentrate on me and will yourself to feel the connection to me,” she explained. “It may help if you close your eyes.”

Dexter stared at the beautiful construct before him and realized how he had trained himself to not really look at her. To not really think of her as a person in spite of all that he had said. He cursed himself for his contrary behavior and forced himself now to look upon her fully. Doing so, however, quickly left him distracted as he became entranced by her impossible physical perfection.

“Aye, close my eyes,” he muttered. He closed them and thought of her again, struggling to feel some sort of connection to her. “You have done this before, Captain,” she said softly. “You have spoken to me without speaking.”

“I have?” he asked, eyes opening in surprise.

She nodded. “Yes Captain, you were always distracted but very focused on your distraction, it helped you connect to me without realizing it.”

Dexter nodded and closed his eyes again. He focused again on her, but instead of spamming random mental thoughts in her direction, he tried to feel her. In a rush that nearly knocked him from his feet, a new world of sensation and possibility opened up to him.

“I feel you,” Keshira said to him, her tone different than normal, though he did not notice. “I have felt you before, but this time it is different.”

Dexter nodded. “Yeah… different.”

Dexter’s senses swam with Keshira. It was a strange and alien feeling, sensations not his own tingled through him. Emotions, he was familiar with, and recognition of what was happening set in.

“You… you feel,” he said, realizing something that he had not truly appreciated before. “I’m sorry, Keshira,” he said.

A rush of emotion welled in her, washing away the sadness with pleasure. She knew, she could feel him as well. She knew he was genuine in his remorse. “I know other people think and feel,” he explained, for himself more than for her. “I know it, and yet it never really mattered.”

“I know better now,” he muttered.

Dexter glanced up at the beautiful construct that suddenly seemed more human to him than anyone before ever had. “Keshira, that thing you felt. The disturbance – it is called sadness. I treated you poorly and it made you sad. I am sorry.”

“And now?” she asked.

“Joy,” he said.

She nodded. “It is part of my construction,” she explained. “The emotions – you can deny them to me, if you desire. You have absolute power over me, Captain.”

Dexter’s eyes widened. “What? No – never! That’s a cruelty that should never be done. Not to you nor anyone. In fact, when you’re happy, it’s okay to smile.”

Keshira smiled, her full lips curling up and revealing her equally perfect teeth. Dexter whistled through his teeth. “Be careful with that,” he said. “You’re likely to cause some hearts to stop if you share that with too many men.”

Keshira looked at him with a head cocked to the side, but Dexter just laughed. “You’ve much to learn, my friend, but I’m thinking I’ve got a fair bit to know yet myself!”

“Now then, I’ve got to find Jenna – seems I owe her a thing or two,” he said. “Any chance you see where she went?”

“The tower,” Keshira said. “After she donned her prize, she slipped away and headed towards the tower.”

Dexter frowned. He wondered why she would go there. Then again, by winning she was allegedly the new Lord of Deepingdale. Perhaps she had been so angry with him that she was ready to begin her new post and be rid of him.

   

* * * *

   

“Rosh!” Bekka said, surprised to see the large man stomping up the deck. “Are there problems?”

“What?” He snapped, then softened. “Sorry, just ain’t in the mood for it.”

“What happened?” The always inquisitive half elf asked.

The large man took in a breath to brush her off, then paused and blew it out. “Nice place here,” he said, turning and staring at the town from the edge of the deck.

Bekka nodded. “As fair as any,” she replied.

“I see it in the eyes of the others – felt it in my own heart,” he continued. “Some of them’s thinking of staying – ‘specially now that Jenna’s in charge.”

“Wait, what?” Bekka asked, suddenly alarmed. “What do you mean, in charge? In charge of the ship? Did something happen to the Captain?”

Rosh looked at her for a minute, sorting out his thoughts. He shook his head. “No, ain’t nothing wrong with him. I meant she’s the new Lord…er, Lady of this place.”

“So it’s true then? The Festival of Lords truly does pick a new Lord and Jenna won the title?”

Rosh nodded. “Aye, she won and put on this amulet they gave her, then she took off, heading to the tower. I reckon we got an easy time of it here now, with her running things. Maybe she’ll even offer us titles too.”

Rosh scowled as his earlier thoughts came back. “Don’t matter, I ain’t staying.”

Bekka, confused at the talk of staying, could only nod. “I think we will all stay with the Captain. He’s a rare man that cares for his crew.”

Rosh shrugged. “Don’t be so sure,” he grunted. “If he’s so caring, why’d he spurn Jenna? Takes a fool to turn something offered like that down – and a damn mean fool to lead her on otherwise.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked him, concerned.

“After she got scratched, we locked her up in the hold,” he explained. “I was keeping an eye on it, I saw how strong them things was once they turned. If she turned, I meant to put her down quick.”

“Dexter went in there with her, and the things I heard were the kind of things you hear when two people are fighting or…” Bekka’s eyebrows rose in understanding. “They didn’t come out with no fresh bruises,” Rosh finished. “I didn’t know,” Bekka said softly. She meant to say more but they were interrupted. “Rosh, is everything all right?” Willa called from below. Her voice sounded a little slurred, but not too badly. Rosh looked at Bekka, his eyes fierce. She nodded wordlessly and he turned. “Yeah, just got tired.”

“Come on down here, I need some company,” she said. Rosh grinned in spite of himself. “Why don’t you come up here?” He offered. Willa pouted from the deck. “We’ve spent enough time on that smelly boat, don’t you want to feel real ground under your feet?”

To Rosh the words she spoke sounded strange. He looked around at the Voidhawk, conscious of the smell as he did so. “The ‘Hawk don’t stink,” he said.

Willa giggled. “Maybe not, but there’s so much more room down here! Please?” Rosh sighed and shrugged. He stepped onto the plank and walked back to her. “Why’d you leave the party?” Rosh shrugged, “Didn’t want no trouble. Not with Jenna winning that contest and all.”

“Wow, can you believe that?” Willa asked, the alcohol making her easily distracted and a little flighty. Rosh could not help but chuckle and find her cute because of it.

“Yeah, looks like the ‘Hawk’ll be needing a new mate,” he said.

Willa made a strange face, but let the comment drop. After a few moments of silence while they walked to nowhere in particular she asked, “Who was that man, Rosh?”

The Arms Master shrugged. “I ain’t for knowing.”

“What about the man he mentioned… Jaspar Highsail? Do you know him?” Rosh paused, coming to a stop. He turned to look at her and she did the same, a smile on her face. “You’re drunk,” he accused her.

She giggled a little and nodded. She held up her arm, bringing the stump into the dim light from the nearby town’s lanterns. “You played a part in saving my life twice,” she said softly. “First time you held me and cut my hand off. It was ruined and poisoning me, killing me slow.”

She reached up with her other hand and gently caressed his cheek, feeling the stubble that had grown over the course of the day. “The second time was when you kept me from falling off the Voidhawk. I’ve been wanting to thank you, wanting to show you how much I appreciate you, but I’ve been afraid.”

“’Fraid of what?” he asked, his voice deep but also soft and drawn.

“Afraid of rejection, maybe,” she said, tears glistening in her eyes.

“You’re right, I’m drunk,” she admitted. “So I don’t know better than to tell you all this. You’re my lifeline – you keep me going, Rosh. I felt worthless losing my hand, but then you saved me anyhow. You don’t care that I only got one hand. You still treat me special.”

“I’m afraid if you don’t have the feelings for me I got for you… well, I’m afraid that’ll mean I don’t matter.”

