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Chapter 1: Fight or Flight
 
“Aren’t you getting tired of this?” The lithe elven woman said. She used Dexter’s shoulder as a pillow and looked up at him.
 “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!” The Captain of the Voidhawk smirked.
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, but moving on meant risking things that had become more important to him than he’d ever imagined. “The others whining too?”
Jenna sat up in bed, stretching as she did so. The sheets fell away from her, allowing Dexter to marvel 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. Dexter laughed 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’d 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, 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 and wondered 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’d 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 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. He smiled when he heard Rosh call to her. He knew she’d be frustrated at being bound by her duty. She took her job seriously, a legacy of her being born an elven princess. It was one of the many reasons he’d offered her the job as First Mate.
 
* * * *
 
Port Nimman was created 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.
“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 a lack of modesty 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 at the sight of Jenna. He 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!”
Jenna noted the hooded man was 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 another 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 people for a better life. Not just her people, but her family and her position as a princess among the emperor’s family.
And now she’d 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 couldn’t 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 Dexter and Jodyne returned. Dexter paused while Jodyne took a sack bulging with supplies 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 didn’t 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 a full 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. “Already had some dwarf babies earlier. Surprised me how stringy and tough they are even at that age.”
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 called 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’t 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.” He stood up before adding, “This time though, she might just know something we don’t.”
 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 elven 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 wouldn’t 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.
Jenna narrowed 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 not 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.”
 
* * * *
 
Travel through the Void is a tricky thing. Each star has a family of planets, moon, asteroids, and other bodies in space circling around it and sometimes those stars circling other stars. Traveling long distances requires careful calculations and many attempts at re-plotting the course.
Trying to reach Fort Prudence without crossing through any portion of the Federation’s claim on the Void took them nearly a month. Add another ten days for dodging elven warships patrolling the border and they still had nearly two full days to go before they reached their destination.
Dexter’s thoughts of what lay ahead of them was disturbed by a knock on the door. He pushed his nearly empty bowl of stew aside and rose to see the platinum haired beauty on the other side of his door. She held the stump of her arm in her hand, rubbing it as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.
 “Captain! There’s trouble on the deck,” Willa said.  
“We been spotted?”
 “No Sir, it’s Bailynn,” she said. “She’s…well, I think you’d better come and see.”
“Bailynn?” Dexter hurried to the main deck wondering if perhaps the magic the elves used to twist her into the weapon she had been when they first met was now acting up since they were back in elven territory. He looked around and saw Keshira and Xander working the rigging while Rosh, Logan, and Jenna were on the forecastle standing a few feet away from Bailynn, who stood near the bow railing.
“What’s going on?” He called out, taking the stairs three at a time.
“She was working the ropes and started going all twitchy,” Rosh said before anyone else had a chance to explain. “Started gibbering crazy talk, then she pulled her rope and yanked the priest off his feet. I yelled at her and she ran up here. We came up and she was ready to jump off.”
“It’s not gibberish,” Jenna snapped, glaring at him. “She was speaking Elvish.”
“Yeah, gibberish,” Rosh muttered. A glance from both Jenna and Dexter silenced him.
“What’d she say?” Dexter asked.
“Won’t let them take me.”
She stared at them, tears running down her face. She spoke in Elvish again, a single phrase, then repeated it for them to understand. “Won’t let them use me.”
“Bailynn, what’s this about? Nobody’s using you.” Logan, the ship’s cursed priest said. The exact nature of his curse he kept to himself, but long nights spent locked in the ship’s hold gave testimony to the rest of the crew that the man was troubled in ways they dare not try to understand.
The priest stepped closer to Bailynn without trouble. Bailynn looked to him, the corners of her mouth flickering up for an instant. Dexter checked his hand as it rose to grab the healer. He turned instead to Willa and whispered for her to get Bekka off the helm. If Bailynn were to jump while they were moving quickly she would be lost before they could stop and go back to find her.
“I’m forced to serve,” Bailynn said, her eyes glancing at Dexter then falling to the deck. She took a deep breath, her shoulder quivering, and started to turn back toward the railing.
“You’re not forced to work here, you can leave any time we’re in port,” Logan said quickly.
“We’re not at port.”
Dexter stepped forward, holding a hand out to Logan to signal him. “Bailynn, if you’re not wanting to work, you’ve earned a bed till we reach the next safe port. I won’t charge you for passage. You’ve got fair wages and learned sailing the void passably well. I expect you’d find work aboard another ship if you’ve a mind to.”
Her shoulders shook a little more and she turned away.  “I can’t leave,” she said, barely more than a whisper.  After a few shuddering breaths, she turned back, glaring at Dexter, tears running down her face. “I can’t leave!” she shouted, then ran past him and disappeared on the stairs heading below. 
“What…” Dexter trailed off, glancing to the others in confusion.
They looked back at him, equally uncertain. Logan alone seemed to have some glimpse of an idea. “Captain, you didn’t consult any of us before taking this mission.”
Dexter stared at him, his jaw aching from the tension his teeth were exerting on one another. “You’re right. Comes with the ‘Hawk being my ship and all.”
Logan nodded. “As is your right,” he added. “But Bailynn told me how she came to be on the Voidhawk and now we’re sailing back into the heart of the Elven Empire.”
Dexter grunted. Bailynn had been so little trouble since she’d been tamed that he’d given little thought to her wants and needs.
“I should go and see if I can help,” Logan said, turning to head after her.
“Stay your post,” Dexter ordered. “I’ll go.”
Logan looked at him for a moment and nodded, heading back to help Xander and Keshira keep the sails trimmed now that Bekka had dropped the ship’s speed. Dexter glanced at Jenna, giver his I’m handling it expression before heading after Bailynn.  
Dexter ran into Bekka and Willa in the companionway at the bottom of the stairs. Bekka opened her mouth but Dexter beat her to the punch. “Get Bailynn’s ring,” he told her.
“Her ring? What are you going to do?”
“I’d like to run my own ship, if you don’t mind?” He exasperated.
Bekka nodded and blushed. “I’m sorry, Captain,” she said, hurrying back up the hall to slip into her small room. She emerged a moment later with the magical control ring the elves had once created to control Bailynn and turn her into the mindless assassin they wanted her to be. She held it out to Dexter and he took it, staring at it for a long moment.
“Captain-“
“Get us moving, we don’t have much time,” he ordered, interrupting Bekka and heading down the hallway.
It took Dexter a few doors before he found Bailynn sitting in the cargo hold. The same place they locked her in while they struggled to make sense of her single minded purpose; killing Jenna. Once a harmless human girl, the elves corrupted and twisted her body and mind, turning her into a crazed Elven Slayer filled with a vicious streak that would let her lay waste to dozens of men at a time. The only means of controlling a slayer was by controlling the ring tied to their soul.
The scrap of a girl looked up from where she sat with her knees hugged to her chest, streaks of tears glistening on her cheeks. “Going to put me down?” She asked him as he shut the door behind him. 
 “No,” he said, trying to smile but failing. “Came to give you something.”
“Give me something?” She echoed, sounding surprised and confused.
“You been done wrong every step of the way till we got you,” Dexter said. He clutched the ring in his fist and added, “Maybe I did you wrong too, it wasn’t meant that way. You proved yourself to me and the others. I don’t expect it’ll matter much, but I want your word you’re not to be going to come after us.”
She stared at him then looked around the room, as if looking for something that made sense. “I can’t!” She snapped at him, her eyes finally settling on him again. “I don’t want to hurt anybody, I never did! Not me. They made me. I never wanted to hurt… they made me.” She dissolved into tears again.
Dexter nodded. He thought he understood what she was saying, or at least what she meant by it. “I want you to do what I tell you,” he said. “I expect it.”
She nodded, a sob half escaping her throat. “Thing is,” he added, tossing the ring through the air to her. It landed in front of her, bounced once, then rolled into her foot before tipping over to lay on the wooden floor. “If you’re not wanting that too, then this ain’t the place for you.”
Bailynn stared at the ring, her eyes wide and her mouth open. Slowly, as though she was afraid to even dream of it, she spread her legs and leaned forward, reaching for the ring. Her hand a few inches away from it she stopped and looked up at Dexter, uncertainly. He nodded. Still she hesitated, though she was looking at the ring again.
“Sooner or later we all got to take care of ourselves,” he offered.
She nodded and closed her fingers around the ring. She picked it up even as her eyes closed. She held on to it while fresh tears slipped down her face. She opened them and slipped the ring on her finger, then smiled for the first time that Dexter had ever seen. She might have smirked or grinned thanks to something Logan had said or done, but this was a genuine smile.
“Thank you,” she whispered to him.
“We were holding that until we could figure out how to destroy it,” He told her. “No good reason for us to stop looking,” he added.
She nodded. “As long as it exists I’m trapped by it.”
“You still want to leave?”
Bailynn looked at him and he saw apprehension in her features again.
“I won’t lie; we could really use your help. Nothing easy about this,” he added.
She nodded. “I’ll help,” she said, a tremor in her voice. “I’m… I don’t know. It’s been so long. I think I remember this… fear? I’m scared, Captain.”
Dexter nodded and found himself wishing he were somewhere else. He had a hard enough time with his own emotions, trying to counsel what appeared to be a teenage girl was a living nightmare. “There’d not a one of us that wouldn’t rather be doing something else. I spent a nice couple of days in a jail cell one time, come to think of it.” Dexter smiled at his own joke but saw it had little effect on Bailynn. “I know you don’t want to go back. We’re doing it because nobody should have to go through what you did. Maybe we can’t stop it, but if we can slow it down, well that’s something.”
“Nobody should have to do what I done,” she said, shivering a little at hidden memories.
“Being brave’s got nothing to do with not being afraid,” he said to her, feeling confident. “We’re all afraid of something, being brave just means putting that fear aside and doing what you got to do.”
“I think I can do that,” Bailynn said, 
Dexter smiled and offered a hand to Bailynn. She took it and rose up to her feet. Dexter was amazed, such a small and light person and yet he had seen how deadly she was in a fight. He led the way out of the cargo hold and they returned to the deck.
“We been getting soft,” Dexter shouted, drawing everyone’s attention. “Anybody not minding the rigging, on the fo’c’s’le.”
He intercepted Jenna on her way up to explain his plans. “Too much free time, me thinks,” he told her. “Keep people busy, let’s get some drilling going on.”
“They’re sailors, Dex, not soldiers. Half the crew spent time being pirates or worse!”
Dexter shrugged. “Then they could use some training.”
He led the first session, sparring with Jenna, and tried not to suffer any flashbacks to the last time they’d fought. She had been controlled by a wizard bent on taking over her body for his own. Beating the wizard had required some quick thinking and no small amount of sacrifice. Now that she was acting on her own she was a much better swordsman and she handily beat him twice before he turned over his spot to Logan.
The practice worked, keeping everyone occupied and tiring them out. Not only that, but it helped to polish rusty skills. It almost made Dexter feel good about their chances.
 
* * * *
 
Late the following day, Dexter dropped them out of cruising speed and let Bekka take over the helm early. He stretched out the stiffness in his muscles and made his way to the galley. Moving and having a task at hand helped distract him from the worries that plagued him. They were deep behind the Elven borders now; being caught meant a long and painful death for all of them.
He snacked on a spiced bread filled with salted meats Jodyne baked, then headed up to the deck. Rosh drilled with Willa, the clash of steel echoing across the wood planks.  The rest of the crew either tended their posts, or watched the spirited sparring. Zhirt alone stood idle, staring off the bow.  
Dexter did a double take. Kragor stood on the forecastle, surveying them all and smiling wistfully. Dexter nodded to the ghost of his former first mate, returning his smile. He wished the others could see the ghost as well.
“Gather round, it’s planning time,” Dexter called. Rosh and Willa stopped last, and only when Logan bounced a tossed belaying pin off Rosh’s thigh.
Once they’d all come close, Dexter looked to each of them, nodding, smiling, or showing some other sign of approval. “Bekka’s bringing us in at tactical speed, maybe they won’t be seeing us that way.”
“Zhirt, once we get in you need to be our guide. You’ll be with me. Jenna’s taking the lead and-“
“You’re letting me go?” She blurted out, surprised.
Dexter scowled a little at her interruption, but nodded. “You speak elvish and might get us out of a tight spot if need be.”
She nodded and tried to adopt a serious attitude. She couldn’t entirely hide her smile, in spite of the peril of their mission.
“Jodyne and Bekka will hold the ‘Hawk,” he continued, looking around. “Keshira, you’ll be staying with them.”
“Cap, we can use her!” Rosh protested.
“Aye, we could,” he admitted. “I can use her here more.”
“I’m happy to serve, Captain,” Keshira said, bowing her head and smiling beautifully.
“See, why can’t you be more like that?” Dexter asked Rosh.
The others chuckled while the large man gaped, then scowled and shut his mouth. Willa chose the tension relieving moment to add, “Oh, he does what he’s told just fine.”
The redness on Rosh’s face only made his expression even funnier as he glared at the rest of the crew, daring them to make a comment. As it was there were a few barely restrained chuckles. The mirth faded all too quickly as the thought of what awaited them sobered them up. Dexter looked to them all again. “Might be it wasn’t right of me to take this work without asking. At least not this time.”
He took a breath and continued. “Ain’t nothing to be done now but the job. We’re running against stronger ships and tougher numbers. We got to be quick and quiet. If we’re found out, we run. Nobody plays the hero, got it?”
“A choice would’ve been nice,” Rosh grumbled. This drew a stare of surprise from Willa beside him.
“What?” Rosh challenged. “Saving elves from other elves? I ain’t risking my hide for no elf unless the pay’s good.”
“Captain,” Jenna said, drawing their attention away from the growing fight between Rosh and Willa, and perhaps a few others as well. “These were once my people. I have more in common with them than I do with any of you.” She paused, then looked at Dexter and smiled. “I’ve chosen the right side.”
Willa’s voice burst out, as though afraid she might not have a chance to say her piece if she waited. “I’m with you, Captain – this is the right thing to do!” She ignored the glare Rosh gave her.
“The right thing?” Rosh asked. “You ask any one of the elves we run into if they’d give you the time o’ day to save your ass if it were in a bind?”
“Doesn’t matter, I’ve been a slave. Nobody should be living like that,” she said, glaring at him.  “Oh, and Rosh?” She asked, her manner changing as her voice became unnaturally sweet. “Somebody did save my ass. I couldn’t have done what you done to save me, that mean you shouldn’t have done it?”
Rosh looked at her and then threw his hands up in the air. “Alright, fine, I’m helping. No hero stuff though, Captain’s orders.”
She smiled at him and returned her attention to Dexter.
Seeing the dissent quelled, Dexter moved on. “Rosh, you and Bailynn got the back. Willa, Logan, and Xander behind me. You three and Zhirt’ll be doing the babysitting once we find his people.”
Willa nodded. Zhirt looked uncomfortable, but said nothing.
“We ought to be there in another four hours, do what needs doing. Pray, rest, practice, or whatever you feel the need for,” Dexter said, signaling the casual meeting was at an end.
The others broke away slowly at first, then more quickly when they figured out what they needed to do for themselves. Dexter pulled Jenna off to the side for a quick talk and then, with a grin, he told Rosh that the big man was in charge. Rosh looked to Willa, who only shrugged, and he scowled at the back of the Captain as he and Jenna walked below deck to head for their room.
 
* * * *
 
As the deadline approached people began to reappear on the deck. A distant but steadily growing light was their target: Fort Prudence.
“Bekka’s bringing us in below the Fort,” Dexter told them. “If Zhirt’s schedule is on, we ought to be clear for an hour or two.”
“Dex, we know this,” Jenna reminded him.
He shrugged. “Never hurts to be too careful.”
“No pistols,” he said to Rosh, who looked at him and frowned. “You gather ‘em up and make sure they stay on the ‘Hawk.”
Grumbling, Rosh did as he was told. One by one holstered pistols were given over. Even Dexter felt suddenly vulnerable when he handed his to the smirking Arms Master.
“Take your posts,” Jenna said. They had an hour, perhaps, but it would go quickly with the tension and all that they had to do. She felt it in her stomach herself, and marveled briefly that it wasn’t paralyzing her with worry. A return to not only her people, but as an invader and a rebel.
“Jenna.”
Jenna turned as the others filed away. Bailynn remained, looking at her hand with a troubled expression. “Still worried?”
Bailynn started a little, then nodded. “I, um… would you do something for me?”
Jenna looked at her, wondering what the girl wanted. Bailynn had once been sent to kill her. They’d reconciled any differences but it was still unusual for Bailynn to seek her out. Jenna didn’t know if that was embarrassment or fear. Jenna was more than just an elf, she was once royalty among the elves.
“Would you hold this for me,” she asked, yanking the ring off her finger and thrusting out quickly to Jenna.
Jenna took it from her and stared at it, a moment passing before she realized what it was. “Your control ring!” She said, eyes wide. “When did you get this? How did you get it?”
Bailynn took a deep breath, her eyes on the ring in Jenna’s palm. “The Captain gave it to me yesterday,” she said.
Jenna nodded, it made sense. Dexter hadn’t told her much of his talk with Bailynn. Given how the young girl’s spirits had improved, she assumed he’d once again earned his title of Captain.
“Why do you want me to have it?”
“I… I trust you,” Bailynn stammered.
Jenna nodded and closed her fingers around it.
“Besides, you’d be the last one they’d expect to have it,” she added.
Jenna nodded again, smiling. “If they knew only half of our story…”
They shared a rare smile and then the First Mate reassured her, “I’ll keep it safe, Bailynn, you have my word.”
“I know you will,” Bailynn said encouragingly, then walked past her to get back to work as they closed on the most dangerous leg of their journey.
Other than orders given to tighten or shift sails and secure ropes, nobody spoke. The oddly shaped object off the bow became more distinct as they closed with it. Fort Prudence was massive but still many times smaller than a moon. Details grew clearer as the distance lessened. The odd coloring, a shadowed greenish brown, they recognized as dirt. Throughout this odd substance massive roots broke free, sometimes curling to sink back in and at others poking into the void. What those roots rose above to form was a mystery to which Jenna offered no clues.
Each passing second had the bitter taste of a lifetime of regret as the distance closed. Contrary to the passing of each hushed breath, the Voidhawk slowed to a crawl to avoid smashing itself against the stretching roots that had broken free.
The hook on the end of the line Rosh tossed caught on the second try. He pulled himself up, having to reorient himself halfway across as the gravity of Fort Prudence asserted itself. He reached the root and pulled himself on, then crawled until he found a narrow opening.
The rest of the liberation party followed, one at a time. Xander, the last one up the rope, worked it free of the thick root and, with a longing glance at the relative safety of the Voidhawk’s deck, he tossed it back. Keshira hauled it in and then hurried to the sails while Bekka, Jodyne, and herself backed the ship away.
The tunnel Rosh found was so narrow that their shoulders brushed moist dirt and moister roots. Eventually they pulled themselves free of it, emerging into a winding passage they could stand in. The floor, walls, and ceiling of the passage were far from uniform, and were likewise likely to be made of dirt or wood at any given step.
Once in the passage they squeezed past one another until they had their marching order arranged. Then, with a few feet of distance between them, they moved forward, Zhirt led them though he did not look as confident as Dexter hoped he might be.
They walked for nearly three minutes through the passage without any sign of trouble. The ambient light in the tunnel was enough for them to see, but distances greater than twenty feet faded into obscurity for all of them except Jenna and Bailynn. Thus it was a surprise for most of them when they emerged into a wider tunnel that ran up, to their left, and down to their right.
“Hold here,” Dexter said, his voice carrying in spite of how quietly he spoke.
“Jenna, Bailynn, Xander,” he said, picking out the three of them. “Good luck.”
“What’s going on?” Rosh muttered, confused as the three of them turned and headed up the larger tunnel. “Where they going?”
“Hedging my bet,” Dexter answer, then motioned for Zhirt to continue.
 Rosh opened his mouth to protest again, his cheeks flushing red with anger. Willa silenced him with a glance, then looked around meaningfully. Reminded of their circumstances, Rosh shut his mouth but let his nostrils flare.
Zhirt led them down the tunnel, heading deeper into the belly of the flying fort. The passage was evened out to something regular as they walked. Other tunnels branching out from it resembled the one they had emerged from.
“What’s he mean, hedging his bet?” Rosh growled to Logan, who was walking next in line ahead of him.
Dexter saw Logan glanced back and shrug. The priest returned his attention in front. Dexter stared hard at Rosh’s back, wondering if it was time to take the man aside and have a talk when they were done. He’d let too many comments slide from the warrior.
Dexter was distracted to see that the tunnel was growing brighter. Their visibility had been increasing and ahead of them they could see the passage they were on ending in some sort of a room.
The room that Zhirt led them into was large and circular, with a domed ceiling. The floor dropped away in a gentle grade into a bowl. Within the bowl awaited a copse of lush vegetation. Vines and trees appeared to have exploded from the ground, complete with brilliant flowers of seemingly random colors. It seemed unplanned and chaotic, yet it was a brilliant display of life.
“This is the Garden of Life,” Zhirt whispered, his face paling.
“Where are your people?” Dexter asked, looking around. The edge of the room was used as a passage, allowing them to walk around it if they chose. The Garden itself was too thick for anyone to walk into or through. Other larger tunnels, like the one they’d arrived on, branched out and away from the circular room at regular intervals. Dexter could only assume they continued around behind the garden, though he could not see the far side of it through the lush vegetation.
“I…I don’t know,” their guide side, sounding uncertain.
“You don’t know?” Dexter asked, clapping his hand on his shoulder.
Zhirt tried to pull away but found he could not. He stammered nervously. “They were to serve the Garden of Life! I was told… I mean… they’re supposed to be…”
“We’re trapped!” Rosh hissed, looking behind him to see a group of a half dozen elves coming down the passage behind them. From the other passages around the garden other squads of well armed elves emerged as well.
“Aye,” Dexter said with far less concern than Rosh felt he should have had.
“You knew about this?” Asked the large man.
“Had a notion,” Dexter confirmed.
“When was you gonna share your notion?” Rosh’s tone showed he was getting more and more riled up.
“Well done!” The loud praise came from behind Rosh.
Dexter spun around, losing his grip on Zhirt, and stared at the elf leading the way down the tunnel behind them. He looked to be the leader of the elves that had them trapped. The only option for escape was the garden itself. Dexter looked at it, squinting as though he were weighing the odds.
“My family? Where are they?” Zhirt asked, panic in his voice.
The elf who had spoken grinned widely. “They are safe. Protected within the Garden, as promised.”
Zhirt turned and looked. A path had opened into the underground vegetation. 
“Go to them,” the elf urged.
Zhirt nodded and hurried down the slope and into the small forest.
“Throw down your arms,” The elf said to them once Zhirt had disappeared into the garden.
“Go to Hell!” Rosh hissed.
“Rosh, do it,” Dexter snapped, drawing and dropping his own sword.
“That don’t sound none too smart,” Rosh growled.
“Can’t be the first time,” Dexter hissed at him flippantly.
“Rosh, trust him!” Willa urged, dropping her own short sword. Logan followed suit, tossing his weapon to the growing pile.
“They ain’t going to throw us in a brig,” Rosh warned. “I ain’t dying without a f-“
Rosh was cut off abruptly. He stiffened and then slumped to the ground. One of the elves behind the one that had spoken smirked and put away whatever magical contraption he had used to silence the man.
Willa gasped and dropped down to check the open-eyed man. Finding him still alive, she relaxed a little but looked up at Dexter, clearly worried.
“So now what,” Dexter asked the elf.
“Now we have a nice chat about things.”
The elven wizard drew something from a pouch and whispered some magical words. He threw the magical components in his hand towards the crew of the Voidhawk and they found their bodies reacting similarly to Rosh’s.
Still, aware of his surroundings, Dexter felt himself being picked up roughly. The others that were in his field of vision were being treated the same. He mentally winced when he saw one of the elves carrying Logan lose his grip and drop the man on his side. Dexter was spun around and soon stared at the tunic and breeches of the elf that had thrown him over his shoulder like a sack of grain.
With no sense of space or time, and a growing fear of what the diet of an elf could cause by way of flatulence, Dexter was relieved to find himself dumped painfully onto the floor of a small room. He lay there, staring at a dirt wall, until a strange tingling began to take his fingers and toes, then start to work its way up his limbs. He felt his heart racing as he visualized rats chewing on the tasty bits of flesh. With a gasp he managed to flop around enough to stare at one arm. He saw no rats nor anything else amiss, yet the tingling continued to spread throughout his body. As it spread control and movement returned.
 
* * * *
The thick leaf-like structure that made up the door shifted aside to allow the elf that had spoken to them enter.. He stepped inside and stared down at Logan, who was only beginning to pick himself up.
“Where are the others?” He asked without ceremony or preamble.
Logan looked at him blankly. “Others?” He asked, feigning surprise.
“I know there are six more of your crew. Where are they?”
Stretching out the natural stiffness that his magical incapacitation had caused, Logan chose his words carefully before answering. “They stayed on the ship.”
The elf frowned briefly, then glanced away. “You are a priest?” He asked, turning to look back at him.
Logan nodded.
“You pathetic humans and your savage religions. What morals do your Gods have if they condone deceit among their chosen?”
Logan bristled, angered by the elf’s words. He knew the elf was trying to provoke him, but knowing it didn’t stop the words from stinging. “My faith has no stipulations on how I am to conduct myself in the presence of those who would imprison and torture me for their own gain.”
“So arrogant and sure of yourself. Why is it wrong that I imprison you? You trespass upon our territory.”
Logan shut his mouth, realizing he would gain no more by talking. The elf didn’t want a debate, nor did he desire to discuss truth. He wanted to provoke Logan and to drive him into divulging information. With a near physical lurch he realized that they were only alive until the elf found out what he wanted to know.
“So where are the other three that left your ship and invaded my city?” The elf pressed.
The priest’s silence only infuriated the elf. He nodded after a moment. “Pray I do not return, human, or you will wish you had told me!”
He turned and exited the cell, the organic door sealing itself shut behind him. Logan rubbed his wrists and looked around the small room, wondering how he might find a means of freeing himself. No furniture, no windows, and only the strange door made of a green substance that sealed itself securely in the entryway. He stood up slowly, working the kinks of out his legs, and frowned.
Head bowed, Logan began to pray for guidance.
 
* * * *
 
“We have healers,” The elf said, his eyes pulled to the stump at the end of Willa’s arm.
Willa hugged her arm to her stomach, covering it with the other self consciously. “I’m fine.”
“I’m sure you are,” he said drolly. “But wouldn’t you be better if you had your hand back? Think how much more you could do. How much more useful you would be. How much more your large friend would think of you.”
Willa stared at him, her lip trembling. “What do you want?” She asked, her voice strained.
“I want to know where the others are,” he asked, repeating what he’d asked of Logan. “Don’t waste my time, human, I know that seven of you invaded my city. Where are the other three?”
“Why?” Willa demanded, sticking her chin out defiantly.
“You trespass and dare to act wronged?” He spat out. “Such impudence!”
He turned, took a breath that made his shoulders raise, then turned back to her. “Last chance,” he growled. “Tell me where she is and I’ll let you and your friends go free.”
Willa stared at him, her eyes glimmering with moisture. “My hand?” She managed to squeak out, missing on the reference to the ‘she’ the elf had mentioned.
“Yes, I’ll see it is healed,” he said, waving it away as though it was unimportant.
She looked down at her arm, still holding it against her belly in her lap. She remembered her life before the Voidhawk had come and knew that she would have welcomed death. Now? Now she knew how wonderful life could be. She knew what it meant to have pride; to have a place to be and people to share it with. And, most importantly, to have love. Was anything worth giving that up?
Willa raised her head back up to stare at him.  “Go to hell!” She spat.
Yes, she was giving it up. Living with what she had glimpsed had been worth everything to her. She knew it was too good to last. Having tasted it, she knew that others deserved it to, and it was not her right to deny that to them.
The elf’s cheeks twitched as the muscles in his jaw worked. His eyes narrowed before he turned and stormed out, barely allowing the leaf-like door time to open before him. Willa watched him go then felt her legs shake. She sank down, a sob bursting from her throat even as the fine wisps of her hair covered her face and hid the shame of her tears.
 
*****
 
“You’re the lead bandit,” Accused the elven commander.
“Captain,” Dexter asserted.
The elf smirked. “Very well, Captain. Tell me, where are the rest of your crew? Hoping to steal from us, perhaps?”
“I hoped they’d get in some raping and pillaging while they was at it.”
The elf’s eyes narrowed. “I know who you are. I know who came with you,” he explained. “You’re going to die, Captain Silvercloud – you and all your crew.”
“I missed the point where you convince me to help you,” Dexter said.
“We’re past that now,” the elf snarled. “Your priest and the crippled girl show surprising loyalty. I wonder – will the warrior?”
Dexter tried to hide the narrowing of his eyes at the elf’s question.
“You worry? Interesting. Tell me then, Captain. Where is the Princess? You can’t truly believe she thinks you her equal? Her lover? Her mate? She’s an elf; your life is but a blink in hers. She’ll have forgotten you existed in a few days after you’re gone.”
Dexter shrugged. “Reckon I’ll be dead and gone, what’s it matter to me?”
He sneered. “So foolish and short sighted, you humans.”
“You make me wonder why you’re so upset she’s spending quality time with a human. Afraid maybe she’s found something no elf can give her?”
Moving faster than Dexter expected, the elf punched him. His head jerked to the side but he managed to avoid being staggered in spite of the surprise of the blow. Dex felt the burn of torn skin and a moment later the hot wetness of blood that slipped down his chin.
The elf snarled at him. “Hardly! I’m disgusted by any elf that chooses to dirty themselves with such a filthy, lesser race.”
“You can insult me all day long,” Dexter said with a smile in spite of his split lip. “I already know I’m better than you, so you’re just giving my people more time to do what they came to do.”
The elf looked at him, further enraged, then he started to laugh. “Zhirt’s people? Dead, of course!” He said, chuckling now. “I let him believe he might save them, he just had to provide us with fresh bodies. He’s not the only one we sent out to lure in fools like yourself.”
Dexter was confused. Conceding his curiosity he asked, “Why so bent out of shape about Jenna?”
“That was luck,” said the elven commander. “There’s a reward for her return. It will take some time, years perhaps, to rid her of the filth your influence and contact has corrupted her with. We believe she can be saved.”
“Saved? Aye, it’s a rotten disease – freedom,” Dexter said.
The elf shrugged, smiling. “If not it is no matter. I benefit by returning her.”
Dexter scowled at him. “All those years and you don’t know any better.”
The elf looked at him and then laughed again. “I’m going to enjoy feeding you to the Garden, Captain Silvercloud. I may even watch it consume you personally.”
The elf laughed again, his eyes smirking at Dexter. He turned and left Dexter alone with his thoughts and worries.
 
*****
 
“Your friends are foolish,” The elf said to Rosh before the large man could launch himself at him.
Rosh glared at him, weighing his chances of overpowering the elf and making it out the door.
“I’ve offered a chance at freedom to each, and they spurn me. What’s your price?” The elf probed.
Rosh continued to glare at him, but somewhere in the back of his mind he heard the elf and started to wonder. “What do you want?” He asked before he could stop himself.
“The Princess.”
“Who?” Rosh asked, blinking.
“Your first mate, Princess Jenna Windchaser.”
“She’s a princess?” Rosh ejaculated. It didn’t make sense to him, why would a princess be running around the ass-end of the void with a bunch of losers like them. “Wait, you got the wrong girl, our Jenna’s named Darkmoon.”
“One and the same,” he stated. “Tell me where she is. What is her quest?”
“A princess,” Rosh mused, wondering what that meant for him.
“What do you want, human?” The elf asked, misunderstanding Rosh.
Rosh looked at him, ready to tell him to go float in the void when thoughts began to occur to him. Rosh wondered briefly at the thin smile on the elf’s face, but the concern was lost as possibilities began to occur to him.
“A ship. My own ship. Willa too,” he said, rattling things off as he thought of them. A moment later he quickly added, “And gold! I’ll need it to hire a crew.”
The elf smiled. “Finally a human willing to be sensible. We have a deal, Captain. Now tell me what I want to know.”
Rosh smiled in spite of his dislike of the elf. Being called a captain stroked his ego in a way that not even the most talented of woman could reproduce. He thought back to what little he knew. Dexter had not bothered to tell him of splitting them up, so he had no real idea what Jenna was doing. He had a hunch though, and if he was not quite right, he didn’t figure it mattered. As long as he was close he’d have his own ship and not have to take orders from anyone anymore!
Rosh smiled at the thought of being his own man and opened his mouth to share what he knew.
 



Chapter 2 - Secrets
 
With the Captain and majority of their crewmates behind them, Jenna, Bailynn, and Xander headed up the hallway until Jenna’s ears caught a faint sound echoing down the passage ahead of them. Biting back a word she learned working as a sailor, Jenna motioned frantically to her charges to retreat. They slipped into a side passage, Bailynn going first while Jenna fell behind to listen for pursuit. Her heart was beating so rapidly it took her a moment to catch the sounds even with her sensitive ears. The noise of a small group of people moving grew louder and closer. She was about to head further down the passage, gathering Xander and Bailynn and pushing on blindly.
The echoes changed. Jenna held her breath, listening, and then let it out in relief when the wandering elves passed by. She turned and motioned to Xander, who was close enough to see her. He turned and made a motion as well, summoning Bailynn. Jenna fought hard to control her smile into something tight lipped and nodded for them to follow her.
“Xander, cast your spell,” Jenna whispered to him when they returned to the junction with the main passage.
In as quiet a voice as he was able to use to invoke magic, he muttered his spell and, in a few moments, instead of the gaunt human standing beside them he resembled a gaunt elf.
Jenna looked him up and down and then nodded. “You’ll pass,” she said, then led them back out into the main tunnel.
Bailynn studied him a moment longer, shivered briefly at some repressed memory, then followed Jenna. Xander followed silently.
“How do you know where to go?” Bailynn whispered after they’d caught up to her.
“We want to go up,” Jenna answered, as though it was obvious. “Elves grow all their cities. The bottom is the roots and base, the top is where the elves live and do business. The trees are fashioned to make houses and buildings, the limbs crafted into roads and ramps.”
The passage they were in led upwards. It curved gently to their right, only noticeable because of the increasing levels of light that allowed them to see further ahead. Soon the brightness gave way to a distant opening.
They emerged cautiously, staring out at the ground level of Fort Prudence. The earth beneath them was a combination of dirt and roots. Around them they saw little of interest, aside from the massive trunks of trees that rose around them to stretch to heights above them. The trees were twice as wide as a man was tall, some even thicker. Their branches equally massive and intertwined, making pathways as Jenna predicted. In other places the trunks had hollows in them, making room for elves to live or hold business within.
Far above the trees limbs braided together to make the shipyards the elves were known for. The very fruits of the trees were nurtured and coaxed into growing, with magical aid, into the elves void sailing vessels.
Only a few elves were on the ground, more moved above them, traveling across the arboreal paths from tree to tree. The great trunk offered a curving path along its mighty circumference. Without more than a hesitant pause, Jenna led them up this circular ramp to find the first of many paths among the trees.
Xander gaped at the site. He even raised one hand and began to trace the paths some of the branches made. Jenna looked back and, with a scowl, hurried back to grab his outstretched arm.
“Stop you fool! You’ll give us away!” She hissed at him. Jenna fought the urge to glance around. She knew what to do, the hard part was doing it and convincing the others to do the same..
“It’s a glyph,” he murmured, letting her lead him. He regained his senses, though he continued to stare about. “A magical symbol,” he explained.
“The limbs follow the lines of magic in this place,” he said as they climbed. “It’s amazing. Powerful too,” he added.
“Great, now shut up,” Jenna growled.
She led them up the path and, in no time, they were passing other elves. Bailynn stayed hidden as much as possible, shielding herself with Jenna and Xander. Xander stayed quiet as well, deferring to Jenna at all times even though his cheeks burned red at the frequent lack of clothing many of the elves wore. Jenna would nod, smile, or even speak to the elves they passed. Once she was caught up in a short conversation, and both Xander and Bailynn were largely ignorant of what passed. A gesture to a path high above them was all that gave them any clue before they set out again.
She led them toward the path the elf she had talked to had pointed at, and once they were on it they were soon climbing towards the upper limbs of the tree city. Ahead they could see the tree limbs that had been fashioned to serve as docks.
“See any you think you can fly?” Jenna asked Xander in a voice so soft he barely heard her.
The wizard looked at the ships, studying them and marveling. Many were in stages of construction that could hardly be called construction. The ships were being grown before their very eyes. The process was too slow to see any change taking place, but it was nevertheless obvious that in a matter of weeks or months a ship could be created. Some were complete or near enough. These ships had smooth flowing lines and used great leaves for doors and sails. Vines served as rigging.
Growing impatient, Jenna was spared from rebuking him again when he tore his eyes away from those under construction and looked to the other docks. There were ships there as well, including a few that bustled with activity. Three ships in particular looked to be making ready to set sail. Two of them were smaller and clearly scouting class while the third was a little larger than the Voidhawk and seemed designed for quick and decisive strikes.
“He was right,” Xander whispered, indicating that Dexter’s fear of a trap seemed to be true.
Jenna nodded, her eyes tightening while she tried to make a plan.
“One of the scouts,”  Xander said, answering her earlier question.
She muttered a word in Elvish that Xander blinked at. “It means Stingray,” she whispered, naming the type of ship for them.
“We’d better hurry,” Bailynn whispered, peering over the edge of the limb they walked upon.
A glance later and Jenna and Xander both understood what she meant. There were elves moving back and forth rapidly. Some even running. From their height they resembled a nest of angry insects. In this case, armed insects.
“Go!” Jenna ordered. “Take the stingray, Wait for me if you can, but don’t be fools.”
Xander nodded and pulled Bailynn after him. Bailynn looked at Jenna, her eyes wide with worry, then she was forced to look away by Xander’s tugging. Jenna smiled grimly at them and followed, then turned on the first limb she could and headed up to higher reaches, to the massive unfinished warships that were above them.
She encountered few elves along the way. Workers and servants, based upon their dress and behavior. She reached back into herself to remember her past. It made her cringe to bring up the memories of a life she had though forever behind her, but she knew she had to do it. It was easier than she thought it would be, dropping back into her old self.
Her posture and mannerisms changed, her stride becoming more arrogant and aggressive. Instinctively the elves she encountered deferred to her, moving out of her way and averting their eyes. Jenna nearly laughed at how easy it was, even though it made a part of her cry in shame and disgust.
She reached the first ship with ease. Jenna suspected the massive vessel was intended to be either a new warship or perhaps something even larger like a fleet command ship given its multiple decks and platforms where weapons could be affixed. She studied it carefully before boarding it, judging it near completion.
The elves aboard the ship confirmed her suspicions. They were putting decorations and supplies on the ship, as well as loading what appeared to be personal effects for either officers or high ranking dignitaries. Jenna hid her sadistic grin behind a thin smirk and asked for directions to the bridge.
Once there, she looked around and saw two workers putting some finishing touches on a large table. Another man was observing them and studying the bridge itself with a skilled eye. Jenna marked him as someone important, not a mere worker, and went straight to him.
He turned to face her as she approached, a curious look on his face. Jenna smiled at him, her expression conveying superiority that confused. He opened his mouth to address her, but never had a chance to speak. Jenna lunged forward, her short sword leaping from its sheath with the help of her hand and spearing so deeply into his chest that the point emerged from just beneath his shoulder blade.
The two workers turned, wondering at the sudden commotion. Jenna left her blade in the dying man’s lung and ripped the ornate pistol from his belt. She turned and pointed it at the workers, spitting at them in elvish to stay where they were. Behind her the former Captain of the vessel shuddered on the floor and wheezed out his final breaths.
“Put the table in front of the door,” she told them.
They hesitated, but then hurried to obey when she cocked the hammer back on the pistol. While they were working and distracted, she reached down and yanked her sword free of its bloody sheath, then walked closer to them as they finished blocking the door.
“If you shoot one of us it will be heard. You’ll have nowhere to hide,” one of them pointed out.
Jenna looked at him, eyes narrowing. “Yes, but you’ll be dead so what good does that do you?”
His mouth snapped shut. The other one spoke up, drawing her focus. “What do you want?”
“You to leave,” she told them. She pointed with her bloody sword to one of the large many pained windows in the front of the room. The bridge was just slightly below  the center of the ship, allowing the forecastle above them to actually extend overhead. Below the windows was open void and Fort Prudence below.
They stared, at her confused and scared.
“One…. Two….”
Realizing she was going to stop counting and start shooting, they both ran to the windows. They stopped, confused again. One of them kicked the window but his foot bounced back from the magically reinforced glass and he grimaced in pain.
“Break the framing, you idiots!” She snapped.
A few more kicks at the thin wood connecting the window panes together yielded success. Four pieces of glass fell free after several long seconds of kicking and prying. Then both elves, with a last fearful look at Jenna and the dead captain, leapt through the hole towards the tree limbs below.
Shaking her head, Jenna turned and went to the helm. She sat down in it and grimaced as the unfamiliar sensation of attempting to merge with a ship came over her. She fought back the revulsion that had always accompanied sitting in a ship’s helm and forced herself to breathe through it. Finally she allowed herself enough of a connection that she could feel the ship’s status. It was finished, as she’d surmised.
Without a crew to assist, Jenna strained to find the means of launching the ship from the helm. Something as massive as the ship she was in would be a clumsy process undertaken only by the most skilled of pilots with a full crew. Jenna had only a few weeks of practice many years ago on a tiny sporting yacht her father had purchased for her. Her attempted launch was slow and reckless. The ropes and wooden beams still attached to the ship creaked and groaned, then twisted and snapped away.
It slowly gained speed, bouncing off of tree limbs at first and then bending and snapping them as she wrestled control of it. She heard shouts and screams from other elves, many of them on the ship she’d stolen and some from the trees of the port below her. She fought the stabbing pain in her head from the helm and forced the ship up and away from the fort. Someone was hammering at the door, trying to force it open. She knew she had minutes or less.
The ship became easier to pilot a moment later when it cleared the gravity well of Fort Prudence. Jenna allowed herself a grim smile and a breath of relief, then bent her will to bringing the leviathan around. A heavier thud and the sound of wood cracking alerted her to the imminent breaching of her sanctuary. Teeth gritted, she stopped worrying about rotating the ship and, instead, focused on driving it back towards Fort Prudence.
“Captain Peylinder’s dead!” Someone shouted. The door had been opened enough to let them see that much. More grunts of exertion followed and soon an elf managed to squeeze through the door.
The elf pulled himself to his feet and stared at Jenna on the helm. He pulled a knife free from his belt just as she pointed at him with her pistol and pulled the trigger. He slumped to the ground, holding the wound in his belly that darkened his pale skin with blood.
The door was pushed open enough for other elves to rush in. Jenna leapt free from the helm and threw her short sword at them, making the one in the lead cringe. By the time he’d finished cursing and straightened, Jenna ran him through with her rapier. She turned and fled, running to the open window and climbing through it before the other elves could clear the tangle of limbs at the door. Braced against the underside of the ship she waited until she judged the distance to be close, then jumped from the side, her feet propelling her away from it and adding to the boost given by the vessels gravity field as she fell toward the gravity plane.
She knew when she cleared it by the sudden lack of sound. She could hear herself breathing in the tiny bubble of atmosphere that surrounded her, but other than that it was deathly silent. In spite of the excitement and her exertions, Jenna worked hard to calm her breathing. She had half an hour of air, perhaps less, surrounding her. She managed to shift herself around as she floated in the void and watched as the elven ship she’d briefly commandeered tore through limbs and trees alike and slammed into the ground of Fort Prudence, knocking everyone to their feet and causing more than a few of the other docked ships to shift or even break free and fall themselves.
She smiled grimly, then forced her thoughts to turn to Dexter. The sudden agony that filled her at the image of his smiling face in her head caused her to gasp. She wanted to change what she’d done. She wanted to be there, with him. If death awaited them she was okay with it, if only she could see him one more time. Anything would have been better than the lonely consignment to the void she’d doomed herself with.
 
*****
 
Xander and Bailynn boarded the scout ship without any initial problem. As soon as one of the four elves on board called out to them in elvish their luck changed. Bailynn struggled for a moment, trying to piece together the half-learned elvish language she’d picked up over the years, but the delay was too much. The elf’s eyes narrowed and he drew his pistol before approaching them.
Xander held up his hands slowly, muttering an incantation as he did so. He finished and exhaled the rest of his breath forcefully, blowing at the elf. The magic of his spell took the current and magnified it beyond that of even a minor gust. The elf was buffeted by the wind and thrown back into the mast. He tripped on a coil of rope on the deck and dropped his pistol. Bailynn was on him before he could climb back to his feet.
The other elves came running, one emerging from the small cabin on the back of the ship that housed the helm. Xander was prepared this time and caught the next one with a spell that caused the ropes lying across the deck to entangle the feet of two of them as they ran. The third, the pilot, Bailynn struck from the side as she leapt out from where she was crouching near the small ship’s rail.
Shouts went up around them. Xander cursed and ran to the back, counting on Bailynn to deal with the elves on the deck and ready the ship. He paused after he jumped over the two now thoroughly bound elves, looking around to realize the elves were pointing and shouting at the large ship a few tiers above him. He looked up and saw it slowly pulling away, then gaining speed and crushing anything that got in its way.
“Why’d we get the little one?” He wondered aloud, then the sound of a sickening crunch behind him made him remember their mission.
He hurried back into the small cabin and settled into the helm, quickly adapting to the small ship. His increased awareness allowed him to know when Bailynn had thrown the lines and disposed of the bodies. He lifted it carefully free, with Bailynn helping to trim the rigging, and put it quickly up and away from the organic dock.
It seemed just in time. He heard the thunderous sounds of the elven warship colliding with the base, even though his awareness was limited to the limited gravity field surrounding the small scout ship. A few seconds later they slipped free of Fort Prudence’s gravity well and atmosphere. The sounds died away to the gentle slapping of rope and sail and the creaking of wood.
“Xander!” Bailynn hissed from the deck.
Now free of the gravity well, Xander slipped off the helm and let the ship float in the void. He stepped out onto the deck and gasped at the sight below them. Fort Prudence lay in shattered ruins. The ship Jenna had stolen was strung about in pieces, some no larger than shattered timbers. Other ships had been pulverized by it, or knocked free of their berths by the force of the impact. Several of Fort Prudence’s trees were stripped of limbs or bent and broken. Deep cracks ran through the ground of the elven base, and the dirt was dislodged and plowed into a massive heap where the crashing ship had landed.
“Jenna!” Xander whispered, both in admiration at the devastation she had wrought and in dismay at her own demise.
Bailynn looked away from the Fort. Xander thought the girl was distraught by the site, and he went to comfort her. She ignored him as he approached though, and instead stared off into space.
“There!” She said, pointing into the void. “Take us there – quickly!”
“What? There’s nothing over there,” he protested.
“Jenna’s there!” She insisted.
Rather than ask how she knew, Xander nodded and headed back to the helm. Bailynn sprang to the sail and began to quickly pull the ropes and swing it around to catch the solar winds. In a few moments they were underway, with Bailynn calling out course corrections.
They found the elven princess floating and looking sickly a few minutes later. Bailynn tossed her a rope and pulled her aboard. In a move that surprised the both of them, the former elven slayer threw her arms around her and hugged her tightly.
Jenna fought back the illness of breathing her own soiled air and let the girl hold her. She returned the hug with a smile that barely began to display the relief she felt. The wet trails of tears on her cheeks gave further evidence of it. Finally she felt her head clear enough to ask her how they had found her.
“My ring,” Bailynn said, smiling. “I can feel it, even when it’s not being used I know of it.”
Jenna nodded, having forgotten all about Bailynn’s control ring that the girl had asked her to guard. “Would you like it back?”
Bailynn shook her head and bit her lip. “Not yet,” she said. “Not until we’re free of this place.”
Jenna smiled. “It’s a deal. No telling when I might do something stupid again and need rescuing.”
“Now what?” Xander asked, stepping out of the cabin again after having missed the tender moment shared by the two women.
“Now we go rescue Dexter,” Jenna said, turning  and surveying the small craft. “Bring us back under the fort, I’ll see what we’ve got we can use on here.”
Bailynn jumped back to tend the rigging while Xander nodded and resumed his place at the helm. Unspoken, each of them was secretly worrying about the effects the impact of the warship would have upon the tunnels that Dexter and crew were in. They stayed busy to deal with the anxiety, Jenna finding a small cache of rope and weapons. She replaced her lost short sword with a new one of elven make and loaded the six pistols she found.
 
*****
 
Rosh walked alongside the elven commander, towering over the elf but still feeling out of his element. The commander turned to one of the other elven soldiers and spoke to him in elvish. He turned and walked away; causing Rosh to follow him as they turned out of the hallway the cells had been in and entered a larger room. On a table lay piled the weapons that had been taken from the Voidhawk’s crew.
“What was that?” Rosh asked.
“What? Oh – I told him to ready a ship for you,” answered the elf.
Rosh grunted, smiling triumphantly. He forced any thoughts from his mind about the others. After all, Dexter kept throwing surprises at him and he had a right to know what he was sticking his neck into. This would teach him!
“Of course you’ll be my guest until we bring the Voidhawk in and secure it,” he added.
Rosh nodded. It made sense, he supposed. He’d love nothing more than to get out of elven territory, but a deal was a deal and—
Rosh stared around numbly, wondering what had happened. He blinked and shook his head, forcing his vision to clear up and for things to make sense. Soon enough he heard people crying out, although he could understand none of it. He was on his side, with blood running down his scalp and a broken piece of wood from a nearby weapon rack lying next to him.
He rolled over, distant secondary crashes and tremors rocking the room. Dirt from the ceiling fell, covering him in a fine layer in places. Other portions of the room suffered greater cave ins, though none so great as to bury any portion of it. Rosh rose to his feet unsteadily, finding his legs just as confused as his mind was.
The elven commander had risen as well and was shouting in elvish. Rosh expected he was demanding to know what had happened. He looked at Rosh at one point and scowled, then gestured at him. Two elves, one with a nasty gash on his arm and the other uninjured, drew swords and approached.
“Hey, I didn’t do that. No need to get uppity,” Rosh said, backing up until the back of his legs bumped into something. He glanced back and saw the table with his gear on it, though two of the legs had broken off and most of their stuff had slid onto the floor.
“Thought we had a deal!” Rosh called out to the elf in charge. He had forgotten Rosh already and was moving towards another passage that led out of the room.
Rosh bent down and picked up the first thing his hands identified as a hilt. He stood up and held it in front of him defensively. He glanced down at it, surprised at how well balanced it felt in his hands, even though he was accustomed to a larger a weapon. He held Dexter’s magical blade.
“Only one thing worse than a man that breaks a deal,” he said as the elves split up and moved to circle him so one could be at his back.
The elves ignored him, either because they didn’t speak his language or because they had no intentions of listening to him. Rosh grinned and took some practice swings, keeping them at bay.
“An elf,” he said with a vicious grin. He could care less whether they understood him or not, what was important to him was that he was lashing out.
He kicked back with one leg, sending the broken table skidding towards one of the elves. Using the same motion he launched himself forward and swung, battering the elf’s sword out of the way and driving his fist into the elf’s nose. The elf fell, blood exploding from his face. Rosh spun around, swinging the sword in a backhand slice that caught the other elf halfway up his chest. Between the blades keen edge and the strength of the warrior holding it, the elf fell to the dirt floor in two pieces.
“Woah,” Rosh said, holding up the blade and admiring it.
“Rosh!”
Rosh turned, wondering who was calling to him. It sounded more like a snarl than a regular voice, but there was no mistaking his name. He saw Logan push an elf into a wall, hard, and turned away even as the elf crumpled.
Rosh looked around; some of the elves remained dazed while others had fled down passages. A few looked back at him but after seeing him dispatch the two elves that had attacked him, they showed no interest in aggression. He weighed his options carefully and realized quickly that he only had one. Rosh scooped up as many of the other weapons as he could, including his own massive sword, and hurried after Logan.
They went down the side passage that allowed access to the cells they’d been placed in. The passage ended after nearly a dozen cells. All but two had open doorways, although the second archway had been opened forcibly. Rosh stared at it, impressed and at a loss for an explanation. The thick organic door had tear marks in it, as though it had been shredded from within.
“Captain!” Logan called out loudly, facing the doors. “Willa?”
Muffled cries responded from behind the two still closed doors. “Stand back!” Logan called to them, then looked around nervously.
Mistaking his look, Rosh stepped forward. “Look out,” he grunted, then thrust Dexter’s sword through the organic door.
The door resisted, but his great strength combined with the magical blade to prevail. After a few minutes of sawing he managed to open it up enough for Dexter to climb out. Dexter looked at the two of them and glanced around, noting the condition of the other cells without a word. Rosh moved away and repeated the performance on Willa’s cell door.
Dexter cleared his throat after a few seconds of Willa wrapping her arms thankfully around Rosh's barrel-like chest. When Rosh didn’t look back at him he said, “Rosh? Our weapons?”
Willa let him go, her face flushing, and Rosh turned around. His eyes darted quickly away from Dexter’s gaze after only a short moment. “Sorry,” he muttered, handing the weapon to Dexter. “Nice sword you got there.”
The other weapons the big man had dumped on the floor. Everybody rearmed themselves quickly and turned to Dexter for direction.
“Back to the bottom,” Dexter said, leading the way down the passage.
“That’s it? We’re just pissing ourselves and running?” Rosh spurted out before he could stop himself.
“You see any golden statues on the way you be sure and grab one,” Dexter said flippantly. 
Rosh shut his mouth and followed them out, taking the rear. They hurried down the tunnels, finding no resistance along the way. A few minor cave-ins slowed them down, but at no point were any of the passages completely blocked off. They also noticed the deeper they got, the less sign of dirt there was.
“What happened?” Willa asked at one point.
Nobody answered for a long minute. Finally Dexter said, “Jenna. I expect she finally let her temper blow.” His voice was quiet, hiding the anxiety he felt over just what had happened to her and the others.
Logan chuckled and even Rosh smirked. Willa frowned, but said nothing else. They moved on and soon came to the central hub where the Garden of Life waited. They circled it warily, all of them sensing a malevolent spirit within the midst of it. The trees and vines within seemed to follow them as they walked around it, yearning for a chance to touch them.
“What happened to Zhirt?” Willa asked, remembering the half-elf that had led them there in the first place.
“The Garden ate him,” Logan answered.
“What?” Dexter and Rosh both said, coming to a stop and staring at the vegetation with a new look.
“It is an evil thing,” he said, raising both of his hands to his chest and holding them in an ‘X’ across his heart, thumbs against his shirt so they were flat. “I meditated in my cell seeking a solution. I saw in it how it feeds on other life, drawing out the energy and using it as the means of moving this place through the void.”
Rosh gasped while Willa gaped at it. It had looked dark before, but now the Garden of Life looked menacing. Dexter shook his head and turned away. “Let’s go,” he said.
“Captain, we should destroy it,” Willa pleaded.
“How we going to do that?” He asked, turning on her. He looked to the others and again Rosh quickly dropped his eyes when they met. Dexter stared at him for an uncomfortable minute longer before speaking. “Thing is we can’t. We don’t have the time to be cutting trees down, nor the tools. We got no fire and I expect it’d take a mighty hot one to do much harm to that place.”
Logan nodded in agreement to Dexter’s prediction.
“So we get out of this cursed place before whatever happened up there is done happening and the elves come back,” he said.
Dexter turned and took a few steps before he realized no one else had moved. He turned back.
“Why’d we come?” Rosh asked, staring at the Garden. He turned and looked at Dexter, forcing himself to hold his gaze. “You knew it was a trap – knew some of us might not be up to doing it too. So why take the job?”
“We got paid,” Dexter growled, holding up the pouch of money he’d pick-pocketed from Zhirt when they crawled through the tunnels into Fort Prudence. “And we ain’t dead yet! That’s all you care about, so what’s it matter?”
Rosh opened his mouth to retort, but then looked away, trying to hide the shame that was coloring his cheeks. “Fine, let’s go,” he grumbled, urging Willa on.
“Rosh—” Willa began.
“Go!” He barked, stopping her protest and leaving her stunned. She nodded and hurried ahead, catching up to Dexter who’d already started moving again.
Rosh glanced back to see Logan waiting, staring at it a moment longer. The priest shrugged and knelt down. He took out a small skin filled with water and began to chant and pray while he held it above his bowed head. A few moments later he finished his prayer and removed the stopper from the skin. He threw it with all his might and smiled as it soared high into the grove. It bounced a few times off of tree trunks before hitting the ground with a dull thud.
Logan hurried to catch up with Rosh, not waiting long enough to see the smoke beginning to rise from the Garden as the freshly anointed holy water spilled out of the skin and onto the ground and vegetation.
 
*****
 
Jenna kicked her foot out to try and soften the impact of the stingray that Xander piloted up next to the protruding roots. Once it stopped she held tightly to the root, keeping the stolen ship from slipping away. The elven stronghold had suffered a few additional shudders as they came up to it, shudders so violent that it caused it to change course abruptly a few times. Jenna knew it couldn’t be additional aftershocks from what she had caused, but what did cause it was beyond her.
Bailynn hurried over and helped Willa as she slid across the root. She grabbed Willa’s prematurely shortened arm and helped pull her aboard. Logan came next, quickly behind her. Jenna waited, watching expectantly and then with a growing tightness in her stomach.
“Where’s the Captain?” She asked when still he didn’t appear.
“He heard something coming behind us,” Logan explained. “He and Rosh stayed back to make sure we wouldn’t be spotted.”
Jenna nodded, but it did little to quiet the butterflies in her stomach. “What about Zhirt and his people?”
Logan shook his head, uncertain how to answer her question. Finally he just began to tell her everything that happened since they split up in the tunnels. Jenna listened intently, even though she spent the time staring at the dark passage she kept hoping Dexter would emerge from at any time.
 
*****
 
“There ain’t nobody coming!” Rosh hissed, peering out the small tunnel and down the larger one.
He turned back towards Dexter. “Let’s get off this elf-cursed rock and-“
Dexter stood there, his sword drawn and the point now within a few inches of Rosh’s throat. “What’d he offer you?”
Rosh stared at the sword. He looked up at Dexter, dozens of excuses rushing through his mind but none of them making their way to his lips. Finally he nodded and let out a breath.
“My own ship,” he muttered. “Said I could take Willa with me too. That half-elf was feeding him the whole trip, he knew everything about us!”
“Goodbye, Rosh,” Dexter said, turning and walking back down the small passage.
“Wait!” He called out, knowing he had no right to expect Dexter to do as he asked.
Dexter did stop, surprising him. He turned and spat out,  “My ship, Rosh, it’s my rules. I take care of you if you do what I do tell you, when I tell you. You screwed up.” Dexter paused a moment for effect, then added, “You don’t know Willa either. She’d not have gone with you once she knew what you done.”
Rosh stared, realizing that Dexter was probably right. He dropped his eyes again. “How’d you figure it out?”
“You had our weapons,” he explained. “I knew the elf was offering deals to everyone, and yours was the only cell that hadn’t been broke out of.”
“Alright, but… make something up,” Rosh said.
Dexter looked at him, eyebrows pushed together.
Rosh saw the look and added, “About me. Say we fought off the elves. Something. Anything. I won’t cause you no trouble, Cap, just don’t let them know what I done.”
Dexter stared at him for a longer minute than he meant to. “Why? I pay you good and we got money coming in. Why turn coat like that? Why not leave after that last job and take one of them ships?”
Rosh stared at him, his cheeks burning a brighter red. “It’s these elves,” he said, glancing behind him nervously at the larger passage. “They broke the strongest man I ever knew. Ruthless, them is,” Rosh added with a shudder. “Ain’t nothing they won’t do to get what they want. They made him work for them until it sucked him dry, then they cut him loose. I found him alone and poor, stashed in an alley on a border world.”
“Who was he?” Dexter asked, curious in spite of himself.
“Jaspar Highsail.”
Dexter stared at him for a long minute, remembering the old man at Deepingdale that had mistaken Rosh for the famed pirate.
“He was my old man,” Rosh admitted. “I told Willa, but only that I met him one time, when I was a kid still looking for a handout. Never told no one I tracked him down again couple years back. He told me his story then; told me not to screw things up like he done. Didn’t do much good I guess.”
He opened his mouth to say more but Dexter just shook his head. “You think of betraying me again and you’ll be wishing the elves had gotten their hands on you. Ain’t just me you’re working with, it’s everyone else on the ‘Hawk too. Don’t you forget it!”
Rosh nodded, somehow managing to look both properly ashamed and hopeful. Dexter turned without another word and hurried down the passage, dropping into a crawl when they reached the narrow section. Rosh followed silently but happily behind him.
They made it to the boat to see a very relieved Jenna awaiting them. She hugged Dexter in spite of the close quarters. Likewise Willa rushed to Rosh, who blushed an even brighter shade of red.
“What took so long?” Bailynn asked.
“Had to wait for the elves to pass,” Dexter lied.
Jenna looked at him, sensing something was amiss. He gave her a tiny shake of his head and she put the matter aside. In a few minutes they pushed away from the roots beneath Fort Prudence and started away, heading for a rendezvous with the Voidhawk.
“You ever heard of something called a Garden of Life?” Dexter asked Jenna as he sat near the stern, keeping an eye on the receding elven base for signs of pursuit.
Jenna looked at him, eyes wide and color visibly draining from her cheeks. “Gods!” She swore. “Yes, but they’re more often called Gardens of Death. Why”
“Zhirt and his people,” Dexter explained.
She gasped. “Logan told me about the trap – he left out the Garden though. They are evil creations the elves use when an enormous source of power is needed. The gardens are alive and sentient, after a fashion. Whatever comes into them is restrained and consumed.”
Dexter only nodded grimly.
“What about the elf in charge over there?” He asked.
“I killed a captain,” she said thoughtfully. “I don’t know who commands Fort Prudence.”
“He never gave me his name,” Dexter said with a sigh. “Didn’t see his body though, so I reckon we made another enemy.”
They continued making small talk, discussing the fort and the elves quietly while Xander, Logan, and Rosh sailed the ship through the Void. It was another hour before Bailynn, who was acting as the bow lookout, spotted the Voidhawk. The two ships closed quickly and, after identifying that the elven scout ship was friend, not foe, a happy reunion took place.
With the crew back aboard the Voidhawk, Dexter stood ready to cast off the ropes that secured the stingray. He looked at it then he caught Rosh’s eye. A meaningful glance at the ship caused the man a brief moment of thought, then he grinned and shook his head. He wrapped his arm around a surprised Willa and pulled her into a victorious hug.
“You barely escaped with your lives,” Keshira commented as she helped Dexter release the small ship. She followed it up with a question, “Why is it everyone is happy?”
“Some days being alive’s enough,” Dexter said with a mercurial smile.
 



Chapter 3 – The Gilded Cage
 
“Head for the rocks,” Dexter snapped, peering off the bow of the Voidhawk as though he could make out the perils that awaited them.
Jenna turned from him immediately and relayed the orders to the crew. Rosh and Keshira hauled on the lines of the mainsail, trimming it and turning it to capture the solar rays that pushed the ship through the void. Logan and Bailynn worked the smaller sails on the sides of the ship, orienting them to give the ship a little something extra.
Extra speed was what it needed. For days they had been sailing from Fort Prudence, deep in elven space. For the same amount of time they’d been running from the elven ships that chased them. The ‘Hawk was faster than the warships, but the scouts kept pace with them, though far enough away to stay clear of weapons and magic. They counted four of the scouts so far, though at different times and places so they could never be sure of the true number. Three elven warships had manned the blockade the Voidhawk had slipped through, firing on them but seeking to disable rather than destroy.
“An asteroid field?” Jenna asked under her breath after she had turned back from the tired crew.
“The ‘Hawk’s christening voyage was in an asteroid field,” Dexter said, though he remembered a similar flight he’d made running from pirates while delivering supplies to the ‘Hawk ages ago.
“I hope it doesn’t die there too,” she said, then turned back to assist on the deck.
Xander, the ship’s wizard, peered off the bow with eyes that were glazed over from fatigue and his use of magic to scry ahead of them. He was the one that found the asteroids, a large field that floated seemingly in the middle of the great void that Fort Prudence had sailed through. Jenna told them most elves stayed clear of it, and none sailed deep into it. Rumors abounded of ships and crews disappearing; the elves went around it, even though it added weeks to their voyages. That encouraged Dexter to turn in, heading deeper into the emptiness in hopes the elves would not follow. Such was not to be the case.
“How long?” Dexter asked.
“An hour, maybe a little more,” Xander said. “There’s something about it, Captain… something that blocks my sight. In the middle there’s something, something big. I can’t see it.”
“Keep trying,” said the Captain, then after a moment of staring, he turned and quickly marked the two elven scouts he could see.
The minutes flew by, yet to Dexter they crawled as he watched and worried. The scouts kept their distance for a time, then once the distant field of asteroids grew visible to the eye they began to close. Jenna and Jodyne ran to the stern, manning the ballista there, and readied it should one of the scouts choose to come within range. Even together the elven scouts stood no chance against the Voidhawk. Small and manned with only a crew of four elves, a few hits from the Voidhawk’s weapons would pummel them into kindling.
Dexter spun about when he heard Xander give out a startled cry. It was a sound of agony that slipped from his lips followed by nothing as he fell bodily to the deck. A trickle of blood seeped from his nose. The Captain checked for a pulse and found one. He dragged the unconscious man away from the railing and returned to stare ahead at the floating rocks.
“Jenna, get us through there and find a place to hide!” Dexter called across to her.
“Aye Captain!” She yelled back, then she began barking orders to the others while she sprinted across the deck and back to the forecastle. Rosh took her place with Jodyne, leaving Keshira to man the mainsail. Willa stepped up to help, but with only one hand she was of little use. Fortunately, the pleasure golem could handle the task as well or better than anyone on boat. 
Dexter passed Jenna, Xander hanging limply from his shoulder, and headed down the stairs to the bridge. He dumped the wizard on the table, pushing the star charts out of the way unceremoniously, then glanced over at Bekka. The shaven-headed half-elf was also showing signs of fatigue from her position at the ship’s helm. They had been at it for days, with little chance to rest or sleep.
“We’re to find a place to hole up in them rocks,” Dexter told her, pointing out of the windows on the bridge towards the asteroids ahead. “Take them warships hours to catch up, I ‘spect,” he added. “Plenty of time to take care of those scouts or, if they’re not up for playing with us, we’ll get a little rest and be gone before they catch us.”
She smiled and nodded, then focused again on the ship as it began to close rapidly with the first asteroid. Dexter cursed and ran out, heading back up to the deck to be ready for whatever happened.
“Where’d they go?” Dexter asked, shocked to see the scout ships had disappeared.
“Fell back,” Jenna said, not sparing a glance from the growing rocks ahead. “Called back or they’re reporting what they seen.”
Dexter scowled. “The wizard said there was something big in the middle.”
“Didn’t like what he said so you hit him?” Jenna asked.
“What? No!”
“Why’d he fall?” She asked more softly.
Dexter realized she’d been trying to tease him to lighten the tension. Bad timing, considering, but he felt a little ashamed by his own reaction in spite of it. He brushed it aside and answered her question, “He’s a wizard, for all I know it was that or turn into a frog.”
Jenna smirked then called out a course correction, bringing them to port to slip towards a bigger opening in the asteroids. If their pursuers were not close on their heels she saw no reason to chance fate. “Did he say anything?”
“Yeah, he said there was something big in it,” Dexter said, shrugging. “Couldn’t make it out though.”
“That’s it?”
“Yeah,” Dexter said, then he stiffened. “No, wait, he said more…”
“What?” She pressed, glancing at him curiously before letting her eyes slide back to the rocky maelstrom ahead.
“Augh!” Dexter said.
Jenna looked off the bow, alarmed, then turned back and saw the twinkle if her Captain’s eye. “Augh?” She asked. “Really? He said, ‘Augh?’”
“Well, it might have been more of a, ‘Aieee!’”
She scowled and shook her head, which only made Dexter smile more. “Problem?” He asked her.
“No Sir,” she retorted quickly, “just looking forward to a little time behind the door of our quarters.”
Dexter chuckled under his breath. He could imagine the things his creative first mate had in mind for him. She had a way of balancing the scales of justice in the privacy of their own quarters. Such pleasurable thoughts were short lived; the first asteroid was passing them by on the starboard side. Ahead lay a great many more, some rolling and others twirling in space. They were all moving, promising what looked like an impenetrable screen of granite and dirt.
“Think you can do this?” Dexter asked her softly.
Without looking back at him she said, “You trust me in your bed, now trust me with your ship.”
“The bed’s replaceable,” he muttered. She ignored him and looked ahead.  Dexter turned and jumped when he saw the ghostly image of Kragor standing on the prow of the Voidhawk, only a few feet from them. The dwarf glanced at him, eyes wide as if to tell him just how daft he thought their course was.
Jenna, unaware of the spirit of the former first mate so close by, began to rapidly call out orders to the crew. The Voidhawk slowed, then surged forward as they struggled to heed her commands. Dexter watched Kragor gesturing frantically, his movements usually echoed by the commands Jenna shouted, often with embellishments worthy of the most foul-mouthed of sailors.
Rosh joined Keshira while Willa and Jodyne both worked the rail that served as a rudder, allowing them to turn and twist through the rocks better. Twice Jenna had the ship roll, once halfway to starboard and the other time a complete twist to port. Smaller rocks pinged off the hull and one even managed to hit the railing inches from the anxious Captain’s hand.
Dexter, ducking under some smaller rocks that whizzed past them, watched with horror as a large rock the size of a wagon came hurtling at them from the port. Jenna saw it and corrected, urging the ‘Hawk up and over it with another roll. Behind it a larger rock, this one big enough to smash the Voidhawk into scraps, awaited them.
“Jenna….” Dexter warned, his knuckles going white on the railing. He knew what he would do, and nearly took over, but she snapped off a fresh order, embellishing it with a few threats to anyone that fell short. Dexter opened his mouth to belay the order, but it was too late, the ship was turning and trying to skirt around the first boulder. Trying and, he knew, failing.
A sickening crunch accompanied the cracking of timbers and a shudder that passed from stern to stem of the ship, dislodging a great many things and even causing Willa to fall to a knee and a hand. The added momentum from the impact helped swing the ‘Hawk around, letting them shoot into an opening around the massive boulder that next threatened them.
Dexter stared, his lips open in disbelief. Ahead of them the field of floating and crushing rocks abruptly stopped. It was as though they passed through a wall. Before them lay nothing. Nothing except a great black sphere that was darker than the void it floated within. He glanced behind, as though sensing the asteroids would come for them. “All stop,” he rasped, his throat dry.
“Full stop!” Jenna bellowed, making him cringe even though he knew it was coming. Ropes were loosened and the sails secured. Bekka’s control of the helm helped the ship hold station within a matter of minutes. “Well, we made it,” Jenna said to him with a look that showed him and him alone how nervous she had been.
“Aye,” he said. “A fine job too, but we’d best be seeing what we’ve got left to fly with.”
Jenna nodded, blushing a little, and turned to go deal with the crew and assess damage. Dexter turned to stare at the sphere ahead of them, wondering what it could be, and he wished that Xander hadn’t gone and knocked himself senseless. “Damn wizard’s useless when I need him,” he muttered, turning and heading to investigate the damage himself.
 
* * * *
 
“How’s Xander?” Dexter asked his enigmatic helmsman.
Bekka smiled tiredly. “He’ll live. Showed signs of coming around, but Logan and I gave him something to help him sleep longer.”
Dexter’s lips pursed in irritation. “Whatever he might be knowing could save us a spot of trouble or two.”
Bekka shrugged. “Maybe, but whatever felled him was made worse when that rock hit us. Sent him rolling off the table and onto the floor.”
“Oh,” Dexter said, trailing off as he realized he had been the one to set him on the table. “Alright, let him sleep a bit longer then. Course that means you’ll be sharing any thoughts you got on that thing,” he jerked his thumb towards the dark planet hovering ahead of them.
Bekka looked at it, not for the first time, and shrugged. “It’s too big to be a planet,” she shared. “At least, I’ve never heard of one that big.”
Dexter grunted. He had felt the same way, but he was not sure how far off it was. “That all you got?”
She smiled sadly. “Sorry Captain… it’s… well, it’s dark, like light is being sucked into it. There’s magic there… powerful magic, but that’s all I know.”
“Some wizard you are,” Dexter muttered.
“I’m not even that good of a witch,” she admitted.
Dexter raised an eyebrow but let the comment on the tip of his tongue slide. He turned back to the railing and pointed down the hull, where the rock had hit them. “How’d that feel?”
“It hurt,” she said plainly.
Dexter nodded. Damage taken by a ship was felt by the helmsman. Something that left a hole big enough for Rosh to stand up in no doubt left a lasting impression to the helmsman. “Can she still fly?”
Bekka nodded. “The guest quarters won’t be used, but the ‘Hawk’s got a strong back.”
Dexter had thought as much. He smiled and nodded, then wondered if they had enough spare lumber in the hold to make repairs. Even worse, he had no idea when the elves might decide to give chase. “Get some rest yourself. We’ll be moving right quick.”
She turned to head off. Dexter sighed and went aft, finding the stairway down so he could examine the holed stateroom himself to see if Rosh really could stand up in it. He whistled as he looked at it, drawing the attention of Willa, Rosh, and Jodyne.
“Cap,” Rosh said quickly, nodding respectfully but staying out of his way.
Dexter returned the nod but didn’t look at him. He did allow himself to enjoy the look of anxiety that flashed over Rosh’s face at his dismissal of him. “How’s she holding up?” He asked.
Willa scratched the stump of her right arm absent-mindedly while she stared at the jagged timbers that had been crushed and broken by the impact. “The ‘Hawk’s in good shape,” she said, “but this ain’t no small hole to patch.”
Dexter turned and gave Rosh a hardened look to stay his mouth. The man’s lips were open, a tawdry comment forthcoming. He fell silent and then huffed before turning and stomping out of the room.
“Yeah, so anyhow,” Willa continued, shaking her head and rolling her eyes, “I don’t know that we’ve got supplies enough to fix this. In fact, I know we don’t.”
“If them elves come at us, I’ll not be wanting them to have a way to sneak in,” Dexter said.
She nodded. “Yeah I can plug it. Not a proper hull, but something. Don’t be landing in no water though!”
“That’ll do for now, you need some help or can the two of you do it?”
Willa glanced at Jodyne questioningly. The dwarven cook nodded in silent answer. “We’ll manage, Captain.”
Dexter smiled and turned to leave, then did a double take as he nearly walked through Kragor again. “Stop that!” He hissed at the spirit of his best friend. Kragor ignored him; he just looked on with pride at Willa and his wife, Jodyne.
Dexter shook his head and walked off, stepping around the dwarf even though he didn’t need to. Jodyne and Willa, engrossed in studying the repairs, never noticed the unusual behavior. He made his way up to the deck and saw Jenna was working with Logan and Bailynn to restore order to the deck.
“Yes, My Lady,” Dexter overhead Logan say to Jenna as he approached. He bit his tongue to keep the grin off his face at the expression of angry misery that washed over her features.
“My Lady?” He asked as he came up, his anxiety and worries washed away by the irrepressible humor of the situation.
“Damned fool thinks he needs to call me that,” Jenna spat out, glaring at Logan.
“Captain, I heard of her position as royalty,” Logan explained.
“Heard of that, did you?” He mused. “Where might that have come from?”
“Rosh said the elven commander told him.”
“You believe him?”
Logan looked at him with eyes bulging. “I- I never thought… I mean, why would he…”
Jenna growled and threw her arms up in the air. “I’m going to find him and kill him,” she muttered, turning and walking away. Dexter watched her stomp moodily across the deck, muttering something about making him help Jodyne peel potatoes after she killed him.
Logan gave a mystified look to Dexter, which only made the captain laugh. “Jenna’s not that kind of girl,” he said. “You just remember her position here, that’s all that matters.”
“Um…Yes Sir.”
“I’d better go save Rosh from getting beaten up by a girl… again,” Dexter said.
“Again?”
Dexter smiled enigmatically and hurried after Jenna, catching up to her she exited the spiral staircase to the companionway below deck. She spun on him, her eyes still filled with fire but her expression relaxing upon seeing that he was alone. “You going to stop me?”
“Stop you? From what?” Dexter asked innocently. He pushed on before she could elaborate, “I came to say we’re down for a few, might be a good chance to get some sack time.”
Lips opened, she hesitated, then looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Why Captain, are you trying to take me to bed?”
Dexter grinned. “I’d be a fool not to, but this time you’ll have to dream about me. Somebody’s gotta fix up the ruckus you caused.”
“Fix up the… what is it with you… you…you humans!” She exasperated, her fists clenched at her side.
Dexter grinned at her. “Hit the sheets, we’ll be up and running before you close your eyes.”
Her glare was met with a smile and a shrug. He then turned away to help with repairs.. A glance over his shoulder a moment later as she turned away showed him the hint of a smile on her face. He bit down the chuckle and set his mind to other matters, mostly what was ahead of them and what was behind. More importantly, he worried, was why the two hadn’t come together to crush the Voidhawk and crew between them.
 
* * * *
 
“Rosh, take the helm, we need to not be here anymore,” Dexter called a couple of hours later after the hole had been reinforced and covered.
Rosh looked up, surprised, then nodded and took off at a jog across the decking. He stumbled on a rope he’d accidentally coiled around his leg, but recovered before he could fall and truly embarrass himself. Logan moved to assist Keshira at the mainsail while Bailynn and Willa stood ready. Xander, refreshed but not yet steady on his feet, was on the forecastle with Dexter, staring at the dark orb.
“Anything?” Dexter asked him, turning back to the wizard.
Xander shook his head, one hand going to massage his temples and forehead. “I saw… something.”
“Me too, but that was years ago and it was the most blessed thing the Gods could give a man,” Dexter replied smartly.
Xander looked at him, confused.
“My first woman,” Dexter said, rolling his eyes. “She’s as much help right now as you are!”
“Oh, right,” Xander mumbled. “Sorry Captain. I mean there was something there. I strained and almost broke through. I had a glimpse of something… I know it, but it’s gone. The memory was snatched from me by whatever it is that prevents me from seeing it.”
“And that… thing?” Dexter asked, jerking his thumb towards the black planet.
Xander shook his head. “That’s it… or part of it. There’s powerful magic about it. More than that I can’t tell you.”
Dexter sighed. He knew no more now than he had when the wizard was unconscious. “You wizards and witches, you’re not good for much, you know?”
Xander bristled a little but shrugged as he realized he was of little use. “I can tell you to steer clear of it, would you know that much without me?”
Dexter chuckled. “Giant ball of nothing the size of a sun and you think I want to go near it?”
Xander sighed and looked away at it again.
“Captain!” Rosh’s voice echoed up from below deck.
Dexter glanced around, making sure nothing was amiss, then hurried down to the bridge. He passed the door to his and Jenna’s cabin and saw her open the door and stick her head out. His eyes widened as she slipped her vest over shoulders and hurried after him. The glimpse of her athletic breasts was always a welcome sight, but this time he was glad to not be distracted by them.
“What is it?” He asked, ignoring his elven lover as she tied the laces of her vest beside him.
“There’s something out there,” Rosh said, his voice distant as he struggled to handle both his body and the ship at the same time.
“Aye, it’s big and dark,” Dexter said, not impressed.
“No… I mean something smaller. A… A port. It’s just coming around the planet, port side.”
“It’s in orbot?” Dexter asked, surprised. “Well, take us in, let’s check it out.”
Dexter and Jenna turned to hurry back up to the main deck. Bekka, yawning, stuck her head out of her room as they passed by. Dexter caught a glimpse of her nude body and he gasped in disbelief. “Do any of the women on here wear any clothes?” He grumbled.
Bekka’s door shut behind them and Dexter put no more thought to it. In a few moments he was back on the deck and issuing orders to let out the sails and make way for the left side of the black ball of non-light. Bekka joined them a few minutes later, still adjusting her clothing as she walked up to them. She said nothing but instead stood beside Xander and watched silently while they picked up speed.
The blackness grew at an agonizingly slow pace, proving not only how far away it was but also how massive it must be. Worried glances to the aft revealed nothing but a rapidly retreating field of rocks. No sign of their elven pursuit appeared.
“Did they give up?” Dexter mused aloud.
Jenna followed his gaze to the stern and beyond. “Not a chance,” she said. “We’re still in elven territory. They’re just waiting for us to come back out.”
“What if we come out somewhere else?”
The scolding expression she sported answered for her. “Dex, they’ll be surrounding it and waiting for us.”
“It’s pretty big,” he pointed out, gesturing with his arms around them. It was true, while they had managed to pass through the ring of asteroids in a matter of less than half an hour, the sphere of space rocks encircled the black orb they sailed towards at a considerable distance.
“Planets…”
“Where?” Dexter asked, turning to Bekka and trying to see where she was looking.
Bekka shook her head abruptly, as though bringing herself back around. “The rocks… they were planets.”
“Of course!” Xander said, catching on instantly and grinning. Dexter stared at them, at a loss and showing the beginning signs of annoyance. “Something happened here, this black… sphere? It must have been a star. The rocks out there, planets that were destroyed by whatever the event was that voided it of energy. Now they’re trapped by the star’s gravity well.”
Dexter turned to stare at the distant objects. “Why wasn’t there more of them flying rocks then?” He asked. “Why wouldn’t there be rocks scattered throughout? It’s almost like a… a shield or something.”
“It is,” Jenna said, her voice cutting through the silence with a resigned tone. “This… I never thought it existed.”
“What?” All three asked.
 Jenna rubbed her hands over her eyes in a show of trying to wipe away the sudden fatigue she felt. “Elven legends tell of a band of elves that once ruled. They were hungry for magic and power and nothing else mattered. The mingled freely with other races and peoples, showing no care for race or culture, only for what they could learn and covet. This was nearly the undoing of the elves as other races waged war against them. They threatened elven purity and supremacy.”
Dexter chuckled. “They were nice, in other words?”
Jenna stared at him, then shrugged. “Perhaps. It is a story told to children to show them how the elves must protect their own interests and be superior to other beings.”
He nodded, his hunch confirmed. “Go on,” he urged.
“There’s not much more to say,” she said. “Legend tells that their home world was besieged by a group of loyal elves who had a way to defeat them. They sacrificed themselves for the empire, destroying their foes and themselves in the process. No one knows where this home world once was, the magic used devastated it and the void around it. Rumor has it anyone that goes looking is forced to join them though, imprisoned or destroyed or whatever the flavor of the tale being told is.”
“Heard of ghost ships before, never ghost planets,” Dexter mumbled.
“If this tale is told to all elven children, why didn’t you make the connection sooner?” Xander piped up, showing some suspicion.
“I never thought of it until you mentioned the planets being destroyed,” she said.
Xander stared at her a minute longer, until Bekka laid her hand on his arm to draw his attention to something off in the distance. Dexter’s eyes narrowed slightly and he saw that Jenna was looking a bit upset by the unspoken accusation as well.
“You got a problem with somebody, you spill it before it causes more to be spilt,” Dexter said to him.
Xander turned back and looked at Jenna, then at Dexter. “I think she knows more, Captain, that’s all. She was a princess, royalty knows more than fairy tales told to children!”
Dexter started towards him but Jenna grabbed his arm. “He’s right to question,” she said, though the set of her face showed she was far from feeling compassionate. She turned on Xander. “Know much about elven culture, wizard? No, you don’t, so don’t pretend to answer. The men are in charge. Women can do many things, even fight as soldiers, but we’re not allowed to lead. A princess or a queen is nothing more than a slave. We’re not even allowed to fight, nor to do anything except be presented as signs of our mate’s or our father’s prowess.”
She paused a moment, distracted by Bekka, who was nodding in agreement with her. “Women are considered gossips and weak, they are told nothing of state secrets,” she went on. “The fairy tales I’ve heard tell of how powerful these elves once were, and how after they fell their successors swore to uphold their race above all others. They pursued magic not for power and for the sake of learning it, but for defense and protection instead. Most of the magical teachings had disappeared, but those that had not were either destroyed or forbidden.”
“There you have it, accuse the first mate again and I’ll see to it you’re thrown off the side,” Dexter said with a grim smile. He knew he had to bring closure to the situation or Jenna might have kept building up her anger until she lashed out. Wizard or not, he knew her sword was quicker at that range than any spell Xander could think up.
“Call me a princess again and you’ll wish you’d been thrown over the side,” Jenna growled.
Bekka smirked and Dexter had to fight to hold his own stern expression. Xander nodded and mumbled an apology, then turned away to stare at the approaching black sun.
Dexter glanced at Jenna and Bekka, then shrugged and stepped up to Xander. He clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a changed man, Xander. There’s hope for you yet,” he said. “Now if we could just teach you to stop wearing dresses…”
Xander’s jaw dropped in shock. He turned to protest but Dexter gave him another pat on the shoulder and turned to walk away. “I’ll be doing captain-y things, Jenna, you’ve got the boat,” he called out loudly over his shoulder.
Behind him he heard Xander muttering about his wizard’s robe not being a dress.
 
* * * *
 
The expanded awareness Rosh experienced from being on the helm turned out to be accurate. The port loomed ahead of them after several more hours of travel. It was built entirely out of a strange metal and, like many other things in the strange system, it seemed to be immense. Sized for a human or an elf, it nevertheless spanned several stories and a distance wide enough that it took the Voidhawk most of another hour to fly around it in a scouting circle. They saw no signs of life, but there was one thing that gave them pause, a beam of some sort of magical energy connected the port to the black sun beneath it. It glimmered with multiple colors, shifting like a rainbow, yet all the colors were muted and dark instead of bright and vibrant.
“Anything?” Dexter asked Jenna, Bekka, and Xander. He rejoined them as they closed on the abandoned structures, though they all stood mute as they scouted around it.
“No clue,” Jenna admitted. Xander and Bekka expressed similar thoughts.
“Take us in, if there’s nobody around then there’s nobody to mind if we see about fixing up the ‘Hawk. Might just have us a little look around while we’re there too,” Dexter said with a smile.
“If this place has been around for as long as I think it has, don’t you think it’s going to be pretty picked over?” Jenna asked.
He shrugged. “Anybody else that found it didn’t have you as their pilot,” he said.
She smiled at his compliment, then saw he had nothing more to say. She turned and started directing the ship down to the port, putting it as close to the shipyard they had identified as possible. The landing went smoothly, lacking any interference from other traffic or anyone at the port. When they were grounded and secured, Dexter stood at the plank that had been run out to the dock and looked around. Still nothing moved. It was eerie.
Rosh hurried up onto the deck, strapping his sword around his waist. Dexter glanced at him and his eyes twinkled. “Not this time, Bekka’s coming with me; you get to mind the helm.”
Rosh’s eye bulged. His lips parted but other than a quickly strangled grunt, he said nothing.
“Jodyne, Willa, Jenna, Xander, and Bekka with me. Logan, Rosh, and Keshira keep a candle in the window,” Dexter decided. Without any further conversation, he stepped onto the plank and started down.
The base metal of the inter-connected port city was solid and strange. Dexter knelt to have a better look at it and found he was clueless as to just what it was. Beneath a thick layer of dust the metal was a polished and gleaming silver. He tried to scrape it with a dagger and found his dagger blunted before the metal showed a scratch. Marveling at it, he straightened and looked at the others that gathered around him.
“Starsilver,” Jenna explained. “It is a rare metal forged from the metals found in the cores of some asteroids. Elves prize it for its strength and beauty.”
“Not so rare,” Dexter observed, looking around at the sheer enormity of the city.
“It is exceedingly rare,” Xander corrected. “Perhaps not among elves but-“
“Dwarves make it,” Jodyne interrupted.  “We just don’t be giving it to anyone that is thinking they needs themselves something shiny and special.”
Xander stared at her, surprised. “I didn’t know that,” he admitted.
“There’s more here than I’ve ever heard of,” Jenna finished, ignoring the interruptions.
“You find anything small enough to take with us, be sure and grab it,” Dexter said, then turned and headed down the dock towards the elven town.
They passed, warily, a statue formed of the same metal. It was taller than any of them, but only by inches rather than feet. Humanoid, it resembled a broad-chested warrior clad in full plate mail. Instead of a sword or lance one arm ended in double headed axe blade and the other was a tube not so dissimilar from the barrel of a pistol. Dexter examined it closely, though he took care to neither touch it nor get directly in front of it. He relaxed when he saw that it was solid, not hollow as the barrel of a pistol would be.
As they wandered through the docks they saw other statues of similar design placed in positions that seemed, in some cases, unusual or awkward. With a simple glance Dexter could tell his crew shared his feelings of unease about them.
“Captain, there’s no lumber to be found,” Willa said after she and Bekka returned from searching through several buildings large enough to store supplies. “There are sheets of this metal and tools for using it, but none of us got the knowing of how to work it.”
Dexter grunted, momentarily taken with the thought of plating the Voidhawk with starsilver. He grinned ruefully, as if he didn’t have troubles enough. A ship that valuable would be plagued with foes. “We keep looking. Jodyne, anything worth eating around here?”
She snorted and shook her head. It was worse than a long shot and Dexter knew it, but he figured restocking their larder wouldn’t be a bad idea. They had food, but being chased by elves could make their next safe port a long haul off.
The group pressed on, moving from building to building and finding that their guard was dropping with the continued lack of a threat. Even the armed statues began to fade into the background clutter, becoming just another oddity. The one thing they did make note of as they explored was that the starsilver, clearly the dominant material of the base, was far from the only metal present. Gold, silver, platinum, brass, bronze, even tin and copper were found in abundance. What amazed Dexter, and the others as well, was the lack of seams. Everything was connected. The metal flowed from silver to gold and then back to something else with no visible sign of joining.
Hours later, or for all they knew it could have been days, Dexter called them to a halt and gathered them around a fountain. No water flowed from the beautifully sculpted designs;, though what those designs were none of them could hazard a guess to.
“Well, we’ve gotten ourselves nowhere in a hurry,” Dexter told them. “This place is dead and worthless. Stripped clean maybe, or maybe there was nothing here to start with.”
“We should keep going,” Xander said. Bekka nodded enthusiastically and even Jenna showed she was interested in the idea.
“Keep going? You know what’s after us, right? You know we been walking around for hours without nothing but a dream of finding something shiny we can pick up?”
They all nodded. Only Jenna felt comfortable enough to speak up. “Dex, this is… this is something nobody knows about. If we can find one thing, just one thing, it’ll mean we didn’t waste our time.”
He blinked at her, clearly lost. “You think we can sell one thing we find here?”
She grimaced. “No, that’s not what I meant. Look, this is history… history so old it’s just a legend. I know my people aren’t thought of kindly – I don’t think of them kindly! But if I could find something to prove we were different once…well, maybe… maybe we could be different again?”
Jodyne snorted derisively but the rest ignored her. Bekka was nodding again, showing support for Jenna’s hopes.
“You much for caring about the elves?” Dexter asked Xander.
Xander blushed. “No…er, I mean yes, as much as anyone should,” he quickly explained. “The more I see and study, the more I learn here. Even without words, just seeing what they’ve done…. I am an artificer at heart; my true joy is in creating magical things. Not mere spells that pass in moments, but something that lasts beyond that. It’s art as much as anything, and this place is a work of art.”
Dexter grunted. He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose to hide his thoughts. ‘Keshira… am I doing this right?’
‘Yes Captain, I hear and obey,’ she responded in his head almost instantly via their special bond.
He grimaced a little, and felt something that he thought was amusement from her. ‘Keep an eye on things… especially Rosh. We’re to push deeper. Come quick if I call or…um… if you lose contact with me.’
‘Yes Captain,’ she responded.
“So let’s find something worth stealing,” Dexter muttered, looking at the landing party around him. ‘Jenna, reckon you can find their palace or whatever they called it?”
Jenna pursed her lips for a moment. Dexter thought for a moment she might be upset at him for trying to steal from her ancient ancestors, but as soon as she spoke he knew he’d thought wrongly of her. “It’ll be on the highest level. Let’s find some stairs and start climbing.”
“Some back this way,” Willa said, pointing down a dust covered metal road that had passed by a few minutes ago.
Dexter gestured with a flourish and let Jenna take the lead. She led them unerringly to the stairs, then faltered as she cast about looking for a proper direction. Moments before Dexter spoke up, she made up her mind and headed off again, crossing over an elaborate bridge that spanned an opening to the void. The bridge caused them quite a stir a third of the way up it when they found themselves twisting around it. Up became down with each passing step, and before the midpoint they found that the strange port city was now above their heads instead of beneath their feet. By the time they reached the far edge of it they had rotated back and felt their nausea relieved as the ground was beneath them once again.
“This is amazing,” Xander breathed in awe. Dexter paused to see the wizard staring in open mouthed admiration of the bridge. He smirked and shook his head, then gave an admonition for them to keep moving. “But Captain, a gravity well within a gravity well… it’s… well, it’s so difficult it’s unthinkable!”
“We’re almost there,” Jenna said, distracting them all. She pointed ahead at a beautiful wrought courtyard complete with another fountain and statues wrought of metal in the shape of trees and creatures from dozens of worlds. On the far side of the courtyard a grand staircase rose to the final level of the port. At the head of the staircase a phalanx of the warrior statues stood as mute guardians.
“Let’s go,” Dexter pressed, starting forward at once. The others followed behind and even Xander’s attention was quickly riveted to the sculptures in the courtyard.
Wary of the statues, whose purpose seemed blatantly clear, Jenna and Dexter stepped between them and stopped before a small column of starsilver that was wrought with veins of gold and platinum in intricate patterns. Resting atop the column, and seeming buried half within it, was a diamond so large it could be fired from a small catapult. Dexter stared at it, awed yet again by the wealth contained, yet unavailable, in his strange city. Behind it less than a pace lay a set of double doors massive enough to allow someone twice the height of a man through without stooping.
“Do we knock?” Dexter asked.
Jenna reached forward hesitantly and placed her hand on the diamond. As soon as she touched it, it erupted in a kaleidoscope of brilliant colors that blinded them all. Dexter tried to grab her and pull her away from the brilliant gemstone, but she stood frozen, her hand unwilling and unable to pull away from it.
“Jenna!” He screamed, though the light that threatened to burn though his eyelids was soundless.
‘Captain! Do you need me?’ Dexter heard Keshira’s cry in his head, though he paid it no attention as he tried again to pull the elven girl away from the diamond.
Jenna’s hand gently seized his wrist, pulling softly but insistently at it. She didn’t speak or look at him. Holding tightly to her waist with his other hand, he let her guide his left arm away and, he realized too late, towards the diamond. His palm touched it and he jerked, trying to tear his hand away, but only for the briefest of moments before he was taken away by it.
 
* * * *
 
“What’s wrong with her?” Rosh grunted, nodding toward Keshira.
Logan glanced up from the drawing he was doing on a scrap piece of wood he’d smoothed and watched the construct. Keshira stood in an awkward position. She had paused just as she started to lift her left foot to take a step, a coil of rope hanging from one arm. She stared off into the distance, towards the port city that Logan had been sketching. The priest rose up and walked towards her.
“Keshira, are you all right?” He asked as he approached.
She settled back down and turned to face him. Gone was the faint smile that so often graced her beautiful face. Instead she looked worried. “The Captain… he’s… gone.”
Logan’s eyes widened. “Gone? What do you mean?”
“I… I  am uncertain. He exists, but I cannot contact him,” she explained. She pointed towards the port, as though that might help explain.
“Well don’t that beat all,” Rosh grumbled, “Damned elves. Them fools went off without protection and got themselves captured, I bet.”
“No,” Keshira said, shaking her head. “He was well and now he’s just… absent.”
Logan frowned. “Magic?”
She nodded. “A kind I do not know.”
Rosh cursed and threw his arms up. He turned and stormed away, heading below deck.
“Keshira, do you know anything about the others?” Logan asked, figuring Rosh was doing whatever it was that Rosh needed to do.
“My bond is only with my Captain,” she said. Her eyes followed Rosh as he disappeared down the stairs. “Where is Rosh going?”
Logan glanced at the now empty deck and shrugged. “One thing I’ve learned since I joined the Voidhawk is that as simple a man as Rosh appears to be, there’s no knowing what’s on his mind.”
No sooner had Logan stopped talking than Rosh emerged from the aft stairwell carrying extra weapons. He grunted as he joined them and waited for them to take them. Logan looked at them and shook his head, patting the heavy mace that hung from his hip. “Then at least take a couple in case I need a backup!” Rosh grumbled, pushing two pistols against his chest. Reluctantly, Logan took them and tied them about his waist and legs.
“Keshira,” Rosh said, “You too.”
She looked at him, not moving to take the two pistols he pressed against her chest. “I don’t need these,” she explained.
“Maybe I do,” Rosh growled. “Look, any other time I’d give up a month’s wages to touch your chest, but right now I ain’t got time, not if them’s in trouble!”
Keshira stared at him curious a moment longer, then nodded.
“Right, and with him and Jenna gone, that makes this my boat,” He said, turning to make sure everyone hear him.
Logan’s eyes widened in alarm. He knew Rosh had always wanted a ship of his own. He’d been resistant to Dexter’s orders from time to time too, even occasionally mumbling about how he’d do things his way one day. Logan wondered, was this that day? Would Rosh make a play for the ship? Would anyone follow him if he did?
“And I says we get our asses in that city and find them,” he spat out, turning to look at Logan.
Logan nodded, feeling relieved. Maybe someday Rosh would make that play, but today wasn’t the day. When Rosh turned back to Keshira he glanced up to the sky, offering up a silent prayer of thanks. The prayer stumbled on his lips, even unspoken as it was, as he saw movement above them.
“Rosh! They’re back,” Logan hissed, pointing up.
Rosh spun then followed Logan’s hand. ‘They’ was the elves. He squinted at the ships above, then cursed again. “Come on,” he ordered gruffly. “We gots to join up with them. Three of us can’t hold this ship nor fly it fast enough.”
“You’re giving up the ‘Hawk?” Logan asked him.
“I ain’t giving up nothing!” Rosh yelled at the priest. He turned back to Keshira and continued shouting. “Take these damned guns and strap ‘em on or I’m going to shove ‘em somewhere they ain’t gonna be so easy to get back out from!”
Keshira took them, her eyes now pointed upwards as well. She seemed to be ignoring Rosh’s anger, which did nothing to calm his mood. “We must hurry, there are many of them,” she said with a sudden tone of urgency.
Rosh watched her hurry to the plank, his mouth open in shocked outrage. He turned to Logan, who only shrugged, and then hurried after her himself. “Keshira, I’m in charge, you got that?”
“Dexter is my Captain,” she informed him.
“Yeah, but the chain of command says that when him and Jenna ain’t here, I’m running the show! It’s the chain of command!”
“Chain of command?” She asked without slowing.
He cursed again and used a line that was one of his personal favorites. “Yeah, it’s the chain I go get and beat you with until you do what I tells you, got it?”
“I do not believe you could beat me,” she replied calmly.
Rosh cursed more vehemently but before he could act Logan slipped ahead of him. “Keshira, you obey Jenna as though her orders were Dexter’s, right?”
“Yes,” she said, turning away from the dock they had walked off and heading in the direction she knew the landing party had taken. “She is Dexter’s mate. He trusts her and cares for her like no other.”
“Rosh has the next position of authority after Jenna. That means, when Dexter and Jenna are not around, Dexter trusts Rosh to handle the ship and crew – so long as Rosh’s orders do not counter Dexter’s or Jenna’s.”
Keshira hesitated, slowing down. She nodded. “I understand.”
“You taking us to them?” Rosh asked her.
“Yes, I can sense the direction to my Captain,” she said.
“Show me,” he grumbled, then followed as her pace quickened so much that even the tall warrior needed to break into a jog to keep up with her.
Glances to the sky showed the quickly approaching elven ships. Breathing hard from the long jog Keshira led, Logan saw only a couple of the elven scouts were coming. Three warships joined them as they made their way toward the docks. Each showed signs of damage, but given the distance and the distraction of following the pleasure golem, he couldn’t be certain how badly. Further review was broken up as they began to run across the bridge.
Rosh gasped and threw himself to the bridge, holding on tightly with his arms as he found himself suddenly upside down, though his senses told him he was right-side up. He looked around, breathing hard and scared, then realized that he was not falling after all. Cheeks burning red he pulled himself to his feet warily, then scowled at Logan, who was stopped behind him and failing to fight off a laugh at his expense.
“Damned elves and their magic bridges,” Rosh growled under his breath, then realized he needed to step on it if he wanted to catch up the Keshira. Logan pounded along behind him, breathing no less easily.
They entered the courtyard on Keshira’s heels and both men slid to a halt. They were taken with the sculptures. So lifelike, yet clearly not flesh and blood, it was eerie. And, when dragged their eyes from them and looked they saw the stairs and the brilliant light that was streaming out from something on top of it.
“Keshira! Wait,” Rosh called out to her. She halted in three steps, coming to a rest smoothly and showing no signs of the heavy breathing or exhaustion that the two men felt. Rosh shook his head and scowled as he walked up to her and then started up the stairs. He had to squint more with each passing step, until he was finally forced to look down at his feet.
“Rosh! Logan, Keshira… you left the ‘Hawk?” Called a voice down to them.
Rosh tried to look up but could not make out the face that belonged to it. He knew the voice though, knew it and felt relief wash over him to hear it. “Willa, you’re alright!”
“Aye, but the Captain and Jenna are frozen to something they touched,” she said.
“The elves are coming too,” Logan called up to them, shielding his own eyes with his hand as he did so.
“What’s with all this damned light?” Rosh asked, turning away from it so he could see the outline of Willa.
“It came from that diamond Jenna and Dexter touched. They’re stuck to it, we can’t get them free.”
“Then we use it,” Rosh said, looking out and away from the frozen lovers and over the courtyard below. “Keep the light at your back and hold these stairs!”
“Hold them from what?” Xander asked. “We’ve seen no one this entire time.”
“Your ears gone pansy like the rest of ya?” Rosh asked him gruffly. “Them elves are a coming and from how busted up their ships was, they ain’t gonna be none too happy to see us!”
“You’re leaving the Voidhawk for the taking?” Jodyne asked sharply.
“They ain’t wanting that, they want her,” Rosh said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder towards Jenna.
“How long?” Willa asked.
Rosh shrugged, then realized they probably would have trouble seeing it. “Keshira damn near ran our legs off getting here, an she knew the way. They was still coming down when we was coming.”
“An hour, maybe more,” Xander reasoned.
“Keshira come up here,” Bekka called down, her tone questioning.
“I’m waiting,” Keshira said to them, though she did not appear to understand why or to agree with it.
Rosh cursed and motioned for her to join them. She hurried up the stairs and walked up to Dexter and Jenna, though none of the others could look directly at her to see what she was doing. She stepped away a moment later, looking no less agitated.
“Now we wait,” Logan said. “And pray.”
“You go ahead,” Rosh said to the priest. “Ain’t gonna be any worse than holding onto a shiny rock.”
 