She opened her mouth to say more but Rosh had heard enough. She was a wisp of a thing compared to him and picking her up was easy. His mouth closed on hers and she moaned breathlessly as he crushed her to him.

   

* * * *

   

With the new Lord chosen The festival ended. Logan, Jodyne, and Bailynn returned to the Voidhawk much as the town’s folk made their way back to their homes. As soon as they arrived an agitated Bekka asked for them to stay and keep an eye on things, then she slipped into the darkness of the night with nary an explanation. The others, tired from their recreation and also with strange thoughts in their heads, put little mind to her behavior.

Bekka slipped through the town, finding it strangely quiet, even for such a late hour. She moved on and came across Keshira, who stood silent watch like a sentinel. She pulled up short, surprised at the pleasure golem’s presence, then nodded to her.

“Keshira, do you know where Dexter is?” she asked. “And Jenna?” Keshira looked at her and smiled, which further set Bekka back. “The Captain searches for Jenna at the tower.” Bekka nodded and started towards it. She stopped and looked back at Keshira oddly. “Why do you stand there?”

“The Captain asked me to,” she responded. “He told me it was okay to smile.”

Bekka had to admit the woman had a beautiful smile, no matter how confusing her statement was. She nodded and mumbled something about that being good, then hurried away.

Arriving at the base of the tower she found Dexter sitting on a rock and staring at it morosely. She walked quietly beside him and stood there silently for several long moments before he glanced up at her. He looked angry and unhappy, perhaps even miserable.

Bekka opened her mouth, then closed it. She had meant to berate him, but thought better of it upon seeing him. “Tell me about it,” she said, dropping to her knees beside him.

Dexter looked at her and cracked a humorless smile. “Too much to tell,” he said. “Besides, there’d be no mystery about me then.” Bekka smiled. “Then tell me why you’re sitting on a rock outside of a tower?”

“Long story,” Dexter said. “And I’m hoping I won’t have time to tell it all.”

“Why not?”

“I reckon if a door don’t open soon in that tower, I’ll go find Rosh and have him make me one,” Dexter explained.

Bekka glanced at it and, true enough, she saw nothing but smooth stone about the base. She did not walk around it, as Dexter surely had, but she took his word for it. “Powerful magic,” she whispered.

Dexter shrugged. “Why did you deny her?” Bekka asked him. “Deny her?” Dexter asked, confused and panicked at the same time. “You showed her love and then took it from her.”

Dexter looked at Bekka for a long moment, realizing that somehow she knew. Odds are they all did – he wondered how long they had known. The Captain just sighed and shook his head.

“Been a long night, Bekka,” he said by way of begging off any explanations. “We all do the wrong thing at times; I’m here to fix that.”

Bekka nodded, accepting that she would get nothing else from him. Truly, it was not her place to demand more. She cared for him though, as a friend and a brother – neither of which she had truly had. Likewise she cared for Jenna and the others of his crew, though it seemed in peril of being sundered.

“Keshira told me something,” she mentioned a moment later. “She said you told her it was okay to smile.”

Dexter found himself smiling at the words, and tried to feel for the connection to the pleasure golem. He could not make it, whether it was the distance or perhaps because he was too tired and distraught to concentrate properly he was not sure. “Aye, there’s never a day that can’t be made better with a smile.”

“Especially from a beauty like her,” Bekka offered.

Dexter laughed and looked at her, surprised. “First you tell me you’re interested in Jenna, now Keshira? Got no love in you for a strong man?”

Bekka shrugged and smiled. “I never said that,” she answered noncommittally.

“Captain,” she continued a moment later, before he would explore her sexuality any further. “Something Rosh said earlier when he returned to the ship – and how the others acted. I paid it no heed at the time, but now I’m wondering.”

“What’d Rosh say?” Dexter asked, assuming the worse.

“He said the others were looking like they were thinking of staying,” replied Bekka.

Dexter sighed. “It’s a beautiful little rock, I’ll admit,” he said. “I’ll not stop anyone that wants to. We’ve flown shorthanded before.”

“It is nice here,” Bekka admitted, looking around. “And now I hear Jenna’s in charge.” Dexter nodded but said nothing. “Think you could pick up some fresh deckhands here?”

“Rosh say he wanted to stay too?” Dexter asked. Bekka shook her head. “No… but Willa might be changing his mind.”

Dexter’s eyes went up in mild surprise. “I won’t stand in their way,” he said. “Didn’t figure him for the settling down type though. Funny things a woman can do to a man.”

He looked at Bekka and smiled. “Or a woman.” Bekka’s eyes narrowed slightly at the jibe, but she otherwise ignored it. “Well, I’d best hurry about getting some help to poke a hole in this tower then, while Rosh still listens to what I tell him.” Bekka nodded and rose to follow Dexter as he walked with a purpose down the hill the tower sat upon back towards the Voidhawk.

   

* * * *

   

Jenna watched from inside the tower, staring passively at the vision upon the walls around her. She could see everywhere on the small rock with merely a thought, though at the present she could not help but be dismayed that Dexter and Bekka left her behind.

That part was a small part hidden within herself; the rest of her watched silently from her chair. She watched and she learned, listening to the persistent voice of the former Lord of Deepingdale. He was old and resting upon a cushioned bed some distance away. His skin wrinkled and mottled with age, his chest had been barely moving for several hours. Now all that remained was the voice that she heard within her head, whispering to her promises of rewards and luxuries she had never dreamt of.

She would be accepted and have people of her own – people that would call her friend for who she was, not who they wanted her to be. She could have the love of any man she wanted, simply with a gesture and a look. All of Deepingdale was to be hers for the taking, all she had to do was to give in to the voices and let them teach her the things only it could teach her.

Watching Dexter leave she had felt another piece of her heart crumble. A tear slid down her cheek. Jenna turned inward, listening more earnestly to the voice.

   

* * * *

   

“Where’s Rosh?” Dexter asked as he strode up the deck. Keshira and Bekka were behind him, following closely.

Logan shrugged from where he was writing something in a journal he had taken to keeping. “Haven’t seen him,” he said. “Willa neither, for what it’s worth.”

Dexter frowned. After a moment he shrugged and headed below deck, barging into Rosh’s quarters without bothering to knock. The man was not there, as expected, but the spare weapons were. He grabbed several bags of fire powder and handed them to Bekka and Keshira. Logan had followed them downstairs, and given the ruckus he was making outside of the crew quarters, Bailynn soon joined them.

By the time he had started back up the stairs, Jodyne had emerged as well. She looked on, confused, at the heavily armed profession that passed her by. Dexter called down to her to mind the ship while they were out, and she could only nod and roll her eyes at what she expected to be more trouble. She thought to wake Xander, but decided to let the wizard rest; he was a bit peculiar for her tastes.

It made her sigh with longing for her lost husband. She had no doubt Kragor would have been right at Dexter’s side for whatever mischief he had planned. Unknown behind her, the ghost of her partner watched with a smile and a nod as the crew departed.

They trooped back to the tower, the hour growing so late the sky was lightening though the sun was distant. More proof of the magic of the Lord of the tower.

Dexter laid out his plans when they got there. Still no portal allowed them entrance, so he stacked sacks of powder about it, intent upon making one. It was only after he finished with it that he poured a line of the powder to where they hid; some dozens of feet away and behind a swell in the ground.

Bekka used a touch of her magic and they all watched expectantly. The flame leapt from her finger to the powder, but it did not ignite. She looked up to Dexter, surprised, and tried again. The second and third time it continued to fail to light.