 



Chapter 4 – The Altar of Freedom
 
“What is your relation to the girl?”
Dexter looked around, crouching as though he expected an attack at any moment. He saw nothing but an overpowering glowing whiteness. Even his skin and clothes looked washed out by the ambient light that bathed him. He had no point of reference nor could he identify the source of the voice that seemed to come from all around him.
“Who are you?” Dexter dared to ask, straightening up defiantly.
“What is your relation to the girl?” The voice repeated in the same tone and pitch.
Dexter frowned. He looked around again, going so far as to turn in a complete circle and even look above him. Whiteness was everywhere.
“Do you mean Jenna?” He asked. “She’s my… my first mate,” he said, wincing as he said as much. There was more, much more, but whoever was questioning him had no right to know that. Besides, a Captain shouldn’t get involved with his crew, everyone knew that.
“You have multiple consorts? She ranks the highest?” The voice asked again.
“What?” Dexter sputtered, taken off guard. “No! That’s not what I meant!”
“Explain.”
“This’d be a might easier if I knew who I was talking to,” he parleyed, trying to gain some time to think and a face to judge his opponent by.
“I am the Guardian of the Elders,” the voice said. “You live at my sufferance.”
“Now see here, that’s a lousy way to meet new people. Now I know better than to play cards with you,” Dexter quipped, using the mindless banter as an excuse to continue to try and pierce the blinding whiteness around him.
The silence stretched on, giving Dexter all the time he wanted to search for any distinguishable mark in the distance. He saw nothing, no walls nor ceiling nor floor, though he stood upon something that felt solid enough to him. Finally he shrugged and decided to play along. “Jenna is the second in command of my ship. I’m the Captain.”
“She is not your consort?”
Dexter ground his teeth in frustration. “I don’t see that being any concern to you,” he said testily.
“Answer.”
“She’s no consort,” Dexter said, his voice raising angrily. “She’s… she’s special.”
“You are lovers?”
Dexter sighed. “None of your damned business,” he grumbled. He was annoyed not only by his helplessness, but also by the neutral manner of the voice. It was almost as if he was having a conversation with Keshira when she had first emerged from her box. It seemed lifeless, in spite of the evidence to the contrary.
“Do you love her?”
“You mind sharing why my love life’s got you so uppity?” The Captain countered.
“Do you love her?”
“Do you have a point to all this?”
“Do you love her?”
Dexter growled and threw his head back in frustration. He spun around and tried to take a step. Instantly his feet locked up on him, frozen in place. He gasped, then found the magical paralysis spread to his other extremities just as quickly. 
“Do you love her?”
“Yes!” Dexter spat out, yelling the answer loudly. “Now show your damn self!”
The voice did not answer. Dexter struggled against the paralysis, only to find found himself free of it. He stumbled and fell to the indefinable surface beneath him. He looked up, rising to his knee quickly, and saw a figure approaching him at a run. Crying out in shock, he reached for his sword and found it missing. His other weapons were gone as well. He stood, bracing himself to fight with tooth and nail.
The figure grappled with him, bowling him over even though it was lighter than him. He grunted and fell, buried in the familiar embrace and smell of his first mate. Even next to him it was hard to make out her features, but there was no mistaking the feel and sounds she made.
“Oh Dex!” She cried, clinging to him and kissing him repeatedly. “Thank you!” She finally managed to say, then said it a few more times for good measure.
“I’ll be sure to do nothing the next time we’re in bed if you’re to be this appreciative,” he muttered between the interruptions caused by her lips.
“I stand as Guardian of the Elders until someone is sent to rouse them from their slumber. You have passed the first challenge and have been found suitable. Do you accept this task?”
“What’s he talking about?” Dexter asked the elven woman atop him.
“I don’t know,” Jenna admitted. “The elders must be the elves I told you about. If they’re asleep then this is our chance to wake them up!”
“Why would we be wanting to do that?” Dexter asked bluntly.
Jenna stared at him, surprised. She glanced away and then back to him before responding. “Dex… they were powerful and different. They could change things… change the elves.”
“Or make them that much worse,” he pointed out.
She nodded, biting her lip in a show of grudging acceptance of the possibility he had submitted. “Okay, maybe, but what if…”
“Yeah, what if,” he echoed. He turned to address the whiteness around them. “There a reward in this for waking them up?”
“Dexter!” Jenna gasped, admonishing him.
He squeezed her side gently and winked at her, but otherwise said nothing. After a few moments of no response, he sighed. “Figured it couldn’t hurt to ask,” he said.
Jenna shook her head. “Greedy,” she said.
He shrugged again but smiled. “Got a ship full of hungry mouths to feed.”
She rolled her eyes without sharing his mirth.
“Alright, yes, I’ll take your task,” Dexter said.
“Do you accept this task?”
“What the…” Dexter said, confused. “I just said I’d-“
Jenna pushed her fingers to his lips gently. “Dex, hush,” she said. “We’re both needed for this, I think, since it questioned both of us.”
“Oh… but…”
“You’re still the Captain… Sir,” she said with a smile.
Dexter scowled at her but said nothing. “Yes, I accept this task. We accept the task.”
“Restore the star and bring warmth to the elders. That alone can rouse them.”
“How in the void are we to do that?” Dexter asked incredulously. “Can’t just be striking some flint and steel to it, now can we?”
“Great power must be used to undo the damage that has been done.”
“That’s it?” Dexter asked, incredulous. No more was forthcoming. Instead he found both himself and Jenna suddenly overwhelmed by the brightness again. Try as he might, he couldn’t keep his eyes open. It was everything, blinding him through the eyelids and hands that he tried to shield his eyes with. He reached out for Jenna but grabbed only air. Then he was falling, his hands striking a solid measurable ground but not serving to arrest his fall before the air was driven from his lungs.
“Dexter!” He heard Jenna cry out. He heard other things as well, though his vision still swam with phantom shadows of white light. A clash of steel against steel, a grunt, someone swearing, a scream, and then it all started over again. He pulled himself away from it, sliding on the ground until his back hit something cool and hard. The door, he realized, it had to be the door. 
“The Captain and Jenna are back!”
Dexter turned his head, trying to find who’d spoken. It sounded like Bekka, but everything was still so white and washed out, he could not be certain. A curse and a roar identified Rosh for him, nearby but obviously busy. Another wail of pain from the same direction identified whatever or whoever Rosh was fighting. Dexter reached around to orient himself better and struggled to stand.
Someone grabbed him, a warm but small hand he knew to be Jenna’s. She squeezed his arm and clung to him, preventing him from rising. She tried to speak but her words were drowned out by a noise that sounded like nothing so much as a strong wind. A moment later a wave of heat washed over him, causing him to pull Jenna to him while he tried to shield her from whatever flames were soon to come. They never arrived; instead things cooled down quickly and he found himself able to see shapes again, though they were blurred and only close up.
“Could use a little help here Cap’n,” Rosh yelled out, then cursed again at the sound of steel striking steel. 
Dexter struggled to rise again, this time pulling Jenna with him. He looked around, gaping as he tried to force the soft edges and shapes into focus. Blinking furiously seemed to help. As his vision began to swim into focus he stared in shock at the scene before him. The brilliant light from the diamond was gone, though enough ambient light remained to show a scene delivered from a slaughterhouse.
Rosh was bleeding from dozens of cuts and scrapes, some serious enough to have maimed or killed a lesser man. Instead he stood at the center of the top of the stairs, daring any to come against him. The metal staircase and landing beneath him were washed in blood and gore, the remains of those who’d come against him. Keshira stood nearby, her own clothing torn by her opponents who found a way past her defenses, but not past her enchanted skin. The blood of her opponents dripped from her hands, feeding the crimson puddle at her feet.
Below, in the garden, elves scrambled to reclaim the fallen or to hide from the crew of the Voidhawk. The rushing heat Dexter had heard was no doubt another of Xander’s spells, for some flames still flickered below on the bodies of fallen elves. Others who had been caught by his elemental magic were charred or blackened.
Of his crew they all sported wounds of some sort, though none crippling. Deprived of reinforcements momentarily by Xander’s magic, the elves faltered and left Rosh and Keshira standing uncontested.  Rosh backed away, breathing heavily, and dropped to a knee. Logan rushed over to help, but the large warrior waved him away.
“Get down, fool priest!” Rosh snapped at him, “Damn elves got pistols too!”
Logan dropped into a crouch as well, mindful of making himself a target, and hurriedly checked some of Rosh’s more serious looking injuries. Dexter saw Rosh scowl but the large man did not move to stop him. Rosh glanced up and saw Dexter watching him and for a moment he held his gaze challengingly, but it quickly passed. Dexter nodded and Rosh looked away, an expression of relief on his face.
“Bekka, Xander, Jenna,” Dexter said quickly, having surveyed the scene and now understanding what they faced. “We got to get that black star burning again. Any ideas?”
“What? Why?” Rosh sputtered.
“You mind the guys with the pointy sticks,” Dexter chastised.
Rosh grumbled something but turned away to watch the elves. 
Those Dexter had called upon looked to one another quickly, but none offered any suggestions. Dexter frowned. “Well, how does a star get started in the first place?”
“A question for the Gods,” Xander piped up. “No one knows, no one has seen one born. A great act of magic, perhaps.”
Dexter spat on the ground in disgust. “Why’m I paying you, wizard?”
“Scapegoat,” Xander retorted. “Without me, who else are you to blame?”
The Captain grunted then turned to see the elves gathering for another charge. This time his eyes widened, they had a strange new weapon that promised devastation. They were pistols, only they possessed the length of a great sword. A wooden grip extended back to the shoulder, allowing them to be braced, and the barrel was nearly three times as long. What’s worse was the flat blade that extended from under the barrel, nearly long enough to be a short sword in itself. The elves had solved the problems of being defenseless while reloading – they had combined spear and pistol into a single weapon.
“Captain! The beam of energy that connects this place to the star – perhaps we should look there?” Bekka piped up suddenly.
“Aye, good idea,” he said, thankful for any excuse they could find to be gone when the elves were ready to charge again. “How do we get there?”
“It’s on the bottom,” Jenna said. “Through them.”
“Good, I was fearing this might be a bit easy on us,” he said sarcastically. “Keshira, can you clear us a path?”
“Too late!” Rosh said, seeing the gathered elves begin to charge. He pushed Logan away, saying, “Save your prayers, ain’t a one of us getting out of this alive.”
“Xander, you got anything left?” Dexter snapped, peering down the stairs at the elves.
The wizard pulled the sleeves of his robes up and stepped up, grim faced. He began a quick chant and then, with a theatric flourish with his hands, he pursed his lips and blew. A powerful gust of wind raced down the stairs and stymied the elves for a moment, then the foreplay was over and the main force of Xander’s spell hit. A concentrated bolt of air burst through the front rank of elves mid-way up the stairs. As it hit the second rank it burst, expanding with such force that it sent some elves stumbling and others at the epicenter flying in gory pieces.
Xander stumbled backwards, stunned by the sheer force he’d put into the magic. The elves cowered for a moment, overwhelmed by the magical assault, then they recovered and began to rise up to finish their charge.
“The hell with this,” Rosh muttered as the elves began to again renew their interest in butchering them. Pointedly ignoring those behind him he nodded to himself. Rosh rose up with his sword brandished and took three powerful running steps to the top edge of the staircase. The elves raise their weapons to fire at him. At the last moment before he would have been shot and speared into oblivion he did what no one expected, he jumped.
“Rosh!” Willa screamed while the rest of Voidhawk’s crew stared in open-mouthed amazement.
The move took the elves by surprise as well. Their weapons rose and fired, but they all fired beneath him as he crashed into their second and third ranks. Like trees toppled by a tornado the elves and Rosh fell. He rose up, sword sweeping about in a circle to gain him some room. Blood and flesh flew from each swing, though the sheer numbers surrounding him pressed against him.
“Keshira! Go!” Dexter screamed, rushing forward himself after Rosh had completed the partial collapse of the leading rank of elves. Jenna was at his side and the rest of the Voidhawk’s crew came after.
Bailynn leapt like an animal, fighting with a ferocity much the same. She pounced from one surprised elf to another, leaving tears in their flesh. Reminded of their remaining foes, the elves nearest the stairs turned to face them. Many fell under the zealous but outnumbered attackers, but the sheer numbers served to slow the progress of the Voidhawk’s crew. In close the elongated elven pistols crossed their owners up and served as a hindrance, though the sharp edged bayonets served time and again as painful reminders to take them seriously.
Dexter witnessed Keshira, bleeding from a dozen wounds that did little to slow her, toss aside a crushed elf. Briefly he glimpsed another elf lunge forward towards Rosh’s back. The fog of war around him pulled his attention elsewhere, parrying a slash made by an elf and returning it.  When next he could spare a glance he saw Rosh checking a swing that would have hewed into Keshira’s neck as he spun around to deal with the elf that Keshira had just killed with her bare hands.
Only Keshira’s magical hide served to prevent mortal wounds from being delivered to her. Her defenses were minimal; she knew she was resistant to the mundane weapons the elves possessed and thus she focused on being an offensive threat. Dexter and the others flooded behind her, rushing forward to flank the impossibly triumphant Rosh and push past, driving a wedge into the ranks of the elves.
“Rosh! Are you hurt?” Dexter gasped for breath after the short but furious fighting they had endured.
“I ain’t dead yet,” Rosh growled, holding his arm across his belly in a way that failed to hide the red stain beneath it.
“You sure, that looks none too good.”
Rosh grunted, slamming the crosspiece of his sword into the face of an elf and dropping him toothless and bleeding to the ground. “Just a scratch.”
“Good. You try that again and I’ll kill you myself,” Dexter spat, then motioned him forward after Keshira, who continued to push through the scattering elves.
Jenna and Bailynn danced along opposite sides of the loose phalanx, moving with speed and skill that their enemies had trouble matching. Xander threw vials of powders and liquids that exploded brilliantly, scattering more of the elves. Jodyne scooped up fallen weapons where she could, hurling them into their foes whether it was their chest or backs. Willa scrambled to keep up, fighting with a short sword as best she could with her limited training. Bekka and Logan fought as well, in spite of their preferred role as healers. For both healing was only possible if they could live long enough to have a chance to do it.
They fought through the garden and left the elves behind them as they rushed across the bridge. The elves pursued, but only as scouts and skirmishers. Dexter frowned, in between gasps for breath and when not trying to soothe the stitch in his side. He wondered why the elves didn’t harass them further.
“Knew we were too pretty to die,” Dexter quipped once they had all reached the far side.
Rosh was doubled over, gasping for breath
 “That ain’t all the elves,” Rosh said, but his words were cut short by a brief but violent coughing fit.
Dexter’s eyes widened when he saw the glistening trail of blood the led down from Rosh’s side. “That scratch you got?”
Rosh ignored him and straightened with a grimace.  The hand holding his sword was pressed against his belly and the other reached for a skin of water. “Them’s got three warships, the rest is holding tight at the port,” he wheezed. The skin made it to his mouth finally and he drank deeply from it. His eyes widened a few swallows in and he looked down, the water forgotten. “Ah hell,” he muttered.
Dexter and the others, now paying attention to the warrior, followed his gaze. Water tinged with blood seeped from the thin gash in his belly and onto his stained and cut tunic.
“Rosh!” Willa gasped, rushing to him and nearly knocking the large man from his feet when she threw her arm around him. “Oh Gods… what have you done?”
“Logan!” Dexter snapped, but the priest was already moving forward.
Logan moved the warrior’s hand aside and gently poked at the wound. Blood continued to flow steadily from it, though it was a trickle and not a flood. Rosh grimaced but said nothing, nor did the large man look to the silently crying woman who clung to him. The priest moved enough to examine the wound at his side, then shook his head and stood up.
“Ran you through?” he asked.
Rosh nodded to the priest, just once and briefly, but enough to admit it.
Dexter cursed. “You damn fool!” He spat. He opened his mouth to say more but then just shook his head and looked away. Finally he looked back and asked, “Is there anything…”
Logan frowned. “The wound is mortal,” he said softly. “You’re lucky, after a fashion, there’s no serious blood loss. Your belly’s been speared, there’s no magic I have to fix a wound like this.”
“How long?” Rosh asked, accepting the news more stoically than Dexter thought possible.
“Hours, a day, maybe more,” Logan said. “I’m truly sorry.”
Rosh grunted. “Hurts less than I thought it would.”
Willa broke loose with a gasping sob and hugged him tightly. Rosh looked at the others, blushing with embarrassment, then he took her chin in his hand and gently and lifted it up to look at him. “Men like me, we don’t grow old. I lived longer than I had any right to…”
Dexter clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s not over yet.”
Rosh nodded, then gave Willa an encouraging squeeze. “Yeah, I ain’t dead yet. No sense in wasting time, I always wanted to die rich.”
“That’s the spirit!” Dexter said. “Let’s move… Jenna, let’s go. Logan, keep an eye on Rosh. Keshira, take the lead.”
They started out again, moving as quickly as they dared through the city. Occasionally Rosh would wince and after two flights of stairs down, and a few small skirmishes with elven scouts, his winces were turning into stumbles and missteps. Sweat had long since broken out on his brow and the blood that soaked his tunic showed no signs of drying. It was not until he collapsed, near the flight that would take them to the port level of the elven city that they were forced to pause.
“Leave me here,” Rosh growled, his skin feverish with exertion, injury, and anger. “I’ll have me a mound of elf heads to mark my grave!”
“Captain, if I may?” Xander said, stepping forward.
Dexter glanced around, then nodded.
“Rosh, I have something… it’s amazing really, a byproduct of some materials I was studying a while back. It-“
“Priest, any chance I’m gonna die before he’s done?” Rosh grumbled.
Xander’s lips clamped shut and he flushed red. His eyes flashed angrily. Rosh grinned, his cheeks and gums pale and bloodless. “Shut your trap, didn’t it?” Rosh said.
“He’s right, we got no time for wasting,” Dexter pointed out.
“Fine. It’s a powder. It gives vitality,” Xander said stiffly. “It’s an illusion, but you will be without pain until the end. When your body is used up, you will drop. From the moment before until the moment after you will know no difference.”
“Don’t seem so bad,” Rosh mused, pulling away a bloody hand from his stomach.
“It will kill you more surely than the hole in your belly,” Xander explained. “If you were perfectly well and inhaled this powder it would burn through your body and leave you used up and lifeless in 24 hours.”
“24 hours?” Rosh pondered, then shrugged. “I’ll take that.”
“24 hours if you were well!” Xander pointed out. “As you are now, surely less. But you will feel no pain.”
“Rosh! No… what if there’s some way. Something that can heal you?” Willa asked. She had stopped sobbing with their movement, but now her face was as pale as his.
“Willa, there ain’t nothing to be done!” Rosh snapped. He glanced at the others then turned so that his back to them and held her in his hands. “What’s done is done. I don’t ‘spect any of us is getting out of here. Too many damn elves. Any chance you got ain’t helped by me slowing you up. I ain’t done much good in my life… Here’s my chance. Won’t make up for me being a no good son of a bitch, but it’s about the best way someone like me can go out.”
Before Willa could do much more than tremble in his hands he turned back to Xander. In a voice that was even more surly and gruff than usual he demanded, “Gimme that powder.”
Xander nodded and reached into one of the many pouches sewn into his robes. He pulled out a small silk bag and held it to Rosh. “Take a pinch and hold it to your nose, then inhale forcefully.”
Rosh did as the wizard bid, reaching in and taking out a large pinch of the powder. Xander’s eyes widened at the amount collected between the large man’s equally large fingers, but Rosh took no notice of it. He held it to his nose and hesitated only a moment. A strangled sob from behind him caused him to close his eyes. A heartbeat later his fingers opened and he inhaled, sucking the strange violet powder into his nostrils.
Xander grabbed the bag, then stepped away even as he tucked it safely into his pocket. Rosh twitched, then his eyes bulged. His lips parted in a silent scream while his hands rose as if he was going to claw at his nose.
He shuddered and closed them, relaxing and swaying so much that he nearly fell. He stopped a moment later, after Willa and Logan both rushed to steady him. Rosh’s head lifted from where it had fallen against his chest to show the grin on his face. 
Willa gasped when she saw him, then covered her mouth her hand. His eyes burned with the chemicals he’d inhaled. It was almost as if they would glow in the dark, they were so bloodshot and active. He looked down and poked at the wounds in his side and stomach. Both still seeped blood, but he showed no signs of pain.
“24 hours?” He asked.
“Or less,” Xander cautioned.
He shrugged. “Feel like I could take on all three of them pointy eared warships,” he said with a smile.
“Later,” Dexter said, reining him in. “Mind if we start with what we’re after?”
Rosh laughed and set off. Willa lagged behind, staring at her dying lover and then the others. It was only after a glance from Dexter that she remembered to move with them and head down the stairs.
As soon as Rosh and Keshira cleared the last step there was a thunderous roar from their right, towards the docks. Keshira, being on the right, took the brunt of the barrage but Rosh was spun about as well, spraying fresh blood. Keshira turned without a word and ran towards the assembled elves. They outnumbered her twelve to one, but only for a moment. Rosh turned to follow her, acting slower from his amazement at the lack of pain the fresh wounds caused him.
“Wait!” Dexter cried out, grabbing Rosh’s wrist as he started to take his first step. Dexter’s hand slipped free; the warrior’s skin was covered in blood and sweat. “Keshira can hold her own for now. We got other things that need doing!”
Rosh stopped and glared at the elves, then he nodded. “Go,” he said, then turned to spit out some blood and a tooth that had been shattered by the bullet that grazed his cheek.
Willa, trembling, hurried past him. Rosh started to reach for her but stopped. He nodded, eyes narrowing, then saw Dexter looking at him. “Best thing for all of us,” Rosh said, then hurried forward to join Jenna at the front of the small group.
Dexter stared at Keshira, using their bond to tell her to hold if she could and follow them if she could not. He turned and followed, catching up with an equally concerned Bekka. He pulled her with him and they hurried after the others.
The elves hadn’t found time to search the lower levels of the ancient city, thus they made good time with the unnatural vigor filling Rosh’s veins. Xander even cried out in surprise when he looked up and saw the black sun above them, as well as the beam of energy that connected them to it. Somehow they had inverted again and were now looking up instead of down.
“There!” Jenna said, pointing to an elaborate tower wrought of the starsilver that lay ahead of them. Several of the statues surrounded it, standing a silent guard to intruders.
“Go!” Dexter said, anxious to get there quickly and prevent the loss of any more of his crew.
Rosh slowed as they approached the statues. He stared at a couple of them carefully, then was overcome by a brief coughing fit that sprayed his hand, the statue he faced, and the ground beneath him with fresh blood. He straightened and looked at it, then glanced to the others. He shrugged it away and stepped between and beyond the statues. The others followed closely, letting him lead the way into the open archway of the tower.
Spiral stairs ran up the inside wall of it, leading to the domed ceiling far above. The beam of energy pierced the middle of the tower, flowing into a shimmering gemstone not unlike the diamond they had encountered above. The refraction of the beam sent shards of light throughout the room, dancing and shifting as though a thousand fairies carried multi-colored torches about them. In front of the column of magic lay an altar. It was too small for a human to lay upon, yet larger than a lectern or podium. It was fashioned of the same metal and supported by a solid column that melded into the floor beneath it.
“Now what?” Rosh asked. “Ain’t nothing here! I could be killing elves…”
“Great sacrifice,” Jenna whispered, staring at it and trying to put things together.
“You’re damn right it is!” Rosh scowled and started to turn back towards the archway of the tower. 
“No, great power,” Dexter reminded her. “The guardian told us a great power was needed.”
“Why would you think sacrifice?” Bekka asked, though her eyes went to Rosh as he turned back from the open doorway.
Jenna shrugged. “Seems like something they would do.”
“Hope you two don’t have no kids,” Rosh quipped to Dexter, then coughed when he tried to laugh at his own joke.
“Perhaps both,” Bekka said thoughtfully, ignoring the macabre humor. “What magic do we have?”
“Magic?” Xander asked, confused. “I am nearly spent, I have little to spare.”
“Not spells, what items. Dexter’s sword is magical, Keshira is magical. Bailynn’s ring. What else is there?”
“I have some minor items,” Xander confessed. “Nothing as great as any of those items though.”
“Something elven,” Jenna said, inspired by Bekka’s line of thinking. “It must be something of elven craft.”
“What’s this about?” Dexter asked. “You two are thick as thieves, talking about something that don’t make no sense.”
“Great power,” Xander interrupted, offering his own speculation. “Pardon me Captain, but this is where I earn my keep. A star needs great power to burn. It is powerful magic that can bring such energy and warmth and life to the void. To bring it back it must be given power. Recharged, like a wand or a ring or some such thing. Reloaded, if you will, like you do with your pistols.”
“Reloaded?” Dexter mused, finally having some terms he could easily understand and work with. “How we supposed to do that?”
“I’ve been hanging around humans too much,” Jenna muttered, turning and moving to a wall that had flowing elven script engraved into it. Bekka let out a squeak of surprise and hurried over to join her.
“What’re they up to now?” Dexter mumbled.
“Promise me something,” Rosh rumbled to him, his breathing louder than his words with the congestion in his lungs. “Tell ‘em it’s my last wish, see if you can’t get them both in your bed at the same time.”
“Rosh!” Dexter snapped, shaking his head. “Maybe you’re not long for this world, but you’ll keep a civil tongue!”
Rosh just laughed wetly. “Yeah, like you ain’t thinking about it now.”
Dexter’s glare made the man turn away. Only Logan would meet Rosh’s gaze; even Willa was unwilling to look at him now.
“Yes… elven make…”
“Sacrificed upon the alter,” Bekka said moments later as she studied a different portion of the script. Jenna and Bekka turned to look at one another, then turned back.
“Captain, your sword I think, it’s of elven make and with elven magic,” Bekka explained. “We need to destroy it and unleash the magic in it.”
“Just how you going to do that?” Dexter asked doubtfully. “Handy thing about this blade, haven’t had to work out any nicks or dents since I had it and it keeps a mighty keen edge.”
Rosh grunted. Now the center of attention, he turned and walked to the altar. Behind it rested a powerful smithing hammer, crafted with a shaft the same as the starsilver that made up much of the base. The head of it was something else altogether. Something that seemed similar to the starsilver, but duller and somehow denser.
“With this,” Rosh said, hefting it and testing the balance and weight of it. “Reckon this’ll take the edge off it.”
“Destroying magical items is a dangerous thing,” Xander warned. “The magic, once unleashed, can be quite powerful.”
“Ain’t the best way, but I ain’t got much time left,” Rosh muttered, talking to himself but easily loud enough to be heard in the relatively small chamber. He looked away from the hammer and set it on the altar before looking at Dexter and winking. “I’ll take the short straw… you just remember what I said.”
The Captain, in spite of his irritation at the lewd suggestion Rosh was referring to, could not help but be impressed with the one-time bandit’s resilience so close to the end. 
“You sick bastard…” Jenna said, shaking her head. “Fine – everybody else turn away. Go on, do it!”
They looked to one another, confused. Dexter stared at her in shock, but she just gave him a nod of reassurance. He looked at Bekka and saw she was surprised and confused as well. Nobody turned, too at a loss to do so. With a roll of her eyes of irritation, Jenna turned to Bekka, grabbed her face in her hands, and leaned in until their lips touched. Bekka’s eyes widened and her lips parted in surprise, allowing Jenna to turn the temperature level of the kiss up a few more notches.
The silence in the room was so great it was as though the spectators had turned to statues as well. Many heartbeats later, with the softly echoing exhalation of breath as both women’s lips parted, everyone suddenly found themselves looking around uncomfortably, as though pretending something else could have interested them more than the out-of-place eroticism of the moment. Rosh whistled, but it was cut short by a fit of coughing. He grinned in spite of the blood staining his lips and nodded appreciatively while he hacked his way through it.
“Should  have taken a sword in the belly years ago,” Rosh muttered when he had regained control of himself. “Now gimme that sword.”
“Wait,” Jenna said, walking towards him.
Dexter’s eyes bulged and he opened his mouth to speak. He didn’t know what Jenna was planning next but he was damned if he was going to let Rosh have a chance to…
“’Lynn, I think he should use this,” Jenna said before Dexter could put words to his protest. She held aloft Bailynn’s control ring.
Bailynn stared at it, jaw hanging agape. She trembled a little and started to dip her head submissively.
“No!” Jenna said, then repeated herself less forcefully. “Here, you take this,” she said quickly, rushing over to the woman trapped in the body of a teenage girl. “This must be your decision, not mine or anybody else’s.”
“But… I’m linked to it,” she said, staring at the circlet of metal in her hand. “What if… what if destroying it… destroys me?”
“It could,” Xander offered thoughtfully. “Though it’s hard to know without studying it and you carefully. The magic might be woven so tightly into you that pulling it from you would kill you.”
“We don’t have that kind of time,” Dexter grumbled.
“No, it would take weeks, or more,” Xander agreed.
“I… I don’t know,” Bailynn whispered. She clutched it in her hand and squeezed tightly, then looked around as though any of the others could offer her help. Her eyes fell on Dexter ultimately and she walked over to stand before him, then dropped to her knees. “Help me Captain,” she pleaded so softly only he, Jenna, and Bekka could hear her. “Tell me what I should do.”
Dexter reached down and easily picked the waifish girl up. She stood and stared at him, tears leaving clean streaks on her dirty face. For someone who wore the blood and gore of fallen elves less than an hour past she looked far too innocent.
“Freedom has a price, Bailynn,” Dexter told her firmly. “You work for me and do what I tell you, but that don’t give me the right to make this choice for you.”
She turned around, looking at them all and then catching Rosh’s eye last. She met his gaze and stared for a long moment. Long enough that he had to break it when he was overcome by a fresh fit of coughing.
“Rosh!” Willa gasped, rushing over to him. She clung to him and buried her face in his chest, ignoring his blood that dirtied her. “You stupid bastard! How dare you save me and… and…”
“He saved me too,” Bailynn said, resting her hand on Willa’s shoulder. “I was possessed and the others would have killed me, but Rosh stopped them.”
Willa turned away, not relinquishing her hold on the big man but at least giving Bailynn her attention. “I will put my life in his hands again.”
She handed the ring to Rosh, who took it with a hand that trembled. He stared at the ring and then closed it in his hand. “Willa,” he gasped, his breath coming harder to him, “stand away… I don’t have much time left and if the bookworm’s right, this ain’t no place to be.”
She nodded but could only bury her face in his chest again. He bent down and kissed her, leaving a bloody mark on her forehead from his lips. “Dex, take her.”
Dexter and Jenna came forward, firmly but gently pulling Willa from him. Dexter paused and stared at him, then, realizing he did not have the words, he just nodded.
Rosh returned the nod, then smiled. “Think of all the trouble I’m saving you.”
Dexter let Jenna pull Willa on her own. He offered his hand and was surprised at the strength remaining in Rosh’s grip when the larger man shook it. “Get out of here and kill me some elves,” he growled, fighting back another spasm of coughing through sheer willpower.
Dexter was the last person to leave the tower. He gave Rosh a last glance and saw him place the ring upon the altar, then pick up the hammer. Rosh raised the hammer overhead in a salute. Dexter waved and was gone, trotting after the others.
A few moments later they heard the sound of metal striking metal. It was followed so closely by a low pitched clap of thunder that they felt more than heard it. Brilliant light erupted out the archway and windows of the tower. Within seconds the dark hued beam of energy reversed course, blasting a pure golden ray into the heart of the black sun above them. Dexter picked himself up, realizing that he was laying on the ground now. Looking around he saw the others had been knocked from their feet as well.
Willa was silent, though her tears fell steadily. The others watched, struggling to overcome being stunned by the strange blast. Of them all only Bailynn failed to rise. She lay upon the ground twitching and convulsing, as though she was caught in the fit of a seizure. Logan picked her up easily and looked to the others, then back at the tower.
“Is… is that it?” Willa whispered. Her eyes begged for answers, answers Dexter couldn’t give. “Is he gone?”
“Let’s go,” Dexter said, the words tasting bitter in his mouth.  “He’d be disappointed in us if we’d have gone back.”
“What are we to do now?” The normally quiet Jodyne asked. “Sure enough he had the charm of steerage rat but he could fight. There’s elves enough for all of us and more to spare, how are we to get past them?”
Her question was answered not by Dexter of anyone from the Voidhawk, but with the sound of metal striking metal. From the tower they heard it first, then all around them the sound echoed forth. In the distance they heard shouts that turned to screams. The statues they had passed time and again were no longer still.
Dexter cursed and drew his sword, putting himself in front of his crew as the silent guardians that had stood around the tower walked towards them. He raised his weapon, figuring his magic blade alone gave him a chance. Jenna grabbed his wrist and hissed for him to be patient. The sentries passed by them, paying them no more heed than they might have to a tree.
“Can’t they see us?” Dexter whispered, turning slowly to stare at the backs of the metallic sentinels.
“They must know we’re not the enemy,” Bekka said.
“Sounds like the elves aren’t so lucky,” Xander said, listening to the distant sounds of fighting and dying.
“Serves ‘em right,” Willa sobbed.
Jenna looked uncomfortable, but said nothing. She caught Dexter’s eye and looked up, towards the stairs that would lead them back to the Hawk and beyond. He nodded.
“Let’s go,” he said. “There’s nothing more to be done here.”
Keshira met them halfway up the flight of steps. She was bloodied in a dozen more places, but she still moved and showed no signs of slowing. Dexter just waved his head in disbelief as she fell in with them without complaint. Her clothing was beyond tatters, only a few scraps remained to hang from her right shoulder and another torn loop hadn’t yet pulled free from around her right ankle. Her skin was covered in blood, much of it hers, but her magical nature spared her the inconvenience of death short of total destruction.
Dexter paused as they passed the road that led to the docks. He stared down it, seeing the slaughtered remains of elves scattered about. “I mean to go back up and see if them ancient elves got anything to say,” he said. “The Hawk could stand some company, any takers?”
Jodyne nodded. “Had my fill of this place,” she said. “I’m for the ‘Hawk.”
“I’ll go with you,” Willa said. “The sooner we’re quit of this place the better!”
Dexter winced at the hurt she was showing. It was why he discouraged relationships on a boat or, really, in general. There was no telling what could happen or when a man could return to port. Jenna caught his eye and she gave him a glare that let him know she knew what he was thinking. He grinned and hurried to the steps that would lead them back up towards the garden and beyond.
Along the way they saw no sign of the statues. Of the elves there were plenty of signs, all of them bloody. It wasn’t until they reached the garden that the change that was overtaking the city was beginning to become apparent. The statues of animals and wildlife were changing. At first Dexter thought they were melting, then he realized that it was not melting so much as the metal was changing. It was transforming back into whatever material it had been before. Trees were becoming wood, squirrels fur and flesh. Everything was slowly returning to its natural state.
Atop the final stairs the metal guardians stood in silent salute to them. The ground was littered with the blood and bodies of fallen elves, but it had been cleaned from between the row of statues. The diamond and the column it rested upon were gone as well, though no seam or depression indicated it had ever been. Behind it the doorway stood open and inviting, though the room beyond was plunged into shadow.
Dexter and Jenna approached it but hesitated. A few more steps and they would cross the threshold, but all they could see was blackness within. They looked to one another and nodded, then made to take a step.
“Dare not to cross the threshold of the elders without invitation.”
Jenna and Dexter stopped, staring around for the source of the voice. It came from within the darkness, but they couldn’t place it. It was different than the voice they heard in the diamond, but still one neither of them knew. The others behind them fell silent, staring around them and no less curious.
A shape materialized out of the darkness. Whether it was man or woman they couldn’t tell. Even elf or human was anyone’s guess. Once it left behind the cloak of darkness it remained concealed within a silver cloak of the finest silks that included a hood over its head.
It paused at the threshold, then stepped over almost hesitantly. The figure paused, feet and hands hidden by the voluminous robes. It turned away from them partially, then turned to look up, gasping at the sight of the slowly brightening sun above them all.
“My blood warms to see such a thing,” it said. The voice, though peculiar and oddly accented, seemed masculine. He turned to face them and reached up to its hood. The arms of its cloak fell back and revealed fingers so long and skinny they seemed almost skeletal. His head was similar, when revealed. Thin golden hair framed an emaciated face. His eyes, bronze and ancient, possessed a power that warned them not to cross him. “Much thanks are owed to you. Mine and my people’s.”
Jenna bowed deeply. Dexter, catching himself quickly, followed suit. He motioned behind him, needlessly, for the others to do the same.
“Rise you up and tell me what you are known by,” he lifted his hand in a manner of one who is accustomed to being obeyed without question.
“Dexter Silvercloud, Captain of the Voidhawk,” Dexter said, eager to speak and establish themselves as the heroes of the day. “This is Jenna Darkwind, my first mate,” he said, motioning to her. He paused then smiled at her before adding, “She is also my…”
“Consort,” Jenna supplied with a barely contained smile. Dexter could see she was enjoying this, even if calling her a consort at any other time might have earned him sharp words and sharper treatment behind the door of their room.
“My second in command, Rosh Evensun, gave his life in this task,” He continued after a moment in a somber voice. “It was he who struck the blow that returned life to your sun.”
“Great honors we shall bestow upon him,” the wizened elf said. “A special place in our annals will we give him.”
Dexter smirked in spite of himself, then held up a hand, “My apologies…I can see his face at hearing he earned a place of honor in an elven history. He and the elves didn’t get on so well.”
The elder frowned. “Much time has passed. Tell me of it, please, after I know of your companions.”
Dexter nodded. “My helmsman, Bekka, and my wizard, Xander. Logan here is our healer, and he carries with him a girl named Bailynn, she was hurt when we reloaded your sun.”
“Reloaded… yes, that is fitting. Bekka, come forth please,” the elf said.
Bekka walked forward, bowing her head to him as she did so.
“Elven blood runs in your veins, mingled with other?”
“My mother was human,” she said. “My father, she claims, was an elf that served as an officer on a ship she was a captive aboard.”
He frowned. “Far have they fallen — to see blood lines crossed is testimony.”
Bekka nodded to him again and, sensing she had been dismissed, tried to back away.
“Your blood is no fault of yours, hold your head high,” he offered her.
Bekka stumbled and smiled.
“Bring forth the girl,” he said next.
Logan carried Bailynn and held her before the elf. The worst of her spasms had passed, but still she twitched.
He passed a hand over her, calming her with some unseen power. She rested in Logan’s arms, breathing evenly and easily. The elf looked up at Logan and his eyes widened as his nostrils flared. Logan muttered his thanks for giving her peace. He showed no signs of seeing the elf’s strange reaction to him.
“This girl, she is touched by elven magic?” The weathered elf said, turning to face Dexter and Jenna.
“She is what they call an elven slayer,” Jenna explained. “My people created her, taking a young human girl and twisting her with their magic. She is a weapon capable of great harm. She was sent to kill me.”
“Yet with you she travels? Works with you?”
Jenna nodded. “We captured her and kept her safe until we found the ring that controlled her. It was that ring that Rosh destroyed.”
He nodded and looked back at her. He passed another hand over her and she stiffened, then relaxed into an even deeper sleep. He looked at Logan again, a look on his face that seemed as though he expected the man to say something. Logan spoke, but only to thank him for helping Bailynn, then he returned with her to his place behind Dexter and Jenna.
“You accepted the quest as well, what boon would you have?” He asked, staring directly at Jenna.
Jenna’s lips parted in surprise. She laughed bitterly, then her cheeks flushed slightly. Dexter stared at her, amused at her reactions. He knew she was letting her guard down to show such emotions to the thoughts that ran through her mind.
“Undoing the damage done by our kin will take time,” he said, which confused Dexter and the others. “Your other wish can be done… are you certain of it?”
Jenna turned to the confused Captain and stared fondly at him. She wiped away a tear as she turned back to the ancient elf and nodded.
“Very well, it is done,” he said, smiling. “Would that there were more with your heart.”
Jenna blinked then looked down at herself. Dexter could only wonder at what was wrong with her. She looked the same to him. He was about to ask her when she turned to him and smiled again, her eyes wet and her look one filled with hope. His question died on his lips, realizing whatever it was she might not want to share in front of the others. It seemed personal.
“Captain, what thanks can we give you?” The elf asked, pulling Dexter away from his confused thoughts. “Eons of self-imprisonment we have endured because we would not destroy our kin, nor those that would be eradicated by such war. Mayhaps we chose a coward’s way – that remains to be seen.”
“Jenna can tell you much of the elves of this day,” Dexter offered. Jenna nodded, anxious to assist.
“In time we will hear it all. Time that is better served by haste. Tell me, Captain, what of your fallen?”
“My fallen? Rosh? What of him?” Dexter asked, confused.
“His injuries are grievous, he will expire soon,” the elf said, drawing gasps and dropped jaws from the Voidhawk’s crew. “Earned a boon you have, will you use it for him or for yourselves?”
“He still lives? You can heal him?” Dexter gasped.
He nodded. “All things are possible, so long as life burns in his chest. With life will come a price, one he must pay.”
“What price?”
“That will be his burden to bear, not yours. His to tell as well, should he wish. Tell me Captain, do you wish him restored or would you rather have riches undreamed? A ship with framing of starsilver, unbreakable? Freedom for the construct bonded to you? Choose wisely but quickly, ere your choices are lessened.”
Dexter turned, looking at the others in surprise. He wondered how the elder had known of the desires that weighed upon his mind. He had spoken of them to no one, yet the elf shared them without thought or concern. Dexter frowned, then felt Jenna’s hand wrap in his. He glanced at her and felt her smile as she squeezed his hand.
“I’ll live to regret this,” Dexter muttered to himself. He raised his head to look at the ancient elf before him and said, “I’ll take Rosh back. After this he might feel obliged to mind my orders.”
The elf nodded. A moment of silence passed and then another shape emerged from the darkness. A large shape that grew increasingly familiar to them all. Rosh stepped free, his clothes no less dirty but his pallor restored. His eyes narrowed when he saw Willa and Jodyne missing, but the bull rush of the remaining crew buoyed his spirits. Dexter alone stood back, staring at the elder in blatant admiration.
“Go now and rest. Return when you are well. We will discuss what must be discussed,” the elder said.
Dexter nodded and went to join the others in welcoming Rosh. Jenna pulled him aside before he could get there. Her eyes flashed mischievously, “Did you have to pick Rosh? Now he’ll never let Bekka and I live down that kiss.”
She turned away, winking and laughing at the expression on his face.
 
 



Chapter 5 – Out of Time
 
“Been two weeks of nothing, now this?” Rosh burst forth, spraying pieces of food on his plate and the table in front of him. “Captain’s got the right idea this time.”
Dexter glanced at the large man sitting at the far end of the Voidhawk’s table, surprised. Seldom had Rosh agreed with him, and even more so since the elves had brought him back from the brink of death. Willa, sitting next to Rosh, was nodding her head in agreement with her lover.
“Captain, may I-“ Logan began, offering a counter-argument to Rosh’s. He was interrupted by the first mate before he could say any more.
“The Captain’s the Captain because this is his ship. If he says we don’t take the job, then we do what he says,” Jenna said, staring at Logan and then moving her angry glare to Bekka and Bailynn as well. The others were in their rooms or at their stations; the small table that served as the Voidhawk’s galley could comfortably seat no more than six.
Dexter stared at Jenna, surprised. She spent the most time with the elders, as the elves they had awoken were called. He expected she would be jumping over the chance to do their bidding.
“I ain’t slaving away for no elf,” Rosh muttered.
“You’ll do what I tell you,” Jenna hissed.
“You ain’t the elfs I was talking about,” Rosh growled back. “You been getting awful cozy with ‘em though.”
“That’s enough,” Dexter snapped. “If we do the job, you’re working for me, not them. If we don’t do the job then you’re still working for me and not them. Happy?”
Rosh snorted. “Least I ain’t got to worry about who my girl’s spending her free time with.”
At once Jenna and Dexter both rose. Her elven complexion already pale, now it was ghostly as her hand went to the knife at her side. Dexter’s mouth beat her to it by a few blinks of the eye. “Take a walk Rosh. Go mind the ropes or something, see to it they been stored right.”
Rosh took another bite of food, staring at Jenna all the while, then he slowly stood up. Willa cowered beside him, looking fearfully at Jenna and Dexter.
“Now!”
Rosh glanced at Dexter and nodded just enough to be noticeable, then he walked past them heading onto the deck above. Everyone relaxed once the large man was gone, though the tension was far from relieved.
“You’d think he’d be more thankful,” Bekka speculated.
“That’s enough,” Dexter snapped. He stared them all down. “He’s got his reasons for thinking, just like we all do. Don’t make him or us right nor wrong. I ‘spect we can put up with just about anything so long as everyone does what they’re told.”
Dexter glanced down at his own mostly empty plate after everyone had nodded or looked away, then he picked it up and took it over to where Jodyne was watching from the kitchen. She offered him a matronly smile before he left the galley.
Jenna caught up with him shortly, just as he knew she would. He was studying some new star charts provided by the elders when she shut the door to the bridge behind her. “Sorry Captain,” she said after taking a deep breath. “Thanks for stopping me from killing him… I think.”
Dexter glanced up at her. “Mighty sure of yourself.”
Jenna frowned. “Dex, he’s big and strong but you know I could take him.”
Dexter shook his head. “You been looking at him lately? I mean, really looking? Been two weeks since he was all but a corpse and that don’t just go away from most men.”
“You telling me you come back from the dead now too?”
He smiled. “Felt like it a few times maybe, but never nothing like that. He had both feet in the grave and his neck in the hangman’s noose.”
“So what are you saying?”
“I’m saying that kinda thing makes most men take a step back. Not Rosh, first thing he does when we get back to the ‘Hawk was damn near eat a hole through the hull!  He came out of that tower skin on bones, now he’s bigger than he ever was.”
Jenna chewed on her lip while Dexter talked. She was silent a long moment before nodding. “You’re right,” she admitted.
“That’s why I’m the Captain,” he said with a smile that earned him an eye roll.
“Bigger means slower,” she pointed out. “I can still take him.”
Dexter shrugged. “Something different about him,” he warned. “Keep an eye out and be careful is all I’m asking.”
“All right,” she said, though from the look on her face he knew it was with some difficulty. “Now about the elders—”
“Rosh wants nothing to do with them,” Dexter said.
“We’re to be taking Rosh’s orders now then?” She said flippantly.
“Mind your tongue,” he said, his own tone a mix of humor and irritation. “And don’t interrupt me. Willa will follow Rosh in this, and I’d bet my next haul on Jodyne having no love for helping elves.”
Jenna stared at him, her look one of confusion.
“It’s my boat,” he thought aloud, “but I’m not for risking my crew on something with long odds like this. Especially not when they aren’t caring much for it.”
She stared at him, the muscles in her jaw twitching, but all she would do was nod to him. Dexter stared at her for a long minute then sighed. “All right, out with it then. What is it?”
“What about what got us here in the first place?” She asked. “That half-elf, Zhirt? Fort Prudence? That was a fool’s run if ever there was.”
Dexter grunted and found a particularly interesting point on one of the new charts to focus on for a few moments. He tried, and failed, to come up with a good rationalization for the job she referred to. “All right, you made your point.” 
Almost before his mouth closed the words burst from her mouth. “Dex, Most of them want to do it! Most of us, I mean. Bailynn’s free of her curse thanks to the elders. Xander wants to see and learn as much as he can about them. Logan feels it’s the right thing to do. Bekka would fly the ‘Hawk straight into that sun above us if you asked her too.”
“Jodyne? Rosh? Willa?”
“Jodyne will do what you ask of her,” Jenna said. “She may not care much for elves on principle, but she’s smart enough to look past her upbringing.”
Dexter grunted. Jodyne was the least of his concerns.
“Willa just does what Rosh wants, especially now. She lost him and got him back, it changed things for her.”
“So what about Rosh then? He’s got no love for elves either. Don’t make sense, since they saved him and all, but there’s a headache waiting for the man that tries to figure him out.”
Jenna nodded. “He’ll do what you ask of him though, he owes you. You gave up just about anything you could have had to bring him back.”
Dexter pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Maybe,” he offered after a few moments. “Thing is, he didn’t ask for help. Don’t think he could ask for that sort of thing.”
Jenna looked shocked at Dexter’s line of thought. She shook her head and said, “Why would he choose death over life?”
Dexter shrugged. “Not saying he would. Just that there’s no way of knowing with that man. ‘Specially when pride’s involved.”
“It’s a long ways to get out of Elven space, especially without any friends,” she said, switching the topic away from Rosh.
The Captain grunted. “’Hawk’s fixed up,” he mused, stalling for time to think. “Them elven ships took some work tearing out enough wood to make into beams, but Willa’s got a head for it.”
“Captain, you’re stalling,” Jenna pointed out.
Dexter scowled at her. He was stalling and he knew it. The elders were still groggy and weak, but even at that he’d seen them do things that left no doubt what would happen should he raise his hand against them.  They wanted their fleet returned and figured that the Voidhawk was the best ship and crew to do it. Dexter didn’t disagree with either their high opinion of his ship or crew, but he wasn’t so sure he agreed that the ‘Hawk should do it.
“Being Captain says I can do that,” He muttered.
“Dex,” Jenna said, her voice dropping to a softer tone, “we’ve been through this before. Maybe this isn’t the safest job, but there’s not a one of us that could handle a life filled with safe.”
“Go order the deck be swabbed or something,” Dexter grumbled. Jenna opened her mouth to protest again but he gave her a stern look and waved his hand, shooing her away. She stamped her foot in exasperation before leaving him to his own thoughts.
“Don’t see what good being rewarded with first choice of merchant business does us,” Dexter muttered after she’d left. “We don’t like safe,” he added, raising his voice in a horrible impersonation of Jenna’s.
“I heard that!” She called from the other side of the bridge door.
Dexter’s fist and his lip curled simultaneously in irritation. He cast about for something to throw and then decided to try something else instead. “You’ll be hearing yourself ordered to scrub the head for a month, you don’t find somewhere else to be!”
He thought he heard a hint of feminine laughter but couldn’t be certain. The silence that followed let him assume he was safe to brood in peace. With a sigh he leaned over the table and studied the charts anew. What he was really searching for was a reason to give him direction. Something that jumped out and demanded he search for the elder’s missing fleet or say the hell with them and try to make his way back through the elven controlled void.
 
* * * *
 
Rosh grunted as he pulled the thick rope that helped turn the mainsail to catch the solar wind. Normally it was a job best done by two people, though between him and Keshira they often made it look like child’s play. This time Rosh did it alone, coiling it on the deck after he had uncoiled the length of it to inspect it for any signs of wear. He’d stopped muttering under his breath at the pointless order several minutes ago, now he was just brooding silently.
“Need a hand?” Logan asked, walking up to him from behind.
Rosh ignored him for a long moment, then finally glanced at the priest. “Don’t think the Captain would take kindly to that.”
Logan blinked, confused, then nodded. “You think he’s punishing you?”
The large warrior grunted again. He opened his mouth to spit out something that cast Jenna in a poor light but decided instead to keep it for himself. The priest was an okay guy, Rosh figured. Problem with a priest was that even if he knew where Logan’s loyalties were he still wouldn’t really know.
“You and Willa getting on okay?” Logan asked a few moments later.
Rosh nearly dropped the thick rope at the question. Annoyed, he gripped it harder and yanked on it, pulling nearly twice as much as he needed. He coiled it twice, causing his arms and shoulders to bulge under the weight of it, then dropped it on the pile. “What’s on your mind, Logan?” He asked, turning to face him.
“Something’s been eating at you these past few weeks. Maybe even before we came here,” he said without pretense. “Confident man like you we all took heart in, somebody solid and stable at our backs. I’m not the only one to notice, I just thought that maybe I’d see if you wanted to talk about it some.”
Rosh looked at him, angry for a moment, then amused, in a bitter sort of way. “Talk about my problems?” He laughed. “Maybe you can be a shepherd to this flock of sheep, but don’t come preaching to me. I got no use for religion, yours nor no one else’s.”
They locked gazes for a long moment, Rosh trying to stare him down. Logan showed no signs of assertiveness to the large warrior, he wore only a calm expression. Finally, just after Rosh began to feel silly for challenging the man, Logan spoke. “My faith is my own, Rosh. Others can share it or not, as they wish. I’m here because the void has cast us together in this. We’re accomplices by fate, and perhaps even friends. In another life mayhaps we’d never cross paths, but instead we’re here.”
Rosh stared at him, wondering what the man’s point was. He seldom remembered hearing Logan talk so much, but Rosh had to admit he had also seldom paid enough attention to the man to care. “Great, you do your job, I’ll do mine,” Rosh said, turning back to the rope. “Things’ll be fine.”
“It can change a man, coming that close to dying,” Logan continued as though he had not heard him.
Rosh spun on him, arms already stretching out for him. Logan had stepped back, keeping himself out of range. Rosh glared at him instead. “Bet you ain’t never come so close to dying as you is right now,” he grumbled threateningly.
Logan shook his head slowly, but maintained a calm expression even though his smile faded. “You’re wrong, Rosh.”
With nothing more to say, Logan turned and walked away. Rosh stared at him, eyes narrowed suspiciously. He remembered back to a time not long after Logan had joined them, on his native planet. They had been stranded on the ground waiting for the ‘Hawk to be shored up enough to survive taking off. He remembered Logan jumping from the deck to the ground and recovering quicker than any man had any right to. No harm done to him for it either. Something no regular man had any right to.
Rosh scowled and turned away, trying to dismiss the nosy preacher. He jumped a little when he saw Willa walking towards him, cradling her amputated arm as she often did when she was uneasy. He felt a wave of relief wash over him, then it disappeared when he realized she probably wanted to ask questions too. Everybody wanted to know what had happened and why he was acting funny. What they didn’t get is that he wanted to know too.
“Hi,” she said softly, coming to a stop and leaning against the mast.
Rosh grunted a reply, then started pulling on the rope again because he didn’t know what to say or do for her.
The silence stretched out between them long enough to go from awkward to nearly forgotten. Finally Willa sighed and pushed herself away from the mast. She turned to leave then stopped, her body tense. Rosh glanced at her and knew something was coming. He braced himself, wishing she would just leave. Not because he didn’t want her there or didn’t like her; he wanted her to leave because he didn’t know how to do anything else for her.
“Maybe I ain’t as smart as you or the others,” she said, turning back to face him as she did so. Rosh steeled himself as he stared into her hurt and angry face. “Maybe I ain’t seen as much or been as many places. Maybe I ain’t nothing more than just a…a…a stupid dirthugger you guys felt sorry for and picked up. Whatever. It don’t matter!”
“Willa,” Rosh said, trying to stop her. He had no idea what she was talking about but he knew he didn’t want it to go on, for her sake or his.
“No! Don’t you Willa me!” She snapped at him. “I got no learning and not much for a trade; I got one hand and don’t know how to swing a sword or aim a pistol. But you know what, Rosh? I got enough sense in my stupid dirthugger head to know when I got a good thing. Way I see it, maybe that makes me smarter than you after all.”
Rosh stared at her, lips parted in surprise. She turned smartly and stomped off, heading to the plank and down off the Voidhawk into the elven city. He kept staring, his task forgotten, and wondered what had gotten into her. He hadn’t done her any wrong. He’d been trying to protect her, in fact. Why couldn’t she see that?
“Women,” Rosh muttered, glancing down at the rope in his hands and realizing he was almost done. His stomach lurched a little, reminding him that his earlier meal had been cut short. Not that it would have mattered, he was always hungry these days.
 
* * * *
 
The following day Dexter made his way back down the many roads and stairs from the palace of the elders. The elven port city, once and now again known as Dasnari, was bustling with renewed life. Reawakened elves had returned to their homes and shops, putting things to order and reclaiming them from the powerful magic that had put everything in stasis. Much of the starsilver remained, and Dexter could make no sense of why some of it returned to wood and flesh while other places stayed. What mattered most, from a practical point of view, was that their gardens and even food stores were returned and useful once more.
Dexter also lost track of the number of times he was offered a drink or a small token of appreciation from the elves for his part in restoring their sun and breaking their curse. It was with some relief that he finally passed a final motionless elven sentinel statue and reached the docks.
Crossing the threshold of the gangplank that led onto the Voidhawk, Dexter saw Kragor standing there, arms crossed and a scowl on his face. He kept glancing at the sack tied to Dexter’s waist.
Dexter smiled haughtily at the dwarf, then turned away as Xander hurried across the deck towards him.
“Changed your mind?” Xander asked once he had gotten close.
Dexter glanced at the wizard but gave him no other sign of acknowledgement.  He looked around and saw Keshira and Bailynn on deck as well, but the others were out of sight. “Gather the crew, we’ve got a job.”
Xander grinned and nodded approvingly, then hurried to the stairs to pass the word on. Keshira and Bailynn made their way over, but Dexter refused to make more than small talk with them until the others arrived. One or two at a time they filtered up until all but Willa and Bekka were there.
“Where’s the others?” Dexter asked.
“In town, shopping or something,” Logan answered.
“Shopping?” Dexter tone and raised eyebrow shared his thoughts on the subject. “Damned elves been sleeping for thousands of years, you’d think they’d have something better to do.”
“Captain, would you like me to go and find them?” Keshira asked pleasantly.
Dexter shook his head. “They’ll be back soon enough. We leave tomorrow.”
“Where for?” Xander asked, though his question was echoed in the faces of the rest of the crew.
“We’ll find that fleet then be done with this,” he said.
An oath hardly fit for mixed company, even among sailors, burst from Rosh’s mouth. Everybody looked at him, surprised by his vehemence. “Don’t see why that’s a problem,” Dexter said. “Gives you a chance to stay on top of being the elven hero and all.”
Rosh’s glare stole the humor from the quip. Dexter took it in stride, having grown accustomed to the increasingly foul mood of the increasingly large man, and turned the subject aside with talk of preparations for their voyage. A few more questions were asked about details, but Dexter had none he wished to share. In a few minutes the crew scattered and began preparing the ship to launch the next day.
“What changed your mind?” Jenna asked Dexter that night, after everything had been readied for departure the following day. The crew had settled in for a final night of peace and quiet… or for other relaxing activities.
Slightly winded but very relaxed, Dexter shrugged and jostled Jenna’s head in the process. She slapped his stomach lightly, then rubbed it affectionately.
“It’s a straight job,” he said after thinking about it. “No tricks, no challenges, no quests. We go, do the thing, then we go our way.”
“We go our way?” She asked, picking her head up to look at him. “We’re not coming back here?”
“Why should we? Sooner we’re out of this mess, the better.”
“This mess? This mess is where I came from!” She said, frowning.
“Thought it was what you left behind?” Dexter challenged. He saw Jenna’s eyes widen, but rather than try to push a confrontation he switched the topic. “They paid up front, lucky for them I’m an honest thief.”
She frowned again at his self-deprecation. “How much did they give you?”
“Don’t be getting no ideas now, I reckon we’ve made enough enemies.”
Jenna gasped, then slapped his stomach again. “I didn’t mean we should take it and run! I want to see the elders bring peace and order back to-“
Dexter’s laughter finally interrupted her. She realized he had been poking fun at her all along, and that prompted yet another swat on his bare flesh. “We got enough to fix up the ‘Hawk once we get free and clear,” he said once he’d stopped laughing. “Maybe set us up good to take our pick of jobs too.”
“We’re fully stocked,” Jenna said, settling back against him and drumming her fingers against his chest thoughtfully. “Enough fire powder to last even Rosh a lifetime playing with those new elven long-pistols. Do we really need that much?”
Dexter sighed, his thoughts turning serious. He glanced at the door out of paranoid habit then admitted, “Truth is that without them elven ships running cover for us, we got no chance of making ourselves scarce. By now there’s a hundred elven ships waiting for us to come out.”
Jenna nodded, showing no surprise at his words.
“How we going to get free of here to go and find them then?” She asked.
Dexter smiled. “That’s the trick of it. Your grand-pappy tells me he can send us on our way safe and sound.”
“My grand-pappy?” Jenna asked. Dexter could feel the eye roll even if he could not see it. “Well if he can do that, why can’t they do the same to help us get back to free void?”
Dexter gave her an affectionate squeeze with his hand, which caused a gasp of approval from the small elven girl given the location of his hand. “That’s what I asked him. Had a good excuse, he did.”
“Well?” She said, shifting her position slightly in an attempt to earn another squeeze of approval from him.
Dexter smiled. “Can’t be taking all my fun away,” he told her, then gave her the squeeze she was after as a peace offering.
“I’ll show you what fun I can have,” she growled playfully at him. Dexter laughed, then found himself silenced as the lithe woman wrapped herself up on top of him and made good on her threat.
 
* * * *
 
The Voidhawk lifted smoothly away from the dock. Nearly three weeks of sitting at port left the crew itching to be back under sail, not to mention the strained tensions among some of them. Almost as soon as the ropes were thrown and the talon-like landing struts lifted clear even Rosh’s mood improved. Smiles came easier and some of the traditional camaraderie filtered back in.
“Going to tell us our course?” Xander asked as the Captain climbed the steps up to the forecastle carrying the sack made of black velvet that the spirit of Kragor had eyed suspiciously.
Dexter smirked and pulled out an ornately carved hourglass from expensive sack. The base and arms holding the hourglass were made of starsilver and the glass itself crafted of crystal. No matter which way the captain moved it, the sand stayed in the bottom half of it without fail.
“What’s that?” breathed Xander.
“Our ticket out of here,” Dexter said. He placed it on the prow of the ship, carefully positioning it so that he felt it fit just right. Then he nodded and whispered a strange word he’d never uttered before. It was magical, that much he knew, but what it meant was beyond him. As soon as he said it he felt the word slip from his mind, leaving that irritating sensation of having a term on the tip of his tongue that he just couldn’t place.
Xander gasped, seeing the hourglass and its frame now melded to the railing and prow of the Voidhawk. The starsilver of the frame blended into the wood magically, leaving no clear demarcation between the two materials. “That’s nothing,” Dexter said. “Ready for this one?”
Dexter couldn’t help but chuckle at the wizard’s boyish expression of delight. He turned away and used the other magical command that the elves had taught him. It, too, slipped from his mind as soon as he said it. With that sudden absence in his memory he saw the hourglass upend itself and a thin trickle of sand begin to pour out. Nothing else occurred, though both men stood waiting expectantly.
“Captain! Where’d the port go!”
Dexter turned, surprised, and looked to where Willa was pointing. Behind them off the stern should have stood the elven port. Instead it was only the fiery yellow sun they had brought back to life. Dexter spun, looking around and above them, and felt a boyish grin of his own on his face. Xander swore softly beside him, amazed.
“Gather round!” Dexter called out loudly to the crew and causing them to pause in their work. “We’ve got seven days to find this elven fleet. Should be a straight shot from here to there, but keep an eye out all the same.”
“What then?” Rosh asked.
“Why, then we wake them up and point them in the right direction,” Dexter said, his good mood not spoiled by the suspicious arms master.
Rosh stared at him but then shrugged and went back to work. Dexter nodded and called for the others to do the same, then he turned and found Xander on his knees, staring closely at the hourglass from a foot or so away. Dexter chuckled again and shook his head, then turned and walked off, planning on doing the rounds of the ship to make sure everything was in order.
“Where’d everything go?” Xander asked softly while staring at it.
“Stars are still there,” Dexter pointed out.
“But the asteroids are gone… the port… everything!” Xander said in an excited tone. He looked away from the hourglass and up at the Captain expectantly.
“They said something about the fleet being phased out or something,” Dexter explained. “This thingy here puts us in the same phase or something.”
“Phased out?” Xander echoed, scratching his chin. “You mean out of phase?”
Dexter shrugged. “Something like that.”
“Of course… out of phase!” He said, his voice growing excited again. “It makes sense! They shift their fleet out of phase and it disappears because it’s not there! I mean of course it’s there, but not now, then.”
Dexter stared at him, blinking and at a loss. “Right, so that’s why nobody can find it,” he said slowly, pretending to know what the wizard was talking about.
“It’s brilliant,” Xander said, nodding his head. “Out of phase means out of time. Not like you ran out of time to do something, but not in the same time as we are. By shifting their fleet ahead or behind by even half a second, we would never see them because they are not where we are when we are. It’s like being in the same place, but not at the same time. The stars are a constant through time, I see… that makes sense. Oh yes… yes! Oh this answers so many of the questions I’ve had over the years!”
Dexter nodded, completely out of his league. “Yeah, that’s it,” he said. “I’m going to go and-“
“Captain, how do we get them back? They’ll need to be shifted back the exact same amount… for that matter, how do we get back?” Xander interrupted, not even hearing Dexter.
“That’s why I keep Rosh around,” Dexter said with a smirk. “We’re to be breaking something else.”
Xander stared, confused himself, then nodded as a new light came into his eyes. “Captain, if ever I showed concern about joining your crew, let me apologize for it! Learning and seeing these events unfold is worth more than any amount of pay you could ever offer!”
Dexter smirked. “Next time you’re due to get a share I’ll keep that in mind.”
Xander grinned and hurried off, heading for the stairs and, Dexter presumed, his trunk where he kept all his wizardly books. Dexter shook his head and decided instead to stay on the deck and enjoy the view. It was nice to be sailing again, and nice to know he had a few days, at least, of peace and quiet ahead of him.
As excited as everyone was at first, the routine came back to them quickly. With nothing but distant stars for company, their voyage soon grew tiresome. The only question that was soon raised involved the lack of anything around them save the stars. Once pleased by it, now even the Captain had grown tired of the unceasing doldrums of their out-of-phase voyage. It took Jenna fetching him from a nap to announce that they’d arrived at their destination with time to spare to rouse him from his lethargy.
The Captain lurched to his feet and hurried up on deck to see the approaching planet. It was green and blue, with tinges or brown here and there. Dexter had seen many planets in his time, but none looked as clear and beautiful. As they closed the distance he could soon make out wisps of clouds blowing on winds across the surface of it.
“Take us down,” he told Jenna, eyes scanning the planet like the terrestrial predator his ship was named after.
“Where?” Jenna asked, surprised. “A water landing?”
Dexter frowned. Water landings would be rough on the ‘Hawk. Originally it had been designed for that, but Kragor’s modifications made it suitable for ground or water. Ground was safer now, given the lack of visibility below water. Shifting rocks or an uneven surface could make the ship slip and damage one of the landing struts. “Look for a city in the mountains. Should be a lake and a dry dock there. Lots of other ships too, courtesy of your grand-pappy’s people.”
Jenna scowled at him briefly, then turned to peer with her keen eyes down at the planet below as well. “Any idea which mountains?”
“Aye, the ones with the city in ‘em,” Dexter said, ignoring the angry glare he was sure Jenna was now sending his way.
The first mate turned and called out orders, dropping the Voidhawk lower and lower until they felt the temperature drop, a sign that the planet’s atmosphere had merged with their own. Simultaneously the greater gravity of the planet took over, forcing everyone to shift on their feet or be forced to stagger. The Voidhawk’s crew were seasoned sailors and none made the virginal mistake of falling from the gravity shift.
It took several minutes to secure the ‘Hawk enough in the atmosphere to grant them time to scour the planet below for landmarks. From the looks on the tired faces of his crew Dexter knew they all remembered the last time they’d spent excess time in the atmosphere of a large planet. Willa and Logan in particular, since it had been their planet that was fresh in his mind. Acaros had been largely dry and heavily populated, the planet they circled now was lush and filled with life that seemed uninterested in the affairs or men and elves.
 While searching Dexter had time to let his mind wander. He realized with a start that he was no longer tired. Sure, the endless searching was mind numbing, but it no longer felt a herculean effort to put one foot in front of the other. He glanced around, watching his crew, and noted that they were moving quicker as well. His eyes went to the hourglass melded with the railing and he wondered just what sort of magic he’d unwittingly invoked. 
Even with the realization that he was no longer cursed with apathy, his excitement waned as the hours of searching passed by. Every hill or mountain they saw drew their attention, but they proved false one after another. They passed above thunderstorms and cloudless areas leagues across, below them the terrain varied from desert to plain to jungle. Many times they saw movement, entire herds of animals roamed the plains. No sign of a city appeared, just a world filled with life free of harassment by civilization.
“There!” Jenna cried out, though her tone was anything but exciting. Dexter followed her pointed finger and had to squint to make out the mountains she spoke of. He looked back at her, impressed and even doubting, then waited while the Voidhawk fought against a gusting crosswind to edge closer to the mountains.
His consort’s eyes were true. A large lake inhabited a large valley that branched away from a large range of mountains. At the head of that lake was a waterfall that fell from an opening in the mountain itself far above. Along the shore a city slept, with buildings ranging from huts to mansions. No sign of movement or life awaited them, but they could make out a trail that led up the mountain from the village.
“Some castle,” Jenna muttered.
“It’s in the mountains,” Dexter repeated, though he too felt they may have been misled. Or worse yet, perhaps they had the wrong location?
“Put us down in the lake. We’ll get in as close as we can.”
She shook her head but said nothing. She turned and relayed the orders, bringing the ‘Hawk down and setting it gracefully into the crystalline blue waters of the lake. They sailed it in slowly, all of them struggling to convert what they knew of sailing in the void to sailing on water. It took nearly an hour before they safely ran the Voidhawk up on her landing struts, anchoring the vessel in the shallows less than a hundred feet from the shore.
At a rest at last, Dexter glanced over the side of the Voidhawk and frowned. “That as close as you could get us?” He asked.
Jenna peered over the edge and shrugged. “The ‘Hawk’s front talons are resting on the bottom, what more could you want? We try to put her closer to shore and we won’t see the bottom, might break off a talon or two.”
Dexter grunted. He knew as well as any of them did how a ship would hold up on unstable ground. He glanced around and saw most of the others had gathered and were looking a little uneasy.
“Don’t tell me none of you knows how to swim?” Jenna asked, surprised.
Dexter and the others commenced mumbling and shuffling about, every one of them looking anywhere but at the elf.
“I can swim,” Logan offered, stepping forward. “It is an unusual skill where I come from, and in the void I have seen fewer bodies of water than on Acaros.”
“I been skinny dipping once,” Rosh offered, which drew a narrow eyed glare from Willa. “Wasn’t much swimming going on though.”
“All right, I got no idea what’s out there, the elves said the trip here would be quiet like, but they said nothing about once we got here,” Dexter said, reigning in the temporarily distraught crew. “Logan, Rosh, Jenna, Xander and Keshira, you’re with me. The rest of you… keep the ship floating.”
“Rig up some ropes,” Dexter said, not having any strong urge to dive into the water below. It was blue and clean and beautiful looking, but to him the unknown dangers beyond the surface made it menacing. “See if you can’t find something that floats to hang on to while you’re at it.”
The Captain tore his gaze away from the water and looked at those who he’d told to stay behind. Willa looked upset and relieved, if that was possible, and the others seemed unconcerned save for Bailynn. Dexter caught her pleading eye and jerked his head, telling her to follow him. She hurried after while he walked towards the aft.
“I’ve not had a mind to check on you much since…”
She smiled gratefully and answered while he searched for words. “I’ve been good, Captain. Very good. I missed it at first, you know? It was odd, like I was hungry or something but food didn’t help.”
Dexter smirked and glanced at Rosh. “Sounds like Rosh.”
She smiled then shook her head. “No, this wasn’t food, it was a part of me that was gone. It was a curse I guess, something used to control me, but I was used to it and I guess I relied on it. I had an excuse, you know?”
Dexter nodded even though he could never know how she felt.
“Well, I’m okay now I think,” she said with a shrug. “I just wanted you to know that… and, well, if you wondered about me… you can still count on me. You know, like before, when you need to?”
Dexter smiled benignly and nodded. “If it’s all the same, I’d rather I only needed to count on you to mind the rigging and sails.”
She smiled widely at his words.
“While we’re off you’re the arms master of the boat,” He told her. “Bekka’s in charge, but if anything should cause trouble, I expect you to keep the crew and ship safe, got it?”
She nodded, her grin refusing to slacken. Dexter smiled with her and headed back to see how the preparations for getting off the Voidhawk were going. Some spare boards had been rummaged up from the hold already and more were forthcoming. At Willa’s direction they were tied off and nailed together, forming a rudimentary skiff that, she thought, would float well enough. It took nearly an hour of crafting but finally Rosh and Keshira lowered it over the side to the water below. To the cheering of everyone, it stayed afloat.
Dexter, apprehensive but hiding it well, was the first one over the edge and down the rope to the raft below. He managed to hold his balance only by sitting down on it, then held it in place while Logan joined him. Xander came next then Keshira and Rosh. Jenna alone waited up top, then she finally grinned down at them. Dexter motioned for her to hurry, wondering what her deal was, then his eyes widened in shock when she pulled her weapon belt off and tossed it down to them.
Her clothing and equipment followed next, coming so quickly Dexter had no chance to shout out a protest. She stood naked and beautiful at the edge of the deck for a moment, the evening sun making her pale flesh seem aglow. Dexter stared, too impressed with the vision of athletic beauty to remember to be annoyed or upset for a moment, then their situation came back to him. He opened his mouth to chide her when she stepped onto the railing smooth, bent her knees, then leapt off of it gracefully.
She flew through the air like a bird, her arms held out and back as though to gather the wind under her wings. Then she tucked them in and dove, falling like an arrow and spearing beneath the surface of the water next to the skiff. Water splashed onto them, causing exclamations of shock and surprise. She reappeared a few moments later on the far side of the boat, grinning widely and taking a few strokes with her arms to bring her to the side of the skiff. She looked up at Dexter, who just stared at her in a mix of irritation, envy, and lust. She laughed childishly and pushed away, swimming strongly for the shore.
Dexter growled at her bizarre and nearly mutinous behavior. “After her!” He said, grabbing a makeshift plank they’d planned to use as oars and digging it into the water. The others followed suit quickly and, in a matter of less than half a dozen chaotic strokes, they had managed to spin the boat around nearly twice. Jenna’s mocking laughter reached them from where she was lazily swimming on her back in the shallows.
Drawing a frustrated breath, Dexter took control of the situation and organized the rowers. A few minutes later he called out the strokes and after a few more minutes of adjusting their timing and rhythm, they finally managed to pull away from the bow of the Voidhawk and make progress towards the shore. Jenna was waiting for them when they finally felt their oars and the bottom of the skiff dig into the sand. She strode through the water, letting it fall from her skin and reflect in the setting sun.
They pulled the raft onto the fine white sand of the beach and she stood before them, unbothered by her lack of modesty. Dexter admired her form, no matter how many times he’d seen it, then remembered he held her clothes and equipment. “If you’re to be acting like a fool, I should hold on to these,” he said, holding up her things. “Might make you think twice next time.”
She shrugged, seemingly unfazed. “It’s been ages since I’ve had a proper bath, let alone had the chance for a swim.”
He scowled, displeased with her reaction to his bluff.
“Captain’s got a point,” Rosh offered after glancing back at the Voidhawk quickly. “Naked and take the lead too, I’m thinking.”
Dexter turned to look at the man, eyes narrowing suspiciously. Rosh was grinning and staring hungrily at the lithe figure of his mate. “That settles it then,” he said, tossing her things to her.
Rosh frowned while Logan and Xander both chuckled. Jenna grinned and winked at the Captain, then quickly began putting her clothing back on.
“Think you can hold onto something like that?” Rosh asked him quietly while she dressed.
Dexter glanced at him, surprised by the unusual moment of camaraderie the warrior seemed to be offering. He looked to Jenna as she tied up her vest and just shook his head. “No way of owning something like her,” he offered. “Like a moth to a flame I am.”
Rosh snorted while Jenna slipped her boots on and tied them, then straightened her belt before walking over to them. She smiled at them both then gave Dexter a special look. “You’re wrong,” she said to him, then she looked at Rosh. “I’m all his, body and soul. It’s just that he hasn’t figured it out yet.”
She turned and headed towards the village, leaving the two gaping men staring at her behind them.
“Captain?” Xander asked, fighting the urge to chuckle.
“Aye?” Dexter asked, snapping out of his fugue. He shook his head at once and nodded, still staring at Jenna’s clothed but attractive bottom. “Aye, to the village then, let’s see what’s here then make ready to push on. After that troublesome wench.”
Rosh hesitated, glancing back at the Voidhawk before he loosened the sword in his scabbard and followed them.
 
* * * *
 
The village was empty. The buildings had long been abandoned and anything not tied down or too heavy to move had been taken. It was just as well, for they found nothing of value remaining anyhow, and expected that there may have never been anything of value, given the primitive nature of the buildings. They did not, in any fashion, show signs of the technology or artistry the elder elves had displayed.
Jenna found the trail that would lead them up and away from the village, into the mountains. Dexter paused to stare back at the Voidhawk, visible over the collection of roofs that had fallen into disrepair. It was distant, but he could see people upon the bow, watching them. He waved and they waved back, then he turned and gave the signal to proceed along the ancient jungle path.
Within a dozen steps the cooling mountain breeze died off. The humidity rose, pressing against them palpably and threatening to choke them. Insects and birds, thought non-existent on the beach or the village, now made noises all about them. The chirped, buzzed, and hooted angrily, as though the Voidhawk’s crew was invading.
Jenna, leading the troop through the darkening jungle, came to an abrupt stop. She hissed back at them and held up a hand to stall them, while her other went to the pistol at her hip. Rosh and Dexter ignored her warning and pushed forward anxiously, not stopping until they came up beside her.
“Lumbering oafs,” she hissed at them under her breath. “Be quiet or you’ll waken it!”
“What in…” Dexter’s voice, spoken softly, trailed off as he stared at it. The sleeping creature was most easily described as a giant slug, although calling it giant did it no justice. By a slug’s standards it was truly a behemoth, with the top of it nearly eight feet off the ground. The slimy body was where the resemblance ended; the head had four small black eyes and four tentacles that were just long enough to reach the ground. A milky liquid drooled from the tips of the tentacles, offering no shortage of possibilities and threats.
It shivered as they stared at it, then turned its ponderous bulk to face them.
“Captain?” Rosh asked uncertainly, reaching for his sword but not yet daring to draw it.
“We can outrun it,” Jenna offered, seeing it inching its way towards them.
“And get lost in this forest?” Dexter frowned. “It’s slow enough we can probably-“
Dexter was reaching for his pistol as well, but he froze in reaction to a rumbling roar that came from their right. It was a sound unlike anything he had ever heard before, and he had no idea what could have caused it.
“Back to the beach!” Xander hissed once the roar died, staring fearfully into the dense jungle. His words were followed by a thudding rumble, then the sounds of trees rustling and creaking. “Now!” The wizard urged fervently.
“What is it?” Rosh asked, the slug apparently forgotten.
“Look!” Jenna hissed, pointing at the slug. It had turned away from them and moved off the path. It moved quicker than they expected, but not fast enough to catch them should they run. It was headed into the bowl of a large tree. Once it reached the shadowy area it curled in upon itself, reducing its size almost by half. The mottled skin blended in with its surroundings, making it hard for them to spot it once they looked away.
The rumbling noises continued. Another roar followed several moments later, enough to tell them that whatever it was, it was headed towards them.
“Aye, let’s go back,” Dexter said, at a loss for any other plan.
Without a word to the contrary, his crew turned and started back at a rapid pace. Rosh fell behind, drawing repeated glances from Dexter to see the warrior watching behind them curiously. The swishing noise was accompanied by an occasionally crash of breaking timber and breathing so heavy that they could hear it even without the lumbering thing upon them.
A cry drew them to a halt. It was a human cry, or humanoid, at least. And not a cry for help either, but one of battle. It was answered by a roar that was deafening, even considering their distance. The sounds of thrashing in the trees not only warned them, but the very ground trembled under their feet as well. Another roar followed and then a thunder that they felt as well as heard. Cheering ensued, cheering from something that didn’t sound as though it was bent on eating them.
“Dex?” Jenna asked hesitantly.
He nodded after a minute. “Check it out,” he said. “Stay together,” he cautioned, looking at everyone meaningfully.
Jenna led them into the jungle, with Rosh hurrying to push back near the front. Xander stayed well behind, glancing about nervously whenever Dexter checked on him. Keshira was silent but steady, as always, and Dexter reminded himself to have a talk with her sometime about not always smiling. He’d encouraged her to smile a while back, but in the midst of a hostile jungle it was kind of creepy.
 The jungle ahead of them lightened, allowing the sight of movement and sounds to reach them. People, or whatever they were, were speaking to one another, their tones cheerful. Rosh reached out to grab a tree limb to swing around a tree and step beside Jenna, but cursed in surprise when it moved on him. He jumped away, wrenching his sword free from his scabbard as he did so. 
The snake struck, surprising him. The part he grabbed had been near the tail, the head of it dropped down from a branch above him and sank fangs nearly the size of daggers into his shoulder. Rosh grunted and pulled himself away, slashing with his sword as best he could but only managed to slash along its belly. It fell on him rapidly, coiling around his arm then looping a leg into it and trying to bring his body under control as well. Rosh dropped his sword from his useless hand and tried to grab the snake. Dexter and Logan ran over as well, wrapping their hands around the snake and trying to pull it away from him.
The snake proved stronger than both men, and even gained on them, slowly coiling itself around Rosh’s hips and belly. He grunted and gasped as it constricted, seeking to crush the air from him or, failing that, to at least pulverize his hips. Dimly Dexter was aware of sudden silence from the clearing ahead, then he knew they were being watched by the many shadowy figures that were moving to surround them.
“Gimme a pistol!” Rosh growled through teeth that were clenched against the pain. 
“We’ll get it!” Dexter said, pulling out a dagger and trying first to saw at the snake’s neck. The scales of the snake were tough, making his sawing useless. A stronger slash would be needed, he knew, but he might hurt Rosh by doing so.
Dexter tried to wedge the knife between the snake’s jaws. Rosh glared at him as the point dug into his shoulder, but he said nothing while Dexter used leverage to try and dislodge the head. It, too, failed to impress the snake.
“Pistol!” Rosh gasped again. His left arm flailed, reaching for Dexter’s sidearm while the snake looped another heavy coil around him.
Dexter tried again with his dagger then gave up and drew the pistol. He tried to aim at the snake’s head, but the coils of its body protected it from all but a direct shot. A shot that would serve Rosh to the same fate as the snake. “I don’t have a shot!” Dexter cried out, frustrated.
He turned to Keshira, figuring nothing short of brute strength would avail them. He opened his mouth when Rosh connected, his fist staggering Dexter and knocking him into a tree and then the ground. Rosh fell as well, giving the snake ample opportunity to wrap its sinuous body around him and begin to squeeze his chest. The warrior grimaced, his face turning red with exertion and lack of air. Audible popping noises told of a horrible fate befalling him, one that Xander had to look away from.
Dexter struggled to his knees and then his feet, staring angrily at the doomed man. Rosh had his pistol now and, in spite of being near death, he raised it to the snake’s head and placed the barrel against it. With a feral grin he pulled the trigger, sending birds that had only begun to settle back in flying at the report. The natives that had surrounded them jumped as well, many of them talking excitedly to one another in their language.
The snake shuddered and twitched, relaxing as the gore and ichor from its exploded head covered Rosh and the ground around him. The large man lay there, gasping for breath but trying to breathe shallowly as tears leaked from his eyes at the pain that overwhelmed him. The headless stump of the snake’s neck fell away, revealing not only the wounds from the large fangs that seeped blood and a putrid yellow liquid, but also a greater wound caused by the bullet from the pistol.
Logan was there in an instant, kneeling beside the large man and gently pulling the immense snake off of him. Dexter reached down to grab his pistol, then he stood up and looked around at the slowly approaching dark skinned natives. They were human, or looked close enough to fit the bill. It was easy to inspect them, since they wore practically nothing save loincloths.
“Don’t reckon you can understand me?” Dexter asked them as he turned slowly. He smiled widely, holstering his pistol and holding his arms out peacefully.
A man stepped forward and clapped his chest. He held a spear with a point made of chiseled stone in his other hand. He spoke a word, though Dexter struggled to understand it. “Urmalart?” Dexter asked, repeating it carefully.
He shook his head and scowled, then spoke it again.
“Urmlor,” Dexter repeated, feeling better about it but still not knowing what he said.
The native grinned and slapped his chest, then he pointed to Dexter and spat out a string of words that sounded more like grunts, hoots, and whistles than anything Dexter could understand.
“Dexter,” He said, guessing that the man had asked his name. “Dexter Silvercloud, Captain of the Voidhawk.”
The man stared at him, his expression no doubt mirroring what Dexter’s had a few moments ago. Then he turned to the others and rattled off something. They laughed, some even pointing back at him and repeating him. Dexter felt the urge to scowl, but fought it off and just smiled instead. Primitive or not, they were outnumbered and one of his people was down, possibly dying.
“Captain,” Logan said from Rosh’s side. His voice was subdued, to not raise any alarm.
“He gonna make it?”
“I… I think so. You should see this,” Logan said.
“In a minute,” Dexter said, still facing the native leader, who had turned back to face him.
He spoke more gibberish, then pointed at Rosh. He motioned and a woman stepped forward. Like the men the woman wore only loincloths and wielded weapons. She held a spear that was marked with more feathers and ribbons than even the man who tried to speak to Dexter. She reached up to her throat to touch a necklace made of bones, teeth, and even what looked like a chunk of amber.
“She’s a healer,” Jenna whispered beside him.
Dexter started; he hadn’t realized that Jenna had moved beside him. “Already got one of them,” Dexter said.
“This the best time to be insulting people?” She asked pointedly.
Dexter glanced at her and scowled, but his look showed her she had made her point. Again. Damn woman was going to be impossible to live with if she kept proving herself right, he figured. He turned back to the native and nodded, gesturing to the black skinned woman and then Rosh.
She nodded and smiled, then approached. Dexter watched her carefully, noting how she moved like a jungle cat herself. He told himself he was looking to see if she posed a threat but in truth he was admiring the thickness of limbs and grace of her fuller figure. Her loincloth did little to hide the sway of her hips nor the swells of her full breasts. None of these natives were fat by any means, but they were solid and built to handle the rigorous lifestyle they led.
Jenna cleared her throat meaningfully beside him. Dexter glanced away, returning his gaze to their leader. Unseen behind him, the native woman knelt down beside Rosh and began to whisper in her own language a chant to her Gods or spirits or whatever it was they prayed to.
“Captain, I don’t think-“
Logan’s words were cut off by the gasp from the woman. Dexter and the others turned to stare at her, and found themselves nearly as amazed as she was. Rosh was awake, his eyes burning brightly as he stared up at her. His hand held her wrist, trapping her in his iron grip. She tried to pull away but was unable to. Around them the natives bristled, raising weapons and stepping forward threateningly.
“Rosh! Let her go, she was trying to help,” Dexter said, a wary eye on the leader of the natives.
Rosh sat up slowly, wincing a little as he did so. He realized he held the exotically beautiful dark skinned woman and let her go; pulling his hand back as though touching her was burning him. He glanced around at the others and was apparently satisfied with what he saw because he visibly relaxed. Rosh stretched his neck, smiling in grim satisfaction as it popped multiple times, then shook his arms and legs a little from where he sat on the ground.
“Thought I was done for,” he said with his old grin back in place. “Damn snake had my number.”
“Rosh… you… you’re okay,” Dexter stammered, looking the man up and down in shock.
Rosh nodded, grinning, “Guess that snake wasn’t so tough after all.”
“No Rosh… you are okay,” Dexter said, making it a statement not a question.
Rosh nodded, not getting it.
“He means you’re perfectly healthy,” Logan said. “That snake bit you deep, you had broken bones, and you shot yourself to kill the snake.”
Rosh nodded, his eyes narrowing thoughtfully. He looked at his shoulder and reached up to poke and prod at it. He frowned, grimacing a little, then looked back at them. “Don’t hurt,” he said. He tore the hole in his shirt caused by the pistol and the snake wider and looked around. The skin was pink, but whole and unharmed. “What do ya make of that?” He asked, as mystified by it as the others.
The native girl turned to the others and spoke, her words streaming faster than Dexter could hope to follow even if he had understood her. The chief — or whatever he was called — challenged her, but she shouted him down. In moments they all began to take a step back and, as Rosh rose to stand on his feet again, they fell to their knees and prostrated themselves before him.
“You got to be kidding me,” Dexter said, staring around at them.
Rosh stared, smiling stupidly, and opened his mouth to speak. A loud rumble sounded in his belly, reaching even the worshipping natives. Whatever Rosh had been about to say he turned instead to Dexter, one hand on his belly, and asked, “Think I could cook that snake up?”
 



Chapter 6 – Jungle Demons
 
Bekka gasped and opened her eyes, letting the image of her crewmate slip from her mind. It was a forbidden fantasy she tried not to entertain, but sometimes she couldn’t deny herself. Around her she felt the slight swaying of the gentle waves that licked the Voidhawk’s hull. It was secured, the front landing struts rooted in the sandy bottom of the lake they had landed in, but still the effect of the volume of water against it caused the gentlest of motions.
There was more: the creaking of the timbers in the hull, some older than her, and the rustling of the rigging on the deck above. Bekka was the helmsman and therefore had one of the small but private cabins aboard the ‘Hawk. The privacy afforded her kept her free from the common crew quarters and in the bow of the ship, but still the sounds filtered in to her.
Something else was amiss as well, and that was what had interrupted her meditations. Something just felt different; something was wrong. Being the primary helmsman, Bekka felt that she understood the ship better than anyone else aboard, save perhaps for Willa. Willa possessed a strange talent that let her feel the ship in ways no one else could, even the former shipwright that had rebuilt it from scrap into the magnificent vessel it was now.
Bekka slid her hand over her scalp, feeling the sweat-slicked smoothness that would last a day or two until the stubble became pronounced enough that she had to shave her head again. This world they had landed on in search of the lost fleet of the elders was humid and warm. Not so bad where they rested on the lakeshore, but she knew Dexter and the others that had gone with him would feel the weather thickly where they were, in the jungle and out of the breezes that swept down from the mountains.
Bekka shook her head, such errant thoughts were far from unusual, but now she knew she had to focus. Something was amiss, something she sensed and felt, even if she could not place it. She rose from her cross legged position and grabbed up her clothes. She slipped on the loose fitting trousers and shirt, then wondered if she should grab the dagger in her chest. She discarded the idea almost as quickly as she considered it; if there was trouble aboard and it called for a physical defense, Bailynn and Jodyne were far better suited to dealing with it than she was. She would be as formidable with a hastily scavenged belaying pin or pot from the kitchen as she would with her knife.
She opened her door and looked about. On her left lay the bridge and the helm. To the right, the spiral staircase that led up to the main deck. Further aft along the companionway were the twin holds, the galley, other cabins and the crew quarters, as well as another staircase to the main deck. Nothing was wrong to the eye, but still she felt the wrongness of the night.
Bailynn would be in the crew quarters, but Willa had the midnight watch, so she would be on the deck. Jodyne would be in her quarters, right next to her own. Bekka considered waking the dwarven cook, but she paused to smile at the scowl she might receive, especially if her hunch was wrong. Still, she supposed it was better safe than sorry, and there might well be more at stake than her pride.
She paused, hand raised, and then decided to try the latch instead. It opened quietly, a testimony to the craftsmanship Kragor had put into the ship as well as the care that Willa maintained in the day to day maintenance of the Voidhawk. Inside she heard a startled gasp. Bekka’s eyes narrowed, suspicious again, and spoke in a whisper to announce her pending intrusion.
She pushed the door open further and saw the squinted eyes of Jodyne, though what first drew her gaze was the weighted throwing knife she had cocked back in her hand. Bekka nodded, acknowledging how Jodyne could have put a messy but quick end to her. There was none finer at throwing knives, axes, or the occasional pot or pan, than the Voidhawk’s cook. Her late husband, Kragor, was quickest to boast of her skills, and likewise show fear of those same skills.
“Something’s amiss,” Bekka whispered, then stopped, realizing she had no idea of what else to say.
“What’s your bother?” Jodyne asked, her voice gruff from sleep.
Bekka frowned, then shrugged. “I don’t know… something just feels off. Bad, I think.”
“You’re for waking me up because you’ve got a flutter in your belly?” Jodyne asked her.
 The dwarf’s tone was as harsh as her words, but the clear and serious focus of her eyes gave Bekka the courage to push forward. “Aye, it’s more than just gas.”
Jodyne smirked and threw back the covers of her bed, then rolled out of the mattress. She reached under the already short legged bed and pulled out a shirt sewn of leather and padding, with metal bits riveted into it for protection. She slipped it quickly over her nightgown. She accessorized by wrapping a belt loaded full of knives across her waist then up and over her shoulder like a bandolier.
“I don’t know that it’s that serious,” Bekka said, eyeing the dozens of projectiles.
“I’m not one for betting against women’s intuition,” Jodyne answered with a wink.
Feeling relieved at the support of the cook, Bekka smiled and turned away, heading towards the stairway up. Of course, if she was wrong, she’d feel even more foolish because of that same support.
They climbed up slowly, stepping onto the deck only after carefully looking around and making sure nothing was amiss. Not only was nothing amiss, but Bekka guessed the time to be near midnight, and there was no sign of Willa.
Bekka took a deep breath, tasting the air as much as she was focusing on feeling their surroundings. It felt wrong still. There was no sign of Willa, no warmth of her passing nor any scent of her. It was as if she had disappeared, yet she’d claimed to be unable to swim and shore was yet some distance away.
Bekka started when Jodyne touched her arm. Her trepidation increased, yet she felt more the fool for letting the cook surprise her. She moved forward, heading up to stairs to the fore deck and. It was not so high as the stern deck, but it gave her a clearer view of the shore and the village.
At the edge of the deck Bekka saw nothing of concern. The shore was deserted, save for the makeshift raft they’d pulled onto the sand. Of course the light granted them by the stars and the full moon only now cresting the horizon didn’t allow for the greatest of vision.
“Willa?” Jodyne asked, her voice hushed.
“I don’t know,” Bekka said. “Would she have risked the swim to shore to go after them?”
Jodyne frowned, then shrugged. She popped her knuckles and peered over the edge, then stumbled back quickly. Alarmed by her action, Bekka looked over the side and stared, trying to make out what could have disturbed the dwarven woman so much.
“Something swam under us,” Jodyne hissed, looking again. “Saw me a shadow, I did.”
“It’s a big lake, there’s bound to be fish in it. Tomorrow let’s see if we can fashion a net and catch some?” Bekka offered.
“Don’t be daft,” Jodyne snapped. “I’m not on about a fish. Wasn’t no fish I was seeing, it was… something else.”
Bekka looked again, staring deeply. She squinted her eyes, trying to help, and then decided that enough was enough. She cast about, looking for something. Then her eyes fell on Jodyne’s bandolier of knives.
“Jodyne, are those dear to you?” She asked.
“Just knives,” Jodyne said, shrugging. “Why?”
“May I have one?”
Jodyne shrugged and pulled one out of the quick release straps. She handed it to Bekka, who in turn focused on it as she held it at arm’s length. Finally, after a brief moment and some whispered words, it began to glow. Dimly at first, then brighter and brighter with each passing moment until it cast off light enough to rival that of any torch.
Bekka turned back to the rail and, without ceremony, dropped it over the side. Jodyne gasped, surprised, then hurried to her side so they could watch the glowing dagger sink in the water. It revealed several swimming shapes, shapes that no fish had ever laid claim to.
“Told you it wasn’t no fish,” Jodyne muttered.
Bekka straightened and turned. The shapes they’d seen were almost humanoid, though they moved in ways no human, elf, or dwarf ever would. She leaned against the railing and gasped anew, in time to alert Jodyne to turn around. Before the dwarf could finish drawing her knife and spin the first of three weighted nets landed upon them. They were wet and smelled of the lake, but the slippery cords of the netting proved strong enough to prevent tearing.
Figures advanced, walking awkwardly on the decking towards them. Bekka blinked, fascinated and terrified at the same time. They looked like a cross between a man and a frog, with emphasis on the large mouths and frog like faces. Their skin was mottled, some greys and browns, others green. A few carried bones with jagged points, others shells with jagged edges for blades.
 
* * * *
 
Insects the size of small birds buzzed through the makeshift clearing. In the midst of it, being butchered by natives with flint bladed knives, lay the massive beast that had crashed through the jungle. It seemed to be part ape, though three times the size of a man. Its head was that of a lizard, with razor edged teeth to match. It boasted a tail as well, short enough for balance but covered in thickly scarred hide that showed it served as a weapon as well.
“What in the void is that?” Rosh asked, staring at it from where he had come to a stop.
The leader of the hunting party looked to Rosh and grinned. He held up his spear triumphantly and then pointed at the fallen creature. He spoke a word none of them understood, then repeated it when he saw the confusion on their faces.
“Barbatoo?” Dexter asked.
The native grinned and thumped his chest with his fist. Another native emerged from the forest. He was carrying the body of the snake. He walked to Rosh and bowed his head, then dropped it to the ground before him.
“What am I s’pose to do with this?” Rosh asked, looking at Logan, Xander, and Dexter.
In answer, the war-leader stepped up to the dead barbatoo and slammed his stone-headed spear into its chest. He sawed at it, opening a great gash between ribs, then thrust his hand into the enormous cavern within. He tugged several times until, at last, he pulled forth the dripping heart from the beast. He held it up in the air triumphantly, to the raucous cheers of the other natives, then brought it to his mouth and bit deeply into it.
“Gods!” Xander whispered, then coughed as he fought the urge to retch onto one of the trees that the death throes of the barbatoo had felled.
“I think it’s your turn,” Dexter said under his breath. “You said you were hungry.”
Rosh grunted and looked down at the snake. “Ain’t that hungry,” he muttered.
The chieftain raised the heart again and grinned, his dark lips stained darker still with the blood of the fallen beast. He turned to Rosh and pointed with his spear at the snake.
“Might not be the best time to show them how civilized you are,” Logan offered.
Rosh glanced at the priest, the scowl on his face unmistakable. He looked back at the snake and took a deep breath, then knelt down and drew his dagger out. He ran it along the length of the belly, eviscerating the serpent cleanly and releasing its still warm guts onto the jungle floor. He felt as much as looked for the heart and, after a few minutes of immersing his arms in gore, he ripped it free.
Rosh stood up, holding the heart out and staring at it. The natives cheered him encouragingly. Dexter heard Xander cough raggedly again and turned in time to see the wizard turn away. Another time, perhaps, and he might have smiled in amusement. Another time when their own hide wasn’t on the line. Instead Dexter turned to stare with earnest focus at the warrior. Rosh took a deep breath and, not breaking the stony expression on his face, brought the steamy treat to his mouth. He tore away a chunk of the muscle and chewed it as briefly as possible, then swallowed it roughly, his eyes nearly bulging as he did so.
The natives cheered and many came forward to clap him on the back or the arms. Rosh was quickly separated from the others by the black skinned people, but they seemed to have little more than adulation in mind. In short the celebrations relaxed and they returned to tending their kill while Rosh returned to Dexter.
“Just can’t help being a hero, can you?” Dexter needled him.
“Jealous?” Rosh asked with a scowl.
“Just the other day I was telling Jenna how I ached to have me a piece of fresh snake heart.”
Jenna laughed, which drew a glare from Rosh. He let the glare fade after a moment, then he shrugged. “Took the edge off,” he admitted.
“Bound to make Jodyne’s job easier,” Dexter added.
Before Rosh could answer the leader of the natives approached them again. He seemed uncertain who to address, either Rosh or Dexter, so he spoke to them both. Of course he might as well have been trying to discuss the inner workings of a water clock for all they knew.
“I think he wants us to follow him,” Xander offered, now that he was recovered from his bought with nausea.
“You understand them?” Dexter asked.
Xander shook his head. “No, but I’m good with languages. Measure the patterns of certain sounds and phrases and you start to pick out possible words. That and what his body is telling us, I think he wants to take us back with him.”
“We guests or…”
“Still got our guns,” Rosh pointed out.
Dexter nodded, his question answered. “Alright, let’s go. Xander, keep learning. See if you can find out anything about the elven city. We only got another day and a half.”
“What happens then?” Logan asked, though Xander, Rosh, and Jenna had all been ready to follow up with the question as well.
“They wasn’t sure, either we’d be stuck out of phase or we’d switch back and there’d be nothing where we was,” Dexter said.
Curses and other soft exclamations followed, then a suddenly renewed interest. Dexter turned back to the native and nodded his head enthusiastically, then motioned for him to lead the way. The native smiled and nodded back, then turned and headed off into the jungle. The other natives fell in around them, their positions both protective as well as potentially imprisoning. Dexter tried not to consider that possibility, and instead wondered what they might find at the end of their journey.
 