Eye’s wide, Dexter drew his pistol and pointed it at the makeshift fuse. He pulled the trigger and was left stunned by the lack of a report from the weapon. It stayed silent and still in his hand.

“More magic,” Bekka wagered. “The powder won’t light.”

“Captain, why are we here?” Logan asked, his curiosity reaching the breaking point. “I thought Jenna went of her own will.”

“Aye, she did,” Dexter said offhandedly. “I mean to have her back.” Logan and Bailynn shared a look. Logan seemed surprised, Bailynn suspicious. “You’re not releasing her from service?”

“This ain’t about service,” Dexter said, staring at the tower. He cursed and looked back at them. “I’m not of a mind to share my thoughts, you can go back to the Hawk if you want, or wherever you feel like. I got something that needs doing and I mean to see it done.”

Nobody got up to leave, but Dexter had already dismissed them. He stared at the tower and then turned to Keshira. “I won’t order it, there be magic in that tower and I don’t know what it can do, but I’ll ask it. Can you break a hole in that wall?”

Keshira studied the wall very briefly then nodded. “I believe I can, Captain.”

“I learned better tonight, so I’m asking you, will you try it?” Keshira smiled again, dazzling them with her beauty. “Yes, Captain, I will.”

Bekka looked at Dexter quizzically, but he ignored her. She meant to have a long talk with the man when this was all done. Meanwhile, Keshira led them back to the base of the tower. Dexter and Logan pulled the powder sacks away from it while Keshira looked for a weakness. Finding nothing, she set to slamming her fists into it, sending vibrations through the ground with each forceful thud.

It seemed a pointless task, but after a dozen blows had landed a crack appeared upon a block of stone in the wall. Another followed soon after, and then she truly made progress with the destruction of the wall.

By the time she had reduced a pair of stones to rubble, nearly enough room for Dexter to climb through, Constable Lorren shouted at them from the road to town. He hurried up to them and demanded that they stop, insisting they tell him what this was all about.

“Know a better way in?” Dexter asked him.

“What? Why?” The constable asked. “The tower accepts supplicants when the Lord of Deepingdale wishes it.”

“That’s not going to do it,” Dexter said. He focused on the constable and addressed him directly. “You seem a good man, but there’s one of you to all of us. Them’s not the kind of odds that lead to sharing stories with your grandkids.”

The constable gaped, mouth flapping like a fish out of water. He looked back and forth, and saw to a man they all looked deadly serious. Keshira continued to pound, breaking off parts of another block and clearing it out.

“Why is Jenna not responding to us?” Bekka asked him, stepping closer. “We are her friends.”

The constable, able to focus on something, blinked and nodded. “Please, please stop – I’ll tell you what I can.”

Dexter narrowed his eyes but, after a minute, nodded and turned to tell Keshira to stop. She had already ceased, however, and instead offered him a knowing smile that he nearly laughed at, in spite of the situation. He turned and nodded to the constable to continue.

“Thank you,” he said, taking a moment to wipe his brow with a rag he produced from his pocket.

“I was a boy serving as a cook’s monkey on a ship that came here,” he said. “The captain became the new lord – and after a few years I was given the job of constable.”

“Does every new arrival end up changing the Lord?” Logan said, interrupting with his question.

“No,” Lorren said, surprised at the question. “It always signals a festival, but at times the newcomers are not found worthy.”

“My captain is the Lord that is turning over his duty to your friend. You will find her different as she accepts her responsibilities.”

Dexter growled. “I don’t want her different – she’s my first mate, there’s no call for her to be tied to this place.”

“Did you not have dreams of what being Lord here would be like?” Lorren asked him.

Dexter opened his mouth to retort, but remained silent. He scowled. “Every man dreams,” he said at length. “And every man lives a life as best he can in spite of his dreams.”

Lorren sighed. “Well spoken, Captain – but it is too late. She put on the amulet and, as I recall, that signals the ascension to the position.”

“Aw hell,” Dexter swore. “That’s a load of voidrat dung! Constable, I’m going into that tower and I’m getting Jenna back.”

“I can’t stop you, Captain,” Lorren admitted. “By the time I could raise some men to come here, you’ll be inside.”

“Some friendly advice,” he offered with a resigned tone. “When you stand before her and find you can’t see your friend there anymore, ask yourself if such a fate is truly a curse.”

The constable stood a moment longer, then walked off back towards the town. Keshira resumed ripping out the loosened block from the tower. Dexter turned to the tower as well, while the others stared thoughtfully at the constable.

   

* * * *

   

“Who was that old man at the festival?” Willa lay next to Rosh, using his shoulder as a pillow and running her fingers through the hair on his chest. She looked up at him and smiled, and he found her grin infectious.

Disarmed by her smile, Rosh could only half shrug. “Some crazy old man, I ain’t never seen him before.”

“What about Jasper Highsail?”

Rosh let his head fall back. He stared up at the stars above them, thinking. “Ain’t that funny,” he said, somewhat surprised. “I ain’t got the itch to get up there like normal.”

“I spend too much time in one place and it starts this itch in my neck. I got to move – keep going and find something new,” he explained to her. “This time I ain’t getting that. It’s like I’m happy here.”

“I’m happy here,” Willa said, slipping her arm around his chest affectionately. Rosh laughed. “I didn’t mean that,” he said. “Sure, you put a powerful smile on my face!”

“So what about Jasper Highsail?”

Rosh sighed. He looked around a little, then stared up at the stars again. “Jasper Highsail’s a no good son of a bitch. He’s a pirate captain that’s got a legend for being a two faced double crossing…”

“Quite a reputation, it can’t all be true,” she said when he faltered and ran out of adjectives.

Rosh sighed. “It’s worse, he’s… he’s never let anything get in the way of him being number one.”

“It must be tough, having that sort of a reputation to deal with,” Willa said, sensing there was a lot more to it than this. “You know this man, don’t you?”

Rosh nodded. “He’s my father.”

   

* * * *

   

“Go!” Logan called, standing beside Keshira and raising his mace to block the swing from one of the macabre statues that had suddenly animated as they passed through the entrance hall of the tower. Bailynn stood on the other side, her teeth bared and looking every bit as savage as the statues that came to life.

Dexter, sword in hand, hesitated as they held back the two animated gargoyles. “If you love her, you must help her – dying here will do neither of you any good,” Bekka said to him. Dexter nodded but still waited a moment. He knew what he had to do, but it still pained him. “You’re not abandoning them,” Bekka hissed at him. “They are buying you time!”

“They might need help,” Dexter said. “Stick around and see that they get it.”

Bekka’s eyes widened and she looked ready to protest. A hiss of pain from Logan distracted her. Dexter bounded up the stairs, seeing that Logan had only a fresh bruise upon his arm. Bekka summoned her magic to aid the priest and the pleasure golem.

Dexter crossed through another room and came upon a closed double door. He stopped to study the magical rune upon it. With a shrug he backed up several steps and clenched his teeth with resolve. A running start preceded a feet-first leap at the door. With a flash of light and the smell of ozone the doors flew open.

Dexter fared only slightly better than the door, his legs in spasms and his teeth grinding against the pain. The shock that coursed through his body was over as soon as it begun, but it left his muscles constricted and his lungs unable to draw a breath. His gaze fell on Jenna sitting upon a throne showing no sign of awareness of his presence. Dexter moaned, forcing air into his chest. He made another garbled noise as he tried to curse.

Finally, when Jenna’s eyes flickered across him, he forced himself to act. His legs cramped, refusing to obey, but his arms were his to control again and he pulled himself across the floor in her direction. The muscles taut in his neck and throat, he nevertheless forced words out in a hiss.