* * * *
 
Dinner, much to Rosh’s satisfaction, was roasted barbatoo. It was accompanied with multiple side dishes of questionable nature, from mysterious mushrooms to some yellow skinned fruits and greenish blue roots. It was simple fare, but they ate well and happily accepted seconds.
The tribe of natives was nearly three times the size of the hunting party and included many children of varying ages. They stared at the crew of the Voidhawk in awe, a few even being so bold as to come out and touch the white skinned strangers.
As dinner began to wind down the natives cleared things away and set up a strange dance. Men and women arranged themselves in positions in the midst of a ring of strategically placed campfires, then began to dance when unseen drums were beaten rhythmically.
The war leader, who Xander had explained was the chieftain’s son, was explaining the ritual to them far too rapidly for any of them to follow. Xander focused and held up his hand a few times, experimentally repeating words and drawing either an excited gesture from the native, or polite laughter at his misunderstanding. Soon enough the well orchestrated and performed dance was over and a burning brand was taken from each of the fires and used to light torches spread evenly around the camp.
“Well?” Dexter asked his wizard.
“Captain, I know less now than I did before,” Xander burst out, clearly at a loss. “Something about demons, I think. Jungle demons, perhaps? The dancing keeps them away? I have no idea.”
Dexter grunted and turned to the others, hoping for feedback.
“Demons or just animals? We’ve seen a few things that appear interested in eating anything smaller than them. They light the edge of the camp so they can see anything that emerges from the jungle,” Logan said. “I see no cause for spiritual angst, they are just primitive people who believe in spirits.”
“There a problem with that?” Jenna asked, surprising Dexter with her sudden defense of the natives. “Every one’s got a right to believe in what they want to, don’t they?”
Logan stared at her then nodded and smiled. “Indeed they do. Simple spirits are seldom empowered to grant prayers is all. They have some ways to come in their understanding of faith and-“
“Thought priests was s’posed to know what faith was?” Rosh grumbled, then stood up and headed off to try and refill the sweet ale the natives had offered them.
Logan looked around, his mouth open in surprised protest. Dexter shook his head and chuckled. “Don’t look at me, as long as I got the ‘Hawk sailing and a crew to do what I tells them, I got all the faith I need or want.”
“Or a man who you know will stand at your side,” Jenna said with a wink at Dexter that made him scowl and blush, all at once.
Logan stared at them, ready to disagree, then he suddenly was hit with a coughing fit. He looked around briefly, his eyes wild and savage, then he shook his head and looked himself again. His hand went to his throat and he gently touched the holy symbol on the leather cord that hung from his neck.
“You all right?” Dexter asked?
Logan nodded quickly. “Yes… I just… it’s been a long day, I need to rest, I think. The heat is getting to me.”
“Acaros was hot like this, maybe worse?” Dexter pointed out.
“Dry heat,” Logan said with a weak grin. “Captain, if you’ll excuse me?”
Dexter nodded and the priest was gone. He hurried over to the huts they had been offered. The families that had stayed in them had moved out for the time being, insisting that the Voidhawk’s crew take them. Moments later the makeshift thatch door shut and, Dexter was certain, something heavy was pushed against it.
“What’s he up to?” Dexter wondered aloud.
Jenna shook her head, staring inquisitively as well. Rosh took that moment to return, his cup freshly filled.
“Can’t seem to drink enough to enjoy it anymore,” he grumbled, draining half the beverage in a single pull. “Damn elves cursed me.”
“You were happy enough when your ribs were popping back into place,” Dexter reminded him. It had been impossible, the way he’d healed from that snake’s constriction, but Logan had assured them all that he heard and felt the bones in Rosh’s chest reshape themselves and return to their proper place and health.
Rosh shrugged and said nothing, instead dropping into his own brooding thoughts.
Dexter turned to Xander, more concerned with their current situation than the moody warrior or the unpredictable priest. He glanced at the sky and saw the sun was below the mountains to the west and, he wagered, near to setting.
“Wizard, see if you can’t talk to them and find out if they know about that city in the mountains,” he ordered.
Xander frowned. “I don’t know if I can. I’ll try, but I barely know how to ask if gold or lead dust should be used when inscribing a rune of protection!”
Dexter stared at the wizard, wondering what he was talking about and why it mattered. The quickly fading grin on the man’s face tipped the Captain off that Xander had just attempted a joke. A joke that, unfortunately for him, was anything but funny.
“Captain, you mind if we take a little extra time here?” Rosh asked, breaking the awkward silence. “I’m thinking the bookworm here needs to spend some time getting cozy with one of these native girls.”
That joke broke appreciable laughs, although it colored Xander’s face red with embarrassment. Rosh followed his statement by openly ogling a couple of the dark skinned women who were walking nearby. With only skirts or loincloths, it was an easy thing for him to do.
“What about Willa?” Jenna asked rather sharply after she tossed a stick at him as punishment.
Rosh shrugged, ignoring the stick. Xander stood up; choosing that moment to diffuse what may have become another awkward situation. “I’ll see if I can find anything out,” he told Dexter.
“Wait, I’ll come with you,” Jenna offered, rising smoothly to her own feet and tagging along with the wizard.
Dexter glanced at Keshira, only to find her sitting nearby patiently and peacefully. As always, she threatened to take the breath away from any man who looked upon her, but her servile nature ruined it for him. That and the fact that she was a magical construct, created for the pleasures of a paying customer. Since accidentally becoming bonded to him when they opened her crate in mid-voyage, she had come a long ways towards realizing her own worth and existence. Dexter could only wonder if it would be possible for her to continue that journey; she was forever bonded to him by the same magic that had awoken her, magic that was supposed to be invoked by her paying master. 
“Be a lot easier if they was all like her.”
Dexter turned, seeing Rosh staring at Keshira as well. “Maybe,” Dexter offered, “but there’s a lot to be missing out on too.”
Rosh shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. All the fighting and worrying and distractions.”
Dexter glanced about, desperate for something to change the conversation. Rosh, of all people, was not the man he expected to share any meaningful conversations with. “Seems like fighting’s what your good at.”
Rosh looked sharply at him, then glanced away. “Seems like it,” he muttered, then shrugged. “Ain’t no matter. She’s better off without me. Tried to tell her that.”
“What you’re needing is a hobby,” Dexter said in a tone far cheerier than the one he felt. “Something to keep you busy when there’s no heads that need knocking.”
Rosh looked at him again, then saw the serious look on Dexter’s face. “A hobby? I ain’t good at much, never have been. Don’t think I’ll be knitting any blankets for your birthday.”
Dexter laughed in spite of himself. The thought of Rosh making a blanket or doing needlepoint had never occurred to him, yet the image was definitely something he would have to share with Jenna. His laughter faded as the Captain mindset returned. “You and Willa going to get on okay? Don’t need no squabbling on the ‘Hawk.”
Rosh nodded but said nothing. The silence stretched on for a few minutes until some excitement burst out on the other side of the small village. Dexter rose up, trying to see, and then clearly made out Jenna’s voice through the throng of natives.
“Let’s go, Xander might have tried bedding one of the natives, they seem uppity.”
Rosh let out a chuckle and stood up to follow behind. He glanced back and saw Keshira was with them as well, a pleasant expression on her face. “That smile on her face is starting to creep me out,” he muttered to Dexter as they walked.
Jenna and Xander met them halfway there with a small line of native’s in tow. “Dex, they say it’s forbidden land, they can’t go up there.” She burst out upon seeing him.
“Woah, what? You can talk to them now too?” He asked, surprised and a little overwhelmed by the sudden attention.
Jenna breathed a sigh of annoyance through her nose. “No, Captain, that’s what Xander said.”
“They know the way, but it’s a place of spirits and ghosts, they said, none of them will go there,” Xander explained immediately.
“How far?”
“A day’s hike, but it’s a hidden trail,” the wizard added.
Dexter cursed under his breath. “We got little more than that, if they won’t be guiding us, then we need to be pointed in the right direction.”
A woman pushed through the crowd and spoke excitedly. Dexter could not be sure but he thought she might be the healer that had offered to help Rosh earlier. A glance at his crew confirmed it.
After several rounds of conversation between her and Xander, as well as the other natives that spoke up angrily at one point, the wizard turned to Dexter. “She will take us,” he said.
“Thought this was forbidden?” Dexter spoke the words for Xander, but he stared at the healer as he said them.
She spoke in return, though it might have waves crashing against rocks for all Dexter could have known. “Only a… I think she said a spirit talker? Spirit walker? Someone who walks among spirits… I don’t know. Only a few special people are allowed to go there, I think. We’re not from this place, so we can go. She’s one of those special people, so she’ll take us.”
She kept talking and Xander’s eyes widened in surprise. He responded to her several times, repeating himself a few times to make sure he was not misunderstanding. Finally, when the others were growing anxious he shook his head in apparent dismay, then turned to address Dexter and Rosh both.
“She says there’s a price,” he told them, not looking at either of them directly. “Before she’ll take us she says…she wants…”
“Spit it out man,” Rosh growled.
Xander stared at him, then nodded. “All right. She wants you to lay with her.”
“What?” Jenna gaped.
“What?” Dexter echoed, equally at a loss.
“The things I do for my Captain,” Rosh said with a growing grin.
Xander made a face showing what he thought of the deal, then added, “She says she’s ripe and wants… oh Gods… she wants to bear your son.”
The grin faded from Rosh’s face, as did the color. “She wants what? I ain’t staying here… you tell her that, wizard. I ain’t turning dirthugger just so she can…”
Xander held up his hand, stalling Rosh’s protests. Dexter just watched, amused and amazed all at once. Alarmed as well, but he was putting that emotion at bay until it was needed.
“She doesn’t want you to stay,” the wizard said quickly, as though the words hurt him to utter. “She… she thinks you’re a God and if you give her a child it will be a great man in his own time.”
The corners of Rosh’s lips curved upwards slightly. He looked to Jenna and Dexter, seeing her disapproving glare then Dexter’s slightly amused expression. “Don’t be taking all night,” Dexter warned him, already knowing what Rosh was going to do.
Rosh nodded and turned to the smiling native. He grinned and walked towards her and she took his hand in hers and started to lead him away towards her hut. “Don’t worry,” Jenna called out loudly. “Willa moved out, he won’t take long.”
Rosh stumbled a step but didn’t look back. Dexter turned to stare at her, surprised at her barb, then even more surprised at the evil grin she wore. He shook his head and used it as a reminder to stay on her good side – or at least to remain her boss.
“What about the ‘Hawk?” Dexter asked Xander. “Can they guide us back there when the time comes, or does Rosh need to lay with every woman in the tribe first?”
 Xander grimaced, then turned to ask an abbreviated version of the question. More excited yammering from the natives was his response. The hair on Dexter’s neck began to rise, but he forced himself to remain calm until Xander turned back. The wizard’s expression, eyes wide and cheeks pale, was further cause for alarm.
“They say the lake is forbidden, but they will take us to the shore,” he said. “It’s forbidden because of the water demons that lurk within it. Ages past their ancestors lived in the village on the shore, but the water demons drove them from it.”
“Water demons?” Dexter asked, turning and glancing for Logan. He wondered what could live in the water that could possibly drive people on the shore away.
“It was long ago, nobody here was alive at the time,” Xander said after conversing with the natives a minute longer. “People were stolen… sacrificed? Eaten? Gods – Children? Maybe… they were driven off and promised never to return.”
“Dex?” Jenna asked after Dexter had stayed silent for a long time thinking.
He nodded. “Aye, we finish the elder’s business, then we make for the ‘Hawk,” he decided.
“We could split up, just to make sure,” she offered.
He shook his head. “If Bailynn and Jodyne can’t keep the ‘Hawk safe from some fish, then splitting us up more will just be throwing more sail at the wind.”
“You’re not worried about the ‘Hawk?” Jenna asked softly.
Dexter shrugged. He was, but showing it would do none of them any good. “If she’s there, great. If she’s not then we go and get her.”
Jenna looked at him, her eyes deep and questioning, but she said nothing. He offered her a faint smile of appreciation and then turned back to Xander, who was doing his best to talk to some of the other dark skinned natives.
“Anything more we should be knowing?” Dexter asked loudly enough to interrupt him.
Xander turned around quickly, his face blushing again. “Uh, no… um. No sir. Just learning the language is all.”
“Just learning the language?” Dexter asked, to which Xander nodded enthusiastically. Dexter shrugged and turned away, heading back to the fire they had been sitting near.
“Captain, it’s not my place to intrude, but I may be of assistance,” Keshira said, surprising both Jenna and Dexter.
As much as he was determined to treat her like a regular member of the crew, Dexter knew he didn’t. It angered and saddened him, knowing that they all treated her as less than them, but she made it so damn hard to do anything else. “Anytime you’ve got something worth adding, you pipe right up and do so,” He said to her, smiling encouragingly.
Keshira smiled back, revealing teeth white and perfect. It was enough to melt the heart of a man who didn’t know better. Even still, Dexter found himself admiring her. He shook his head in personal admonishment and listened as she spoke.
“I can understand these people, Sir,” she said. “Part of the magic that made me granted me the power to understand and speak any language, so I would always understand whoever my Master was to be.”
Dexter grunted, reminded yet again of how she was created to serve. Even still, he felt certain he treated her fairly. She earned a wage, of which he didn’t think she had spent a single coin of, and served no more time on the deck than anyone else did.
“Has Xander the right of it? His translating, has it been true?” He asked.
She hesitated a moment then said, “Mostly, Captain. He worked out the spirit of it, I believe, except for the last bit.”
“The last bit?”
“Yes Captain, when he said he was learning the language.”
Dexter’s eyes narrowed and he turned to see Xander still talking to some of the natives. “What’s he on about then?”
“These natives believe that anyone who travels with Rosh must be a lesser God. You are his mouth and the rest of us are his servants,” Keshira said.
“Rosh’s… servants?” Dexter managed to get out between gapes. “That’s…. we got to set that straight!”
“Dex, it might change things,” Jenna cautioned, though she was smiling at the ridiculous nature of it and how it affected him. “They might not be so friendly all of a sudden.”
Dexter stared at her, then looked back at the natives clustered around Xander. “But… Rosh?”
Jenna nodded, her jaw muscles visibly taut to fight back the urge to laugh.
“And the wizard don’t want to tell me that?” Dexter mused, staring at Xander and deciding he needed to have a talk with him.
“Maybe, Captain, but Xander also did not speak of the desires of the native girls. Their shaman has wooed Rosh, the white God, and the others are seeking to win the affection of Xander, yourself, and Logan.”
Dexter blinked, at a loss for what to say. Jenna barked out a laugh, then quickly covered her lips with a mumbled apology. Almost as though it had been a cue, a buxom native woman approached, smiling at Dexter and offering him a fresh cup of ale.
“I’m good… I mean, I don’t want any. Not that you’re not worth wanting… I mean,” Dexter stammered, trying to back away from the girl. He looked to Jenna, a wild and desperate look in his eyes. She laughed again.
The elven woman did step up to him and place her hand possessively on his arm. The native girl looked at her and bowed her head, then spoke something. Keshira responded quickly, and the native bowed her head again before walking away.
“She asked if he was your man, I told her he was,” Keshira said without needing to be asked.
“Good job,” Dexter said, breathing a sigh of relief. “Let’s find Logan and be ready to leave as soon as Rosh is finished. I’d rather face the elven fleet single-handedly.”
Jenna laughed again and even Keshira’s smile seemed to deepen. Annoyed at their amusement, Dexter said, “Keshira, go get Logan.”
She rose up without protest and moved towards the hut he had gone into. She had to put her shoulder into it, but the door slowly slid open. She slipped inside and returned moments later, holding the priest’s clothing and equipment in her hands.
“Captain, Logan is gone. He left these behind,” she said, dropping them at his feet.
Dexter’s eyes widened. “I never figured the priest one for sins of the flesh,” he said. “Reckon maybe he’s trying to appreciate the native’s a little more than we thought.”
 
* * * *
 
Rosh emerged some time later, fighting back the grin on his face as he rejoined the sullen looking Captain. Xander had disappeared now, no doubt finally wooed by one of the native women.
“Think maybe I found a hobby,” Rosh said, winking at Dexter.
Dexter rolled his eyes, not willing to encourage the warrior by responding.
“Where’s the bookworm?” Rosh asked as he grabbed a fresh cup of ale and sat down on one of the split logs being used as benches.
“Cavorting with the natives,” Jenna supplied with a twinkle in her eye. She sat close to Dexter, her arm wrapped around his to provide protection from the circling native girls.
Rosh laughed, slapping his thigh in appreciation. After a few bawdy comments he settled down and looked around and wondered aloud about Logan.
“Disappeared,” Dexter said. “He went in that hut but it’s empty now, just his clothes in there. Door was blocked by another one of these logs too.”
“He’s gone?” Rosh asked, confused. “Why didn’t you come get me?”
“Same reason we can’t get Xander… they won’t show us where you were at,” Dexter said. “These people take their breeding pretty serious.”
Rosh nodded, a grin splitting his face as he did so. “You think the priest’s getting some action too?”
Dexter shrugged. “I hope so, otherwise we’re up to our knees in it.”
“There’s Xander!” Jenna said, pointing to where the wizard’s head slipped in and out of view as he made his way around the huts and back towards them.
“Learn the language real good, did you?” Dexter asked tartly.
“Fascinating culture,” Xander muttered, smiling all the while.
Rosh clapped him on the back, nearly driving the smaller man into the fire, and said, “I knew you had it in you! Wait… you made sure it was a girl, not a boy, right?”
Xander stared at Rosh, horrified. Rosh laughed and clapped him on the back again approvingly. “Might just make a man out of you yet,” he congratulated.
“Seen Logan?” Dexter asked, interrupting the revelry.
“What? Logan… not since he went into his hut to rest, why?” Xander asked, his sore back and dislocated shoulder forgotten at the onset of a new mystery.
A scream preceded further conversation. Others were shouting then, on the far side of the camp. They crew of the Voidhawk rose at once, hurrying towards the sound and drawing weapons as they did so.
They came upon the scene of a several villagers with weapons held at the ready, They encircle something, and Xander quickly translated the frantic cries of the natives for them. It was a jungle demon they had captured, though it paced back and forth angrily looking for an opening.
Dexter forced his way through the ring to see what it was, and earned a chiding from the native he nudged aside, until the native saw that it was Dexter who had nudged him. Then he backed away, nodding respectfully and let Rosh look in as well. The jungle demon was nothing more than a wolf. A large wolf, to be sure, but still a wolf. It had brown fur and bright blue eyes that searched intelligently for an escape route.
One native, emboldened by the presence of Rosh and Dexter, stepped forward and hurled his spear at it. The wolf yipped as it hit it in the flank, jumping and twisting as it did so. The spear lay on the ground, the stone tip broken, and the wolf showed no sign of injury.
“That ain’t right,” Rosh observed.
“Jungle demon,” Dexter repeated.
“I got this,” Rosh said, stretching his neck to pop it before stepping into the ring.
The natives closed the ring quickly and an excited murmur rushed through them all. Dexter turned to Xander, who was behind him and said, “Find Logan. Now! Search every damn hut yourself if you must.”
Xander nodded and was off, hurrying to locate the priest.
The wolf and Rosh circled one another, Rosh pulling out his sword and letting the combination of moonlight and firelight reflect off of it. The wolf snarled, but didn’t lunge. They continued for several minutes, posturing and threatening one another, with no ground gained on one another. Rosh finally lunged forward, his sword sweeping down on it.
The wolf spring to the side, snapping at Rosh’s foot as the large man tried to kick it. It twisted back quickly, springing the other way even as Rosh tried to estimate where it would go. Now thoroughly off balance, Rosh fell backward when the large wolf leapt straight into him and caught his wrist in its powerful jaws.
“Rosh!” Dexter yelled, worried for the man. It looked like a wolf, but it fought like the demon the natives called it.
Rosh growled and strained against the wolf, pushing it back away from him slowly. He dropped his sword and wedged his other hand into the wolf’s jaw, trying to leverage it open. He gave up after a moment, even his great strength unable to pry the beast’s jaw from his hand. Instead he drew his fist back and landed a crushing blow on its sides, making the wolf yelp even as breath that smelt of dead barbatoo burst from its mouth and nose.
The front claws tugged at Rosh’s belly, seeking to tear through the shirt and the flesh beneath. Rosh countered with a blow to the wolf’s back that, by all rights, should have snapped its spine. Still the wolf clung to him, and still it tried to fight. A final blow from Rosh, this time onto the top of the wolf’s head, stunned it and made it fall back from him. It tried to scamper away, but Rosh followed now that his own ire was up.
The large warrior grabbed the wolf and hoisted it high in the air, squeezing as he hugged it tight. The wolf squirmed and thrashed, but couldn’t break free. Neither could Rosh crush the life from the wolf, which left the onlookers amazed. Finally, Rosh panting from exertion, he threw the wolf to the ground, stunning it again.
It rolled to its feet, jaws snapping, but not in time to avoid Rosh grabbing its legs. He held one hind leg and one front leg, each in a different hand, and he squeezed and twisted them, but the bones wouldn’t snap. With a frustrated grunt, Rosh spun around, picking the wolf off the ground with his grip, and threw him from the village and into the jungle. They heard the sound of crashing, then no more.
Rosh stood breathing heavily, covered in dirt, sweat, fur, and a little saliva. The sudden silence was broken quickly by cheering from the natives. Rosh was once again the subject of worship, with the tribal people clamoring to touch him or prostrate themselves before him. Dexter ignored the fuss, moving instead towards the ring of torches at the edge of the village. He peered out, into the depths of the jungle, but found there was nothing he could see.
He turned away and saw Xander running up to him, panting from his exertions. “Captain,” he gasped, then had to breathe a moment before he could continue. “I can’t find Logan anywhere. He’s not in the village… it’s just not that big.”
Dexter turned to look out at the jungle again. Either the priest had disappeared completely or he was out in the jungle, naked. If Rosh hadn’t been able to kill that wolf, he wondered what chance Logan had.
He nodded to Xander and turned him away from the jungle. “Let’s be off. Sooner we leave this place the better, I’m thinking.”
“What about Logan?” Xander asked.
“If he can be found, we’ll find him,” Dexter answered cryptically.
Xander nodded, apparently satisfied, and hurried off to help the others ready their gear. Dexter glanced back at the jungle and shook his head, then went to gather up Logan’s effects in the unlikely hopes they would find him again.
The tribe’s shaman approached him, her breasts swaying with each step in a way that reminded him Rosh had just bedded her. He forced himself to look away, blushing as he did so, and took a deep cleansing breath.
When she spoke, Dexter was forced to focus on her, but her incomprehensible words just rolled over him. He turned, casting about for help, and found Keshira already heading towards him. Her smile was ever present as she approached. The native girl spoke again when she stopped.
“She wants to know if I am your woman too,” Keshira told him.
Dexter coughed, choking a little in response to the question.
“And how is it you have two woman when the giant white God has only one?” The pleasure golem added.
Dexter glanced skyward, staring at the full moon above, and wished fervently to be back sailing through the void on his ship. “Tell her that… no, it’s none of her business. Bah!”
Keshira stared at him patiently while Dexter got his thoughts in order. Finally he felt calm and sane enough to speak. “Tell her we need to leave now.”
Keshira spoke and the witch-woman responded, showing some signs of agitation. She stared at Dexter waiting for a response. Her gaze unsettled him, but he just opted for a faint smile much like Keshira wore while she translated for him.
“Sara – her name is Sara – says that it is dangerous at night, more jungle demons like the one that attacked the white God earlier. She has never seen a demon such as it, do we know what it was?” Keshira said.
Dexter frowned. “It was a wolf. I’ve seen them in a few ports on different worlds. Don’t they have any dogs here?”
Keshira relayed the message while Dexter waited impatiently. “Gods this is a pain,” he muttered.
“Captain, use your bond to me, we are close enough for you to hear and speak through me, “ she offered.
“I can… that’s a neat trick,” he said, considering it. Sara spoke again and Dexter nodded, then focused on Keshira and the strange link he had with her that he’d never fully understood. Within seconds he found it and tried to imagine himself hearing through her ears.
“There are no such creatures here, animals or demons. It must have taken the shape of an animal the white God knows of.”
Dexter gasped, realizing she made perfect sense now. It was disorienting, hearing her words from a place that was not his own ears.
“We sent the wolf running; we’ll handle any other demons the same,” Dexter reassured her. “We don’t have time for wasting.”
She nodded and bowed her head. “I will fetch my spear. Meet me by the western fires.”
Dexter pulled himself back from Keshira and heard the same sounds around them of natives settling in after the attack. It caused a brief sense of vertigo as he adapted to hearing with his own ears again. He turned away, heading to where his people were gathering to give them the news.
They met Sara at the western fires. A path led away through the jungle, flanked on either side by a torch that was lit with the brands from the anti-jungle demon dance. Sara led the way between them, spear raised in front of her as though she expected to be attacked instantly.
As each of them passed through the ring of torches the noise of the village dropped away. Dexter looked back, surprised, and saw everything looked as it appeared, yet there was an audible difference between one step and the next. He saw the others looking around with questioning or surprised expressions as well.
“Come,” Sara said anxiously, then led them away.
Dexter followed then abruptly stopped when he realized he had heard and understood their guide without any help from Keshira. Xander grunted when he ran into Dexter from behind, making the Captain stumble forward as well.
“Hush!” Sara berated them for the noise they made, then hurried on. Dexter and Xander looked to one another, then moved to follow.
The journey through the dark jungle was filled with tension. Sara would lead them quickly through the tropical darkness then abruptly stop and urge them into silent hiding. They waited countless times in the dark, hoping that whatever creature she sensed would pass them by. Only twice did they see anything themselves. Once it was a creature that moved along the ground, its many legged shape blurring into the dark shadows as it hunted for its prey. It was the size of a large dog itself, though possessing at least six legs and a menacing looking tail. The other was a group of beasts that they heard rather than saw. The pack moved through the trees ahead of them, crossing their path but not stopping.
When the darkness began to lift with dawn Dexter was relieved to see the others looked as tired as he felt. Their clothing was smudged with dirt and clung to their skin from the sweat that left them dripping. Insects that had plagued them all night became visible as the sun’s rays broke through the thick jungle canopy, insects that were almost large enough to serve as a meal themselves.
Jenna hissed, coming to a halt in front of Dexter and causing him to jump to the side to avoid running into her. He bounced off the smooth bark of a tree and felt his shoulder and neck wrapped in something sticky. He pulled away from the tree, turning to look and see what he had run into.
A flash of dark brown alerted him out of the corner of his eye. He tried to spin away, but his body was tired and too slow to react in time. Sara crashed into him, driving him to the ground while she brandished her spear above him.
Confused by the sudden attack, Dexter nevertheless had the presence of mind to defend himself. He rolled back and grabbed her legs, knocking her off balance and making her fall on top of him. He heard the explosion of air from her mouth as she collapsed on him, her breasts cushioning the impact of her chest against his face. She was yanked away even as he felt something that resembled a red hot poker stab into the back of his shoulder.
“Kill it!” Sara shouted, though Rosh, who held her, had no idea what she talking about.
Xander gasped and stood paralyzed as he stared. Keshira acted where the wizard did not. She leapt forward and ripped the spider-like creature off of Dexter’s shoulder and squashed it between her hands, then threw the corpse into the weeds. She wiped her hands on her pants and hurried to check on Dexter.
“What in the void was that?” Dexter grumbled, trying to sit up.
“Hold him! The poison works quickly,” Sara said.
“Poison?” Dexter asked, eyes wide. He glanced at his shoulder but could see nothing. “Rosh, let her go!” He barked.
Rosh released his grip, though his face showed a great concern for why he ought to do that. She hurried over and tugged at Dexter’s shirt, pulling it away and showing the round wound in his flesh that was already beginning to swell. A sickly pale green fluid leaked from the hole.
“My spear, I must cut the wound to suck the venom out or you will die,” she told him.
Dexter nodded, his shoulder feeling warm and starting to itch already. He pulled a knife from his belt and handed it to her. “Use this,” he told her, though he spoke in his language and not hers.
She looked at him, surprise in her expression, then took it and drew it quickly across the bite. Dexter hissed, then gasped again when she crossed the first cut with another one. He looked around, feeling a little uncomfortable at the special treatment. 
Sara’s lips pressed to his shoulder and he could feel the suction. Her teeth worked at the wound, preventing it from swelling shut while she sucked.
Dexter hissed at the agony of her ministrations. Both the constant aggravation of the wound as well as the strong suction that made it feel as though she was trying to suck his lungs out through his back. He case about for some sort of distraction and found it when he saw Jenna one on knee herself, staring at him concernedly while her hands worked at her legs and feet.
Dexter gasped, his own situation momentarily forgotten. Jenna was pulling large leaches off her legs and feet. Before he could react properly to that he felt something building in his shoulder, a great painful pulling that made him grip his thighs and squeeze so tightly he knew he was leaving bruises. He groaned and gasped then felt a sudden intense burst before there was nothing.
Sara was spitting noisily behind him. He turned and saw the puddles of spittle were mixed with red and green, and in one of them there was an almost solid plug of the green stuff. A dull throbbing started in his shoulder and grew until it made him grit his teeth.
“Check your feet… everyone,” Dexter said through gritted teeth. He tried to reach forward to his own boots but the pain in his shoulder made him gasp.
Sara came forward, still spitting out the venom and blood mixture, then helped him with his boots. “What was that?” Dexter asked her, then realized he had no idea how to talk in her language. Xander repeated the question for him while he worked at his own boots.
“Tree crawler,” she explained. “Their bite causes stiffness that spreads quickly. You would have lost your arm within the hour and the rest of your body before noon. It would have called its hive then and you would have been eaten alive.”
Dexter shuddered and let Xander translate what he had already heard. Rosh swore, either at the explanation or because of the leeches he found on his feet, Dexter was not sure.
Of them all, Sara alone was free of any of the bloodsuckers. She explained, when Xander asked her why, that she had removed them as they tried to attach themselves. She walked barefoot through the jungle, which seemed insane to Dexter, but in this case it had served her well.
Soon they were ready to move again. Dexter felt a little woozy from the venom, and his arm was stiff, as promised, but he could move it and he did so regularly to keep it loose. Sara reverently offered the knife back to Dexter but he waved her away and had Xander tell her to keep it. She bowed her head deeply then kissed him on the feet and then the knees.
Dexter stared at her, eyes wide, and saw her rise up smiling and retake the lead. Jenna was watching with a knowing twinkle in her eye. Dexter blushed and held up his hands as if to say he’d done nothing wrong. Rosh laughed and clapped him on the back, then fell in at rear guard.
 
* * * *
 
Dexter had long since lost track of time. The day had grown warmer at first, then hotter. Sweat poured from them all, but for him it seemed he was trying to excrete every ounce of fluid in his body out through his skin. He panted as they climbed long forgotten mountain trails that were filled with loose rock and treacherous ledges. Sara kept them safe from the animals of the jungle, but it took a wary eyed Rosh and Keshira to keep everyone safe from the perils of the trail itself.
Twice Xander slipped and skinned himself, once nearly causing a small avalanche that would have left him bleeding and broken at the bottom of a ravine. Dexter needed near constant assistance from Keshira. The venom raged through him, making him slow to react and inflaming his joints with pain. He worked through it, seldom speaking for fear he would need the energy later.
The sun had yet to dip beneath the eastern mountain peaks when Sara called them to a halt in a small vale that was filled with a cool and clear pond fed by a waterfall at the end of it. She dipped a skin at the water’s edge, refilling it, and rose to take a drink. She turned and pointed at the waterfall.
“The ghost of my ancestors tell of a great path behind the water. It is no longer. We must climb to reach the forbidden city. We will rest tonight and climb in the morning,” she said.
“No,” Dexter croaked. He limped stiffly to the water and eyed it warily, then slowly knelt down beside it. With fingers stiff with inflammation, he unscrewed his own skin and dipped it in to fill it. Jenna rushed over to help him but he scowled and motioned her away.
“We go tonight,” Dexter told them. Rosh and Jenna stared at him, confused. Xander was staring as well, but his surprise was not one based in confusion at what he was talking about.
“She’s wanting us to climb that rock tomorrow,” Dexter explained to Rosh and Jenna after he took another long drink. “We don’t have the time, Xander, tell her we’ll be going as soon as we’ve our got wind back in our sails.”
“How… I mean, of course, but how did you understand her?” Xander asked, stammering a little.
“Like you said,” Dexter said, “by paying attention and picking out the bits and pieces.”
Xander nodded, looking thoughtful as he did so, then turned to Sara. He glanced back, as if he wanted to ask another question, but changed his mind and spoke to Sara, conveying Dexter’s wishes.
The native girl frowned, but nodded in agreement, then walked over to study the rock wall that led up the mountainside.
“You think you can climb that?” Jenna asked softly, looking at the imposing ascent. It was an ascent that neared a hundred feet, covered in moss and water from the waterfall in many places.
Dexter looked at the rock wall, studying it briefly but intently. He shrugged. “Don’t reckon I got much choice,” he said.
“Stay here. Rest. We’ll go up and take care of things,” she urged, her tone conveying her concern for him. “Dex, if you slip…”
“You’d have your own ship,” he finished for her, then smiled. “I won’t fall. Trust me.”
She stared at him, eyes narrowing a little. “You better not,” she whispered, “or I’m going to follow you straight to hell and make you regret it!”
Dexter chuckled, but it was short lived when he saw her expression did not falter. She meant it. He nodded soberly and added, “My word on it then.”
She scowled but nodded, then turned away from him to hide the tremble in her lip that he only just barely caught a glimpse of. He let her, realizing he was in no condition to deal with the emotions of an angry woman in addition to everything else.
What he saw next made him wonder if dealing with Jenna’s strange emotions might have been preferable. Rosh was standing on a small rise near where the small lake’s outlet turned to rapids as it descended quickly down the mountainside. He was staring out at the vista of jungle, hills, lakes, and plains beyond.
Dexter walked stiffly over to him, drinking sparingly but repeatedly to slake his thirst. He stopped beside the large man and enjoyed the view silently, impressed by the scenery.
“It’s beautiful,” Rosh said in a wistful tone. He cleared his throat quickly, then glanced at Dexter before looking away.
“Aye,” Dexter said. “Had we not come through there, I’d be quick to agree.”
Rosh chuckled. “Almost like sailing, being up here,” he said.
Dexter failed to see the similarity. “How’s the wrist?” He asked, changing the subject.
“Huh?” Rosh asked, then glanced down at it. “Damn dog barely broke the skin,” he said, shrugging. “Healed up before I pitched it into the trees.”
“That’s a powerful thing you got there,” Dexter offered.
Rosh grunted. “Yeah, lucky me.”
Dexter looked at him strangely. The Rosh he knew was all about being powerful. Having every advantage he could get and not being afraid to use it. This Rosh beside him made him wonder just what had happened to the man.
“I done a bad thing,” Rosh offered, then sighed. “Shouldn’t have bedded that girl.”
One piece of the puzzle clicked for Dexter. “You and Willa not done yet?”
The warrior shrugged. “Damned if I know… for sure we are now though.”
“Thought you felt that was best?” Dexter asked, a little confused given the man’s prior behavior.
Rosh’s shoulders were getting a workout from all the shrugging he was doing. “Hell Dex, I don’t know. Lots of things got me spinning. I didn’t ask for none of this.”
Dexter nodded, feeling partially responsible since he’d asked the elders to heal him. Still, having problems was better than being dead, he figured. Death meant no more problems, just one final answer.
The silence stretched on for a long moment between them. Dexter took another drink then glanced behind him to see Sara fixed upon a single spot on the wall; she’d found their path to the forbidden city.
“Rest’s over big guy,” Dexter said.
 
* * * *
 
Logan picked himself up with a quiet groan and looked around. The room was mostly dark, but morning sunlight filtered in through cracks in the walls and the gaping holes in the ceiling. He looked down and saw that he was naked, as he always was when his curse overpowered him.
The priest stumbled out of the small building and looked around, hoping he was still in the native village. It was a village, but not the one he remembered from the night before. Instead he had somehow made his way back to the abandoned huts on the shore of the lake. In the distance he saw the Voidhawk sitting in the water, patiently awaiting their return.
Scratching his chin, he felt something crusty on it. Flakes fell into his palm and collected under his fingernails, brownish flakes that Logan instantly knew were dried blood. He closed his eyes and sagged to his knees in the sand as a wave of emotions crashed over him. Horror at what he had done, sadness, anger, and even frustration and desperation battered him more brutally than a field of asteroids in the void.
He fell forward, holding has hands in front of him, and began to pray for guidance and forgiveness for whatever it was he’d done. No answers were forthcoming. They never were. His curse was his to bear and his to manage. He only hoped that whatever he’d done last night, whatever he’d killed, hadn’t felt much pain. Hopefully it had been an animal, not one of the natives, but his stomach knotted at the odds.
He could return to the village, he knew. Tracking was never a problem for him. He could trace his own scent back or probably even the scent of Dexter and the others. One of the benefits he’d inherited along with his curse, though hardly enough to justify the loss of control and savagery he experienced.
He looked at the Voidhawk, realizing he should go there and get fresh clothes, at least. Walking naked through the woods might be fine when he was under the pull of the moon, but not now, not when he was in control.
Logan found himself walking, heading towards the lake. The pull of the Voidhawk was too strong to resist. He would return after dressing, but the solace offered by the ship was what he needed to soothe the ache in his chest. It had been peaceful and wonderful for him, sailing the void and almost never having to worry about his curse. Only the moon, full or near full, could break his control and let the beast within him out. As long as he stayed off of planets that had a moon, his body and mind were his to control, not something shared with a savage monster.
His feet splashed into the waters of the lake. It was cool, thanks to the mountain stream that fed it, but not so cool that swimming would be unpleasant or crippling. He took a deep breath and waded in deeper, sucking air through his teeth as the water rose to encase his waist and then belly. The priest paused, drawing strength from the air in a few deep breaths, then dove forward, his arms quickly rising and falling in powerful strokes.
He swam through the waters without pause, reaching the hull of the Voidhawk easily. The exercise helped to clear his mind as well, restoring some of his sense of worth. He relaxed as he swam around the ship, hoping whoever was on watch would throw down a rope. When no one did after nearly two laps around it, he began to worry. Climbing a strut would be difficult, at best, but possible. He made his way towards one of the rear talons, figuring he would have a shorter distance to climb.
Something grabbed his foot then, something slippery but with the strength of corded steel. He gasped as he was pulled under, choking on some water that came with the air. Logan thrashed about, wondering very briefly if drowning could kill him where so many other methods had failed. Through the frenzied water he saw forms and shadows; men were there with him, holding him under and trying to drown him.
He lashed out, striking ineffectually at them. The grip on his ankle did not relent, no matter how violently he shook or kicked it. Panic began to set in as he used up his air. Logan’s lungs ached from want of fresh air as well as the pain of wanting to expel the water he had inhaled.
One of his adversaries came close enough for him to see it clearly. It was a dark green, almost a brown in color, and had the head and face of a frog. It pressed something against his face while he struggled with it. He tried to rip his head away from it but it clung to him, wrapping around his head and even blocking one eye. Another of the frog-men grabbed him from behind, trapping one arm then the other while the seaweed on his face finished sealing itself over his mouth and nose.
Wet ropes, crafted of the seaweed, were wound around his hands and feet. All the while Logan’s chest trembled with need. Spots began to appear in his vision, signaling a pending blackout and then, he knew, a watery death. He struggled again, but his arms felt leaden and his feet would not obey him.
Darkness closing in, Logan lost his focus for one crucial moment. His lips parted and he inhaled. He realized what was happening even as he did it, but it was too late to stop the first desperate gulp. A final burst of adrenaline made him thrash, desperately seeking to stop the water from filling his lungs, trying to take out the frog-people that held him since he was doomed to die as well.
Air, moist and tasting of algae, entered his throat and lungs. Logan went still, confused and wondering if he had already died. Was he instead on his way to serve in the palace of his God? He tried another breath and tasted the same bitter taste on the air that filtered through the seaweed clinging to his face.
He laughed then, realizing that somehow it was serving as a gill. The laughing turned to retching as his body deemed it safe to try and expel what water had made it into his chest. The frogmen grabbed a hold of him and pulled him between them, taking him deeper and deeper into the lake. The light faded around him, leaving only shadows as he grew used to his new surroundings. All he could hear for the longest time was the muffled swishing of his and his captors’ bodies through the water. Then, he realized, there was more. A throbbing noise reached him, and soon it was followed with other eerie musical sounds that echoed through the water. Ahead of him he saw the water lightening, but the bubbles that he expelled from each breath still went up, whereas the light was down.
Logan realized he was being taken to an underwater city.
 



Chapter 7 – The Deep
 
Dexter would have grunted with the sudden jerk that arrested his fall if there’d been air in his lungs to let him do so. He crashed into the wet rocks of the cliff wall, stars exploding in his head from the pain of the impact, and scrambled to find a hold to keep him from falling again.
“You all right?” Rosh grunted, relaxing his grip on the man’s tunic after he’d secured a hold.
“Yeah,” Dexter gasped, able to breathe now that his shirt was no longer digging into his throat and chest. “Thanks.”
Rosh grunted, then waited for Dexter to climb back up ahead of him. Sara had climbed the cliff slowly but with ease. Keshira was right behind her, to lend aid should there be trouble. Jenna, behind the pleasure golem, had scaled the wall even easier. Xander had gone next and was only now cresting the top of the treacherous vertical path. Dexter and Rosh had come last, and in his head Dexter could already hear the verbal abuse Jenna was going to heap on him. He’d promised her he wouldn’t fall, after all. He supposed that was still true, in spirit, but only thanks to Rosh’s quick reactions and superhuman strength.
The rest of the climb went without incident. The blood now rushing through his veins helped cleanse the sickness remaining from the venom that had stayed in his system. He climbed over the top, taking Jenna and Xander’s hands as he did so, and tried to look beyond them towards the alleged forbidden city.
Jenna stood in his path, her lips trembling, eyes ablaze, and fists clenched. Finally she stepped to him and pulled him into an extremely fierce hug. In spite of her smaller size he had to admire the woman’s wiry strength; he expected he might not breathe comfortably for a week after she finished with him.
“Don’t you ever do that to me again,” she whispered in his ear. “As it is,” she added, “I’m going to have to go easy on Rosh to thank him for saving your hide!”
Dexter smirked and let her finish clinging to him for a moment, then he focused on the city beyond and he gasped aloud.
“What?” Rosh asked, only now climbing over the edge of the cliff as well.
It was a city that had aged well. In spite of the weather conditions, the buildings still maintained an elegance and beauty to them that was the same artistry the elders had shown in Dasnari, their port deep in the Elven controlled void. Instead of building constructed of starsilver these were made of stone. As intriguing as the buildings were, it wasn’t those alone that caused the crew of the Voidhawk to stand open-mouthed.
A faint silver fog hung in the air, obscuring nothing but giving the entire area an ethereal look. Within it moved figures, shadowy and impossible to see directly. It was as though it was only possible to see them out of the corner of their eye, yet it was impossible to pretend they weren’t there.
“What madness is this?” Dexter whispered, pulling himself away from Jenna’s embrace to stare at it.
“Spirits and demons,” Sara said, pointing at the shifting figures after she saw the mystified look on Dexter’s face.
“No,” Xander explained, “the elders. They are out of phase with this world as well, though the difference is so slight we can still glimpse them.”
Dexter nodded, as though that made perfect sense. “Half dozen of one, six of the other. I’m for putting an end to this job and getting back to what makes sense.”
“Aye,” Rosh seconded, though he looked at the city with a suspicious glare.
“Thought you said it was pretty here?” Dexter asked him, surprised.
“It’s the kind of pretty that means trouble,” Rosh said in a tone that brooked no debate.
Dexter raised his eyebrow, curious, but turned back to the city. “Let’s finish this.”
“Captain, what are we looking for?” Xander asked, anxious to explore but not knowing what it was he was supposed to be looking for.
“They said it’d be in the middle of the city.”
“What would be?” Xander asked.
“I don’t know,” Dexter snapped, annoyed at the wizard’s insistence. “Something like that thing on the ‘Hawk I reckon.”
Xander raised both eyebrows and pulled his head back, as though surprised by Dexter’s retort. He nodded and stared into the city, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.
“I will wait here,” Sara told them as they began to head into the silver-misted city.
“What did she say?” Jenna asked, hurrying to catch up to Dexter and Xander as they strode into the city.
“What?” Dexter asked, confused.
“Sorry, who said something?” The wizard asked at the same time.
“The native… Sara… she said something just now,” Jenna explained, frowning. She turned and pointed, then gasped.
Rosh emerged from a wall of silver, then frowned when he saw them all looking at him. “It wasn’t me,” he said with his hands held up defensively.
“What wasn’t you?” Xander asked, more confused.
Dexter waved it away then hurried over to where the warrior stood. He reached out, touching the bank of silver fog and pulled his hand back sharply. “Don’t feel right,” he said, “it’s all tingly out there.”
Rosh turned and grunted in surprise. He drew his sword and stuck it in the mist, then pulled it out abruptly. He swore and stared at his blade, then sheathed it when he could find no fault with it and stared at his hands again while flexing his fingers. “You done us in real good this time,” he grumbled, glaring at Dexter.
Dexter ignored him and walked away, heading back into the heart of the city. “Well ain’t that dandy,” he muttered when he realized he could see the elders around him without any distraction now. Likewise, they could see him. They stared at first, then began to rush towards them, excitement evident in their form and expressions.
“Aw Hell,” Rosh muttered behind them.
 
* * * *
 
“Logan!” Willa cried out, rushing over as the naked priest was thrust none too gently out of the pool of water. 
The rest of the captured crew joined them, pulling him onto the humid rock floor and pulling the seaweed away from his face. He gasped, coughing a little, and lay there while they struggled to remove the ties around his arms and legs.
“Bailynn, these are too strong, can you cut them?” Willa asked when they found the ties used on him had no knots to untie and were resistant to their tugging.
“I… can’t,” Bailynn stammered, looking at her hands. “I’m not a slayer anymore,” she whispered.
Bekka smiled comfortingly at her, then looked around for another possible means of freeing the priest.
Logan groaned, spit out some more seawater, then rolled over onto his back. He pulled his feet up behind his back and concentrated, grimacing and even growling a little. Willa watched him shudder, then jerk a few times and then suddenly he thrashed, his feet and arms jerking free like a coiled spring released. The priest rolled over and breathed raggedly for a few moments before he rolled into a sitting position and tried to cover himself with his hands.
“What about the Captain and the others?” Bekka asked. “Did you find the elders’ fleet?”
“We were separated,” he said. “There were natives in the jungle and great animals the likes of which we’ve never seen before. What is this light?”
“A fight? Is Ro… is everyone okay?” Willa asked nervously, ignoring his question about the strange greenish-yellow luminescence that emanated from the walls.
“There is a glowing algae or moss on the walls,” Bekka explained.
He nodded as though that made perfect sense. Given the life he’d been blessed, or cursed, with, he could accept nearly anything. “They were well when I left them,” he answered ambiguously.
“Out with it boy,” Jodyne said from where she was sitting on the floor. “There be a story behind it, or my cooking’s not fit for a swarm of void rats.”
Logan stared at her, blushing again as he realized she meant his state of dress. Or undress, as it were. “The frog-“
“Bah,” Jodyne snorted. “No more lies! Them frog-lickers didn’t care for our clothes.”
Logan stared at her, then at the others who were watching him with expressions of interest and concern. Bailynn even had her head cocked to the side a little, her eyes wide with a hint of fear. She tightened it down as he met her gaze, her look hardening almost instantly. “I’m cursed,” he said so softly it was a whisper.
“If being trapped alone with a bunch of women’s a curse, aye, you are!”
Logan sent a disapproving look the dwarf’s way, then realized that she’d stolen the emotion from him. The recrimination and the loathing. He nodded, almost smiling, and continued. “Not long before you came to Acaros I was chosen to go on a quest for my church. It was a village, owned by one of the Lords, but beset by something that fed upon their cattle and even, sometimes, their young. The Lord who owned the lands cared more for the cattle.”
Logan shrugged the irreverence of life away, refusing to dwell upon the inhumanity they’d all left behind. “I soon learned it was no simple wild animal, but one of the village’s very own. A man who by day was a smith, and by night something else. He took the form of a great wolf, a wolf that knew no limits to its hunger and savagery. I fought with him and, calling upon the strength of my faith, vanquished him. I sacrificed myself to do so – there were children dying, what was my life compared to the lives of innocents?”
Logan shook his head, realizing he was slipping into the emotional turmoil that plagued him day after day. The others continued to stare at him, not even the unflappable dwarven cook offering words of support. He took a deep breath and looked to the water, hoping for a distraction. None came.
“I was wounded so badly I knew I would die by the morning,” he continued. “I prayed for peace and forgiveness. I prayed for the safety of the village, and for my father to understand what I’d done and why. Soon my prayers lost focus. I passed out; confident I would awaken in the warm embrace of life after death. I did not. I woke up to a sunrise no different than any other that comes to Acaros. At least, not different for any but me.”
Logan looked around, wondering if they had any idea what he was talking about. Even the scars had healed on him; he could show them no proof of how terrible it had been.
“I’ve heard of such things,” Bekka said. “Shape-shifters. Were-creatures. Men that do evil by the light of the moon, even if they do good by day.”
Logan nodded. “Yes, a werewolf. That is what I became. My guts were spilled the night before, my blood rasping in my lungs as I breathed. Yet that morning I was as you see me now, unharmed and untouched.”
“What did you do?” Bailynn asked, her expression having long since softened.
“I fled. What else could I do?” Logan asked. “I ran home to the temple, confessing everything to my father. We conspired on what to do, and he hid me on the nights when the moon was waxing. Our prayers went unanswered until Dexter arrived with you, half dead as well.”
Willa blushed and cradled her arm where Rosh had swung that axe that severed the poisoned ruin of her hand. “How were your prayers answered?” She asked.
“A ship that sails through the void never need fear the rise and fall of a moon. My curse is linked to the lunar pull. As it waxes, so does the beast now trapped within me,” he explained. “Last night the moon of this world was full. As it will be tonight.”
“Tonight?” Willa asked, suddenly worried. “How long until….”
“It was morning when they brought me here,” he said. “When I’m separated from the moon, deep underground or in the cellars of a building, for example, I can fight against it. Perhaps, down here, I will be even more distant and able to control it.”
“What if you’re not?” Willa asked. “What if…”
“I will have time enough,” he said, his voice shifting slightly to one of reassurance. “Time enough for me to do what must be done to keep you all safe.”
 
* * * *
 
Rosh was the only one with the angry expression on his face. Jenna and Xander both spoke elven, so the ancient dialect spoken by the elves of the Forbidden City, while awkward, was understandable. Dexter used Keshira as his translator again, and found he picked it up just as quickly as he had with Sara. Rosh alone stood about having no idea what the elves were saying to them. Their expressions were a story in and of themselves; however, and that was what further drove Rosh to the murderous glare he leveled upon anything in his path.
Some of the elves were hopeful, others sad. A few even seemed angry. They nearly overwhelmed the crew from the Voidhawk at first, until Keshira and Rosh pushed them back, creating some room. Then the real chaos began, with one elf after another shouting to be heard. Finally, with his aforementioned murderous glare firmly in place, Rosh pulled out something he had tucked beneath his shirt and held it high above his head in the air. It was a hollow disc made of starsilver, and within it hung a shield in front of a sword, crafted from the same strange metal as the hammer that Rosh had used to restore the life to the dying star and thus end the elder’s banishment. The elves fell silent quickly, then a whisper rushed through them, passing from one to another and leaving Rosh looking even more like he wanted to butcher the lot of them.
Dexter pointed at one of them, an elf who emerged from the crowd and  looked little different from the  others except for his more rigid stance. “What’s all this caterwauling about?” Dexter asked. “We’re here to do a job, point us to whatever keeps you trapped and we’ll be on our way.”
Jenna translated for him; as before he could understand them but not speak to them. “I am Sandis, who are you and why have you come?”
Dexter frowned. “Dexter Silvercloud, Captain of the Voidhawk, and the rest I got no need to repeat.”
The elf frowned upon translation. Dexter shrugged then listened while Jenna continued to speak to him. He turned to look at her, his eyes threatening to burn through the side of her skull, but she ignored him.
“You cannot release us,” the elf said at length, turning back to Dexter. “It is not as simple as you think. The magic was tainted, corrupted by our kin.”
“You might be surprised what Rosh can do with a big enough hammer,” Dexter muttered darkly. “Tell him to just show us the damn thing!”
Jenna told him and the elf shook his head sadly, but turned nevertheless and motioned for them to follow. Dexter shared with Rosh the gist of what the elf had been saying, and observed that his prediction of giving Rosh a bigger hammer was not far off the mark.
“I ain’t coming all this way for nothing,” Rosh growled. “Besides, ain’t this the only way back?”
Dexter nodded. “We got till sun up, by my reckoning.”
Sandis came to a stop and pointed at a small ziggurat like structure. Steps, each a foot and a half high, rose up until they formed a solid platform nearly twenty feet up. Upon it sat an hourglass not so different from the one Dexter had magically affixed to the prow of the Voidhawk, save that this one was very slowly spinning even as the sand fell from the top to the bottom.
Xander swore softly in awe and pushed his way forward for a better look at it. Rosh grabbed him by the shoulder and halted his progress, though the wizard seemed to take no notice.
“My thanks, if you don’t mind I’ll be having a walk up there now,” Dexter said, trying to edge around the elf to get up to it.
He held a hand out, halting the Voidhawk’s captain without touching him. “It spins slowly, so that every day is a new day for us, yet it is the same.”
“Horrible shame,” Dexter said casually, though he was tiring of the conversation.
“It was ages before we realized it,” he continued as though he had not heard the human. “We took to writing down the day’s events, and soon came to realize it was the same day over and again. We age a day every day here, then that day is taken from us and we live it anew as though it never happened. It has been more days than we can count, ages far greater than any of us have a right to see.”
Dexter halted as what the elf said sank in.
“Hurts are healed, cuts are made whole, bones are mended. Even the dead walk again,” he continued. “We are powerless to end it, and if we could still we would not.”
“Why?” Dexter asked, then ground his teeth in frustration when he had to wait for Jenna to translate the simple question for him.
“This world was taken from another time and another place,” the elf answered, his eyes shimmering with wetness. “The magic of this trap keeps it safe. Not like the doom upon us within this city, but if the magic ended, the world and everything upon it from that time would age in an instant. How long has it been? A hundred years? A millennium? Doomed as we are, we cannot condone the sacrifice of so much life.”
Dexter opened his mouth then closed it. He turned to look around at the other elves and saw that they were silent and, in many cases, unwilling to meet his gaze. A few did, and of those some showed the fire of life in their eyes. The lust to rejoin their kin and life aside from the doldrums of day after day of the tedium. The majority, he knew, seemed reluctant and in agreement with Sandis.
“If you could remember the thousand yesterdays behind you, would you still feel this way?” Xander asked, breaking the silence.
Dexter nodded, agreeing with the question even if it annoyed him that he hadn’t thought of it.
Sandis smiled sadly. “We are a long lived race. A hundred years to us is little more than one to you. Some may feel differently, but we are not like those that forced us to endure here.  They tampered with the magic of our banishment even as we invoked it.”
Murmurs of assent came from the other elves, leaving Dexter gnawing his lip in thoughtful frustration.
“What’s going on?” Rosh grumbled, stepping closer to Dexter. “This don’t look none too good.”
“We’ve had easier jobs,” Dexter admitted. “They’re saying if we lift their curse, the world around us ages. It catches up for the time they spent trapped here. Instantly.”
Rosh shrugged. “So?”
Dexter smirked in spite of himself. “They won’t make that kind of sacrifice. Their lives aren’t worth it.”
Rosh scowled. “What about the ‘Hawk? Willa and the rest?”
Dexter shook his head, uncertain. It had been nagging at the back of his head as well. “I don’t know,” he admitted.
The Captain turned to Sandis and relayed the question, then waited as Xander repeated it for the elf.
“We have wizards who have studied the spell entrapping us,” Sandis said. “But every day they must begin anew. They have written their thoughts and progress, but even still they can only do so much ere the new day dawns and we are renewed,” he explained.
“He doesn’t know,” Dexter translated for Rosh’s benefit.
“Sir, I am a wizard. No match for the skill or learning of your people, but might I study it?” Xander dared.
Sandis stared at him, studying him, then he nodded. “Study it only,” he said.
Xander grinned and assured him he would, then hurried forward to have a look at it. Dexter watched him, his eyes narrowing a little as he remembered the many times that Xander had mentioned wanting to study something and how it would take him days, weeks, or longer to do so.
“Be quick about it,” Dexter called to him. “We’ve until the morning, less if what the elf says is true.”
Xander waved understanding and knelt down atop the ziggurat to study the hourglass. He reached into a pocket and pulled out some parchment, rifling through it until he found what he wanted, then continued to stare at the magical object while occasionally making notes.
“What’s he doing?”
Dexter shrugged, “Wasting his time, I reckon.”
Rosh grunted, looking less than pleased at the continuing developments.
“Every day they wake up like it was the day before,” Dexter told him. “People that died are breathing like nothing was wrong, cuts are healed, and they got no way of knowing what happened the day before.”
Rosh grunted again, this one unreadable by the Captain.
“It comes down to this,” Dexter said, his voice the same tone and level as before, but something more serioud about it. “Xander’s got ‘em ruffled, you make a hole and I’ll do what needs doing.”
“What about the others?” Jenna asked, turning to look at him sharply.
“I ‘spect this is the only chance they got,” Dexter said, glancing sharply at her. “Sail any other way you end up lost.”
“We can talk to them!” Jenna insisted. “Tell them this is the only way. Convince them that it’s worth it!”
“You really feeling that way? You feel it’s worth the dying of the rest of this world just to get them back and save our skins?”
Sandis kept glancing at them, then hurriedly returned his gaze up to Xander. Finally, his face one of preserved irritation, he called out to Xander, telling him he’d spent enough time up there.
“I…” Jenna began, then was distracted by the elf calling to Xander. She turned and saw Xander frown, then beg for a few more minutes.
“Come down, you have the rest of eternity to study it,” Sandis told him.
The color in Jenna’s cheeks paled to hear Sandis speak of the doom they now shared. Her eyes fell to Dexter and then to the ground, a look of sadness conveyed in their brief contact. “Do it,” she whispered.
“Rosh!” Dexter said, but without need. Already the large man had erupted into action. He sprang forward and caught Sandis unprepared.
Even still, the elven warrior reacted and tried to dodge. Rosh caught his arm and yanked him back with ease, wrapping his other arm tight to him in a powerful hug that crushed the air from Sandis’ lungs. The other elves, stunned at first, recovered before Dexter had taken three steps himself. They cried out in outrage and pushed forward, trying to grapple and pull Dexter back.
Keshira stood her ground easily, sending any elf that came within arm’s reach sprawling. She pulled her punches, stunning but not killing them. Jenna fell back quickly, drawing her blades but using them only to threaten, not to strike. Rosh used Sandis as a weapon, whipping the elf back and forth almost like a flail to drive the elves that sought to overbear him away.
“What are you doing!” Xander cried out, seeing Dexter running up the stairs of the ziggurat. “You can’t just destroy it, there’s too much power! Too much risk!”
An elf caught Dexter’s foot and yanked him to the stone steps of the many tiered dais. He grunted when his chin hit the rock and saw only stars for a moment. When he regained his senses he felt himself being dragged back towards the throng of angry elves. He struggled, kicking out, but another elf had latched onto his other foot and soon another grabbed higher on his leg to subdue him.
“Rosh! Destroy it!” Dexter screamed before he was yanked down the last of the steps and felt his head crack against stone, stunning him for a second time.
Dexter watched a blurry image of Rosh hoist Sandis overhead and throw the elf into the bodies pressed around him. Free for a moment, he turned and charged. The warrior bellowed like a bull as he burst through the perimeter of elves intent of stopping him. They clutched at him to no avail; Rosh was like a force of nature, wild and untamable. He sprang up the steps three at a time, drawing his sword as he did so and not stopping until he stood before the hourglass. Xander cried out, grabbing up his papers and scrambling away for fear of what Rosh’s actions  might cause.
“Rosh, you’ll kill them all!” Xander warned him, a frantic edge in his voice.
Rosh hesitated, glancing at the wizard and then at the press of elves that seemed fearful of mounting the ziggurat. Keshira was weighed down by the throng of elves. Dexter was struggling weakly and Jenna was backed up against the first step, the elves held at bay by her swords though she showed no desire to use them.
Rosh glanced up, looking at the misty walls of silver that surrounded the town. A wall beyond which teemed a world full of life. He looked back at Xander in an unusual show of thoughtfulness and asked, “You sure?”
Xander hesitated, not long, but the warrior was trained to seize any advantage at a moment’s notice. It was enough even though the wizard began to shout for patience. Rosh readied his sword and took aim at the spinning hourglass.
Dexter couldn’t call out to his Arms Master, his mouth was jammed shut by the weight of a knee. He could see, through the crushing press of bodies, Rosh atop the ziggurat. His head was dashed against the ground again and he felt the world slipping away. The last thing he felt was a pulse of energy that washed over him like a soundless wave that seized every nerve in his body and electrified them for one terrible instant. The wave passed, and with it he fell into a blackness deeper than the darkest of shadows he could remember from the jungle floor.
 
* * * *
 
They’d fallen into a troubled silence in their underwater prison. The walls of rock were damp and the air grew thick with each breath. Sweat, indistinguishable from the humidity of the air, rolled off their flesh. Logan did what he could to maintain his modesty, though it was difficult at first as he sought to explore their limited surroundings. Now he sat near the water’s edge waiting for what would be.
Jodyne continued to study their rocky prison, tracing lines in the wall only she could see and occasionally tapping it with her knuckles. Bekka sat at the water’s edge, peering into it. Willa was watching Logan, studying him with newfound interest.
“Hsst!” Bekka said as she stood. “They come!”
The others rose as one, Logan with his back to the wall and his hands providing a minimal level of cover for himself. “Got any prayers for this?” Willa said under her breath.
“I’ve been using them,” Logan assured her somberly.
A three fingered hand emerged from the water, webbing connecting the fingers, and grabbed the slippery edge of the rock. Another joined it and the first of the frog-men began to emerge. Another joined it, even as the Voidhawk’s crew fell back defensively. The amphibious humanoids approached while more began to crawl out of the water.
Their faces, an amalgamation of frog and fish, was alien enough to leave Logan and the others uncertain of how to respond. The toothy grins on their faces seemed to bode ill. The menacing looks were confirmed when one pointed at Jodyne and two others moved forward on their frog-like legs in an awkward shuffle to reach for the dwarf.
Logan moved in front of the dwarf, holding his arms out in front of him. “Why have you captured us, we’ve done you no wrong.”
The frog-man that pointed at Jodyne croaked something and made a slashing motion with his hand.
“That’s not good,” Bekka intuited.
To Bekka’s point, the frog-men seized Logan’s outstretched hands, grabbing with grips of steel and seeking to toss him aside. Logan pulled back against them and gasped. Their grips were not only strong, but their palms and fingers felt like shark’s skin. A thousand tiny barbs promised him that his flesh would be shredded if he pulled too hard against them. Off balance and hesitating because of this realization, they thrust him to the side so another one of them could grab for Jodyne.
Jodyne was far from compliant. She sent the first of her adversaries reeling, clutching the end of its snout. Another rushed in to replace its stunned comrade, just as Bekka, Bailynn, and Willa rushed forward in Jodyne’s defense. The chaos of a grand melee ensued, four against four, with replacements bobbing in the water waiting for either a captured human to be delivered or for one of their own to fall and need assistance.
“There are too many,” Willa cried out even as she used the stump of her arm to club a frog-man on the back of the head.
Bailynn slipped on the wet floor, dropping to a knee and a hand. A frog hopped towards her, hands reaching and mouth snapping open. She jumped, her reactions and strength seemingly none the worse for her change of profession. She thrust her hand out, jabbing it in the belly with her fingers spread into claws. The frog grunted with the impact and crashed on top of her. It scrambled to get away, scratching her across the cheek and belly in the process. She cradled her hand to her belly as she scrambled back to her feet. Logan saw her glance at him, her eyes wide and lips parted in surprise. She was no longer a slayer.
“Stay back,” Logan growled. It was far from divine guidance that had driven him to his decision, it was necessity. The idea had come to him while he prayed, but that was more a lack of focus than heavenly intervention. He’d used his curse to his benefit before, and felt shamed for it when he did so. Escaping the trap of the elves at Fort Prudence had required a partial transformation. Now this, with no weapons, required him to call upon it again.
Logan growled, the sound becoming more guttural as he let loose the walls that trapped the beast within. His fingers and hands cramped and contorted even as they lengthened and sported claws like talons. New hair on his arms burst forth, darker and thicker than his natural blond hairs. His back stiffened and he gasped in pain at the metamorphosis his body was undergoing.
One of the frog-men standing near him saw him and mistook his shuddering as weakness. It hopped towards him, its legs clumsy outside of the water. Logan caught it off guard, slashing across with his hand and leaving deep furrows in its neck. It stumbled backwards, the large bulbous eyes revealing shock at the mortal wound that it had sustained.
Logan turned before the frog-man had fallen. He grabbed the underwater attacker that was tugging on Willa’s good arm. Logan’s claws pierced the skin and made it croak in a mix of surprise and pain. He pulled it away and threw it into the rocky wall above the water with a twist of his torso.  The frog-man fell into the water, adding to the bedlam.
More of them crawled out of the water, one dropping back in as it was toppled by another of the creatures that fled from Logan’s wrath. Others waited to take their place, however, and even Logan in his frantic state of mind on the verge of losing his battle with the beast within knew that they were doomed. Bekka was bleeding and cradling her leg. Willa was bruised and had tears of fright running down her face. Jodyne stood resolute, but she’d lost some hair was favoring her left arm from a battering it had taken against the rock wall. Bailynn, still a force to be reckoned with, had blood on her face that was not her own. Bailynn’s clothing was shredded in places and spotted with her own blood.
Logan growled anew, realizing he might need to give more of himself to the beast, and prepared to pounce onto the fresh frog-men emerging from the water. These fresh adversaries carried nets, sure to tip the odds in their favor.
Logan felt the pulse of energy hit him. It made him gasp as the beast was driven deep back into the dark cage it lived within. He stumbled and reached for the floor, intent on catching himself, but whatever had hit them all caused him to black out before the impact of flesh against wet rock.
 
* * * *
 
“Cap, you still breathing?”
Dexter groaned and opened his eyes. He shut them quickly, having been treated to a sight that would plague his sleep for weeks to come. Rosh’s grinning face was blocking out the sun, giving him a saintly halo effect that could not have been further from the truth. “I hope not,” Dexter muttered.
Rosh clapped him on the shoulder, making the Captain grunt, and then he felt the full warmth of the sun upon his face. He opened his eyes again and had to squint until he rolled over and raised himself up. Groans and snores surrounded him. Everywhere people were coming to their senses. Those that had already risen stared upwards and around in amazement.
“Is it over?” Dexter asked, seeing the sun and the mountains surrounding them. 
No one answered. Dexter scowled and rose fully to his feet. His head ached and his body was bruised in a dozen places. He even felt one tooth that was loose. As his senses fully returned he saw Jenna slumped against the ziggurat, her swords fallen at her feet. He rushed to her, trying to avoid the slumbering elves around her.
“Jenna!” Dexter hissed, pressing his face next to hers to feel her breath upon his cheek. His heart relaxed and he looked around again, then gently shook her to rouse her. “Wake up,” he whispered to her. “I think we’re back.”
“What happened?” Dexter heard Xander call out.
Before he could respond some of the elves had reassembled themselves. They were muttering angrily and starting towards them again, but their conviction seemed less strong. Many kept glancing up to the sky. Sandis emerged, clutching an arm that was clearly broken, and walked purposefully towards Dexter.
“You are an evil man,” he said.
A pile of elves moved behind him. Keshira rose from within it, pushing the slumbering bodies off of her as she did so. As was typically the case, the unstoppable pleasure golem’s clothing was ripped and in total disarray. Dexter glanced at himself to see that his own garments were far from fresh, but at least he hadn’t been in the thick of a grasping mob.
“Call me what you want,” Dexter said, “The job’s done and you’re to be heading back to join your people.”
A cry went up in the distance. It spread quickly as others relayed it and soon enough a man rushed to Sandis’ side and spoke quietly to him. Jenna overheard with her keen elven ears and slipped her hand in Dexter’s to squeeze it encouragingly.
“You are no less evil for it,” Sandis said to him, having not understand what Dexter had said to him, “but it seems this world teems with life as it did before.”
Dexter felt his stomach flutter at the news. He looked at Jenna and she smiled. “At the base of the mountains they can see a city. The smoke from fires and the stink of metal working and tanneries rises from it,” she said over the din of the elves.
Dexter grinned. “All’s well then,” he said. “Time for us to be going.”
“Your grandpa owes me a new sword,” Rosh grumbled as he came around the side of the ziggurat. He held up the hilt of his once mighty sword that now had a blade the length of a hunting knife.
“I’m sure he’ll be happy to replace it,” Jenna said, rolling her eyes at everyone’s continuing inference of a relationship between her and the elder.
“Captain,” Xander said, rushing over to them as well. He was breathless in his excitement. “What happened? Rosh struck the hourglass, where did it go? What is this about the world being alive?”
Dexter held up a hand, silencing the wizard. “I reckon you know as much as we do,” he told him. “And we’d best be leaving it at that – staying here’s not high on my list of retirement opportunities.”
“Not high… what do you mean?” The wizard asked
“Captain, I might be of assistance,” Keshira said as she joined them. 
“Be quick about it.”
“In the blink of an eye to you 12,000 years, 233 days passed. I was aware, but unable to move. We stayed where we were until the world caught up, and now it is our time again,” she summarized.
Dexter cocked his head as he looked at her. Gone was her constant grin but instead a look of relaxed complacency was on her face. “12,000 years? You were aware of it? That’s… that’s a long nap.”
She nodded then smiled. “It gives a lot of time for thinking.”
“Or madness,” Xander added.
She nodded and smiled at that as well. “Had I not had my bond with you and knew you were well, it could have come to that.”
Dexter looked at her again, then nodded. He sensed something different about her. The beginnings of that something she confirmed when she adjusted her shirt to cover herself on her own, without any prompting. “Seems like it might have done you well,” he suggested.
She smiled in return.
“Tell him to get his fleet together, they’re to report to the elders at Dasnari,” Dexter said. “And tell him we’ll be joining them, but first we’re bound for the Voidhawk.”
“12,000 years, you think it’ll still be there?” Jenna asked him worriedly.
Dexter shrugged. “The ‘Hawk’s had some long waits before. I reckon she went through something like we did. Just a long nap is all. All the same, make sure they know not to leave without us.”
Jenna smirked while Xander relayed Dexter’s wishes.
Sandis glared at Dexter, then nodded. “Your recklessness will come back to you, Captain Silvercloud. If we make it to Dasnari I’ll speak with the council and, for your sake, hope that’s the worst of it.”
“If?” Dexter asked, suddenly concerned.
After the translation Sandis nodded. “We are here, our fleet is not. It lies in the bottom of nearby lake. Our kin forced us to land there and secure our ships, then they dammed the river to flood them.
Dexter stared at him, then turned away to hide the expression of disbelief and fury on his face. Finally, when he felt he could speak again, he turned back. “Rosh, might need you to go kill another snake and do some more fraternizing with the natives – we’re to be figuring out how to drain the water out of that lake the ‘Hawk’s in.”
Rosh stared at him, then grinned.
“Consider it an order,” Dexter added. “That way you don’t have to like it.”
 
* * * *
 
Bekka awoke in the dark. She blinked, not understanding the complete absence of light. She was part elven, she’d never been so completely without sight, even in the darkest of shadows. She struggled to control her breathing and slowly reached out, trying to find something.
The floor beneath her was cold and clammy; it stirred a memory in her, a memory of being trapped. She gasped as it came back to her, rushing in so rapidly that it left her breathless and threatened to drive her senses from her again. She was in the underwater cave still, where they had been taken by the frog-men. She assumed as much, for she couldn’t see to be sure. Her hands rose to her eyes, fearing that perhaps she had been stricken blind. She gasped when her fingers brushed against her eyeball, her eye stinging and tearing up at the contact.
A groan from nearby made her stifle her own breathing. She was sure the groan came from a man, she assumed that meant it was Logan. She slowly crawled forward, wincing as she used the scraped and bruised muscles in her leg. Carefully she inched along the wet floor, reaching out with each awkward four legged step until she felt her hand brush against warm flesh. She followed it, sliding her hand along the warmth, and identified the body part as his leg only when her hand came to rest on flesh much softer and more pliant than his thigh had been.
“Oh!” She gasped, and quickly pulled her hand away. Logan groaned again and shifted on the rocky floor.
“What’s going on?” He demanded, his voice cutting through the darkness like a knife.
Startled by the sound, Bekka recoiled back and found herself sitting against the wall in a rush. “I heard you groan,” she stammered, embarrassed by her accidental groping. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“Bekka?” He asked.
She nodded, then realized he couldn’t see her in the dark. “Yes… it’s me,” she said.
Another moan came from Bekka’s right. Followed by some gruff language that identified Jodyne.
“It’s all right,” Logan said softly, causing Bekka to smile again.
She heard him rise to his feet and she cautiously stood up to follow. In the dark, without knowing what was going on, she suddenly craved the contact of others. Normally she shunned it, preferring to be left alone because she’d always been so different. Cast aside as an aberration by birth, she’d accepted her lot as a loner. Now she realized she’d never felt truly alone, not like she did now.
She wondered how Dexter would feel, were he and Jenna down here. Would he cling to her? Would she to him? They were so strong. So individual. So powerful in their own ways. She envied them their strengths, but wondered if something like this would prove too much even for them.
“Logan,” Bekka whispered, her voice trembling a little. “Logan… where are you? It’s so dark… I… I’m…”
“Shh,” he said, his voice powerful in the darkness even as quiet as he made it.
His hand touched her arm and she felt the roughness of it. More than hands that had worked ropes and boards upon a ship, she felt the blood that was still wet on his hands from the frog-men. She ignored it and put her hand on top of his, then clung tightly to him. “Thank you,” she whispered because she knew he couldn’t see her smile. “I… it’s just so dark, I don’t want to get lost.”
She heard a chuckle in his breathing, but he said nothing and she was thankful for that. A moment later they were moving slowly along the wall, making their way to Jodyne. A grunt stopped them, and before Bekka could be prepared Logan knelt down and pulled her down with him.
“What?” She gasped, surprised.
“Willa? Are you okay?” Logan asked in the darkness. Bekka realized he must have run into her and kicked her on accident.
“Gods… am I… are we… are we dead?” Willa whispered. “I can’t see anything! It’s so dark and I’m cold… I hurt all over.”
“We’re not dead,” Logan reassured her. “I don’t know what happened, did anybody see anything? One moment we were fighting and then… nothing?”
Bekka heard the concern in his voice and it made her feel better. Then she realized why that concern might be. He’d changed during the fight; changed into the were-creature he was cursed with. Not completely, but enough that he worried he’d lost control or lost himself. She squeezed his hand reassuringly. “It was the same for me,” she said. “There should still be those strange frog-things amongst us, but they’re gone.”
“There’s more to it than that,” Jodyne said from a few feet away from them. “Ere the fight, I was checking the walls, looking to see if there might be a way out.”
“A way out?” Willa interrupted. “They were solid rock!”
“Aye, they was,” Jodyne said impatiently. “But these walls be limestone, no good reason for them to hold out the water and in the air. Still, limestone be known for holes in it, lots of pockets and such. If I could find something like that we might could break through to it.”
“Then what?” Willa said, her voice filled with defeat. Bekka could only agree, running from the things that had captured them would do them little good if they were trapped deep under the surface of the lake. Only drowning awaited them as an alternate fate to what the frogs had planned.
“Then we’d keep looking,” Logan answered. “The Captain won’t leave us behind; he’s found a way to do things that can’t be done before. Why, he even once rescued a dying slave girl from a life where no rescue could be found.”
Logan was talking of how Willa had come to join the Voidhawk. He reminded all of them, in fact, that they’d seen bleak situations before. Situations where survival, let alone victory, seemed as likely as living to tell about being adrift in the void in the midst of a meteor shower. Bekka gave his hand another squeeze and wondered what it took to have faith like that. Even if it was requisite for a priest it still amazed her.
“He rescued all of us, one time or another,” Bailynn said in the darkness, surprising them all. She padded across the floor softly to join them. “He’ll come if he can, but he’d be mighty disappointed if we didn’t do our best to reckon our own way out of it.”
Bekka smirked at the horrible impersonation Bailynn had tried. She wanted to ask the girl how she fared; she remembered seeing her bloodied before the fungus that grew on the walls and filled the room with the eerie light had disappeared. She opened her mouth but was interrupted before she could say anything.
“Are ya done gabbing like old ladies over needlepoint?” Jodyne asked testily. Nobody responded so she continued, “There be a hole in the wall where I thought I was hearing something hollow. It’s a narrow crack, mind you.”
“How narrow?” Logan asked nervously.
“Feel it yourself.”
Bekka let Logan pull her slowly along the wall until he found it. He switched hands with Bekka, turning to face her, and carefully tried to slide into the crack. She could hear his breath catch a few times, but he pulled her in after him.
“Willa!” Bekka said as she realized he wasn’t slowing down. “Take my hand. Jodyne, follow behind us.”
“I been looking past your pointy ears,” Jodyne called out, her voice muffled from her distance ahead of them all in the narrow tunnel, “don’t be making me change me mind!”
Bekka grinned in spite of herself, then heard Willa’s hand against the rocks, groping for hers. Bekka reached out and made a few blind grabs until her hand landed on the woman’s side. Willa grabbed her arm and Bekka could feel her let out a breath of relief. Bekka smiled again, she knew the feeling. “Come on,” she whispered encouragingly to her. “’Lynn, can you come behind us?”
“I will,” she assured them.
Both her hands occupied, Bekka felt herself dragged painfully a few times against the wet limestone of the narrow tunnel. They continued on and soon enough heard a victorious cry from Jodyne. “There be room enough to breathe!”
With a few more grunts and curses, they joined the cook and stared sightlessly around them. It was roughly another round chamber, though this time they felt an openness above them. “What is it?” Logan asked softly.
“A shaft,” Jodyne said. “Goes up. Might be hunnerds of feet, maybe only a dozen.”
“How do we get up it?” Bekka asked.
“You swallow too much water on your way down?” Jodyne asked.
Bekka was confused. She glanced around, pointlessly, and stammer out a confused reply.
“Can’t you make another one of them shiny light tricks to show us around?”
Bekka gasped. Her magic! So seldom was it of any practical use she’d forgotten all about it. She could do some truly delightful things with potions and poultices, even craft some amazing candles and such, but she considered them parlor tricks or boons for tending the wounded. That, or, if she bent her craft another way, for poisoning the healthy.
But this time, yes, she could do just that. All she needed was an object, something she could pull some light into. She patted her pockets and clothing, then felt despair begin to weigh her shoulders and stomach. “I’ve nothing to use,” she whispered.
Jodyne grunted. “I’ve no more daggers, just me clothes. A site more than the priest’s got though,” she chuckled. “Willa?”
“I…,” Willa paused, taking her hand from Bekka’s and then returning it after hastily patting herself down. “They took everything I had.”
“Me too,” Bailynn said in the darkness.
Bekka sighed and took her hands from Logan and Willa. Immediately she felt the darkness closing in on her. She squeezed her eyes shut and focused instead of images of a fiery sun burning brightly off the stern of the Voidhawk. She slipped her shirt up and over her head quickly, then wound it into a ball around her hand. Eyes still closed she concentrated on it, focusing her thoughts and redirecting the energies she instinctively knew how to channel. She spoke her mystical words and then felt the dazzling brilliance pierce through her eyelids as a light sprung up within the bundled cloth.
The others gasped and squinted as the glowing shirt blinded them. It was no brighter than a torch, but with the absolute darkness they’d endured, it seemed impossibly bright. They looked away and hooded their eyes, trying desperately to make out their surroundings. The limestone walls of the fissure and shaft dripped with wetness, yet they were largely absent of hand and foot holds. Looking up they could see it went less than a six feet until it opened up into a larger cavern.
“What did you – Oh!” Willa started to ask. She stopped abruptly when she saw through squinted eyes that Bekka was nude from the waist up.
Bekka smiled and shrugged. “A small sacrifice,” she offered.
Willa and Logan, who had already quickly looked away, blushed. “We’ll need a rope,” Willa said a moment later, staring up at the lip of the limestone shaft.
“Rope’s not much good if there’s no one to hold it,” Jodyne grumbled, staring up at it from her even more distant vantage point.
“Logan, can you lift me up? I can reach it with a boost,” Bailynn said.
Logan nodded and moved to stand next to a wall. He cupped his hands and waited while Bailynn put a foot in them then grabbed onto his shoulders. She nodded and he grunted as he tried to lift her up. The lithe girl sprang from his palms once he’d lifted her as high as he could, reaching and easily catching the edge of it under her arm. She gasped as her side slapped against the slick rock wall. Bekka realized she was holding her breath and forced it out while she watched Bailynn get her other arm over the top then swing a leg over, allowing her to crawl out of the shaft.
She returned a moment later, her head popping over the side as she stared down it. “Throw me your clothes,” she said.
“Our clothes?” Willa gasped.
“I’ll make a rope and lower it down,” Bailynn explained.
Jodyne frowned at the prospect, standing with her arms crossed. Bekka saw her expression and looked away quickly, fighting the urge to laugh in spite of their situation. She quickly untied her breeches and let them fall, then handed them to Logan. The priest seemed to be unable to look anywhere but up at the top of the shaft and even still, his skin was shaded red enough to make Bekka think his time spent on the Voidhawk’s deck had burned his skin instead of tanned it.
Willa followed suit, though she seemed shy about it at first, then angry. She stood there next to Bekka, arms covering herself at first, then slowly letting them drop. Bekka glanced at her and offered her a smile, but it did little to melt the challenging glare Willa wore.
“We’ve no weapons or armor, you’ve nothing to be ashamed of,” Bekka offered. “There’s no need to be angry.”
Willa pursed her lips and looked away, then down at the rocky ground beneath their feet. “Spent all my life wearing or not wearing clothes, as others seen fit. Finally seemed like I wouldn’t be on display for no one, not less I let them.”
Bekka understood, or at least she thought she did. “You’re a beautiful woman, Willa,” Bekka reassured her. “There’s not a person here who’d ever think to do you wrong.”
Willa stared at her a moment then let her shoulders droop, relaxing visibly. Her gaze lowered, then rose quickly, color coming to her cheeks. Bekka smiled understandingly and said nothing. Another time, in another place, she might have welcomed the attention and the thrill knowing she’d flustered the girl. “Let’s worry about getting out of here first, then we can worry about finding clothes to keep undeserving eyes away.”
Willa nodded and smiled, then turned her attention to Bailynn. The woman, forever trapped in the body of a teenaged woman, stood at the lip and tossed down the makeshift rope. Three pairs of pants and two shirts tied together gave them length enough to reach the floor. Bailynn backed away enough to brace herself while Jodyne, still stubbornly refusing to disrobe, grabbed on and began to climb.
With a few slips against the slick rock, Jodyne nevertheless managed to reach the lip and scramble over it. A moment later Bailynn called for Bekka to come next. She clutched her shirt in her mouth and grabbed the clothing, then began the climb. Something about the way her bottom burned as she went up made her certain that Logan or Willa was watching her. She figured it was Willa, if it was anyone. The bundle of clothing hid her smile as she crested the difficult climb.
Bekka stood, holding their light source overhead while Logan came next. He, Jodyne, and Bailynn then had Willa grab on to the rope and wrap it around her wrist while they pulled her up. Bekka watched her, catching her gaze and offering her a supportive smile. Then she rushed over to help her over the edge while the others clung to the rope.
While Bailynn worked to untie the knots she’d made, Bekka turned to look at their new prison. The cavern floor stretched away from them into the darkness. Occasional sparkles of reflected light came back at them, but the light of her glowing shirt would only penetrate so far into the darkness. No walls nor ceiling greeted them, though a sliver of a crack in the floor behind showed the fissure that had formed to allow them to escape their cell.
“Big,” Jodyne whispered, staring up and around into the darkness. “Can ye feel it?”
“Feel what?” Bailynn asked.
Bekka closed her eyes and concentrated. She knew what Jodyne meant. The walls and ceiling were distant, around them was only air that seemed to grow more oppressive and heavy the longer she focused on it. With a ragged breath she opened her eyes and reassured herself that her friends were still with her.
“You okay?” Willa asked, coming up beside her.
Bekka smiled and nodded. “I… yes, I am, thank you,” she said, though she wasn’t entirely sure how she felt. “I guess I don’t like being alone in dark places.”
Willa gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “I done that, it ain’t easy. You got nothing to worry about long as you’re with us.”
Bekka smiled again. Bailynn stepped in front of her and handed her pants to her, then offered Willa her clothes. “Might be a stretched out some,” she warned.
Willa and Bekka dressed, as did Bailynn. Bekka still held her shirt in her hand, providing light for them to see by. She glanced at Logan and saw that while he was still nude, he seemed to have relaxed some now that the others were covered. Bekka hid her smirk easily; she could imagine the troubles he might be having between his vows and his wants as a man.
“Is celibacy required of your order?” Bekka asked quietly after she had walked over to Logan.
“Celi…what? No… no, it’s not,” he said.
“Then why do you fret so?”
“We have different beliefs, but you’re my crewmate and friend, much as the others,” he said after a moment. “More, you are my flock. I don’t need you to believe as I do for me to feel responsible for you.”
Bekka stared at him, warmed by his response even as his claim bothered her. She smiled, knowing he meant no harm – quite the opposite, in fact. “So it’s a matter of not using the bathroom where you get your water from?”
He made a particular disgusted face. “No! It’s not like that at all! I just mean…”
Bekka held up her hand, a smile twisting her lips and betraying her humor. “I understand,” she explained, “I was just trying to make you smile.”
“How can you find humor at a time such as this?” Logan seemed genuinely interested, not irritated.
“What else is there to find that would do us any good?” She asked with a shrug. “We may be lost underground, but is it really so different from sailing through the void?”
“Aye, you’ve got charts and the peace of mind to know where you’re at in the void,” Logan said.
Bekka shrugged, conceding his point. “Often that’s true, but there have been times…”
“You two going to prattle on all day or can we be finding a way out of here?” Jodyne said, walking up to them.
Bekka watched Logan jump a little, startled, and saw him look to her for a reaction. She kept her lips from betraying her amusement at the cook’s increasing irritation. Logan must have seen the twinkle in her eyes for she saw him smile even as he turned away.
“A moment yet, Jodyne,” Bekka said respectfully. “Logan, it has been some time, do you feel the pull of the moon at all?”
Logan stopped and turned slowly. She saw his gaze was distant, as though in thought. He smiled broader and shook his head. “No… no, it’s not there. It’s as if days have passed. Normally when the moon waxes full I can feel it by day as well, an anxiety if you will. But there’s nothing now.”
Bekka nodded, satisfied even it surprised and confused her. “Good. Now, Mistress Cook, let us be on our way!”
Jodyne glared at Bekka and harrumphed, then started off across the stone floor that had been worn smooth by countless generations of water running over it. Bekka looked to Willa and Bailynn and found them both standing ready. She followed after, holding the shirt as high as she could without tiring her arm out.
Jodyne led them less than a hundred feet until she came up short, her gasp audible to the rest of them. She hurried forward after a moment of surprise, then called to the others to join her. Bekka and the rest shared the dwarf’s surprise, for what stood before them was an ancient but fully preserved and intact void ship.
Foreign runes near the prow named the vessel, but the closest Bekka could come to a translation of them was ‘Setting Sun’. She was amazed to realize they were in the same ancient elvish she and Jenna had worked to translate back in Dasnari.
“Is this…” Bekka trailed off, turning around and staring into the dark.
“What?” Logan asked.
“The elven fleet,” Bekka answered, snapping out of her trance. “Is this it?”
“One ship?” Willa asked doubtfully.
“No, you said it was big down here, there’s more, right?” Bailynn asked hopefully.
“Come on!” Bekka said with an almost girlish excitement. She hurried forward, walking away from the ship and in a matter of seconds her glowing shirt chased the shadows away to reveal another vessel.
“How did they get down here?” Logan asked after they had confirmed a third and a fourth ship. “And how do we get them out?”
“We’ve not seen the size of this shipyard yet,” Jodyne said, her foul mood abated by the discovery. “Might take us a hunnerd years to get them out one at a time.”
“Their helms must be drained, it’s been ages they’ve sat,” Bekka mused aloud. “They’re might be something aboard we can use though.”
It took them a few minutes of circling the latest ship they’d discovered until they located a rope ladder that hung from it. Like the ships, the rope showed no sign of aging. “How is this possible?” Bekka wondered aloud.
“You be the wizard, you tell us,” Jodyne snapped.
“I’m more of a witch,” Bekka stammered weakly. “I don’t have the talent for true wizardry. It’s a different skill, not one based on learning and research.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Logan interrupted, ending Bekka’s need to feel defensive. “Let’s get up there and see what there is to be seen.”
Logan led the way, climbing up the rope ladder and seeming to have finally put the concern of his own lack of modesty aside. Once on the deck he motioned for the others to follow, then waited while they all assembled on the main deck of the ancient elven void ship. “Shall we split up?”
“No,” Bekka answered instantly, suddenly afraid of being stranded alone again.
Without  protest, they set forth, exploring the ship from bow to stern. It was a mid-sized ship, something used for short cargo runs perhaps. It was fully stocked, including some random personal effects left behind by the crew. Chief among these of interest to the crew were some items of clothing and even a few knives. By the time they finished exploring their third ship, Logan and Bekka had not only fresh clothes to wear, but they’d all replaced their soiled and torn apparel. They were armed as best they could, in anticipation of another run in with the frog-creatures from before.
They found lamps, the sort that relied upon the ancient magic of the elders instead of oil. Bekka released her cantrip and discarded her old shirt, relying instead upon the lanterns they carried. The minutes turned into hours and still they combed from one ship to another with no sign of interruption. They’d feasted on the stored rations that were magically preserved aboard the ships; buoying their spirits and making even Willa begin to make positive comments about finding their way out and rejoining the Voidhawk.
As the hours passed Bekka began to grow weary. Her legs were sore from the walking and climbing and her shoulders ached from carrying the lamp and the dagger. A simple glance at the others told her they felt similarly. Logan, Jodyne, and Bailynn bore up far better than she or Willa did, but the signs of weariness were visible. They lost count of the ships they searched, and even she would admit they were getting careless in their methods. The shipyard was almost ghostly. What had once been a welcome sight was now becoming macabre. All the empty ships and signs of life recently abandoned made them wonder what had truly taken place to the elders that seemed to have just left the ships only a day or so behind.
Bored with the redundancy of scouting yet another ship, she delayed to be the last up yet another rope ladder. She wandered around, walking towards the bow of the ship and expecting to see the stern of another one ahead of it. No ship appeared, so she walked a further. Something nagged at her to go back, but she couldn’t bring herself to call for aid or return. She stopped, the wet and heavy air in the cavern pressing against her. She glanced around, wondering if the elves had just left, or perhaps they had all been killed with some great magic. Perhaps their ghosts really were watching them.
She turned, intent on finding her friends quickly before the darkness closed in on her. The ship was just behind her and she could see the lights from her friends moving on the deck. Her breath quickened, she was nearly alone again! She took a step, anxious to go back, then stopped. Something inside of her made her turn again. Something was different this time. Her intuition was part of what made her a sorceress; that subconscious pull that demanded she pay heed to it when logic and reason might lead in another direction. It had never been wrong, not even when it urged her to blackmail Dexter into paying for her freedom from the Federation jail and inviting her to join his crew.
Bekka took a deep breath to center herself, then turned to look behind her again. She raised her lamp, straining to pierce the darkness, and nearly gave up when she glance upwards. There, above her, was the first sign of the cavern’s ceiling! It sloped down ahead of her, plunging into darkness again and filling her with excitement. Was this the end? A way out of the cavern? A tunnel to the surface, perhaps?
Bekka hurried forward, her fear of separation displaced by the exhilaration of seeing open air again. The water on the stone beneath her feet deepened from being merely slick moisture to a standing puddle. Aside from some splashing on her pants, she paid it no heed. A half dozen steps later, her eyes on the descending ceiling, she found herself suddenly weightless. She yelped as her foot went off the edge of the stone and she was pulled into the water by gravity. Coughing and sputtering out the cold water she had sucked in, she managed to find the edge of the sudden drop off and cling to it desperately. She scrambled out of the frigid water, thankful that her lamp hadn’t fallen into the deeper water, and sat there shivering. Looking around she felt her mouth drop as she saw the ceiling that continued to slope gently down above and ahead of her come to an end. Ahead it disappeared into a mound of fallen rocks and rubble. The way out lay ahead, she was certain, yet it had been buried under a cave in.
 



Chapter 8 – The Legacy
 
The climb down the cliff was much easier. Rough steps had been hewn into the rock face over the ages, for whatever reason Dexter was afraid to guess. His fears were realized when they reached the small lake at the base of the cliff; it had been turned into what looked like a shrine. A raised stage with various idols and symbols adorned it and a few buildings were built against the cliff walls.
A young man, barely more than a boy, wearing a simple brown kilt was tending to the stage. He was pouring a colored liquid from an ornate looking decanter into a bowl when he glanced up at a noise made by a boot scuffing the rocky steps. He dropped the decanter just as quickly as his jaw fell open. Within a few heartbeats of when the container landed on the ground and rolled to its side, he turned and ran, shouting as he did in a monosyllabic cry rather than a warning.
“You get that a lot, do you?” Jenna asked Dexter wryly from behind him.
Dexter ignored her, instead focusing on a heavyset dark skinned native man who emerged from the hut nearest the stage. He was dressed in a robe, but bore a large ornamental sword across his back as well. He stared at the boy, who was beyond Dexter’s earshot, but quickly tilted his head to gaze up at them. He stared for a long moment, eye’s narrowing as he adopted a doubtful and suspicious look. A moment later, no quicker than a sail snapping to as the ship tacked against the solar wind, his eyes widened.
He rushed forward to the foot of the stairs, beating Dexter and the others there by less than a minute. He grinned and nodded graciously, his jowls flapping with each enthusiastic nod. His eyes swept over Dexter then Jenna and the rest, but they fell upon Rosh at the last. As soon as Rosh, who was at the rear of the marching order, stepped off the final step the black man rushed to him and fell to his knees, skidding the final few inches on the ground.
“This again?” Dexter groaned under his breath.
“My…. My Lord!” The fat man said in an accented language used by humans throughout the void. His breathing was labored from the burst of activity. “We’ve waited generations for your return! We keep the demons of the jungle at bay, as you showed us. I am high priest Mawa, at your service!”
“Who do you think he is?” Dexter snapped, his irritation at Rosh once again earning top honors by sheer dumb luck getting the best of him.
The priest turned to stare at him in open mouthed surprise. A smile spread across his lips, preceding a vigorous nod that sent his cheeks jiggling. “Yes, yes, of course… a test! We must always be tested; vigilance must be eternal to keep the serpent and the wolf away!”
Dexter fought back the groan that tried to escape his lips. The last time Rosh had dealt with the natives they’d seen him all but crushed by a snake. Then, later, Rosh had managed to land himself in a wrestling match with a wolf, which the natives were convinced was a jungle demon. That had been over 12,000 years ago, thanks to the magic that made the passage of time no more than a blink of an eye to the Voidhawk’s crew and the banished elves they’d come to rescue.
12,000 years, it seemed, wasn’t nearly long enough.
“Lord Rosh,” he said, turning to stare at Rosh. “The Undying, the Eternal, the Protector, the-“
“That’s enough,” Dexter said, waving him off in thinly veiled disgust.
“Aw come on Cap, he could go on some more,” Rosh said with a twinkle in his own eye.
“No, no, he’s convinced me just fine,” Dexter said, glaring at the giant of a man.
Rosh coughed to hide his chuckle, then shrugged.
The priest looked between them, his head tilted in confusion at first. Then he shrugged and bowed his head deferentially. “The will of the Gods,” he muttered, as though that explained everything he couldn’t find a reason for.
Jenna coughed behind Dexter. He knew better than to look, for he knew she was dying to burst out laughing. He walked past the man, leading the others, and made his way towards the edge of the hidden vale. Scarcely more than an arm’s length away the stream plunged over the edge dozens of feet to another small pool, and from there drained into descending rapids that led to the jungle below.
“That’s a sight,” Jenna said softly beside him.
Dexter nodded. The jungle was still there, but it had changed. It seemed less wild, almost like it had been tamed and thinned out to let the light in. Smoke rose in the distance from a large city. Dexter’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the city and measured the distance and direction of it from where they now stood.
“What’s that?” Rosh asked, pointing at the city.
“My Lord, it was once the mightiest of religious bastions to you. It has fallen over the years in splendor. You took so long to return… the people, their faith began to waver… they were weak…”
Rosh grunted and the priest fell silent. Dexter rolled his eyes.
“The ground you once did battle against the serpent and wolf remains sacrosanct, My Lord,” Mawa said in an almost pleading manner. “Your time with us was so quick, we’ve preserved everything we could but there are so many questions… so many different sects broke out, interpreting your lessons in different ways. Wars have been fought! Even the Wyndamere family could not hold the faithful together.”
“You worship what I done?” Rosh asked, turning to face him.
The priest stared at him, then quickly dropped his gaze and nodded. “With every fiber of my being,” he said reverently.
“You’re a fool,” Rosh spat out. He turned, an angry light in his eyes as he stared at the city. “You’re all damn fools!”
“My… My Lord?” Mawa stuttered.
“I ain’t done nothing nobody else should do,” Rosh growled. “Don’t come looking to me for living right.”
“Mawa, tell us please, who is the Wyndamere family?” Dexter asked, interrupting Rosh’s outburst. Dexter didn’t approve of Rosh getting a big head over the attention, but he could put up with it just fine if it made their life easier.
Mawa nodded again zealously, turning happily from Rosh to Dexter. “The Wyndamere name was given to the son of the Holy Mother Sara. Your child, My Lord, as legend tells us.”
Rosh looked away, ignoring the priest’s words. Dexter knew better; he could see the wheel’s spinning in Rosh’s head as he pretended to take in the sights.
“It became a surname within a few generations, marking those of your line,” Mawa finished, trailing off in a way that seemed like a child who was afraid he had upset his parent. “My Lord, are the legends not accurate?”
Rosh turned away from the view and stared at the priest. “I don’t know,” he told him. “That girl was nothing but a warm bed in a new port. I had a woman that deserved better than me, better than what I done. Now she’s gone just like your Holy Mother and we ain’t neither one of us got nothing to show for it.”
The priest’s eyes widened and his cheeks paled. “But…but… 12,000 years! Hundreds of generations and you stay the same?”
“Yeah, I’m the same,” Rosh said with contempt. He turned to look at Dexter. “We done here? You think the ‘Hawk could have made it 12,000 years?”
Dexter frowned. He’d worried about the rest of his crew and the ship. Worrying about it would not help though. “I found the ‘Hawk in a sorry state and we put her back together. This time we got all the supplies we need, long as she’s still got the bones. If not, we’ll catch a ride on an elven boat and figure something out on the way.”
“My Lord… what of me?” Mawa pleaded. “What would you have of me?”
Rosh spat on the ground. “Do something,” he snapped, “stop wasting your life.”
The priest stood there, mouth gaping, as Rosh led the way down the pass that had once been treacherous and hidden. Now it was smooth and well marked, even having parts of the mountain carved away to keep travelers safely from the edge of the river.
They’d nearly left site of the shrine behind when they heard the young acolyte cry out again, and it was accompanied a moment later by the priest’s frantic cry.
“Now what?” Dexter muttered, turning to walk back up and see what was going on. The elves they had freed were coming down the trail from their forbidden city. Both Mawa and his young acolyte fled towards Dexter seeking protection.
“They’re friends,” Dexter said, trying to calm them.
“Ancient tales, wicked and sinister,” Mawa babbled, trying to escape. “Cruel Masters… demons so vile they cannot take a proper body!”
“Knock it off,” Dexter said, slapping the man soundly on his fleshy cheek. The priest stumbled back, shocked. He dropped his gaze instantly and fell to his knees, groveling.
“They’re not demons, they’re elves. The good kind, like Jenna here,” Dexter told him, his voice rising to a barely controlled shout.
His eyes raised to look at Jenna. She smiled and winked at him and he cried out and dropped his eyes.
“Religion,” Dexter grumbled, “can make a mouse out of a man.”
“Logan’s no mouse,” Jenna reminded him.
“My Lord… is not the Goddess Jenna the Mistress of Temptation and Wickedness?” He asked, still staring at the ground.
Jenna barked out a laugh before Dexter could organize his own thoughts to respond. “Well,” he said wryly, “she’s been known to have a touch of…”
Unseen by Mawa, Jenna’s finger dug into Dexter’s  kidney painfully. “She’s no more wicked then you or I, Mawa,” Dexter said with a grin.
“She… but… the legends…”
“Enough with your damn legends!” Rosh roared from behind. “They’re wrong, all of them! Open your damned eyes and ears and see what’s here and now!”
Mawa quailed before them. The acolyte was edging off to the side, nervously glancing at both the Gods and the elves that approached.
“If Jenna’s the Goddess of Wickedness and Temptation, what’s that make me?” Dexter wondered aloud. “Wait, never mind… it’s best I don’t know.”
Dexter turned to look at Jenna and saw how she tried, but failed, to hide the smirk on her face. He rolled his eyes again and turned back to Mawa. “Get up,” he said, “and greet these elves. They’re friends.”
“Captain,” Xander called out behind him. “Have you noticed that Mawa speaks the same language we do?”
Dexter nodded. “Aye, I been chewing on that a bit.”
“12,000 years is a lot of time,” Xander offered. “I expect their language evolved over the years and they mingled with other tribes of humans, joining words back and forth until it grew on a common base. Much like humans speak a common tongue throughout the void, here too they have come-“
Dexter held up his hand, stopping the wizard. “Why do I ask?” He wondered aloud.
The first of the elves reached the ground, a younger looking man that was closely followed by some other ones. He approached, smiling widely as he took in the sights around him. He paused when he saw Mawa trembling from where he still knelt on the ground, then looked up with a quizzical expression at Dexter.
“He thinks you’re all demons,” Dexter explained, shrugging.
The look on the elf’s face did not change. Dexter glanced back at Jenna and Xander and realized that language was again a barrier. At least with the elves.
“Jenna, he’s not hearing me right,” Dexter said.
She nodded as though she had already figured that out and translated for him.
The elf didn’t laugh at the accusation, as Dexter had expected. Instead he looked as though it pained him. He knelt down before Mawa and picked his head up so that he met his gaze. The priest was so terrified he didn’t dare to pull away. A distinctly unpleasant odor filled the air that Dexter began to pick up on. He looked to Jenna and saw her wrinkling her nose in disgust.
“I am of flesh and blood as you are,” the elf said to him somberly. He pulled a knife from the belt at his waist and held it up. Mawa’s nostrils flared in fear. The elf brought the edge of the blade to his own forearm and drew it quickly across it, cutting deeply enough for blood to well up instantly. “I bleed as you bleed,” he said.
Mawa stared in shock at the blood, then looked up at the elf, who was smiling at him. The priest glanced to Dexter, confused and uncertain.
“He said he’s no different than you or I, the same flesh and the same blood,” Dexter offered.
Mawa’s eyes rolled up into his head and he slumped to the ground unconscious.
 