“Jenna, come away from there,” he said. As Lorren had predicted, she showed no sign of recognition or of even paying attention to him.

“I’ve not released you from service,” he continued. “Lord of Deepingdale or not, you’re my first mate! The Voidhawk needs you!”

At the base of four stone steps that led up to a dais upon which the throne sat, he searched around in frustration. Her continued ambivalence left a hollowness in his stomach and a growing heat of rage in the back of his head. He saw the bed nearby, causing his eyes to narrow suspiciously.

“Alright,” he said, looking back at her again. “I need you. I made a mistake – it won’t happen again.”

“The mistake wasn’t what happened in the hold, I mean,” Dexter added quickly. “I mean acting funny and losing track of what’s important.”

“I figure if Kragor and Jodyne could be together on the ‘Hawk, and if Rosh and Willa are being friendly…well, there’s no good reason why the Captain can’t have his first mate as his only mate.”

Still Jenna showed no outward signs of paying attention to him. Gritting his teeth voluntarily instead of involuntarily now, Dexter made his way to his knees and then drove a foot that was half-numb and half in agony into the ground. He rose up and stood unsteadily for a long moment, then took his first step on the stairs.

“I’d be thankful if you’d show me some sign, that door put a serious hurt on me,” Dexter admitted. When still no sign was forthcoming he sighed and took another halting step.

Focusing now on being ambulatory, he made his way up the remaining steps. The numbness in his legs was fading and it was being replaced with the agony of fried nerves and singed flesh. Finally Dexter stood swaying slightly before the throne. He looked down at her and realized his hand was resting upon the hilt of his sword.

“Jenna,” he said her name again, drawing some strength from it. “I hear tell that this happens every so often. There’s nothing right about it,” he added.

“Maybe you can hear me, maybe you can’t. There’s something going on here that’s not you and not me. In fact, I got an idea what it is, and I won’t stand by it.” Dexter had leaned closer as talked, hoping his words might lull her into distraction.

The Captain of the Voidhawk lunged forward, losing his balance and falling as he did so. His finger closed around the amulet that hung from Jenna’s neck and pulled it – and her – to the ground with him.

Jenna screamed as though burned and tried to pull away from him. Dexter’s fingers, exhausted from the electrical discharge, nearly slipped free of the amulet. Her lips began to move, and a few breaths later words were issued from them. Dexter felt the hair stand up on his arms as he instinctively knew she was casting a spell. His Jenna, who knew no magic, was casting a spell on him.

“I’m sorry,” he said as his hand came across and smashed into her jaw. He had little leverage to throw the punch, but it served its purpose and ruined her spell.

Off balance, Jenna was able to pull back from him. Dexter’s fingers barely hung on to the amulet now, and he was stretched out in a bad position in order to do so. He looked up and saw her mouthing more arcane words. He tried to yank her forward by the amulet, but instead he felt a numbing cold streak down his arm from where her hand latched onto his forearm. Try as he might to ignore it, she was able to yank away from him and he fell forward onto his other arm.

Gasping in agony, Dexter put a block on his nerves and felt only the driving need to get that amulet. His vision tinged with red and black spots, he lunged towards her. He slammed clumsily into the elf, who was also off balance, and propelled the two of them down the steps of the dais. Dexter wrenched the necklace away from her, ripping it over her head and bringing some hair with it. Jenna made no noise until it was removed, and then she let loose a blood curdling scream that set Dexter’s spine to tingling.

She leapt on him, trying to reclaim it. He tucked it against his belly and struggled to get away from her – or to get her away from him. A few elbows into the side dislodged her, but she was coming back for him quickly. He dodged to the side, bouncing off a statue as he did so, and was surprised to find her so easily being duped. Yet again her behavior was inconsistent with who she was.

Dexter struggled up the stairs before she could recover, making his way towards the weathered old man lying in the bed. The man’s eyes were open and he stared hatefully towards Dexter, yet he seemed incapable of rising up. Dexter looked down at him and drew his sword with his right hand while the amulet was still clutched tightly in his left. He heard Jenna coming behind him and he knew his time was short.

“She’s not your puppet!” Dexter spat at the man, then threw the amulet on his chest. Less than a heartbeat later he felt the burning tug of steel as it entered his lower back.

Dexter looked down in shock, seeing the red coated blade of Jenna’s rapier emerging from his belly. He looked up at the old man and saw a hateful glee burning in his gaze. “She belongs to no man!” Dexter said, and drove his magical blade through both the amulet and the former Lord’s chest, pinning him to the bed.

Jenna and the old man screamed in unison. Dexter slid to his knees and used the edge of the bed to keep himself up from falling over. At least Jenna had let go of the sword that impaled him. A moment later Jenna gasped.

   

* * * *

   

A long moment of silence followed Rosh’s statement. Willa looked at him, uncertain of what to say. Rosh turned to meet her gaze and shrugged again. “My ma told me when I was a twelve.”

“I left home a couple years later. Had to find him and tell him who I was. Then…well…” Rosh trailed off into silence again.

“My mother was a slave,” Willa said. “She tried to care for me as a baby, I’m told, but she took ill. There’s no money to be had in healing a slave.”

Willa hid her bitterness well, but some still shone through. “Some of the others that owned us all tried to take care of me, but they had trouble enough getting by. I was forced to find my own way begging, stealing, and learning various skills.”

She looked at Rosh and smiled sadly, “I never knew who my father was.”

Rosh grunted. “Sometimes that’s the best.”

She nodded, hugging him with her arm consolingly. “I pretend I ain’t got a dad,” he said. “Truth is I don’t – he don’t want nothing to do with me. He didn’t even offer me a spot on his crew when I found him; just told me I was a worthless bastard and to get out of his sight.”

Willa cringed, imagining how that must have crushed the boy version of the man she now clung to. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. Rosh chuckled. “Don’t be. He was right. Took me a few years to figure it out though.”

“Rosh! You’re not worthless! I can’t imagine anyone-“

Rosh put a finger to her lips to silence her. He chuckled. “You’re damn right I ain’t! Just took some time for me to figure it out. I got being a sumbitch in my blood,” he explained. “I know I can be good at it too – Dexter tell you where he found me?”

Willa shook her head. “I was working for pirates, not doing nothing but following in his footsteps.”

“How’d you end up on the Voidhawk?”

“Dexter talked to me,” he said. “Made me realize there might be more to it. Made me think killing and stealing ain’t the only way to make some gold.”

Rosh chuckled. “The Captain don’t know none of this, mind you.” Willa nodded and smiled, then kissed him. “He’ll never hear it from me.” Rosh nodded, then smiled. “There it is,” he said. “What?”

“That itch – it’s back.”

Willa, startled at the topic change, looked around. It was a pretty enough town, but it seemed to have lost some of its appeal. Where once she had found no flaws, now she saw patches of grass that were not perfectly colored. Other imperfections were evident as well: shingles that were not placed quite right on roofs, potholes in the roads, shutters and doors that were not a perfect fit, and other such anomalies.

“What happened?” Willa asked, confused.

Rosh shrugged. “Best get back to the ‘Hawk – Dex’ll be wondering about us.”

“Rosh!” Willa said, remembering the festival through the fog of alcohol that had blurred the evening. “Jenna! She’s the new Lord here!”

Rosh cursed, then apologized. Willa smiled, amazed to have such an effect on the big man. “You’re right, let’s get back quick. Something ain’t right about this place. The Captain won’t stand for that, least not if he’s half as smart as I am.”