* * * *
 
The trip into the Krestin, the Holy City, was easier than they remembered. The jungle was more hospitable, though they weren’t foolish enough to believe danger might not lurk around every tree. Ages of travel and tending had domesticated it to the point of being almost a leisurely stroll.
The trek put them at ease even after they left the stricken priest and his acolyte in the care of the elves. Dexter had recommended the elves wait a bit, not wanting a repeat of the scenario that might start a war. Nearly six hours later they found themselves hot, sweaty, tired, but in surprisingly good spirits as they entered Krestin.
“Hey!” Xander cried out as he felt a tug at his robes. A boy darted through the multi-racial crowd that moved sluggishly near the entrance. Dexter turned quickly, instantly alert, and made a grab for the kid. He missed, but succeeded at knocking over the leader of two women who carried some sort of rolled up rug between them.
The rug dropped and fell to the ground, causing a shriek from both women. They hurried to pick up the carpet, unrolling it enough in the process to cause Dexter to stare in disbelief. A body was bundled within it. The body was deceased and somewhat desiccated, but unmistakably human.
Dexter spun to keep his balance as he was pushed from the side. He reached for his pistol defensively, but not before somebody from the other side grabbed him roughly. He looked up into the imposing face of a dark skinned man who was glaring fiercely at him. The other man, also dark skinned and wearing clothing and jewelry similar to the one that had a hold of him, drew back his fist in a clear attempt to knock several of Dexter’s teeth loose.
Hooded to hide her elven heritage, Jenna slipped behind him, her smaller form less conspicuous and threatening. She looped her arm around the pugilist’s neck and pulled as she kicked a foot into the back of his knee. He collapsed to the ground, rolling and knocking more people who hadn’t already scattered to the ground.
Rosh grappled with the man holding Dexter, prying his arms free of their hold easily and twisting the man about. He snapped his head forward, head butting him, and sent him staggering back into the crowd.
Angry cries went up around them, causing the crowd to surge back towards them. The dark skinned protectors of the original women that Dexter had bumped into were swallowed up by the crowd; but they seemed to be the least of their concern.
“Weapons?” Rosh called out, one hand on his pistol and another cocked and ready to throw a haymaker at the first person to step within range.
“Been a while since we’ve had a good brawl,” Dexter responded as he adjusted his shirt and readied himself for the pending fracas.
“12,000 years,” Jenna quipped, standing beside Dexter and staring into the angry mob from beneath the hood of her cloak.
“Xander… hey, where’d he go?” Dexter asked, glancing around. The wizard had disappeared in the chaos. “Anybody see him?”
“He slipped into the crowd after the thief, Captain,” Keshira responded. She stood calmly, as though unaware of what was about to happen.
“Coward,” Dexter muttered.
The crowd was pushed in close enough by those behind them that Rosh lashed out. His punch sent the man he clobbered into another and a small cascading effect of tumbling took place. The first man, the one the warrior had hit, showed no signs of getting back up. The others yelled in renewed outrage and battle was joined.
In the first few seconds Dexter lost sight of Jenna, Rosh, and Keshira. He heard Rosh swearing and a lot of cries of pain, as well as an infrequent shout from Jenna. He was too busy fending off the angry mob to put too much mind to their cries. He punched and grappled as best he could in the constantly shifting landscape. The one thing he knew he must not do was lose his footing.
A fiery lance of pain erupted in his back. He twisted around frantically, freeing himself from whatever had stabbed him and saw a man with a dagger grinning savagely at him. He tried to stab again but Dexter smashed his arm down and punched him squarely between the eyes. Somebody else clubbed him on the back of the head and he staggered, his vision doubling for a moment.
“Enough!”
Dexter shook his head, trying to clear it. The word was shouted a few more times and the people around them seemed to be heeding the command.
Dexter stared as they fell back and away, murmuring something about “The Golden Lady.” He looked to his companions and saw they were in a similar state of disarray as he was, all except for Rosh. Rosh stood tall, chest heaving slightly. He straightened his own shirt and cracked his neck, then grinned defiantly into the crowd.
Jenna looked none the worse for wear. Neither did Keshira though she once again seemed to have her clothing in disarray. He glanced at himself and realized he was hardly fit for dinner with royalty himself. He took a step and gasped at the pain in his back.
“What’s wrong?” Jenna asked, seeing his pained expression.
Dexter made a gesture with his thumb behind his back. “Got stabbed,” he muttered, then glanced around until his eyes fell on the unconscious man that had punctured him. A few inches from his body lay the offending dagger.
Dexter limped over to him, reached down to grab the dagger, then drove it into the man’s thigh. He jerked in his blunt trauma induced sleep. “You like that?” He growled, then limped over to Jenna and Rosh.
The crowd parted as someone approached. It was no simple city guardsmen, but a woman astride the back of a fearsome looking creature. It was covered in sleek white fur and had slightly feline features, though it possessed six feet. The woman was remarkable as well, for she wore metal armor the gleamed golden in the evening sunlight.
“You the Golden Lady?” Dexter asked, staring up at her.
“I am,” she said, reaching up and raising her plumed helm to reveal a strikingly beautiful dark skinned face. She looked to be young as well, or at least what Dexter considered young after his own recent ordeals. “Who are you? You haven’t the look nor the feel of Krestin.”
“Just travelers passing through, thought we’d pay our respects to the Holy City,” Dexter said. “Bit of a dust up here, sorry for any troubles we caused. Misunderstanding is all.”
“Your man caught my tornin trying to steal from him, I’d have had him beaten and that would have been the end of it,” she said, motioning to something Dexter could not see.
Xander was pushed into the small clearing next to Dexter, stumbling and falling as he did so. He climbed to his feet when, a moment later, the would-be-thief that had tried to pick his pocket was cast into the ring of people as well.
“Instead, your misunderstanding spilt blood on holy ground.” Her eyes taking in the man Dexter had stabbed, as well as a few others that Rosh had brained with his heavy handed fists that were still dripping from crushed noses and torn ears.
“Seemed easier to go the way the wind was blowing,” Dexter interrupted, shrugging. “Sleepy over there was the first to draw blood, if that’s a sin.”
“You, warrior, I watched you fight,” She said, turning to look at Rosh and ignoring Dexter. “You fight with the strength of ferocity of a wersal,” she complimented, patting her mount affectionately. “Survive your trial and there will be a place in my company for you.”
“Your company?” Dexter asked. “Who are you, exactly?”
“I am the Golden Lady, knave!” She snapped at him. “I am Tasha Wyndamere, Captain of the Claws of Rosh! Have you not heard of them?”
Dexter fought to hide the grimace made by the ache in his back from the chill that shot down his spine. “Sorry, can’t say as we have.”
“Do the others have voices or do you hold their tongues in your purse?” She challenged, looking from one to the next. “You, remove your hood. I would look upon you.”
Jenna reached up slowly. Dexter cursed under his breath and looked to Rosh. Rosh nodded in silent understanding. She pulled her hood back and stared defiantly at Tasha.
Tasha’s eyes widened. A murmur spread through the crowd though no one seemed to know just what Jenna was, unlike the priest.
“Do you know who I am?” Jenna asked her, taking a dangerous step towards the armored woman.
Tasha nodded. “I know what you are,” she hissed. “You’ll not find us so easy to control this time!”
“We got no want for controlling anyone,” Dexter snapped. “Just wanting to be on our way. You point us toward the lake and you got no fear of seeing us again.”
“I have no fear!” She shouted. The crowd around her rustled anxiously. “The trial will be conducted now! Stand ready, heathens, and prove your right to live!”
“What sort of trial is this?” Dexter asked, glancing about nervously. “Don’t seem fair, me being stabbed and all.”
“Trial by combat,” she said, smiling triumphantly. “My loyal wersal against your champion. Choose wisely, all of your lives depend on it.”
Dexter’s eyes widened as he took in the six legged wersal. Dexter had seen a few horses in his time in the void, though they were rare, but he’d never seen anything like the wersal. It stood almost as tall as a horse and had fangs and teeth designed for catching and chewing on large mammals. The claws on its feet seemed prepared to climb a tree or, more likely, tear the arms and legs off a man.
Dexter turned away from it and looked at the others. He opened his mouth to see if they could come up with something quickly, but Rosh beat him to it. “I’ll fight,” he said, stepping forward.
“Such a waste,” Tasha said, eyeing him with a look in her eye that indicated she had a place for him in her bed as well as in her company. “Never have I seen a white skinned man so powerful.”
“Don’t worry,” Rosh said with a mocking grin, “you’ll see plenty of me.”
“Rosh! What are you doing?” He demanded. As soon as he let slip the man’s name he realized he’d just complicated their lives considerably.
Tasha laughed. “To take our Lord’s name in vain you’ve earned a death mark twice over now!”
“He ain’t taking my name in vain, Goldentits,” Rosh taunted her.
Her nostrils flared and her eyes widened at the insult. Then what he said hit her in full force. She stared at him, suspicious at first and then, with every passing moment, more and more passive looking. The crowd around them was murmuring in their own disbelief. Arguments broke out and even one scuffle that was quickly put down.
“If you are an imposter, you are thrice damned for your sacrilege and the High God Rosh, ruler of the heavens, will demand your tribute in blood,” she stated, her tone more officious and less personal. “If what you say is true, then this is the teachings you have left us with, and as you would have it done.”
Rosh spit to clear the dust from his mouth. “You got that last part right, at least,” he growled. “Get that messed up cat in here, I’m hungry.”
“He’s not really going to eat that thing, is he?” Xander asked from where he stood next to Dexter.
Dexter turned to glance at him. “Where in the void you been?” He demanded.
“I went after the thief,” Xander protested. “Caught him too, but not quick enough.”
Dexter frowned, but then turned as the crowd got louder. The Golden Lady had dismounted and guided her wersal into the makeshift arena. She whispered into its ear then stepped away to stand at the edge of the crowd.
“This’ll only take a minute,” Rosh said, glancing at Dexter, Jenna, Keshira, and Xander.
“All the same, we’ll give you some room,” Dexter said, motioning the others to back away with him.”
“That thing weighs at least three times what he does!”
“Don’t tell Rosh that,” Jenna muttered, shaking her head at what he was attempting.
“Maybe you should,” Dexter countered, “it might make him mad.”
Tasha spoke a command and the wersal pounced, driving itself off the ground with four of its legs and clearing over a dozen feet in mid air. The front two paws reached out for Rosh, claws nearly gleaming. Rosh backpedaled in time to stay out of its way, but that made it roar angrily. It rose up on its hind legs and reached again.
Rosh reversed course and drove himself into it. He ducked inside the slashing claws and drove his shoulder into the chest of the beast, stopping it short. The middle claws batted at him, catching his shirt and breeches and tearing into them and the flesh beneath. Rosh growled and used his own arms he had wrapped around it to shake it back and forth.
The mass of the wersal was more than Rosh had estimated, his attempt to shake it did little. He stood his ground, his thighs acting like tree trunks against the onslaught of the beast. He squeezed, compressing the massive creature’s ribcage even though he could not lock his arms around it. The wersal’s mouth snapped at him, trying to bite his head, but Rosh had buried himself in its grasp so that it couldn’t get the angle on him.
They stood that way for a long minute, shocking the crowd into silence from the frenzied yelling and cheering they had begun. Finding themselves at a stalemate, both combatants sought an advantage. The wersal tried to toppled Rosh to the side, where it could roll him over and gain an advantage. Rosh pushed back, trying to bury his own mouth into the thick fur so he could bite at the deadly mount’s throat. He tore out a chunk of fur, which caused the wersal to roar angrily, then used the beast’s distraction to throw it off to the side.
“Did he…” Xander trailed off, shock evident in his voice.
Before the wizard could finish his question the two were back at it. The wersal turned and pounced even as Rosh was leaping upon it. It wrapped its legs around Rosh and they crashed to the ground with the warrior beneath the beast. Their momentum caused them to roll; however, and that allowed Rosh his chance to break free. He slipped around on the wersal and climbed onto the saddle on its back, though he faced the beast’s tail rather than its head. Rosh grabbed a handful of fur with one hand and raised his fist high. The wersal scrambled to get its feet under it and prepared to leap again when Rosh’s fist descended onto its back.
The resounding crack was audible throughout the crowd. A bone had snapped in the wersal’s body. Its rear feet went slack, dropping it onto its haunches and then rolling onto its side. The middle and front legs arrested the roll, but it could do nothing more than drag its lifeless hindquarters behind it.
Rosh spun about in the saddle to face its head. It tried to twist around to snap at him but it still couldn’t reach him. It tried to roll but without control of its hind legs the beast was anchored to the ground. Rosh stared at it and pulled out his pistol. It hissed and snapped at him, four inch canines closing on empty air angrily. The thundering boom of Rosh’s pistol caused it to jerk and then collapse beneath him.
Rosh stood up and twisted his back in a stretch, then he walked to the head of the wersal’s corpse. He pulled open the fearsome mouth and wrapped his hand around one of the tusk-like teeth. With a grunt, he tore it free and held it up, then nodded. “Keeping this,” he said to himself, then tucked it into a pouch.
The crowd was stunned into silence, even Dexter and his crew. Rosh turned to Tasha. “That’s what I do,” he spat at her. “I fight, and I win. Ain’t nobody better at it, not anymore.”
At first only a couple of people fell to a knee, but within seconds it spread like wildfire. Soon everybody save Dexter, Jenna, Xander, and Keshira was kneeling before Rosh. Even Tasha knelt and stared up at him with amazement in her eyes.
“Get up!” Rosh bellowed. “You’re fools, all of you!”
Dexter hurried out to Rosh and clapped him on the back to distract him from his intended speech. “Good fight,” Dexter offered.
“Yeah, it was,” Rosh said, turning to admire the dead wersal.
“Let these people think what they want, we just need to get out of here. What harm is there in that?” Dexter advised quietly while the people of Krestin looked about and tried to figure out what they should do.
Rosh scowled. “We ain’t no stinking Gods,” he hissed back, quiet but angry. “Don’t make us any better than some snake-bit priest that says he can heal the sick.”
“Fine, we tell them that, but just their leaders and let them figure out how to spread it. You want a riot that’ll stop us from ever getting off this rock?” Jenna said when she came up.
Xander nodded and opened his mouth to add some sagely wisdom. Dexter turned away quickly and looked at Tasha. “You the one in charge around here?” He asked her.
She rose up and nodded, then hesitated and shook her head. “I am royalty by my blood and people do as I bid them, but this city is ruled by council. A Wyndamere, my father, sits on it.”
“Tell them to make ready to receive us then,” Dexter told her. When she didn’t move he made a dismissing gesture with his hand, “Get to it, daylight’s a wasting!”
She bit her lip then nodded and turned away, disappearing into the crowd on foot and heading off. Dexter turned to the others, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes, and said, “Well that’s that. Let’s head for the lake and see if we can’t find the elven fleet.”
“Just like that?” Jenna asked, surprised. “What about these people and their council?”
“Like Rosh says, we don’t owe them nothing.”
Rosh looked around, caching eyes of those who stood and stared and, without exception, making them all bow their heads reverently. He scowled and clenched his fists. “Sooner we leave these damn fool dirthuggers behind the better!” He said.
“How do you plan on sneaking out?” Xander asked, nodding towards the surrounding throng of people that were slowly pressing closer.
Rosh glanced at them and scowled. He drew his pistol and reloaded it quickly.
“Don’t go shooting nobody,” Dexter said, alarmed. “Nobody done us any wrong… well, not since the last time at least.”
“Just staying ready,” Rosh said.
“See to it you stay ready then,” Dexter warned. Rosh gave him a smug smile.
“You, boy, what’s your name?” Jenna asked, seeing the thief that Tasha had tried to toss in to share the fate of Xander and the rest of them.
He squeaked at being directly addressed at first, then slowly looked up at her. “Tarin, My Lady,” he gushed.
“Tarin, can you show us a secret way out of here, something that no one else will know about?” Jenna asked him.
He nodded, looking terrified and horribly serious all at once.
She smiled. “How old are you, Tarin?” She asked.
“Fifteen,” he answered, standing proudly for the first time. He looked at the others, who stared at him without much warmth, and shrunk into his submissive stance again.
“Take us there,” Dexter ordered, loosening his own sword in its scabbard.
Tarin led them through the crowd, which parted before them and closed behind them. They were followed quickly, and word was spreading throughout the city about them. Tarin led them through the market portion of the town towards the smellier area belonging to tanners, smiths, and stables. People were growing bolder, reaching out to touch the crew of the Voidhawk from the sidelines. Twice Dexter had to warn Rosh not to rebuke, though he could understand the large man’s desire.
Finally Tarin brought them to a boarding house that looked barely fit for a beggar. They entered and, it turned out, beggars and worse were the inhabitants. The smell inside made them gasp; Jenna gagged and barely fought back the bile that threatened to escape.
“This way,” Tarin said, taking them into the back and then down a rickety flight of stairs that groaned dangerously when Rosh stepped on them.
Dexter glanced up at him, a twinkle in his eye, but Rosh’s scowl turned him back with no more than a chuckle in his throat. In the cellar Tarin moved some moldy sacks of grain aside to reveal a tunnel that promised little in the way of comfort. Even worse was the smell that came out of it.
“You store bodies down there?” Xander wondered, holding his hand over his mouth as though it would stop the stench. Jenna was breathing shallowly from the side and looking as green as whatever it was that was emitting the foul odor.
“City drains,” Tarin said.
“Drains?” Dexter asked, surprised. “They have come a long way.”
One by one, they followed the boy into the sewer system. Rosh had to struggled to fit through the entrance. When they were done they stood in total darkness while Tarin arranged the bags behind them to cover the entrance. A few moments later they heard him scuffling in the darkness, then the sewer tunnel was lit up by an old and battered lantern the boy held in his hands.
“This way is out,” he said, pointing ahead and leading the way.
They walked through the filth of the sewers following the boy for what seemed like forever. Dexter kept checking on Jenna by the dim and flickering light of the lantern Tarin held and wondered if she would ever be able to breathe easily again. He offered her a smile and she only shook her head and trudged on through the muck.
“Here,” Tarin said, pointing ahead. “It’s barred, but there’s a lock if you have a key?”
Dexter grunted and Tarin nodded as though he expected as much. He doused his lantern and led them down the final passage. Halfway down he stopped to tuck the lantern into a hidden niche in the ceiling of the tunnel, then he led them the rest of the way to the grate.
“Watch out,” Rosh said gruffly, moving up to the grate and staring at it. It wasn’t mere vertical bars that prevented their escape; the grate was made of crossbars as well. Rosh spared no energy on cursing, for once, and instead looked at the lock that held it shut. He glanced around, including up at the ceiling, and then reached up to brace himself against it. He drew a foot up and kicked, driving his heel into the grate and leaving the solid iron bent from the impact.
“That’s solid iron, there’s no way…” Xander said, staring at it.
“You got your money back, you want to place a bet?” Dexter asked him.
Xander chose not to reply.
Rosh kicked twice more, bending it until there was an audible snap that came from the metal. He moved closer and braced one foot against the solid portion of the grate, then grabbed the bars in both hands and heaved against it. The muscles in his neck corded and bulged. Eyes closed and lips parted, they could see his gums turn white as he strained against it. Finally there was a loud squeal as the iron yielded and swung inward a few inches.
Rosh staggered away, breathing heavily. He reached up to rub his neck then stretched it, causing it to pop. “Let’s go,” he said in a still breathless voice.
“Wuss,” Dexter said to Xander with a grin.
Xander shook his head in disbelief. Rosh pulled it the rest of the way open and they filtered out through it one at a time to stand on a ledge above a dimly lit pool of water and sludge. The aroma hadn’t noticeably improved. Above them a small round grate let the fading light from the afternoon filter down.
“Now what?” Dexter asked their guide.
“The drains all join here, then they flow out to an underground river,” Tarin explained.
“How’s that help us get away, boy?” Rosh growled, turning to glare at him.
Tarin cowered for a moment, then bravely raised his head. “You wanted out of the city, this is out. There’s a tunnel along the right hand bank of the river, the waters do not flow so quick we cannot reach it.”
Rosh stared at him then grunted. Jenna moaned softly, drawing Dexter’s worried eyes to her. “That’s not water,” she whispered, “that’s slime.”
Dexter would not dare to argue the definition. “Is there a boat?” He asked Tarin, turning back to him.
The boy shook his head, which only made Jenna groan again. “I can’t… Dex… it’s… it’s filth! I…”
“You don’t have to swim; it’s shallow on the edges. There’s a ledge you can walk on,” Tarin offered.
“See, there’s a ledge,” Dexter said, trying to mollify her.
Her glare was the only answer he would get.
“Show us,” Dexter said with a sigh.
Tarin took them around the ledge to a rusted ladder set into the rock. He climbed down it first, then showed them the ledge, which was wide enough for at least two sewer rats to walk abreast on. “It’s slippery sometimes,” he warned, shrugging apologetically.
“I hate you,” Jenna hissed at Dexter.
The sludge was nearly up to Tarin’s chest. Jenna, being shorter than the others but still taller than Tarin, held her shirt above where the water stained her belly. Dexter came next, Xander and Keshira, then finally Rosh at his usual rear guard position. The tunnel was less than a hundred feet down the passage, as Tarin had promised, and it quickly led them upwards to dry ground. 
The light had faded in the underground river tunnel, but now it began to brighten again. The boy led them up until they came to a bush. He parted it carefully with his hands and stuck his head out. Satisfied no one was about, he slipped through it and waited while the others joined him.
“We are away from Krestin,” he said, pointing at a road off in the distance that led to the city.
“The lake, where is it?” Dexter asked, trying to orient himself now that they could see again. More importantly, they could breathe freely once more.
He pointed towards the same direction that the path led from Krestin. Dexter frowned. “The road go there?”
“Yes, it’s nearly a day’s walk. Large city, lots of boats. I traveled there many times with the Golden Lady,” he answered.
“She called you something… a tornin? What’s that?” Xander asked the boy.
He looked at Xander sulkily at first, then rose his head. “I run errands when I’m needed for the Golden Lady. When I’m not needed, I help the others in her company. The cook, most often.”
“A cook’s monkey?” Dexter asked, chuckling. Upon seeing the hurt expression on Tarin’s face he stifled his laughter. “You’re starting out better than most of us did. You’ve done all right by us as well, Tarin, I thank you for your services.”
Dexter turned to the others, considering the boy dismissed. “Let’s find the bottom of that lake,” he said, and started off towards it. He glanced back after a few moments and realized that not only was his crew coming, but so was Tarin. Dexter pulled up short and looked at him. “We’re done with you, Tarin, you can go back to your people.”
He glanced at Krestin then shrugged. “The Golden Lady won’t have me back,” he said. “If any of the Claws find me in Krestin, they’ll have me beaten and run off, or just killed.”
“Some friends you’ve got there,” Rosh observed.
He shrugged. “If you hadn’t caught me, no one would have been the wiser.”
Dexter stared at him, surprised at the boy’s audacity, then he laughed. “I like you, Tarin. You remind me of a kid I once knew.”
Tarin bristled a little at being called a kid, but he said nothing. “You don’t care much for being treated like a child, do you?”
He shook his head.
“You can come with us to the lake, maybe find a new life for yourself in that city, what’s it called?” Dexter asked.
“Hewl,” he answered.
“Hewl, right,” Dexter said. “You come with us to Hewl, then we part ways or mayhaps we can find another use for you.”
He smiled and nodded. “What’s your company called?” He asked.
“My company?” Dexter asked, staring at the remaining crew members he had left. “We’re shipmates, lad, not mercenaries. I’m the Captain of the ship Voidhawk, or at least I was a while back. We’ll see if it’s still there.”
“If it’s not?” He pressed.
“There’s no replacing the ‘Hawk,” Dexter said wistfully, “but we’ll make do finding something else.”
“Dex,” Jenna said, her tone indicating she wanted to talk to him.
Dexter looked at her and knew what was coming. “Lead the way, Tarin,” he said, motioning the boy ahead.
Dexter walked slow, falling in step beside his first mate and consort. “You sure about this?” She asked him too quietly for Tarin to hear.
“Until we find out otherwise, we still sail the Voidhawk and I’m still her Captain,” he said.
She nodded. “Seems young is all.”
“Rosh,” Dexter called out, drawing the big man’s attention. “How old was you on your first ship?”
Rosh grinned, “9 I think, wasn’t none to good with numbers then though.”
Jenna stared at Rosh, her lips parted and eyes wide. She turned to Dexter, “What about you?”
“11, I confess I came to it late in life,” Dexter pined. “Wasn’t easy getting there though, damn parents kept catching me when I tried to slip away.”
“Slip away?” She asked.
“Aye, I knew what I needed to do, I needed to sail the void. They wasn’t having none of it though, so I had to run away from home. Took a few times before I slipped dock before they caught up to me though.”
“You… you mean you’ve got a family?”
“I suppose I do,” he mused. “I figure they disowned me or figured I got myself killed or something.”
Jenna fell into a thoughtful silence.
“That a problem?” He asked her, suddenly wondering if he should be concerned instead of proud at his youthful antics.
“No, no problem,” she said quickly. “Just surprised me is all. I guess I did much the same, though later. I can’t imagine doing it so young is all.”
Dexter shrugged. “No ship sailing the void that can’t use an extra pair of hands that don’t ask for nothing but some food and a place to sleep.”
Jenna remained silent as they walked, lost in her own thoughts for all Dexter could tell. He knew from her tone and manner she wasn’t mad at him, so he put her troubles from his mind. Dexter was about to step up the pace when Jenna brushed his arm with hers and slowed down. Curious, Dexter matched her speed and let Rosh and the others advance ahead of them several paces.
“What’s with Rosh?” Jenna asked him in a hushed voice.
Dexter glanced at the subject of their conversation and shrugged. “Freak of nature mostly,” he said. “Might have been dropped on his head a few times as a child for all I know, why?”
Jenna pursed her lips disapprovingly, which made Dexter smile. “I meant how hot and cold he’s been lately. Mood swings, you know?”
Dexter shrugged. “I ‘spect he’ll come around in time,” he said after a moment of thought. He had no more idea what was going on with Rosh than Jenna did, but speculating behind the man’s back was just not something the Captain felt a need for. Finally, to mollify Jenna he suggested, “It’s no easy thing, losing friends.”
Jenna stared at him, then nodded. “I keep forgetting,” she mumbled. “It doesn’t seem like they’re gone… I mean, nothing seems changed.”
Dexter nodded. “Aye, so it feels. Truth of it is nothing’s got the right to last that long, not the elves and not us.”
She nodded and fell silent, looking for all the world like she was lost in thought.
“You all right?” Dexter asked her after a moment of silence.
She nodded, then offered a faint smile. “Never thought I’d miss Jodyne’s stews,” she whispered.
Dexter smiled and grabbed her hand to squeeze it affectionately, then he motioned towards the others and they hurried to catch up.
 
* * * *
 
Hewl was similar to Krestin, though not as large. The bustling activity from the port made up for some of the smaller size of the city. The market wasn’t as large though, given that the lake was small and Hewl was only there because no easier means of transport was available to Krestin from the lands beyond the jungle plateau.
“How long until word gets out here?” Jenna asked Dexter as they made their way to the docks.
He shrugged. “Less time if we stop to ask about it,” he said. She shot him a look but he ignored it, heading instead towards the dock of one of the transport ships that ferried passengers from end of the lake to the other.
“’Hawk ain’t here,” Rosh observed, staring out over the docks. The landscape had changed but they knew they were at least in the same place the ruins had been a few days ago. A few days ago for them, at least. It had been safely beached a few hundred yards off shore, but now there was nothing but smooth blue green water and the boats that plied it.
“Figured that out on your own?” Jenna asked him. It was Dexter’s turn to shoot her a disapproving look. Jenna frowned and looked away, suitably rebuked for her unwarranted retaliation.
“Careful next time you’re lying with her Cap, seems something else already crawled up in there,” Rosh advised.
Jenna’s eyes narrowed dangerously. Dexter stepped between them and glared at them both. “Time’s not right for you two to be getting twitchy with each other,” he said sternly. “Save it till we’re done here, then if’n you’d like I’ll lock you both in a hold and wait till only one of you’s left standing.”
Rosh snorted scornfully at the idea. Jenna scowled but said nothing. “Good,” Dexter said, “then let’s figure out how we’re to be getting them ships off the bottom of the lake!”
“Sir… Captain?” Tarin said, braving the interruption.
“Aye lad,” Dexter said, shooting a final warning glance at his first and second mates. 
“The bottom of the lake? Nobody’s ever found it. It’s deep, and legend tells of what happens to those that dive down there… they don’t come back, at least not alive.”
Dexter nodded. “Course not,” he muttered. “Why would they? That’d make this too easy.”
Jenna smirked at his response but Xander looked suitably alarmed. “I was going to offer to see if I could learn an incantation to allow us to breathe water… but now…”
Dexter chuckled. “But that’d take weeks, right? Even if there wasn’t no trap or monster down there?”
Xander nodded.
“You’re  starting to read like one of your books, wizard,” Dexter said. He turned to Tarin, a new idea coming to him. “This wasn’t always a lake was it?”
The boy looked confused at the suggestion. “Always,” he said, nodding his head. “Long as I know, anyway.”
“Captain, we’ve been gone a while and it was a lake when we were here,” Keshira offered, surprising him with her volunteering of information.
He looked at her and asked, “You learning to have opinions now?”
“I defer to your will, Captain,” she said, her smile infuriating to him. “I thought you might have forgotten that detail based on your question.”
Dexter nodded. “Thanks,” he muttered. “Didn’t forget, but they seem to have legends before us. I was hoping.”
“A priest might know,” Tarin offered. “They know the legends inside and out.”
“Had enough of priests,” Rosh grumbled.
Dexter nodded. “Aye, me too.”
“Tarin, is there a river or a stream that the lake feeds?” Xander asked suddenly, surprising Dexter with his near interruption.
Tarin nodded. “In Heynt there is a river.”
“Heynt is the city at the other side of the lake?” Dexter asked.
Tarin bobbed his head up and down enthusiastically.
“What’s your mind?” Dexter asked, turning to Xander.
“The elves dammed the river ages past to flood the valley. If we can open the gates of the dam and release the water, we might find the bottom,” Xander explained.
Dexter nodded slowly at first, then faster. He smiled and clapped the wizard on the arm. “Keep this up and you’ll land a more important job,” he offered.
Xander frowned as Dexter turned away. “More important?”
“Aye, I seem to be without a helmsman.”
Tarin showed them to the transports. After bartering for a bit Dexter chartered passage for them across the lake. It took a few extra coins to get him to leave without a full load of passengers, but it was gold Dexter was happy to spend. The crew of the Voidhawk remained largely silent as they stared into and around the lake thoughtfully. They sailed for nearly two hours, four oarsmen aiding the small square sail set amidships. Heynt seemed little different from Hewl, save for it being larger.
The other major difference was the docks. They were built along the edge of the lake and a series of serpentine ramps led down a hill so steep it was nearly a cliff to the larger city below. Water fell over the rim of the lake in a low spot to a series of other waterfalls, some dropping the water more than thirty feet. Combined together, Dexter estimated a fall of at least three hundred feet.
“Captain, if the elves dammed the river to make a lake, it’s going to be 200 – 300 feet deep,” Xander said, not knowing Dexter had already guessed something similar. “That’s a lot of water.”
Dexter grunted, studying the dam from where they stood on the topmost section of the many. “See any way of opening it up?”
“Captain… you’d need to open up the entire side here!” Xander said, peering down along the length of the waterfalls. “It would take a meteor falling from the sky to do that!”
“Best get your fingers to wiggling, wizard,” Dexter said.
Xander gave him one of the most patronizing looks he’d ever seen from the man. Dexter chuckled in spite of their dire predicament. “All right, then get to thinking. I mean to get off this rock and the only way seems buried under all that water.”
“The elves!” Xander hissed after a moment of thought. “Their magic is incredible. It’s orders of magnitude more powerful… Just from what I’ve learned thus far, they have almost as much trouble understanding why I use magic the way I do as I have trouble understanding how they are able to do the magic they do!”
“Aye, and I’m having trouble not smacking you for talking in tongues,” Dexter told him.
Xander snapped out of his faraway look and looked at the Voidhawk’s Captain. He grinned sheepishly. “Sorry, I just meant that my magic seems like something a child would play with to them, and I can’t fathom how they are able to do the things they do.”
Xander paused, realizing he wasn’t explaining things very well. Finally he seized upon something. “Ah! Think of this… A while back on Azmea we secured material for me to enlarge our holds, remember?”
Dexter nodded. It had proved handy in many of their more mundane shipping runs to Deepingdale some time back. 
“I thought it was extra dimensionality, but now I realize what I did was really just compressing the space within it,” Xander explained. “Sort of like folding a sail to store it in a smaller place?”
Dexter nodded again, that much made sense, though how he could fold the air and contents of a cargo hold to make them smaller escaped him.
“What the elves would have done would have been to make the very hold nothing but a portal into another place altogether. A rift into another pocket dimension, you see?”
Dexter shook his head and saw that the others were similarly out of sorts with the wizard’s explanation.
Xander nodded. “Yes, yes, me too at first! It’s ingenious, really. Instead of dealing with the space you have, they went and made a new space for it. The cargo hold would have just been like the opening of a sack that you pass items through when you store them! The actual contents are safely placed in another place altogether, one with all the room you could ever need!”
“Wait,” Jenna said, holding up a hand. “I think I understand. It’d be like walking through a door but not really stepping into the room on the other side, I’d be somewhere else altogether?”
He nodded. “Yes! Yes exactly like that!”
“So what’s your point?” Dexter asked, tired of not understanding what he was talking about.
Xander deflated at that. His shoulder slumped a little and the excited gleam in his eyes dimmed. “Well, I just… I mean, that was an example of how differently they think and do magic. Assigning a space to a placeholder and transferring anything that comes across it into the space and back without any notice of the transport.”
Dexter shook his head. “So find me a way to magic all that water somewhere we’re not needing to be.”
Xander stared at him, lips parted. Dexter raised his eyebrows, asking the unspoken question of what was wrong with Xander. Xander stopped gaping and nodded slowly, then smiled. “Captain, you’re brilliant!”
“I get that, usually from the ladies,” Dexter quipped. “Now care to be figuring out how we’re going to skin this rat?”
Jenna swatted him on the arm, which drew a smirk from Rosh. Xander shook his head though and held up a finger. “No Captain, that is the solution! There’s no earthly way we can move all this water, and if we did flood the city, well, there’s a flooded city and a town full of drowned or angry people.”
Rosh glanced down at Heynt, grimacing as he realized what Xander meant. He nodded and looked back. “Bookworm’s got a point,” he said. “I ain’t ‘fraid of killing them that needs killing, but it just don’t seem right, wiping out a whole town.”
Dexter scowled. “You were willing to wipe out a whole world this morning.”
Rosh blushed a little and shrugged, at a loss for words to describe his behavior.
“Hey, my turn,” Jenna said, stepping between them. “Knock it off and let the guy talk!”
Dexter and Rosh both stared at her. Rosh was, again, scowling. Dexter chuckled and nodded. “Let’s have it then Xander, or you’re to be setting the first blasting charge.”
Xander did a double take at Dexter’s words. “Well…” He stalled, thinking furiously. “The problem is the location,” He explained. “The portal must be a fixed place, and likewise the destination must also be fixed… and I just don’t know of any locations in the ether to send it to.”
“The ether?” Several of them simultaneously asked.
“Yes… sorry, that’s what the space where nothing is, is,” he said, fumbling for words they might understand. “Like the void, except the void is something – it is a place we can sail through. The ether is more like a desk. It’s possible to put a piece of parchment on the desk and draw or write anything on that parchment. In my example the parchment would be the void, and a picture of the Voidhawk could be drawn upon it. Without the desk the paper would flutter away lost forever.”
The mostly blank stares he received caused the wizard to sigh. “Reading books might do you a lot of good,” he muttered.
“I like the ones with lots of pictures,” Dexter quipped.
“Read me a book couple of times a few years back, didn’t learn nothing much from it,” Rosh said.
All three of them turned to stare at Rosh in surprise. “You can read?” Jenna asked before she could stop the words from slipping out.
Rosh glared at her. “Lots of things I can do,” he said to her with narrowed eyes. “Lucky you’re bedding the Captain or I’d learn you a few things too!”
Jenna’s eyes widened in surprise at his threat. Dexter was tempted to chuckle, but he kept it in check and quickly redirected the subject. “So this location… the ‘Hawk’s stuck in place, why couldn’t you put it on a basket or something?”
Xander considered the words carefully, then began to smile. “Captain, you’re not as ignorant as you let on,” he mused.
“Thanks,” Dexter said wryly.
“Okay, I could do that. It would take a long time to drain a lake this size with a mere basket though… and the problem remains of where to send it. I’m not sure how to address a location in the ether. By its very nature it has no characteristics, otherwise it wouldn’t be possible for the void to fill it as it grows.”
“The void’s growing?” Rosh asked, surprised.
Xander nodded. “It’s been theorized for ages, and the elder elves confirmed it for me. They say it stretches endlessly and, as the races of the void spread and explore the edges are pushed out and new void appears, sometimes complete with stars and planets.”
Rosh stared at him, his expression one of frank disbelief.
Dexter filed it away for later use; right now he had more pressing concerns. “Why you needing to send it to this other / ether place? Why can’t you send it from your basket to, say, the bottom of that cliff where the last waterfall ends?”
Xander stared down over the edge of a wooden rail. He nodded his head. “Perhaps,” he said. “I’ve never done this before, it will take some time to prepare the spell and materials to prepare the locations.”
“Tell me weeks again and I’m handing you a shovel,” Dexter warned.
Xander rolled his eyes. “Captain, complicated magic like this takes careful preparation! One erroneous word and the world could be sucked into the rift and torn apart!”
“All the more reason for you to do it right,” Dexter suggested.
Xander stared at him, shaking his head. “There’s also the cost of materials,” he said. “I’ll need to imprint both portals with magical substance that connects them.”
“How long?” Dexter pressed.
Xander frowned. “Two weeks?” He asked.
It was Dexter’s turn to frown. “Every day we’re spending not up there,” he pointed upwards, “is a day the elves are getting stronger and the elders aren’t. We still got us a five day sail back too,” Dexter reminded him.
“All the time in the void will do us no good if I get us killed!” Xander snapped.
“Get to it, and be sure to be letting me know if you got problems,” Dexter said after a lengthy pause. He started down the ramp towards Heynt. “Let’s find a place to stay while the wizard earns his keep, a warm meal and a cup of ale would do me good.”
“You thinking all that mumbo jumbo he was babbling about’s going to do us any good?” Rosh asked Dexter in a softer version of his gravelly voice after they’d started down the ramp.
Dexter shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not,” he offered. “I ‘spect us to come up with another idea just in case.”
“Ain’t seen no fire powder around here,” Rosh said.
“Aye, and we’ve not enough to put a dent in that rock,” Jenna added behind them.
“How’d the elves fashion this wall of rock anyhow?” Dexter wondered, craning his neck to have a look at it. “Thought they wasn’t as good at magic as your grandpa’s people.”
“This again?” Jenna groaned. Tarin and Xander had moved ahead of them by now while they slowed their pace to discuss their contingency options.
“Gotta get me one of those someday,” Rosh mused, distracting them all.
“What?” Dexter asked, following his gaze to Keshira. “Seems your problem isn’t finding a woman, it’s finding too many!”
Rosh scowled, then chuckled. “Naw, I meant one like her. Perfect woman! She’s got the looks and she don’t say much unless asked.”
Dexter bit his chuckle short, expecting to be punched by his lover. When nothing happened he dared a glance at her and saw her smiling wickedly at Rosh. It was a smile that promised a very unpleasant future.
“Tell you what though Rosh,” Dexter offered. “Next time we run into a pleasure golem stuck in a crate, I’ll let you open it.”
Rosh grinned. “Maybe you ain’t such a bad Captain after all.”
“But first you got to dig me a hole through that wall of rock.”
Rosh looked at the cliff again, frowning. “We’re gonna need an army of diggers.”
Dexter shook his head. “These people won’t be liking their lake sucked dry I reckon. This’ll be just us.”
“That’s a lot of digging,” Rosh pointed out.
“But you’re so big,” Jenna said, her eyes over-wide in an attempt at feigning innocence.
Rosh glanced at her suspiciously, then grinned, “So the women do talk when the men ain’t around!”
Jenna rolled her eyes and Dexter chuckled. It was short lived but the ribbing reminded them all of the loss of their crewmates and, it seemed, their ship.
 
* * * *
 
Later that night Tarin returned from parts unknown to tell Dexter he’d found a path. Jenna stayed with Xander to keep him out of trouble and to assist in anything he needed. The others followed the boy as he showed them a way out of town to an area where water pooled sluggishly. The current under the surface slowed enough they could cross without incident. Climbing along wet and mossy rocks and slipping as often as not they came to the large pool at the base of the final vertical drop where the last waterfall sent hundreds of gallons of water crashing every second.
Doubtful, Dexter allowed the boy to show them the secret he’d found. Behind the waterfall, standing on a ledge only a few inches below the surface of the water, a hollow had been carved out by the force of the water. Talking was impossible given the volume of the crashing water, so Dexter motioned them away.
The next day they purchased digging equipment and began their excavation. It was slow, even with the never flagging endurance of Keshira’s arms. Rosh worked as a man possessed, his strength now greater than that of the golem’s. Dexter watched as the days passed and Rosh grew stronger and larger. Not only did the man’s endurance and strength grow, so did his appetite! Dexter worried his purse grew lighter by the day from the amount of food that her bought to keep Rosh from complaining. The large man’s stomach seemed like the furnace of a forge.
Even still, after a week of digging and Xander stumbling over complicated magical formulae, they’d only cleared twenty feet of rock.
“This is dumb,” Rosh grumbled loud enough to be heard over the nearby waterfall. He wiped sweat from his brow then reached for a loaf of bread they’d brought with them in a basket.
“Bold words,” Dexter mused as he returned from dumping a load of rocks into the water.
“I been in mines before,” Rosh said. “We got no braces. Whole damn thing could crush us any minute. Then what happens when we bust through? Water happens, and lots of it! You figured it a hundred foot or more to the other side, how in the void we gonna get out before we drown?”
Dexter frowned. The big man had a point. Digging tunnels had never been Dexter’s forte, and the thought of swimming through a tunnel of surging water seemed unpleasant, to say the least.
“When was you in some mines?” Dexter asked.
Rosh shrugged. “A while back, one of my first jobs. Got left behind to take the fall and spent three months digging for it.”
“Ouch,” Dexter mused, both at the betrayal and at the menial labor.
Rosh shrugged. “They paid their dues,” he said.
Dexter’s eyes widened but he didn’t ask for details. Likewise, he imagined whatever the job was in the first place was probably not so distant from when he’d met Rosh working for bandits that had imprisoned them.
“So what about this?” Rosh asked, gesturing down the tunnel to where Keshira was still hammering away with a pickaxe.
Dexter sighed. “Guess we’d best stop before we get ourselves killed.”
“Trusting the bookworm?”
Another sigh followed. “Got no other baskets to put my eggs in.”
“Magic,” Rosh said, then turned and spit towards the waterfall that thundered over a dozen feet away from them. Disgruntled, he turned back and picked up the abandoned pickaxe, then stepped in while Keshira moved out with a load of rocks. He swung three times, striking stone and glancing off the first two, then burying it through a break in the rock and getting it stuck.
Rosh swore loudly enough to draw an interested Dexter down the tunnel. The large warrior worked at it, trying o pull the axe out of the hole he had made. He strained, working it back and forth and bending the thick wooden handle dangerously. Dexter’s eyes widened when he heard the rock crack, then a trickle of water ran down from the crack.
“Um, Rosh…” Dexter began.
“Ain’t got nothing better to do,” Rosh growled, not seeing the water seeping out. Instead he put his back into it and heaved mightily. A great stone popped out of the wall, which was aided by a geyser of water that shout out horizontally from it and struck Dexter squarely in the midsection.
Rosh watched his Captain as he was sent sprawling to the ground, propelled by the powerful water. He turned back to look at it and saw cracks spreading in the rocks and dirt. “Aw hell,” he muttered. The rocks exploded in front of him, sailing around and into him just as much as the water that suddenly overwhelmed him and bore him along with it through the short but treacherous tunnel.
 
 



Chapter 9 – Depths of Despair
 
“Dexter!” Jenna screamed. A stream of water burst out of the hole, spraying her with shattered fragments of rock and dirt that were thrown from the opening of the tunnel. She was making ready to re-enter the tunnel when she’d heard the sound and, less than a heartbeat later, seen the explosion of water.
She stared at it, momentarily at a loss. The water just kept coming. The waterfall it crashed into blunted its force but still it powered through, overloading the pool and causing the banks to flood. She stepped away from it and stared at the pool, hoping desperately for some sign of the man she loved.
She found him thrashing desperately as he tried to find the shore. She jumped in and helped guide him to the land. He lay on the ground gasping for breath even as he retched out water that had threatened to drown him. Finally, far before he was ready, he climbed to his feet and turned back to the water.
“Got to get her,” he gasped, then started to strip off his soaked tunic.
“Get who? Keshira?” Jenna asked, grabbing on to him and pulling him back.
“She saved me,” he said, trying to pull away from Jenna.
“Stop it!” Jenna scolded. “You can’t swim, remember? Where is she?”
Dexter pointed at the water. “Down there – she saved me, talked to me. Kept me from drowning,” he stumbled.
“All right, stay here,” she said, then turned back to the water. She stripped off her shirt and pants, then slid her belt with her blades over her hips so she could dive into the water. She swam down, following the steep wall to deeper water and noticed how difficult it was to see. The water was riled up from the waterfall and the new influx of water from the tunnel. Had they broken through to the lake already? It didn’t seem possible, but where else would the water have come from?
Her lungs were beginning to ache when she’d swam along the bottom of the pond long enough to find the pleasure golem. She stood there, looking calm and peaceful as the current shifted her hair and torn clothing about on her. Her eyes followed Jenna and she smiled. It was creepy, but the elf had not the time nor air to spare. She grabbed the woman’s arm and pulled on her, expecting resistance. Keshira pushed off the bottom and rose easily, surprising her. She didn’t swim and soon she began to weigh Jenna down, but the elf determinedly just kept swimming.
By the time she broke the surface she was nearly let go. Her lungs were aching and her limbs felt like they were filled with lead. A few moments of gasping was all she afforded herself before pulling the construct towards the shore that was only a few dozen feet away. Once there Jenna collapsed on the ground, too tired to be the least bit bothered about her nudity or that a crowd of onlookers was gathering from the other side of the pond, near the city.
“Thank you,” Keshira said to her, leaning over her and smiling. “Are you okay?”
Jenna nodded, not trusting her tortured lungs to speak yet. Keshira bent down and picked her up, then carried her up to where Dexter was rushing down with Jenna’s things in his hands. The elf marveled at the pleasure golem, amazed at how calmly she had just stood on the bottom of the pond. Apparently her nature meant she could either hold her breath for a long time or didn’t need to breathe. After a few moments she let herself down from Keshira’s grasp and took her things from a relieved looking Dexter.
“What about…” Dexter trailed off, staring at Keshira, then he shook his head and finished his question, “Rosh. Any sign of him?”
The water raged behind them, now spilling over the next set of rapids that led to another pool and from then further on down. It was slipping over the edge of the banks towards town as well.
Jenna turned to look at Keshira again and saw what had made the Captain hesitate. Keshira’s clothing, a simple tunic and trousers, were torn by the force of the water and where she had apparently been dashed against the rocks. The tears on her trousers weren’t so bad as that of her tunic, which was ripped open completely and hung in tatters from only her left shoulder. Her right breast was exposed, as was the rest of that side, and even her resilient skin showed signs of deep scratches from a run in with a rock.
“I did not see him, Captain,” Keshira said.
Jenna shook her head, answering the same.
“He was in deep,” Dexter said. “I wonder if he’s trapped in there?”
Jenna followed his gaze, staring at the horizontal geyser of water and figuring no one, not even Rosh, could survive that sort of abuse. “Did you break through to the lake already?”
Dexter shook his head. “Rosh was worried we might, but I don’t reckon we was nearly that far.”
“Then what is it?”
Dexter shrugged. “I’m never sailing on water again,” he said, coughing out some more of the accursed substance. “This stuff’ll kill you!”
True to his word a great chunk of rock gave way and slid free of the wall. The water pushed it away and sent it to the bottom of the pool. All the while the pressurized stream grew bigger and bigger as the dark shapes of broken rocks and dirt were sped along by it. Dexter pulled them all back further away from the growing drain. Jenna wondered just how big it could get.
“Dex, the town…”
Dexter turned to see the slowly growing crowd that stared at the lake. Some of them were trying to cross over but were stopped by the volume of water that was pushing over the next lip. The town was built on a series of plateaus, evened out by years of work from the original slope it had once been. The highest plateau was safe, since the water was still several feet below it, but those below might not be so lucky. 
“Jenna, go warn them. Keshira and I will look for Rosh,” he said.
“That’s a damn fool idea and you know it!” Jenna snapped. “You can’t swim and Keshira… well, I don’t know what she can do. I’ll look for Rosh with her, you go tell the townsfolk.”
“Captain,” Keshira said, trying to raise his attention.
“Hang on,” Dexter snapped to her. “He’s part of my crew, my responsibility. I was in there with him, I’ll be doing the looking for him!”
“How are you going to do that, by drowning alongside him?” Jenna said, her voice raised.
“Captain, please-“
“Just a damned minute!” Dexter swore, then wheeled back on Jenna. “I’m the Captain here, you’ll do as I say!”
“Told you it was a damned fool idea.”
Jenna’s mouth, opened to retort, stayed open but no words came forth. She spun about and saw a soaked, bloodied, and battered looking Rosh standing behind them. Without thinking she launched herself at him and hugged him tightly. She realized what she was doing a moment later when the surprised Rosh sought to press his luck and land a kiss on her as well. She quickly wriggled free and glared at him while retreating to Dexter’s side.
Dexter was there as well, reaching out and clapping the solid man on the arm in a congratulatory way. “How’d you survive?” He asked, his tone filled with wonder.
Rosh coughed, the sound deep and filled with fluid. He spat several times before turning back to them and shrugging. Even as they stared at him they saw he looked better, the bruises and scratches fading from his body. “Got dumped into the next pool downstream,” he said. “Bounced off every damned rock in it! Found one and hung on, then pulled myself out and climbed back up here.”
“That’s not possible,” Jenna said, shaking her head. “Nobody could live through that…”
“I been thinking that a lot too,” Rosh said, then shrugged. “Guess I ain’t so easy to get rid of.”
“Well now what?” Jenna asked, turning to look back at the water. It had grown larger.
“Now we can warn the town,” Dexter said, giving her a meaningful look.
Jenna nodded, biting her lip and feeling herself blush a little. Her actions had been mutinous, she knew, but they weren’t on the ship at the time. For that matter, they didn’t even know if they still had a ship. “Sorry Captain,” she said softly. “I just…”
He nodded stiffly. “Don’t make a habit of it,” was all he said. “Or maybe I’ll move you back into the Arms Master’s quarters.”
“Hey, that’s my bunk!” Rosh protested.
Dexter nodded and smiled wickedly. Jenna’s mouth fell open. “You… you can’t…”
“I can,” Dexter promised.
“Hey now, that ain’t fair, dumping me out on my own. Not after all the-“
“Oh shut up,” Jenna growled at him as she stomped past him on her way to try and find a way to ford the now raging river that emptied the pool so they could head back to town.
Rosh clamped his mouth shut, then turned to look at Dexter. Dexter smiled, then clapped him on the back again. “Good to have you back,” he added, then followed after his first mate.
 
* * * *
 
The waters were slowly returning to their normal levels by the time Dexter returned with his remaining crew to the bank. The excess water had stopped, so far as they could tell, and the precautions they’d called for proved unnecessary. The rocks and dirt that had been piled along the edge of the town as an emergency stopgap proved a burden now for them to climb over to return to investigate the tunnel they’d dug out.
“My Lord!” A voice cried out behind them loudly.
Dexter cursed. Rosh glanced back and cursed as well, sharing Dexter’s sentiments. It was Tasha; she had tracked them down.
“You didn’t show up, we feared we’d angered you,” She said as she approached. Her mercenary company, the Claws of Rosh, were following behind her.
“You did anger me,” Rosh growled at her, drawing some excited whispers from the people already gathered and others coming to investigate.
“We’ve returned because we seek something left behind long ago,” Xander said, stepping forward quickly.
Dexter stared at Xander, surprised. He glanced to Jenna, who only widened her eyes in amazed agreement, then decided to let the wizard have his moment.
“What do you seek?” Tasha asked, edging forward curiously.
Xander glanced back at Dexter, a look of panic on his face. Dexter hid his smirk and spoke up, “Stick around and maybe you’ll be finding out.”
“My Lords,” Tasha said, hiding her irritation far less successfully, “the council has bid me to be their emissary whilst you are here. I am at your disposal.”
Rosh cursed again, softly.
“Do I not please you?” Tasha asked him, bowing her head submissively.
“You ain’t had the chance to please me yet,” Rosh retorted.
Dexter bit back his groan at the large man’s words.
Tasha looked up at him, surprise on her face. “You would take me, My Lord? I would be honored…”
Rosh growled and looked to Dexter for help.
Dexter shook his head. “Another time, perhaps. If you’re to keep an eye on us, then come. But only you.”
Dexter turned and motioned for the others to continue. Xander and Keshira hurried across, then Rosh, but Jenna waited to walk beside him.
“Dex, what are you doing?” She hissed, glancing behind her to be sure Tasha wasn’t close enough to hear.
“Figure it’s better we keep an eye on her, too,” He said. “Besides, maybe we can get some work out of her.”
Jenna rolled her eyes, but moved ahead towards the waterfall and the tunnel behind it. Dexter waited until Tasha joined him and then made his way across the slippery ground as well. Tasha, resplendent in her golden hued metal armor, crossed the treacherous terrain without incident. Dexter noted her position may not have been entirely based on lineage alone.
Xander struck up a trio of lights in the palm of his hand, courtesy of some magical spell. He motioned and they flew up to circle about his head, casting enough light to let the rest of them see their way through the tunnel. Rosh took the lead, followed closely by Keshira. Even Dexter and Tasha only took a few moments to cross the water soaked passage and find the new opening caused by Rosh’s excavation.
What they found was another tunnel, though this one seemed more of a crevice or ravine for the walls stretched away into blackness above them. Below the level of the breach Rosh had caused water still lay, dark, cold, and depthless.
“Now what?” Rosh called back.
Jenna made a hissing sound and pointed. Rosh and Dexter looked but could make out nothing until she pushed Xander back deeper into the tunnel, towards the waterfall. Without his lights fouling their vision they could see what her eyes had picked out. Light. Distant and dim, there was nevertheless a source of light to their left an unknown distance.
“Now what?” Dexter wondered aloud, repeating Rosh.
“My Lords, what-“ Tasha began, trying to find a way to get in their position to see what they saw.
“Shut your hole,” Rosh growled at her, silencing her instantly.
Dexter nearly commented on how that treatment had never worked for Rosh with Willa. Only the realization that Willa was gone, and that Rosh had been moodier than usual of late, stopped him.
“It’s coming closer!” Jenna observed, her eyes squinting in the darkness.
Dexter stared for a long moment, but could only share the shrug that Rosh offered. “We wait here then. We’ve a way out, if we need it.”
“Good choke point,” Rosh observed, tapping the rocks that formed the archway of the opening.
The wait lasted nearly half an hour until even Dexter and Rosh could tell that the light was coming closer. It grew more distinct as well, soon showing itself to be multiple lights. It was at their level and moving smoothly towards them. Either some sort of sea creature or a water-bound boat, Dexter mused. He shuddered at the thought of either.
“There’s people, four of them,” Jenna hissed after she pulled her head back into the tunnel.
“People?” Rosh echoed. “How’d they get in there? They swimming?”
“They’re on a boat I think,” Jenna said. “I can make out their figures from the lights they’re holding.”
They came closer and the others quickly saw the light split into multiple lights. It lit them up and confirmed there were several people on a small boat of some sort, but they remained too far for details.
Jenna hissed, sucking breath between her teeth, even as Dexter cupped his hands and called out in the darkness to them. “Don’t be coming too close right yet,” he said. “Who are you and what business are you on, sneaking about in the dark and all?”
“Captain!” Jenna said. Dexter held up a hand to make her wait but she only grabbed it. “It’s-“
“Captain? Is that you?” A distant voice echoed.
Dexter stared, squinting his eyes, then turned to see Jenna, who was grinning from ear to ear. He looked at the others, who shared his open eyed stares of disbelief. “Is that Bekka?” He asked softly.
Jenna nodded enthusiastically.
Rosh stuck his head out and stared. “That all of ‘em?” He asked. “Willa too?”
“Rosh?” Willa’s voice called over the dark waters that separated them.
Dexter waved his group to silence, then called out again, “Hurry yourselves up, there’s some explaining to be done.”
The next ten minutes took an eternity to pass. Logan was manning one oar, Jodyne another, and Bailynn was at the stern of the small raft using a wooden plank as a tiller. Bekka and Willa were at the front, keeping an eye out for rocks or other threats as well as offering directions.
Willa was the first to step off the raft and onto the wet rocky passage. Rosh grabbed her arm to help her, then pulled her completely off the ground and wrapped his arms around her. She squeaked in surprise at first, then returned the embrace as best she could. Finally she had to beat her arm against him so that he would let her down.
“You was strangling me!” She gasped, grinning even as she sucked in several deep breaths.
“Sorry,” Rosh muttered, blushing as he saw everyone was looking at them. “You looked like you was gonna slip on the rocks is all.”
Dexter laughed, then took Logan’s hand to help him off the boat. With all of them reunited, he turned in the small passage to survey them. They all looked worse for wear, but the missing members of his crew were worse yet, by far.
“What happened?” Dexter asked. “Where’s my ship?”
Jenna rolled her eyes at Dexter and gave Willa and Bekka hugs welcoming them back. Even Jodyne she wrapped in a hug, which caused the dwarven woman to grumble and sniff. Dexter frowned, wanting answers, but he could appreciate the moment of relief.
“I’m sorry,” Rosh mumbled to Willa after she had exchanged hugs or smiles with everyone and turned back to him. “I…well…”
“Shut your mouth,” she said to him, wrapping her arm around his midsection and pulling him to her so she could kiss him. “We thought we was done for… trapped by a bunch of frogs. I’m sorry too.”
“Frogs?” Xander asked, perking up. “Giant frogs, I hope?”
“Frog men,” Logan said. “Never heard of their like. They looked like a cross between a man and a frog. They slapped this seaweed around our faces and it turned the water to air so we could breathe, then they took us to an underwater cave that was filled with air and let us sit in it for a bit.”
“A bit? We been away more than 12,000 years!” Dexter said.
“12,000 years?” Bekka and the others echoed. She nodded after a moment. “That explains the strange lapse. We were fighting the frogs one moment, then there was this… heartbeat. A pulse. It felt like we had blinked our eyes because suddenly everything was different. The frogmen were gone and we were alone.”
“That sounds about right,” Xander mused. “You were caught up in a temporal stasis. It seemed we did not belong in that time. As soon as Rosh destroyed the elven temporal lock that bound this world to that time it returned, holding us safe until we could resynchronize with it in the current time.”
The blank stare that met him stole the grin from his face.
“The wizard means well,” Dexter said, breaking the awkward silence. “But that don’t explain why the ‘Hawk ain’t where we left her.”
They looked to one another, everyone sharing a blank look. Dexter frowned and turned back to Tasha, who was kneeling on the floor with shock and, finally, a look of belief upon her face.
“Who’s this?” Willa asked, noticing Tasha at the same time.
“Her name’s Tasha, she’s been sent to keep an eye on us and make sure we don’t cause no trouble,” Dexter said, introducing the dark skinned woman.
“I am Tasha Wyndamere, My Lady,” she said, bowing her head deeply. “I am known as the Golden Lady, leader of the Claws of Rosh, and rightfully descended from Lord Rosh himself.”
“Rightfully descended?” Willa asked.
Rosh’s eyes widened and he looked to Dexter pleadingly.
“Rosh?” She asked, turning on him. “What’s she talking about? I thought you said your name was Highsail?”
“We was fighting,” he mumbled frantically. “You’d left me… We had to… I mean…”
“Your bed wasn’t even cold! You son of a bitch!” She hissed, then reached out with her good hand and slapped him. She turned to Tasha and glared, fighting over the words she couldn’t seem to spit out, then she turned and stormed back to stand near Bekka and Logan.
“Come on!” Rosh exasperated. “That was 12,000 years ago!”
Dexter coughed, fighting the sudden laugh that threatened to burst from his lips. He shook his head and stepped between them, holding up his hands. “You can fight later, we got to figure out how to find them elven ships first.”
“We found them,” Logan said. Suddenly he was the center of attention. “They’re in there,” he offered, pointing back towards the underground lake. “The water was higher, but we noticed it started going down. When it finally stopped we grabbed a life raft off one of their ships and lowered it to the water, then started looking for a way out.”
“The frog men had them?” Xander asked.
Logan shrugged. “Jodyne found us a way out of the cave we were trapped in,” he said. “The passing years had opened some fissures in the stones and we came out into a great cavern with the elven fleet stored inside it.”
“I guess that’s better than having them on the bottom of the lake,” Jenna mused, reminding Dexter that Sandis had said his fleet had been flooded when the other elves damned the river to make the lake.
“How do we get them out?” Dexter wondered aloud.
“We’ve already started, Captain,” Xander pointed out, staring at the tunnel. “We need only widen this tunnel so that the largest vessel can fit through it, the waterfall will not damage or destroy a void ship.”
Dexter nodded, staring at the rock overhead. “Rosh, think you can…”
“Hell no,” Rosh grumbled. “Not without braces and someone that knows where to put ‘em.”
“Pansy,” Dexter muttered under his breath, which drew a growl from Rosh. “Fine, we’ll find an engineer. First let’s catch up proper like over some ale. I’m itching to hear more about you all being taken off the ‘Hawk… and why you disappeared on us, priest.”
Logan pursed his lips then nodded. “I’ll tell you everything, Captain.” Bailynn, Bekka, Jodyne, and even the still glowering Willa shared a knowing look that Made Dexter raise his eyebrow.
“Aye, I expect a good tale,” the dispossessed Captain said.
 