Willa laughed and rolled off of the big man. She reached for her clothes and blushed when her exposed position provoked a sharp intake of breath from Rosh and then a wolf whistle from him.

   

* * * *

   

“Dex!” Jenna cried out, rushing to his side and holding him steady as he kneeled next to the bed.

Dexter looked up at her, a painful smile on his face. “You owe me again,” he said.

Jenna’s lips quivered and she nodded. Tears threatened to fall from her eyes and she buried her face in his neck. “I don’t care how long I live,” she whispered to him, “I’ll never repay you – you’ll have to keep me by your side the whole time.”

Dexter glanced down at the steel impaling him. “Deal,” he whispered. “I heard everything you said,” she said. “I forgive you.”

“If you heard me, why’d you go and stab me?”

“I wasn’t in control,” she said. “I…oh Dex – I’m so sorry! That amulet took over. I thought you had left me and I just gave in to it. I didn’t care anymore.”

“Your part of my crew,” he said, gasping as he shifted slightly and fresh tremors of pain wracked him. “I don’t abandon my crew.” Jenna smiled around her tears. “Just part of the crew?”

“Well-“

“Captain! Jenna!” Logan and Bekka said as they poked their head in through the broken doors. Keshira was there as well, and she pushed through them to hurry to Dexter’s side.

“Captain, you are hurt – how can I fix you?” Keshira asked him, concern and worry evident on her face.

“There’s no fixing this,” Dexter said, glancing down again. “You can carry me to the ‘Hawk though.” He grimaced as he shifted, feeling the blade sawing inside of him. Blood stained his shirt and he felt lightheaded as well.

“I need to see it one more time,” he gasped.

Jenna nodded to Keshira, unable to speak. Logan hurried forward and knelt down beside him. “Cut his shirt off,” he ordered, interposing himself between Keshira and Dexter.

Dexter swam in and out of consciousness, his head rolling as he fought to stay awake a little longer. He knew that sleep meant death, and he was not going without a fight.

“Do it!” Logan yelled, surprising the others into action. Bekka stood nearby and she lunged forward to grab his shirt and slip a small knife she had into it, cutting it free and pulling it away from him.

Blood coated Dexter’s stomach and back. The wound looked clean, around the blade, but overall it was an obscene picture. Dexter shook his head and hissed in pain. The movement caused more blood to leak out as well.

“Dexter, we have to remove the blade – you’ll have to fight to stay awake while I try to mend your wounds,” Logan said.

“You can heal him?” Jenna asked, hope stilling the tremors in her voice.

Logan nodded, though his face did not show the look of confidence she had hoped to see. “It is a terrible wound, but I might be able to save him if he does not lose too much blood.”

“Do it,” Dexter growled, barely following the conversation.

Logan nodded. “Jenna, when I nod again, pull the blade free. Keshira hold him still, and Bekka, do what you can to stop the blood from escaping him.”

Logan bowed his head and forced his breathing calm while he summoned up the priestly magic he would need. He began to chant, invoking the powers of his distant God, and nodded when he was ready.

Dexter gasped and stiffened when Jenna pulled the blade free in a single clean jerk. Keshira held him still easily, though he writhed in agony. Bekka pushed against the slit in his back to stem the flow of the dark red blood. Logan’s fingers were quickly coated in blood as well as he channeled his energies into Dexter’s belly, seeking out and repairing the severed tissues as best he could.

The priest focused and concentrated for nearly a dozen minutes before at last he gasped and slumped over. Dexter had passed out a few minutes before, unable to hold himself awake anymore. Jenna had been talking to him and cradling his head while Keshira held him still. All in all, it made for too many people in a small area, but that was the last thing on anyone’s mind.

“Is he going to live?” Jenna asked, trembling as she held him. He seemed so frail and cold against her, she feared she had lost him.

Logan held her gaze at her for a long moment. “I don’t know,” he admitted, sounding weary. The man was exhausted; he looked as though he had aged ten years in a span of as many minutes. “I am far from my God. My power wanes with the great distance to him. I was able to help, but he is weak and if he is not careful, he could tear the tissues within him.”

“Keshira, carry him back gently,” Jenna bade her. The pleasure golem did not even nod, she simply picked up the Captain and cradled him carefully in her arms.

Bekka aided Logan to his feet, then he and Bailynn led the way out of the throne room and back down the tower. Jenna kept glancing back and Logan slowly felt his strength returning. They passed through the staircase and the foyer. The gargoyles lay dead, torn apart by Keshira and bludgeoned by Logan.

The hole Keshira had made was down a side passage, but now that the tower’s master was dead, the entrance was open before them. They passed through it and found they could see the townsfolk assembling in the town. “We should hurry, I expect they’ll be angry,” Logan advised.

They made as much haste as they dared with the wounded captain, reaching the Voidhawk before Constable Lorren brought the assembled villagers to meet them. Keshira placed the captain in his bunk then left Jenna alone with him.

“You can’t die,” she told him when they were alone. “We all owe you too much, how can you hope to collect on it if you’re not here?”

She leaned in close to him and pressed her lips to his alarmingly cool flesh. “To the void with the rest of them,” she whispered. “Just hold on for the things I can give you. Those stolen minutes in the hold were nothing, I promise you that!”

She kissed him on the lips again and stood up. She wiped the tears from her eyes and made her way out. A few months back, she would never have believed she would be crying over a man, especially a human! She could hardly believe it herself.

She emerged onto the deck and came across Bekka first. “He has to live – I owe him many years of being miserable for what he’s done to me.”

Bekka’s brow furrowed in confusion, then smoothed and she nodded her understanding.

   

* * * *

   

“What’s going on here?” Rosh asked, seeing the mob approaching the Voidhawk. He tightened his grip on Willa’s hand and she understood. They took off at a run, angling ahead of the mob to make it up the dock and to the Voidhawk before the villagers could intercept them.

“Where’s Dexter?” Rosh asked, clearly upset. “I got to talk to him!”

“He’s below, recovering.”

Rosh grunted and pushed towards the stairway below deck. Jenna stepped in front of him, halting him. “He needs to rest; he’s no good to you right now.”

Rosh glared at her then gruffly said, “I don’t care what you two did to wear him out, there’s a bunch of people coming here and I got to tell him about it!”

Jenna glared back. “We know they’re coming,” she said. “We saw them already. Stand a post in case we have to repel them. Bekka’s already sitting the helm and getting ready.”

“Look,” Rosh said, “I never met that man at the festival before – I ain’t who he says I am but I bet he’s stirred up a nest of trouble.”

“Rosh,” Jenna said to him. “I don’t know what business you have or what you’ve done, but this is not about you.”

“It ain’t?” Rosh asked, surprised. He covered quickly, but too late to avoid an exasperated look on Jenna’s face. “Of course it ain’t. Must be your fault. Thought you was supposed to be their new queen or something?”

“Mind a post and keep your tongue to yourself,” she snapped at him. Grumbling, he moved off and helped the even more confused Xander to get the rigging and the sails set up in case they needed to set sail. The Constable led the villagers onto the dock and approached the ship. He did a double take when he saw Jenna standing atop the gangplank, a hand on the sword at her side, the same sword that had been stained with her lover’s blood.

“My Lady, why are you not at the tower?”

“I’m not your Lady,” she said. “You’ve no Lord, he’s dead.” There were gasps amongst the mob. “How did he die?”

“He tried to take control of me – to take over my body and soul. He died with a sword through his chest,” she said. “You are free of his sadistic rule.”

“If what you say is true…”

“It is,” she said, interrupting.

“I… I must think on this. It seems as though a veil has been lifted, and I am confused. I trust we cannot keep you here without great loss of life. Will you wait and tell me more after I see the tower myself?”

Jenna thought on it for a long minute then nodded. “Aye, we will wait.”

“Where is your Captain?”

“He is resting, the fight with the wizard was difficult,” she said, not wanting to admit that she had been the one to run him through.

Several men waited at the dock, keeping an eye on the Voidhawk and crew. The others went with the constable, heading up to the tower and seeing with their own eyes what had happened. When they returned an hour later, the constable brought with them Dexter’s sword.

“It is as you say,” he admitted. “With every passing moment I see things more clearly. I am an old man now, but in my youth why would I wish to stay in a small place such as this? It is not the paradise I had dreamed it to be.”

“This is your Captain’s sword, I believe. It is a fine weapon and I remember seeing it upon his hip,” he said, walking up the gangplank.

“I admit I do not know what to do now. We have always had the protection and governance of our Lord. I do not hold you at fault. Indeed, I feel gratitude for you opening our eyes. Many of our people came from the stars, and have stayed against their will without even knowing it.”

Rosh nodded from where he watched nearby. He had been willing to stay as well. He looked to Willa and she met his gaze. She had similar thoughts.

“You’ve been ruling them for a while now.”

Everybody turned, surprised to hear the words coming from behind them. Dexter stood, leaning heavily against the stairway railing. He walked across the deck, his face pale. “Constable, your Lord stayed in his tower minding his business and left you to run Deepingdale. He used you like cattle, stealing a body when he needed one so he could cheat death.”

“Now you can live for yourself. Look about, the town needs fixing with the magic gone. You’ve a fine port, and this is a fine place for trading. We’ll spread the word of your location on the charts if you’re of a mind for us to do it.”

He glanced at the other ships in the harbor. “Some fine ships here too, sell them off or make a navy to protect yourself. There’s plenty of them that’d be too happy to turn this into their private base…”

The constable followed Dexter’s gaze, eyeing the ships thoughtfully. He nodded as the ideas meshed with his own and he put a spin on them. “Captain, I think you’ve done a great deed for Deepingdale today. Are you sure you’d not like to be the Lord instead? Free of magic, that is.”

Dexter smiled weakly and shook his head. “Dreams only constable. The Voidhawk is enough for me. I’ve a fine ship and the best crew to be had. I got no right wanting anything more – that’d just be greedy.”

He nodded, smiling in appreciation. “There are better ships here too, can I at least offer you one of them instead of the Voidhawk?”

Without turning or even thinking about it, Dexter shook his head. He swayed a little on his feet, and Jenna went to him to hold him steady. She put herself under his arm to look as though she was simply embracing him rather than keeping him from passing out.

“There’s no ship better than the Voidhawk,” she answered for him. He smiled at her, then searched the faces of his crew. Even Rosh, grudgingly, nodded his head in agreement.

“Then stay as long as you wish, at least,” Lorren said. “We owe you a debt that will be hard to repay.”

Dexter nodded and thanked him, then let Jenna escort him back to his quarters. The bandages they had placed on him showed fresh bleeding and she changed them to be certain he had not re-injured himself. Nonetheless, Jenna proceeded to let him know what she thought of his antics.

“Hush,” he told her. “Somebody had to deal with them – leaving you and Rosh to run things, there’s no telling what would have happened! We’d probably end up in some lousy tub running for our life.”

Jenna’s scowl made him laugh, which in turn made him grimace in pain. “Go away, women, I need some rest.”

She nodded. “Stay in bed this time,” she admonished him. “That way I can punish you properly when you get better!”
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“Aren’t you getting tired of this?” The lithe elven woman used Dexter’s shoulder as a pillow and looked up at him.

The Captain of the Voidhawk smirked. “Tired? Of this? I don’t know what you’re used to, but where I’m from men don’t grow tired of this kind of thing!”

She slapped his trim belly. “I don’t mean me, I mean this back and forth trading.”

Dexter grunted, then shrugged his free shoulder. “Been making some solid gold.” After a moment of thought he added, “Safe too, the swords are getting dull around here.”

Jenna nodded, her blond hair tickling Dexter’s cheek. “I know… it was nice, but it’s getting boring.”

“Boring?” He felt it too and he’d been wondering about moving on. “The others whining too?”

Jenna sat up in bed, stretching as she did so. The sheets fell away from her and Dexter marveled at her slim and toned athletic beauty. She turned to look at him and rolled her eyes. “Get that look out of your eyes or we’ll never get out of here.”

He grinned.

“They don’t talk as much as they used to,” she admitted, stepping out of bed and standing up. “Not to me, at least.”

Dexter rolled on to his side to watch her slide her breeches on. He laughed and said, “They talk, you’re not listening. You’re too busy sleeping with the captain.”

She favored him with a disdainful look, which only made Dexter laugh again. Her pose, one hand on a clothed hip and her shoulders cocked, only served to enhance her naked upper torso and the attractive charms he had just sampled.

“Making up for lost time,” she told him before slipping on a vest in a meager attempt at modesty.. “I’m not complaining.”

“No, finally, you’re not,” she admitted. “Keep acting like this and maybe I’ll give you a reason to complain!”

Dexter laughed again and rose to get dressed. “Don’t worry,” he said,nd tying his breeches, “I’ve been thinking it was near time to move on. Deepingdale has ships enough trading with it.”

“Spoken like a true merchant,” Jenna teased.

Dexter opened his mouth to retort but Jenna opened the door and was out before he could defend himself. Scowling, he followed the elf, wondering why he let himself get caught up in such a complicated relationship. Well, it wasn’t really that complicated: he was a man and she was a woman and they cared very deeply for one another in spite of their differences. The tricky part was he was the captain and she was his mate. First mate, that is.

Up on the deck they could see a slowly growing ball of blue and green ahead of them. “We’ll be there soon,” Dexter said, glancing briefly at the sails of the Voidhawk. “Four, maybe five hours.”

“Then what?” Jenna asked, her eyes watching the crew as they tended the sails and rigging. A straight course between ports required little work between tacks against the solar wind, if even that was necessary. The winds were with them this time, allowing the deck to run on a skeleton crew.

Fair haired and fairer of skin, Willa sat on the deck whittling on something she had carved from a block of wood with her good hand. The carving was wedged between her knees since her other arm ended just below the elbow. Rosh and Keshira worked the sails, though Rosh was lackadaisical about it and spent most of his time talking with Willa and the other woman.

The raven haired beauty hauled the heavy lines and drew the sails taut with the strength of three normal men. She worked without pause or fatigue because she was a construct, created from the magic of a depraved wizard with a taste for submissive women of unnaturally beauty. Dexter had freed her of a future of servitude, only to unwittingly end up binding her to himself. It was on his list of things to do, finding a way to undo the bond and let her live her have the freedom she deserved.

“Then we see what else there is to see,” Dexter said somewhat wistfully. “You’ve something in mind then?” she asked, hearing the tone in his voice. Dexter straightened. “We’ve found a fair bit of things that ain’t been found in a while, why not see what else there might be?” Jenna stared at him suspiciously. “Dex…”

“There’s nothing special,” he told her with a sly smile. “I just figured we’d head out and see what the Void’s got waiting for us.”

Jenna’s eyes narrowed, but Dexter walked off the forecastle and headed towards the staircase. She wanted to follow him but a call from Rosh distracted her. He motioned her over and, with a sigh, she followed. She thought she had given up a life of public service when she fled her homeland.

   

* * * *

   

Port Nimman started with a few derelict ships lashed together centuries past. Now it spanned nearly a mile in length of ships and paths and buildings lashed together with wood, ropes, and nails. Thick ropes made of magical materials dangled from complicated pulleys on the port, their ends disappearing into the atmosphere of the planet below. The ropes operated as elevators and lifts to one of the many small islands dotting the predominantly water filled world.

Jenna sat on the deck, cleaning a selection of weapons that she used to be personally responsible for. Rosh handled the job of weapons master now, but given Dexter’s decision to leave her and Keshira to tend the ship, she had little else to do.

The elf tossed a sword she finished oiling back in a barrel harder than she should have. The barrel tipped over and the other blades in it slid out. She cursed and jumped to her feet, ready to kick it.

“Is there a problem?” Keshira asked, causing Jenna to throttle her anger back a little. “No, just clumsy,” she said, scowling and bending over to pick up the spilled steel. “You and the Captain are lovers,” Keshira stated, drawing Jenna’s attention.

The elf turned, her cheeks flushing a little in spite of herself. She reveled in behavior that most races found brazen. Yet, for some reason, Keshira’s statement bothered her.

“Why do you never join him at ports?”

Jenna looked at her and laughed. “He never lets me,” she said bitterly. “My duty, as first mate, is to stay with the ship when the captain can’t.”

Keshira smiled, an odd expression considering Jenna’s frustration. The elf looked at her, then finally when the pleasure golem turned deckhand offered no further comment she said, “Why are you smiling? Do you know something I don’t?”

“The Captain is scared,” she said.

Jenna blinked, surprised. “Scared?”

“Yes, he cares for you very much.” The grin remained on her face, proving that she still needed to work on her expressions even if she was now able to experience and feel them. “He wants to keep you safe.”

Jenna grunted, then looked away, her eyes watering in spite of her irritation. “Damn him,” she muttered.

“Does this not please you?” Keshira asked.

“No. Yes… I don’t know,” Jenna admitted. “I know he loves me, even if he’s too damn human and confused to admit it to me. That must be why we’ve been doing milk runs for the last few months. Not much chance of running into any trouble that way, even if we’re all dying of boredom.”

“I am not dying or bored,” the construct said.

Jenna nodded. “Of course you’re not. But do you know what it means to be bored, Keshira?” She waved her hand, “Never mind. Look, the problem with Dexter is that he didn’t learn anything from Kragor. His best friend died when we were out of harm’s way! It can happen to anyone, at anytime. Loving me doesn’t put a target on my head.”

Keshira nodded. “That makes sense, why would he feel otherwise?”

“He’s human?” Jenna snapped irritably. “Or maybe because he’s a man.”

“Is Dexter back yet?”

Both women, magical and natural, turned to the slightly strained voice. Bekka hurried up the gangplank with someone wearing a hooded cloak behind her. Jenna’s eyes narrowed and she stepped in front of the weapons cache on the deck.

“No, he’s still looking for work,” she said. “Or whatever it is he’s doing.”

“Should I let him know you seek him?” Keshira offered. “Not yet, what’s this about?” Jenna asked. “Show her,” Bekka said, stepping aside to allow a clear path between her guest and Jenna. The stranger gasped audibly when they saw Jenna. They stumbled backwards, calling out, “You’ve betrayed me!”

“No, wait!” Bekka said, hurrying to stop the attempted flight. “Jenna’s not what you think!”

“I’m not…what?”

“She’s an elf!” The hooded stranger was a man, but short for a human. “Yes, she is an elf,” Bekka confirmed. “But not like the elves we know.”

“Bekka, who is this?” Jenna said, stepping forward and making the stranger back up fearfully. “His name is Zhirt,” Bekka said. She hesitated then closed her mouth without saying more. “Zhirt? That’s it?” Jenna pressed. “His story is not mine to tell,” Bekka said. “Well Zhirt, are you going to tell me or let us talk about you as if you’re not standing in front of us?” The first mate said. He made a gasping sound beneath his cloak, but said nothing.

“Jenna is the First Mate of the Voidhawk, Zhirt. Dexter, our Captain, is still in Port Nimman,” Bekka explained, trying to reassure him. “Dexter is human.”

Jenna ground her teeth in frustration. She wanted to demand to know what was so wrong with being an elf, but she already knew. She had forsaken her peoplefor a better, happier life. Not just her people, but her family and her position as a princess among the emperor’s family.

And now she had taken a human for a lover. She wondered how much farther she could fall, in her parent’s eyes. It nearly made her grin.

“Go ahead, ‘Shira, let him know,” Jenna said. Keshira looked at her, smiling in a pleasant way. “You called me ‘Shira’.” Jenna looked at her, then shrugged. “Yeah, I did. Don’t you like it?” Keshira nodded. “I… I do like it. That’s a nickname?” Jenna nodded. Keshira nodded and smiled again. “The Captain has been notified,” she said, then turned to resume working on cleaning the deck.

The newcomer twisted his head back and forth between the two women. His confusion and curiosity was nearly palpable. Jenna saw and could not help laughing in spite of herself. He trembled a little and looked to Bekka.

“Keshira is a pleasure golem,” the bald half elf said. “She is a magical construct created to be a servant. She is bonded to the Captain.”

“A pleasure golem?” He asked. “She is his servant? You mean he… She’s beautiful, but a construct in bed?”

Jenna bristled. “No,” she said more sharply than she intended. “The Captain does not share his bed with her.”

Bekka smiled and glanced away; pretending not to notice Jenna’s sudden reaction. Zhirt reacted as expected, shrinking back from Jenna’s barely controlled display of anger. They lapsed into an awkward silence for several minutes until, at long last, Dexter and Jodyne returned. Dexter paused while Jodyne took a sack bulging with only the cook knew what below to restock the larder.

“You must be Zhirt,” Dexter said, coming up the gangplank and looking suspiciously at the cloaked man. “I might be happy to be at your service, but you’ll have to show your face first.”

Zhirt looked at him for a long moment then raised his hands and grudgingly pulled the hood back to reveal a handsome man’s face. He had reddish brown hair, including a sparse beard and mustache, and faintly elvish features.

“No reason to hide that,” Dexter said with a wary smile. Zhirt did not smile, nor did he look relieved. He kept glancing at Jenna nervously, expecting her to show some reaction to him. “You two know each other?” Dexter asked, turning to look at his first mate.

Jenna shook her head. “Just met him,” she said. “I think he’s nervous because he’s a half-elf and I’m an elf. Expect he thinks I’ll clap him in irons and eat his children any minute now.”

“You’d do that?” Dexter asked, looking at her in surprise. Jenna shook her head. “Just ate, sorry.” Dexter shrugged and looked back to Zhirt. “See, there you go, no threat from her. So, how can I help you?”

Zhirt’s eyes widened and he turned to leave. Bekka’s hand on his arm and whispered reassurance made him stay, although grudgingly. He looked at Dexter and pointedly ignored Jenna.

“Captain, I don’t think it’s safe for us to be out in the open,” he said. “Can we go below deck?”

“Sure we can,” Dexter said with a steely smile. “Thing is we won’t. Not until you tell me why I’m to be worried about you being safe to talk to.”

“Captain, please,” Bekka added.

Dexter looked at her and then nodded. “Alright, you got her vouching for you, you’d best not mess that up friend.”

Jenna led the way below deck, heading to the spiral staircase that delivered them to the ship’s small galley. She sat next to Dexter on one side while Bekka and Zhirt sat opposite them at the table. Behind them Jodyne was still putting away her latest purchases.

“Talk,” Dexter said, leaning forward.

He glanced at Jenna then nodded, more to himself than to Dexter, and began. “I lived in a small settlement, Grifford’s End.”

“It’s a small rock on the edge of a vast void of nothingness deep in the Elven Empire,” Jenna offered, confirming that much of his story.

He nodded. “The elves came a few months ago and captured us all. Said something about relocating us for our own safety. We spent weeks in cells in the hull of a ship, fed but forced to dwell in our own filth. When we finally docked we were taken away to what they said was our new home..”

“I managed to slip away unnoticed,” he said, shuddering at the memory. “I hid as best I could until I managed to stowaway on a supply ship. From there I worked passage out of the Empire.”

“Congratulations,” Dexter said drily. “I’m not needing more crew right now, so you’ll come to your point soon?”

Zhirt looked at him, a little surprised, but nodded. “My friends… family, they’re still there. We were taken to Fort Prudence, less than a score of them survived, and-“

“Fort Prudence?” Jenna asked, interrupting him. “The shipyard?” Zhirt nodded. “Dex, we’re done here,” Jenna said, her body language indicating she was ready to get up and move on. “Fort Prudence is a shipyard?” Dexter asked. Zhirt and Jenna both nodded.

“They grow mostly warships there,” Jenna said. “It’s supposed to be secret though, or at least its location is. Not a standard planet or moon, it’s a living ship itself that moves around slowly.”

Dexter nodded thoughtfully. “And your people?”

“Slaves,” Zhirt said in a rush. “Imprisoned in the tunnels and forced to care for the fort.”

“Slaves, eh?” Dexter turned to look at Bekka, a glint in his eye. “You spoke for him on deck, so you’ve heard his story?” She nodded. “What do you think?”

“Dex-” Jenna tried to interrupt. Dexter put a hand gently on hers, silencing her with the familiar gesture.

“No, Captain, you’ll hear me out or strip me of my position,” she insisted, glaring hotly at him. “Fort Prudence is the human name for a military base. There are hundreds of elves there, and at least a hundred of them soldiers in the Elven Navy. More come and go every day.”

“There’s no safe way in; no excuse or cover that will allow the Voidhawk to land. They won’t even tow a captive ship into the docks, for fear of contagion. Remember, Fort Prudence is a living ship too.”

“I’m sorry, Zhirt, I really am,” Jenna said, looking at him and surprising him with the empathy she displayed. “But going there will only get us killed.”

“I can pay,” he said in a choked off voice.

“Captain,” Bekka said, touching Zhirt on the arm to silence him herself. “I know the risk is great. I would not have brought him here if I did not believe it possible. Tell them of your idea.”

The lost half-elf looked to Bekka, seeming to draw strength from her encouraging smile, and then took a breath to speak. “The port is on the topside. Beneath there are roots that are woven together to act as a hull. They are littered with passages, to allow my people to tend to them and bring them water and food.”

“Don’t they patrol the fort?” Dexter asked.

“I memorized the schedules of when ships came and went, but mostly they were supply ships,” Zhirt said hopefully.

Dexter looked to Jenna, who maintained an expressionless mask. She returned his gaze and sighed. “It’s a hidden base,” she conceded, “what need is there to patrol something you can not find?”

“If it’s hidden, how do we find it?” Dexter asked.

“Captain, may I speak with you in private?” Jenna said, standing up from the table stiffly.

Dexter looked at her, a smile dying on his lips even as it began to form. He looked to the others and shrugged. “Normally I’d put her in her place and remind her this is my ship. Maybe have her whipped too; she could use a good whipping I reckon.”

“This time though, she might just know something we don’t,” he added, standing up.

Jenna glared at him and walked stiffly away as soon as he started to rise. She headed to their now shared quarters and waited inside, her entire body taught with energy and anger.

Dexter shut the door behind him and turned to face her, an angry expression in his own eyes that made Jenna stumble over her prepared words in surprise.

“I meant that,” Dexter told her, his tone neutral but deadly serious. “This is my boat. Do not ever undermine my authority again.”

Recovering herself, Jenna met his gaze and asked, “Or what? You going to leave me on the dock? Toss me out into the Void? Dexter, you need to understand-“

“No!” Dexter snapped, stepping closer to her so that his face was inches from hers. “You need understand this, Jenna: This is my ship. This is my crew. What we do is my choice and my responsibility.”

“Even if it gets us all killed?”

“That won’t happen.”

“Captain, that madman wants you to invade an Elvan shipyard; we’ll be lucky if we’re all killed!”

“This ship isn’t run by vote,” he said, turning back to the door. “Dex, please! Listen to me,” Jenna said, her tone softening in spite of her anger. Dexter paused, his back to her and his hand on the latch of the door. “Speak,” he said.

She stared at the back of his head for a long minute before finding what she wanted to say that would not drive him out the door. “Who almost died last time? You. Not me, not Rosh, not Jodyne, not anyone else. You can’t protect us all, and you can’t even protect me.”

She saw his shoulders tighten and knew he was about to storm out. “Dex, I know how you feel about me. I’m not going anywhere. I’m not running from you and I’m not going to risk my life by doing anything stupid.”

He turned around to face her, his face not revealing his thoughts.

“These milk runs you’ve got us doing are safe, but they’re killing us. We don’t train – we’re not soldiers, but we’re getting rusty. When something does happen, we could have forgotten how to hold our swords. You can get mad and yell at me all you want, it won’t matter,” she said. “This job is going to be bloody. It’s the right thing to do, but I don’t think we can do it.”

“You think we should just let them die? You’re an elf, you know better than I do what’s going on,” Dexter said, an accusatory tone in his words.

Jennanarrowed her eyes angrily, but she forced herself to relax. “I’ve never met anyone who can make me as mad as you do,” she admitted. “But I’ve never cared about anyone this much either.

“I am an elf,” she said, nodding in acceptance. “But I’m not one of those elves. I don’t know what they’re doing; I left before they started doing this sort of thing. I can imagine though. And don’t think you can leave me behind. You can kick me off the ship and leave me tied up on the dock, but sooner or later I’ll get out. Then I’ll do whatever I have to so I can get on another ship and follow you.”

“Besides,” she added with a smirk, “I know where Fort Prudence is.”

“Are you done?” Dexter asked her, his tone stealing her air of confidence. “Good,” he said after she nodded. “Don’t ever question my orders in front of my crew or in public again, got it?”

Jenna nodded. It was the right thing to do; she knew it, even though it made her bite her lip to be rebuked.

“On this side of that door,” he jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the door that led out of their cabin, “there’s no rank. I need to know things like what you said. I may not like it, and I may 0not agree, but I need to hear it.”

Jenna grinned. She surprised herself again at how deeply she cared for him and how much his approval meant to her. “Would you really have me whipped?”

Dexter chuckled and shook his head. “Depends on whether you’d like it or not!”

He left her in the room with her mouth open in surprise. Then she laughed and shrugged, thinking it might be a nice twist sometime.

Back down the hallway Dexter walked past the table and turned to Zhirt and Bekka, who fell silent as he approached. “See that he’s got a bunk, Bekka, I expect half up front, we’ll be needing some special supplies for something like this.”

“You’re going to help?” Zhirt asked, his eyes lighting up with hope.

Dexter nodded. “Bekka’s my navigator and helmsman, you be sure and let her know where this flying salad is at.”
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