* * * *
 
Willa was, once again, refusing to speak to Rosh. He worked non-stop, pausing only to eat, drink, and sleep. Word spread through the village of not only the work, but also of the presence of the Claws of Rosh on an unusual mission. They were preventing anyone that wasn’t working on the project from coming close, turning away even the mayor of the city and his personal guards.
Tasha addressed them, invoking the power she had as a Wyndamere to keep them at bay, though she admitted that she suspected it might not last for long. Tarin avoided her whenever possible, though she acted as though she ‘d forgotten his past indiscretion and ignored him accordingly.
Rosh and Keshira toiled side by side, widening the passage and putting in braces where Xander seemed to think they would serve them best. A search for an engineer had proved exhaustive and pointless, thus the wizard had volunteered his services. His search for a magical solution had been postponed.
The days stretched into weeks. Dexter helped where he could and also had Logan and Bekka show him the elven fleet. He searched through it, hoping against hope that he’d find the Voidhawk as well, but only the long silent elven ships greeted him.
On the second week after reuniting the crew, Dexter sat with a few of them at a table that in the inn that Tasha had commandeered for their purposes. “I expect we’ll be able to get the elven ships out in another week or so,” he mused, staring at his ale. “Jenna, I’ll be needing you to go get Sandis and his folk. Take Willa with you, she could use some time away, me thinks.”
“Captain! I-“
Jenna reached over and grabbed Willa’s hand, silencing her. She smiled at the woman. “It’s okay,” she said, “you’ll like this.”
Willa frowned, then nodded even as she looked away. Bekka, who was also at the table, seemed troubled by something. Dexter stared at her until the sorceress finally frowned at him. “Captain, can I-“
“Aye, go, have fun,” Dexter said, interrupting her. “I’d tell you to take Logan too, but I fear he might be running for the woods again.”
Dexter had taken the news of Logan’s lycanthrope well enough, though it did concern him. Still, the man had come through for him time and again. Once they got off the planet he expected the priest would be fine. As it was, he kept glancing at the night sky with increasing concern in his eyes. The moon was waxing and going to be full in a week or less.
He thought about his crew and their oddities. Dexter was no stranger to working with peculiar individuals; he’d served with some of the oddest types in the Federation Navy and, before that, run with some peculiar merchants and privateers. But his crew, now they were truly special. He had a werewolf, a pleasure golem, a warrior who couldn’t be killed, and a little girl who was as deadly as any of them. He took a drink of his ale and smirked to think that Willa, his one armed shipwright and carpenter, was probably the most normal of his crew.
Of course having a crew without a ship was a bit a complicated. He wondered how much longer he could keep them around. Even getting back into the void on an elven ship was a far cry from having his own ship. Owning another ship just wouldn’t be the same; it wouldn’t be the Voidhawk.
“Captain, Logan can control his change,” Bekka said, frowning a little. “He said it’s better underground too, easier for him to manage.”
“That’s why he’s been working more and more in the tunnel, I know,” Dexter said, waving his hand. “Just do me a favor while you’re gone, keep an eye out for Kragor.”
“Kragor?” Bekka asked, confused.
Jenna closed her eyes and nodded, then smiled when she opened them. “We’ll leave now,” she said. “Should be back in time to fly some ships out.”
Dexter nodded, smirking a little at how he expected he sounded. Sure, Jenna believed him, but he had no right expecting anyone else to believe that Kragor’s ghost still stuck around the Voidhawk. Willa had seen him, once, but that was a long time ago now. He waved them away, drinking his ale as they got up and went to go and get their things.
Thinking himself spared for a few moments, Dexter groaned into his mug when Tasha showed up next to their vacant chairs. “My Lord, may I-“
Dexter waved to the chair. “Why not, and stop calling me that.”
“My Lord?”
“Yes, that, knock it off,” he grumbled.
“But… what…how should I address you?” She asked, confused.
“Dexter or Captain Silverhawk will do,” he said. “Though I’ll not be much of a Captain without my ship.”
“This Voidhawk you keep mentioning?”
“Aye, that’s the one. She’s a beautiful thing. No maiden, to be sure, but who is?” He said, making sense only to himself.
“A ship that flies through the skies and the heavens above,” she pondered aloud. “That must be a wondrous thing.”
Dexter nodded, spilling a little of his ale. “Truly wondrous,” he said. “But it’s not the heavens, just the void we sail through. From world to world, doing what needs doing.”
“What needs doing, Captain Silverhawk?” She asked somewhat awkwardly.
“Captain is fine,” he said offhandedly, then he straightened up and grinned at her. “Truth is, I owe you much the same, Captain Wyndamere.”
Her eyes widened and, after a moment, she allowed herself a soft smile. “You do me much honor My…er… Captain.”
Dexter chuckled. “What needs doing?” He asked, repeating her question. “Depends on what you’ve a mind for. We do things here and there, helping out when it’s needed, making a living just by doing what we can. We freed this one world, small little place, from a wizard that had everybody thinking they was living in the most perfect place in the void. He was just using them as slaves. Cattle, doing what he needed done to make his life the way he wanted it. We stopped it and they wanted to make us the new governors.”
Her eyes shined at the story, clearly anxious to hear more.
“He wanted Jenna, you see. Needed her so he could take her body and use it as his own,” Dexter grimaced, then took a drink as though he could wash the taste out of his mouth. “I put a stop to that though. Damn near got me gutted, but it was worth it. That Jenna, she’s a fine woman. Finest I ever set eyes on.”
Dexter smiled and let his eyes rest on Tasha. He sputtered a little, spilling some ale, and quickly added, “ No offense meant, Captain. You’re a fine site for void-weary eyes yourself.”
Dexter could not be sure, given her dark skin, but the way Tasha looked away quickly he thought that she might be blushing at the praise.
“Tell me more, Captain,” she pressed a moment later.
“Um, well, I mean… you’ve got a pretty face. Nice eyes and, I guess you’ve-“
Tasha laughed, the sound light and not something he would have ever attributed to the strong and commanding woman. “No no, I mean about your travels through this void.”
It was Dexter’s turn to blush. He hid behind his mug and found it empty. A wave brought a bored barmaid with a refill quickly.
“Well, we’ve lots of run ins with elves. The bad ones, like Jenna, not like the ones we’re rescuing. Wait! Jenna’s not a bad one, mind you. She was born the wrong race is all, she’s got a good heart,” Dexter fumbled his words and nearly sighed with relief when he saw Jenna, Bekka, and Willa emerge from the stairs that led up to their rooms. Jenna gave him a wicked smile that included the mischievous twinkle in her eye he knew all too well.
“There they are now, off to help rescue them elves, the good ones,” Dexter said.
Jenna and the others came over, a muted version of the smile on her face. “Why Captain, you’re not trying to have your way with Captain Wyndamere, are you?”
Dexter’s jaw dropped. “What? No! I was just telling her stories. Things we done.”
“My Lady, he speaks very highly of you,” Tasha added, being unaware of the fun Jenna was having.
“I give him good reason to,” Jenna said with a wink to Dexter. Dexter could only blush again and reach for his drink.
“Have fun yourself,” Jenna said to him, then she leaned over breathe her final words softly into his ear, “just not too much fun.”
Dexter turned, his head pulled slightly by her grasping teeth on his earlobe, then he watched in aroused silence as the three woman walked out of the bar and left it behind them.
Dexter turned back many heartbeats later, shaking his head and reaching for his ale. He saw Tasha sitting there and could only grin.
“I see why she is known as the wicked temptress,” Tasha said, smiling.
Dexter sprayed more ale on the table when he laughed. “Aye,” he said at last, “I’m thinking your people might be on to something!”
 
* * * *
 
“You’re not worried?” Willa asked, surprised to see Jenna walking confidently up the ramp.
“Worried? About the Captain? What’s to be worried about? He’s found us a way out of messes worse than this,” Jenna said.
“That ain’t what I’m talking about,” Willa said, her tone bitter. “I meant with that… with her!”
“Captain Wyndamere?” Jenna asked in a neutral tone. She chuckled. “Dex – the Captain – won’t mess up no matter how much he drinks. You don’t know what I had to do to get him to sleep with me!”
Willa made a harrumphing noise in her throat and Bekka had to chuckle in spite of herself.
“Never met a man so afraid of having sex as he is,” Jenna added, smiling to herself.
Willa stumbled, so caught off guard by the statement was she. Bekka slowed to let her catch up, smiling mysteriously at her as she did so. “Afraid to lay with a woman?” Willa inquired.
Jenna shrugged. “He’s good at it, don’t get me wrong. He’s just worried about crossing the line with crew and all. He knows better now, about being afraid and all that is.”
Willa shook her head and fell into silence as they walked up the many ramps towards the top of the cliff that dammed the river into a lake. Finally, nearly breathless from their pace, she muttered, “Ain’t never met a man that didn’t want to lay with me.”
Bekka reached over and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze in support before letting go. Willa looked up at her, eyes wide in surprise, then smiled at her to show her appreciation. Jenna shrugged. “It’d be a lot harder to get them to do what we want if they didn’t want us.”
“You’re a fine looking woman, Willa, I can see why,” Bekka offered, ignoring Jenna’s response.
Willa blushed and looked away.
“Willa, I need you with us, here and now, all right?” Jenna said, turning on her and stopping midway up the second to last ramp. “It should be safe, but we don’t know anything about this place, so keep your eyes and thoughts on here and now.”
Willa nodded. “I am… I will, I mean. I just… oh. Damn him.”
Bekka gently patted her back, not knowing what to say but feeling bad for the woman. She wished she had something that would help; the girl deserved to have her luck run good for once.
“I’m not taking any sides here,” Jenna said while they stood there and traffic streamed around them on both sides, “but seems to me you’d told him you were done with him?”
Willa blushed, embarrassed and angry. “No… I mean, not really. I told him until he figured out what he had I wasn’t with him.”
Jenna nodded. “That’s what I mean. To a man that’s much the same thing. Don’t forget, I’m an elf. I look young but I’m more than three times your age and I’ve spent a lot of that time around humans. He felt bad, but a man like Rosh, if he’s not got something waiting for him he’s going to find it. That, or like this time, it found him.”
“It found him?” Willa asked, confused.
Jenna nodded again. “The high priestess, Sara, she’d only help us find the forbidden city if he agreed to lay with her and father her child.”
Willa’s face burned again. “Father her child,” she repeated, her tone weak but angry.
“Tasha’s not after Rosh, nor Dexter,” Jenna said. “But she is descended from Rosh. Probably 7000 generations back or so, but blood like his, it runs strong.”
Willa sighed. “So he gave her a child so you guys could move on? How selfless of him.”
Jenna barked out a laugh. “Oh, he enjoyed every minute of it, don’t you doubt it. I saw the look on his face though, he felt bad about it after. And then when we came back through here and thought you guys were gone… he felt even worse.”
Willa stared at her then finally nodded. She offered a small smile to the First Mate. “Thanks, Jenna. I… well… I wouldn’t listen to him tell me. Guess I need to figure out what’s next.”
“Either take him back or don’t, what more is there?” Jenna asked her. “You forgave him once for being who he is, can’t you do it again?”
“It ain’t that simple,” Willa said, but didn’t go into detail.
The elf shook her head. “No, it is, you’re just not letting it be that way. Come on, we got some miles to put under us and I mean to be on our way to Krestin before the sun sets.”
Willa nodded and they started up the ramp again. In a matter of minutes they’d chartered passage on a boat and were headed across the lake. Bekka watched Willa carefully, wondering what she was thinking and how she was doing. It pained her to see the woman so torn and distressed. At least before, when they were certain they’d never see daylight again, let alone the rest of the crew, she’d found a relative sense of peace.
Willa reached into the bag she had across her shoulder and pulled out a knife and a piece of wood. It wasn’t the knife she had used aboard the Voidhawk, Bekka noted. The one armed woman wedged the block between her knee and her forearm and began to work the knife at it, moving it swiftly but surely over the soft wood as she began to carve. Bekka watched, entranced, while Jenna continued to stare out over the water and, occasionally, over the side and into it.
Bekka became increasingly focused on the block of wood as it took shape under Willa’s skillful hand. Others on the boat began to watch as well, marveling at the frenzied speed of the knife as it slipped over the wood. The boat had just passed the midpoint of their voyage when Bekka held up her creation. It was a carved replica of the Voidhawk that fit in the palm of her hand. It lacked the fine details but it was a smooth carving that was unmistakable, including even the landing struts and the wooden sails.
“That’s amazing,” Bekka praised.
Willa glanced up, startled, and blushed when she saw she had a small audience. She held it up to look at it and shrugged. “Kind of plain, but the urge just came over me.”
“What are you going to do with it?” Jenna asked, staring at it with a light in her eyes. “I only ask because I bet the Captain could use something to perk him up and that might bring a spring to his step.”
Willa nodded, still staring at it. “I… I don’t know. I guess, maybe he could have it. I figured I’d just put on the lake here. A tribute to the ‘Hawk.”
Bekka nodded and Jenna, after a moment, shared the motion. “I like that. Seems the right thing to do,” Jenna said.
“Is that it then, have you given up on finding the Voidhawk?” Bekka asked, something twisting in her belly at the thought of it.
Jenna sighed and looked around. Their crowd had fallen away now that Willa had completed her carving and taken care of her knife. “Where could it have gone?” She asked rhetorically. “Either it was stolen or time claimed it. Even most elven ships are hard pressed to endure that long; I’m amazed to see the fleet still so sound.”
“Those ships weren’t made by your people,” Bekka reminded her. “They were made by the elders.”
Jenna stared at her for a thoughtful moment then nodded. “I wish I knew more,” she admitted. “My people inherited their knowledge from the elders. But they’re right, we are a fallen race compared to them.”
They rode on in thoughtful silence. The minutes passed as quickly as the waters under the keel of the boat until they began to draw near the far side of the lake. Willa shifted about in her seat and stared into the water, then a smile made its way to her face as she held the carved boat out.
“To the Voidhawk,” she said solemnly. Jenna and Bekka glanced at one another then repeated her words softly, lumps in their throats at the impromptu consignment.
She leaned as far as she dared then dropped the boat into the water. It fell slowly, almost magically, and landed hull first into the water. The wake from the larger boats passage bore it away to stiller waters, where it sat for a moment. A breeze kicked up, spinning it about to a new heading, then bore it off, slowly at first and then with more purpose across the water.
“That’s odd,” Bekka observed.
Jenna stared at it, the moisture in her eyes drying as she saw the small carving move purposefully across the shallow waves. Her eyes narrowed, then she stood up abruptly and stated moving towards the rear, where the helmsman manned the tiller.
“Captain!” She called, stepping up to the man who was watching her approach.
“Have a seat young lady, we’ll be there soon enough,” he told her with a smile.
Jenna scowled, the effect of which was largely lost in the shadows of her hood. “Tell me, Captain, how much it will cost me to have you change your course?”
He barked out a laugh. “Change my course? There’s no changing course. I’ve a schedule to keep! Take your seat and charter a smaller boat, if you need such a thing.”
Jenna growled back her first choice of words. “That’s not an option. Name your price, and do it quickly!”
Bekka rose up and Willa followed. Bekka thought she had an idea what Jenna was up to, but the possibility was so outlandish she hadn’t imagined anyone but her would consider it. She readied herself, calling upon her magic in case it was needed. Willa glanced about, nervous but ready. Bekka gave her a tight smile of encouragement and saw the woman return it even as she clutched the long knife at her side.
“There’s no price!” The Captain said more loudly. He glanced past Jenna at the people on the boat that were glancing back. “Look, there’ll be no trouble on here or I’ll have you thrown in irons and dragged through the streets when we get there.”
Jenna threw back her cloak, apparently beyond negotiating. Arms free, she held her pistol pointed at the Captain’s throat and he short sword held low, poised to disembowel him or come to her aid should anyone else think themselves a hero. “Final chance, name your price or the boat gets a new captain!”
He jerked his head back in surprise at how quickly she moved, then he stared at the unfamiliar pistol before him. He chuckled. “You going to club me with that, little girl?” He asked.
Jenna swept it to his side and fired it, making everyone on board jump at the thunder that erupted from it. The Captain’s suddenly wide eyes followed it, amazed the smoke that rose from the barrel and the acrid stench of sulfur.
“What-“ He began, but stopped when he saw Jenna nod her head towards her target. A section of the railing that capped the side of the boat bore a ragged hole where the bullet had struck it. He licked his lips and stared at the pistol again, having no idea it was no harmless until reloaded.
“A short diversion?” He asked nervously.
She nodded. “Most likely.”
“10 gold, I think?”
“Very good, Captain. Now follow that small boat in the water off your starboard bow.”
Jenna turned away and saw Bekka and Willa standing nearby. Willa’s knife was drawn and Bekka flashed her a smile even as she held up her hands which sparkled in the bright sunlight with the spell she had prepared. Jenna smiled and nodded, then stood near the Captain of the vessel as it changed course and followed Willa’s carving.
They picked up the lost distance quickly and had to follow from the side. Bekka kept an eye on the men standing about, knowing they’d be happy to toss them all overboard if they needed to. She saw one eying her, judging whether he should be concerned or not and she smiled at him. She called up her magic, putting a few subtle twists into what she had planned, and let a ball of flames appear in her hands. The flames shifted from orange to purple. She tossed it up into the sky, catching it her other hand, then tossed it back casually as though juggling.
When his eyes widened and the color drained from his cheeks Bekka smiled again and closed her fist on the ball. It disappeared, apparently snuffed out. What she had created was nothing more than an illusion, but she’d wagered the sailor’s were a superstitious lot.
Even void sailors tended towards superstitions, but most of the crew she served with had their heads on their shoulders. Simply sailing with women as crew proved that! Bekka remembered having to pretend she was a man more than a few times to earn a bunk aboard some of the ships she’d sailed and worked on. Not that it was hard for her, with her boyish figure. That had been when she had first started to shave her head.
“It stopped,” Willa remarked, staring off the starboard bow.
Bekka glanced at it, looking longer than she should have but not regretting it. The other sailors and passengers were staring as well, curious about what could cause the cloaked woman to be so irrational and demanding. Bekka glanced at Jenna and saw that the cloak had fallen back over her arms, hiding her lithe elven figure from everyone.
She turned her gaze to Willa, marveling at how the woman had filled out since they’d rescued her from Azmir. Instead of skin and bones she was now almost buxom. Her hips had a pleasant curve to them and her legs, nourished properly, were longer than the main mast on the Voidhawk as far as she was concerned. Bekka smirked and shook her head just slightly, then turned her gaze back to the others to keep an eye on them.
“A little closer if you please, Captain,” Jenna called out, stepping closer to the railing of the boat. The boat moved in, guided by the helmsman and the Captain as he ordered the men manning the oars. Soon the miniature Voidhawk was only a few feet from the side of the boat, though it sat half a dozen feet above the surface of the water.
“Bekka, Willa, keep an eye out,” she said, turning to glance at them and then eye the Captain. “And don’t pay the man until I’m back!”
With that said, she unclasped her cloak from around her neck and drew it back, hood and all. It fell to the floor, where Willa was already moving to gather it, then was joined by her belt with her pouch and weapons. Jenna stripped off her leather vest and peeled off her boots, ignoring the stairs from those on the boat. Clad in only her breeches, she stepped up to the railing, balancing easily on the precarious perch, then took in a great breath before diving into the water.
Bekka kept looking around, amazed at how easily she’d ignored Jenna this time and instead kept an eye on those around her. She glanced at Willa, who was standing over the discarded pile of equipment. Willa looked back at her, wide eyed and confused. Bekka gave her a smile, then wondered idly if she could convince her to take off her clothes to go for a swim as well.
“What’s going on?” The Captain asked, coming to his senses. “I’ll not be played the fool! What was she?”
Bekka glanced at him. “Her name’s Jenna,” she said calmly. “We take our orders from her when the Captain’s not around.”
“I’m the damn Captain!” He roared, even as some of the others were whispering to each other and themselves.
“Wrong Captain,” Bekka said, offering an apologetic smile. “Wrong boat too.”
Before the Captain could explode with increasing fury, the man at the tiller hissed something to him. He turned back, then turned to face Bekka and Willa again. “Jenna, you said her name was?”
Bekka nodded.
“What was that thing she made the thunder with?”
Bekka smiled and winked at him. The Captain paled even further, taking a step back subconsciously as he did so.
“Is she…”
He was spared by the splashing noise made as Jenna burst from the water, coming nearly to her waist out of it. She gasped for breath and paddled easily in the cool lake waters while she caught her breath.
“You, throw her a rope!” Willa said, pointing to one of the oarsmen nearby who sat beside a coil of rope that was used for tying the boat up at the docks. He jumped to his feet, grabbing the rope and tossing it into the water to the soaked elf.
Jenna climbed up easily, though she was still breathing hard. A grin split her face in spite of the labored breathing. “Found it!” She gasped, looking for all the world like she wanted to hug someone. Bekka realized she was grinning as well, even though it only now sunk in to her just what it was that Bekka had meant. Jenna had found the Voidhawk!
Bekka turned, eyeing the distant shore to set it firmly in her mind where the ‘Hawk lay. Once committed to memory, she turned to see Jenna eyeing her clothing thoughtfully. Bekka grinned and summoned up her magic again. It was a minor effect, a parlor trick no more powerful than the illusion of a flaming ball, but it served its purpose well. Bekka twisted her fingers faster and faster, blowing three puffs of air as she did so. Jenna stood there, looking alarmed at first, then presently surprised as a warm gust of wind swirled around her and dried the worst of the water off of her.
Nearly dried, she slipped her vest and boots back on, then picked up her belt and walked to the Captain. “Captain, I thank you for the distraction. Here’s the 10 gold we agreed upon and another 10 for your railing.”
“Are you…” He asked, taking her money woodenly as he stared at her.
“Thankful for your cooperation? Yes,” she said with a wink. She drew the hood of her cloak up and turned away from him, returning to her seat.
Bekka smiled at how Jenna handled the man and wished she had it in her to twist a man about her finger so easily. She rejoined the elf and the human at their prior seats, shaking her head slightly but grinning in spite of herself. The Voidhawk had been found! Sure, it was under water and probably suffering from year and years of damage, but she’d seen the Hawk when it had been first rebuilt by Kragor. Anything was possible, so long as the ship’s bones were still solid.
 
* * * *
 
“She’s gone,” Dexter said. He had slept off the worst of the effects of the ale and was now regretting his decision to enter the tunnel and check on the progress being made. Steel striking stone seldom made for pleasant noise.
Rosh wiped the sweat off his brow and leaned against the pickaxe he bore. “Who? Willa?” He asked.
“Aye, she went with Jenna and Bekka to fetch the elves.”
Rosh grunted, then started to pick up his axe again. He hesitated, seeing Dexter still standing there. “What? You told me to do it!”
Dexter chuckled in spite of himself and nodded. “I’d be telling you the same thing again too. It’s my job to get the job done and see us back safe and sound. As much as we can, at least.”
Rosh scowled. “Well then you got what you needed, didn’t you?”
“We all did, I’m thinking,” Dexter said, glancing around at the greatly expanded ceiling and walls. “Except I got a question that needs asking.”
Rosh grunted, waiting impatiently.
“You told me once before your old man was Jaspar Highsail?” He asked.
Rosh stared at him then set the tool against the wall. “Yeah,” he said.
Jasper Highsail was one of the most infamous pirates to sail the void for many years. Dexter had a pipe dream that, if worse came to worse, perhaps he might find one of the many hidden stashes rumor had it abounded in the void. Word had it he’d retired to live off his spoils, and a great many young men had sailed in hopes of picking up where he left off, that or finding him and taking a share of his fabled wealth with them.
“My ma was a barmaid he tumbled,” Rosh continued. “She told me once he charmed her off her feet and on to her back, one of the few free ones she gave out.”
“Quite a legacy,” Dexter observed.
Rosh shrugged. “She made a living best she could. I got no grudge against that.”
“The void’d be a might bit worse off for lack of some good whoring,” Dexter agreed.
Rosh chuckled and nodded. “I tracked him down, near the end.”
“Near the end?” The Captain asked.
“Aye, he’s dead and gone, half a dozen years, maybe more. Found him in rough shape and bitter to the end.”
“Bitter? After what all he done? What about everything he stole?”
Rosh snorted. “Stories told to kids. He was busted up and didn’t have more than a few silver to his name. Elves supported him the whole time, then when things went sour they left him with nothing.”
“The elves?” Dexter asked incredulously.
“He made  a deal with ‘em. Long as he picked anything that wasn’t an elf for a target, they kept him supplied and paid him to pay his crew. When things got hot and he was runnin low on luck, they double crossed him,” Rosh said. “About the only thing I got out of him that was worth a damn was knowing the only good elf’s a dead one.”
Dexter stared at him, his hidden hopes crushed by the news. He’d hoped, after they helped the elders out, they might sneak off to find some hidden treasure trove and make enough to buy another ship. It’d never be the Voidhawk, but any ship was better than life as a dirthugger. Finally he shook his head, clearing it of his private misery, and said, “I thought that way once about elves too, before Jenna and now the elders.”
Rosh snorted. “Yeah, the elders. They done all sorts of great things for us.”
“You’re alive because of them.”
“I wouldn’t have died without them neither,” He pointed out. “Besides, you ever stop and think what it might be like, not being able to die?”
Dexter looked at him, a laugh on his lips. It fell before he could voice it, seeing the deadly serious look on Rosh’s face.
“Yeah, thought so,” Rosh said. “Don’t know if I’m gonna get old or ever get sick. Everything heals. I been feeling younger than ever, and the more I work, the stronger I get.”
“Don’t sound so bad to me,” Dexter opined.
“It’s great,” Rosh admitted. “Now. What happens later, when you die? When Willa dies? When Jenna dies? Hell Dex, I already got an entire damn line of family here, and we slept through that. I ever have any more, might be I watch them grow old and die too.”
“You really been thinking about this,” Dexter observed, both surprised at the depth of the man’s thoughts and serious nature of it.
Rosh grunted. “If I got all that time left, I figure I’d better not screw it up – gonna have the rest of my life to regret it.”
Dexter watched as the big man turned and grabbed up his pick axe. He went back to work, having shared enough. Dexter turned away, his questions answered. Seemed like he had lots of questions lately, and too few of them involved what the Voidhawk and crew were going to do next. Mostly he was worried about whether there’d be a Voidhawk and crew.
 
* * * *
 
Jenna retraced the steps to the Forbidden City easily, making it before dusk the following day. While she visited with the elves and informed them of their accomplishments, Bekka had taken Willa to the small grotto where the shrine to Rosh lay. Willa had stared out over the jungle, her gaze able to see for miles. She stared and smiled until unbidden tears came to her eyes.
“This is so beautiful,” she whispered.
Bekka reached out and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. Willa’s smile deepened briefly and she glanced at the sorceress. Bekka smiled back, not knowing what to say. The half elf was relieved when Willa didn’t move to break their contact.
“You’re different,” Willa said after the comfortable silence between them had slipped past for several minutes.
Bekka laughed. “In just about every way,” she agreed. “But different from who or what?”
The one handed girl turned to face her before speaking. “Bekka, I used to be pretty. I was younger then. Stupid too. I was a slave, I had no rights. I let myself believe I was pretty enough that didn’t matter. Other slaves treated me nice. Sometimes even my Masters treated me well.”
Bekka nodded, urging her to go on.
“Then I got sick. Things got worse and worse, you was there when I was all but done for. I wasn’t so pretty then but you guys took me in. You helped me. Now I ain’t got no hand but I found things in me I didn’t never know was there,” she continued, smiling through the ghosts of her past.
“Rosh… he… well, I guess I knew plenty like him. Not like him deep down, but like enough, you know?” She asked, her look showing some concern that Bekka might not understand her.
“I understand,” Bekka said, giving her hand a squeeze.
Willa stared at her, then sighed. “I don’t know that you do. I mean to say, I know when somebody likes me. I seen that look before, just not usually in a woman’s eyes.”
Bekka’s cheeks turned red instantly. She opened her mouth to retort; to deny Willa’s words. No sound came forth, further deepening the scarlet of her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” Bekka whispered, trying to pull her hand away and turn from the beautiful, if disfigured, woman.
Willa’s hand tightened, refusing to let go. “It’s okay, Bekka. I know better than to be flattered from someone looking my way and thinking thoughts like that. Like I said, you’re different.”
Bekka turned back to stare at her fully. She still felt the fool and the color of her face proved it, but she bravely stood her ground to listen to Willa talk. “What do you mean?”
“I mean you’re nice. You treated me good the whole time, sick or not. You was one of the ones making sure I got better. You keep to yourself and that’s a shame, I think you should spend more time with the crew, you got a lot worth sharing, I’d bet.”
Bekka smiled, flattered by the former slave’s praise. “You get used to being alone,” Bekka said, shrugging it off. “Always been an outcast, or I’ve always been hiding something. I got so used to it I don’t even know I do it anymore.”
“Well stop it,” Willa said with a smile. “And grow your hair out; you got a fine looking face, I bet you’d be a pretty thing with some hair.”
Bekka’s mouth dropped open and she laughed after a moment. “I haven’t let my hair grow in years… I-“
Willa squeezed her hand, making her stop talking. “I ain’t never been close to a woman,” Willa said, making Bekka’s mouth suddenly dry. “But if I’m ever gonna, I want my first one to look  like a girl, just so I don’t get confused.”
Willa smiled and pulled the stunned sorceress in for a one armed hug. The warmth Bekka picked off the girl’s cheek as it rested against hers made her feel as though her stomach was tumbling over the edge of the cliff in front of them.
Someone cleared their throat a few feet from them, making both woman jump apart, blushing yet again. Jenna was standing there, staring at them, with a few of the elves behind her. “None of the boys are going to be sleeping too well after this,” she said mischievously.
Bekka sputtered, stammering out broken words that made no sense. Willa just looked abashed and embarrassed. Jenna laughed, then shook her head. “Come on, this is Landen, Tursdin, Masarra, and Kithuris. They’re going to see about helping us get the ‘Hawk out of that lake. The rest of the elders are making ready and will be headed down in a day or two.”
 
* * * *
 
Dexter emerged from the tunnel, wiping sweat and dirt from his face. He coughed, then spat out the dust and dirt that had collected in his mouth. Rosh limped out behind him, shaking his head and muttering.
“Told that damned fool he needed more supports,” Rosh growled. He sat down on a rock and reached for the basket that had been filled with salted meat, cheese, and bread. Now it was nearly empty.
“My calculations were fine!” Xander said, emerging from the man made tunnel himself. He was nursing a bruise to his side. “You took out too much rock to support it, you brute!”
Rosh tried to defend himself, but was unable to talk around the mouthful of bread.
“You are a brute,” Dexter confirmed, drawing a steely glare from Rosh. “But this brute’s cut our digging time by a third, by your calculations. And he just saved your scrawny hide from being buried alive.”
Xander huffed and stared back into the tunnel. He could still see the small rock slide that had partially blocked the tunnel thanks to Rosh’s pick driving deep and pulling out a rock too large. Had it not been for Rosh’s quick reactions throwing the wizard away from the disaster and having his own leg smashed under some falling rocks, Xander would most likely be dead.
“Yes, well, thanks for that at least,” he said, making even his attempt at gratitude sound condescending. “But next time don’t take out more than I tell you to!”
“Ain’t got much choice, the rock cracks the way the rock cracks,” Rosh growled. “How’s about you do the digging?”
“Is everyone okay?” Logan asked as he rushed into the tunnel. “I heard the rumble of a cave in.”
“Got my leg mashed up good,” Rosh reported, stretching it out in front of him. “Seems fine now though.”
Logan stared at the leg, noting the blood stains and tears on the man’s trousers and boots. He shook his head. “Aside from Rosh getting scratched, is anyone else hurt?”
Dexter chuckled while Rosh scowled. “We’re fine, Logan. How are you holding up?”
Logan did a double take, then shrugged. “By day I’m fine,” he said. “I stay amongst the fleet at night. The moon has a few more days until it begins to wane.”
Dexter nodded. “Let me know if you need anything,” he said, then he pushed away from the rocky wall he’d been leaning against. “Near death or not, Rosh just cleared out a fair bit of rock we can haul out and put us ahead of schedule again.”
“If he doesn’t get us killed carrying it,” Xander muttered darkly.
“Logan, you’ve a strong back, lend a hand,” Dexter added.
The priest nodded and hurried off after the wizard into the tunnel. Rosh stood up, groaning a little for effect as he did so.
“You all right?” Dexter asked him.
“Just hungry,” he said.
“You just ate half a loaf of bread!”
Rosh shrugged. “That’s just it, I get hurt, I heal. Then I get real hungry.”
Dexter thought it over for a moment. “That’s the price of being a god, I suppose.”
Rosh’s dark look made Dexter laugh all the way back in to the pile of rubble. The laughter faded quickly with the heavy work of moving the rocks out of the passage and either into the pond or, once enough had been cleared to bypass it, further into the cavern. Tasha joined them, emerging from deeper into the cavern where she had been studying the elven void ships. Over an hour passed before they were ready to shore up the latest expansion in the tunnel. 
When they emerged from the tunnel again the sun was dipping low in the western sky. Logan stared at it, then sighed as he turned to the east. The moon wasn’t visible yet. He reached down and snagged a large strip of jerked meat, then tore off a chunk of cheese and turned to head back into the tunnel.
“You feeling all right?” Rosh asked Dexter after the priest had departed.
“I’m not the one playing kick the rock,” Dexter reminded him.
Rosh shrugged. “You been acting funny. Nicer lately. Got bad news for us or something?”
Dexter laughed, then shrugged it off. “We’re sailors, not dirthuggers. The kind of work we been doing lately isn’t the kind of thing any of us has much of a taste for. Once we get out of here, I’ll start behaving like a proper tyrant again.”
Rosh’s response was lost in the yell of a woman from the far side of the pond. It pierced the roar of the waterfall enough for Dexter and Rosh to both look up to see what was amiss. Jenna, her hands cupped to her mouth, was shouting something at them. She waved, gesturing them to her, and then waiting impatiently while the two men picked their way across the wooden timbers that had been set up to make the trip around the pond safer and easier.
“Where are the others?” Dexter asked, looking for the host of elves or even Bekka or Willa. “You didn’t lose them in the woods, did you?”
Jenna made a face that had Rosh chuckling and Dexter smiling weakly. “Come on,” she said. “There’s something I want you to see.”
“What?” Dexter asked, falling in behind her as she headed towards the ramps up to the lake.
“Save your breath, this climb is horrible,” Jenna said. She paused and added, “You can show me how much you love me afterwards.”
Dexter turned and shook his head at Rosh, who had made a suggestive chuckle under his breath. Rosh adopted a look of innocence. “I’ll be sure to do that,” Dexter said, turning back to Jenna.
Further speech was spared as they hurried up the ramps to the docks above. Once there Jenna led Dexter past several of the docked fishing boats and the transports, until he stopped dead in his tracks with what he could see tied to a dock over a hundred yards distant yet.
“You found her?” He whispered rhetorically.
Jenna grinned, beaming at him. “Willa and Bekka helped,” she said. “Then it took the elders to help us charge it up enough, and use their magic to let us breathe underwater, so we could get it to the surface and repair the hole in the hole.”
Dexter’s face clouded over. “Who put a hole in my boat?”
Jenna shrugged. “Bekka and Willa think the frog-men that captured them probably did it after they got them off the ship.”
Dexter grunted, then started walking again. He moved at a pace that nearly caused the short legged elf to jog to keep up. He closed the distance quickly, pushing a few people out of the way as he moved to climb up on the deck and set foot on his ship again.
“12,000 years underwater,” he mused, stepping lightly on it and testing his footing. The boat looked rough. Pools of water were gathered here and there. The wood was soaked and swollen and the sails and rigging had been torn away. Aside from that, the ship looked to be whole.
“How’s it stayed like this?” He asked, turning to Jenna.
“There are three reasons your ship still exists, Captain,” an elf said, emerging from the spiral staircase that led below decks.
“How’d you learn to talk?” Rosh grunted, surprised to understand the elf.
“I learned to talk long before your earliest ancestor was born,” The elf said.
“Sorry Captain, this is Kithuris, one of the elders that came to help us raise the ‘Hawk,” Jenna said. “The rest must be below still with Willa and Bekka.”
“Sorry Kithuris, please go on,” Dexter said, only half paying attention him while he stared about the sodden deck with the look of a young boy who’d just been given the key to a candy shop.
“The cold water served to preserve the wood well, but that alone wouldn’t stand the test of time,” Kithuris said. “The combination of magic imbued in the ship to allow it to travel the void helped as well, strengthening the very nature of the ship and preventing decay. The final factor was the protection afforded by the magic that enabled you to travel here in the first place. This ship was out of place, or out of time if you prefer. It did not belong, much as you did not belong. Thus it was that you were all protected as the years passed by.”
“You’d get along with the bookworm,” Rosh muttered darkly.
Kithuris looked at him and smiled. “And yes, Champion, we’ve used our magic to broaden our understanding of your current language.”
“Current language?” Rosh asked, but he was ignored as Dexter interrupted with his own question.
“The hull’s been patched then? Is she ready to fly?” He asked anxiously.
“Dex, we’ve got no sails or rigging!” Jenna pointed out.
Dexter frowned, then turned to stare at the other ships. The sails used by a void ship were special. Enchanted fabric able to catch the light from the stars and harness the solar winds, there was no chance he could just buy a sheet of cloth and string it up. The rigging was standard enough he could find that without a fuss.
“What about them elfy ships?” Rosh asked.
Dexter snapped his fingers triumphantly. “Was just thinking that!” He said to the big man. “Surely they must have spare sails aboard that we can use. Might need some tailoring, but Bekka’s shown she knows the way of it!”
Feminine laughter filtered up from below, preceding the arrival of a smiling and laughing Bekka and Willa. They turned and saw Dexter and Rosh standing there and sobered up immediately, their grins fading.
“We got her back, Captain,” Bekka said quickly, smiling in a subdued manner.
Dexter nodded and grinned. “Aye, she’s in need of some work but you done a fine job. Now let’s see about getting her void-worthy again. Bekka, check with the elders when they get here and see about securing some sails for the ‘Hawk.”
“Willa, I expect you helped with patching the hull?” Dexter asked her.
She nodded, her eyes staying on him and refusing to look at Rosh.
“Good job, she’s still floating. See about helping to restore the rest of her. If we need to replace anything you get it taken care of.”
“Yes Captain,” she said, then she and Bekka both turned to hurry off the deck.
Rosh watched her go, a look on his face of confusion and irritation. “Willa,” he called after her, making her stumble and catch herself. She turned back to face him but not until Bekka stopped ahead of her and looked back.
“We’ll talk later, okay?” She asked him, smiling weakly.
Rosh looked at her, eyes twitching, then he nodded and smiled back. “Okay,” he said.
Smiling in relief, she and Bekka turned and hurried off the ship and headed for the ramp. Rosh watched them go then turned back to see Dexter watching him with a look of amusement on his face. “It was easier when she was spitting fire at me,” Rosh muttered.
Dexter laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll have her doing it in no time!”
 



Chapter 10 – Cycle of Life
 
The Voidhawk shuddered underfoot. Dexter winced but betrayed no other sign of distress at the glancing impact with the bombard shot. There would be plenty more before the day was done.
“Bring us to port!” Dexter called out, seeing one of the large elven warships heading straight at them. The Voidhawk was a small ship, compared to most of the ones in the field outside of the scouts, but it was also distinctive since it was not of elven or elder manufacture. In their case, distinctive was not a good thing. The Voidhawk had achieved a certain level of ill repute amongst the elven fleet of late. A much deserved enmity that Dexter supposed was the cause behind the warship singling them out.
It had been nearly three full weeks since the Hawk had been found. The first week was spent re-supplying and making the ship void-worthy again. The next they’d set sail with the liberated ships of the elder’s fleet. Trouble had dogged them every step of the way. Now, at least, Dexter had a plan and a few tricks up his sleeve.
“Jenna,” Dexter called loudly to his first mate. He winced when he saw her standing not three feet from him at the railing. “Have Kragor and the boarding party ready,” he told her.
She looked at him a long moment, bordering on mutiny, then she nodded and turned to yell out the order to the deck below. That prompted a shifting of responsibilities as people made ready to take up the new tasks while others filled the open positions at the rigging and sails.
“You sure about this?” Jenna asked softly. “You think he’s ready for this so soon?”
Dexter glanced back to the deck, seeing his former first mate standing resolute and silent while Jodyne stood beside him. Jodyne was decked out in her fighting leathers, determined to not leave her husband’s side again. Willa and Tasha rounded out the small boarding party, though Dexter expected Kragor alone could handle any defenses the elves mounted.
He thought back as he stared at Tasha, wondering again how she’d convinced him to join his crew…
 
* * * *
 
“Captain, might I have a moment of your time?” Tasha called up from the dock where she stood.
Dexter glanced down at her briefly, then turned back to watch the bundle that was the Voidhawk’s new sail being carefully unrolled. Dexter grunted, waving absent-mindedly with his hand for her to come aboard and talk to him.
Tasha hurried up the plank and stood beside him, watching the sail briefly since it held Dexter’s attention so thoroughly. She turned to face him then and saluted. “Captain, I’d like to sign on with your company…er, crew,” she said.
Dexter turned to face her, taken aback by her request. “Just like that?” He asked. She nodded. He frowned, then turned back to the slow deployment of the new sail. “You don’t know nothing about the void,” he mused. “I ‘spect you’re none too quick when it comes to sailing on water neither, are you?”
She shrugged. “I can learn,” she said, then added as an afterthought, “quickly.”
Dexter showed signs of ignoring her for a long minute, then he asked, “Why? Got a nice set up here; money and position.”
She stiffened a little at his observation. “I’ve listened to you and your people talk. You tell tales of impossible things; places and peoples different and wondrous. You speak of the things you’ve done and they are good. You have a noble heart, Captain Silvercloud, and I would like to help you help others.”
Dexter snorted. “Help others?” He asked rhetorically. She nodded, though it was unnecessary. “We help ourselves,” he said. “Just so happens that doing the right thing by us does the right thing by others too.”
“Making you all the more noble, Captain.”
He stayed silent, contemplating her words until something about the process of putting up the sail began to bother him. His eyes narrowed and he looked about, suddenly wondering what was amiss. Something was different or at least not what he expected to see. Then it came to him. The boy, Tarin, was carefully helping to unroll the sail. That was well enough, he supposed, except the job should have been done by Bailynn. An oath worthy of his sailing career burst from his lips.
Tasha’s eyes widened in surprise at the sudden language. Dexter ignored her and instead walked briskly to the stairway down to the companionway and bellowed, “Where’s Bailynn!”
Within moments he backed away as Bailynn and Jodyne climbed up onto the deck. She stood and let the Captain glare at her a long moment before he finally nodded at the sail, “What’s that boy doing?”
Bailynn did not even look. “He wanted to help, Sir,” she said timidly. “Tarin said he wanted to learn how to do it, wondered if I’d mind if he-“
“You know that boy?” Dexter hissed at her. “You know him real well, do you? His family? What he does for fun? Whether he drinks ale or milk? Does he snore or suck his thumb when he sleeps in his bunk?”
“I…um… no Sir,” Bailynn said.
“Dex,” Jodyne began, her tone matronly and disapproving.
Dexter’s glare shifted to her and, for perhaps the first time that he could ever imagine, Jodyne backed down from him and glanced away. As much as it thrilled him, it unsettled him as well.
“Jenna,” Dexter called out, distracting the elf from her job of having the sail put up. “Get that boy out of there, Bailynn’s back to help.”
Jenna’s face remained neutral as she glanced over at them. She nodded and motioned for Bailynn to take Tarin’s post.
“What was so important she couldn’t help put the sail up?” Dexter demanded, turning back to Jodyne.
Jodyne glanced up at him, a defiant edge to her eyes. “She wants to learn to cook,” she said, her tone challenging Dexter to make a crack at it. Whatever had passed between them moments ago, Dexter saw she was more than ready to compensate for it.
He grunted, unwilling to test her. “Good, see to it she spends the next several days being your monkey then as punishment.”
Jodyne’s eyes narrowed, then she nodded. Without another word on either account, she turned and stormed back down to her kitchen below.
“The boy, Tarin, he’s a solid boy. Smart as a whip,” Tasha offered.
“I didn’t ask for how smart the boy was, now did I?” Dexter asked, rounding on her with anger in his voice. “You want to serve on this ship, you got a bit to learn, don’t you?”
“I just-”
“You just opened your mouth when you should have been keeping it shut,” Dexter berated her. “The Voidhawk’s a good ship to sail and a good ship to work on, but none of that happens with having a crew that don’t know when to keep their traps shut, got it?”
Tasha opened her mouth to respond. She shifted her head slightly, then closed her lips instead and nodded.
“Good, we’ll be ready in four more days,” he told her. “All of us, the ‘Hawk and the elders. Watch what they’re doing real close-like, when they’re done Jenna’ll show you a bunk. You’ll have a chest in their for your things. Not much room, but most of what you’ll need will be given to you.”
“My armor?” She asked, her eyes widening.
“Won’t be doing you much good when you’re hauling rope and shifting the sails,” he answered. “Won’t be much use unless we’re fighting, and we try not to get into that much,” Dexter added.
She nodded again, then glanced at the plank leading to the shore.
“We’ll be fighting plenty, right quick,” Dexter assured her. “We’re soon to be off and swept up in a war between the elves. It’s going to be messy, and we can use anybody that knows how to fight. You’re life’ll be longer and better down here. I can’t say when or ever if we’ll be back this way. I got no itch to come here again; seen too much of it this time.”
She nodded again, not speaking and drawing a measure of respect from Dexter for her ability to remain quiet.
“You want the bunk, it’s yours, but you don’t set foot off this ship unless I give the word. I’ll sail with you being green, but not with you being green and stupid.”
Dexter studied her carefully, seeing how well she took his abuse. He nodded after a moment of staring at her calm face, then turned and walked away, heading towards the spiral staircase and wondering if he’d ever get the smell of seaweed out of his cabin.
 
* * * *
 
The smell was still there, though faint. Dexter scowled at the memory. He’d wanted to shock her a little, but the events that transpired made it real harsh for her. Tasha had taken a serious step down from running her own company to being nothing more than a deckhand. She was genuine though, he had to admit. She really did want to help. Even now, waiting for her chance to board the elven warship, her thoughts went to others before herself.
“We screw this up, they won’t be looking to give us another shot at it,” Dexter reminded his first mate and consort.
“You going to be giving orders, Sir, or just keeping me from doing my job?” She asked him, a twinkle of excitement and mischief in her eyes.
“We’re all doomed,” he muttered upon seeing the look in her eyes. “Hold on wizard, she means to ram them.”
“She wants to what?” Xander spouted, disrupted from his preparations near the ballista mounted on the forecastle. Jenna flashed him a grin and Dexter shook his head. “Captain, you can’t really allow-”
“Hold on, bookworm!” Dexter cried out, grabbing the railing himself.
Xander shrieked like a school-girl and grabbed the railing. Jenna was signaling and calling out orders to the crew, pivoting the Voidhawk so that it rolled up and above the elven warship. They were easily outside of the firing arc of the warship’s mounted weapons but it left them exposed to the fire from their long pistols as Jenna directed the ship in close enough to share the elves’ atmosphere.
“Give them cover!” Dexter cried out, feeling himself growing lighter as the stronger gravity field of the larger warship threatened to overtake theirs.
Xander let loose his hands briefly, grimacing all the while as though he expected to fall ‘up’ towards the enemy ship. He jerked the ballista up as far as he could and spoke a magical word that caused an ensorcelled taper on the bolt to glow red then erupt into sparks. He threw the lever, releasing the taut strings and sending the bolt sailing up into the upper rigging of the enemy ship. It seemed destined to miss the ropes and masts, and disappeared with a noise that was somewhere between a crack and a pop. Great thick vaporous clouds erupted from where it had been, falling towards the elven warship now as whatever caused the vapors succumbed to its gravity.
“Away!” Dexter cried out, looking back to the others gathered on the aft deck.
Kragor led the charge, distant light glinting off of the armored hide he wore. He ran to a long reinforced beam and jumped high off of it, then fell down and made it flex dangerously low towards the deck of the Voidhawk. Even from his perch on the other side of the ship Dexter could hear the timber groaning. It sprung back, proving that the green lumber had worked as Willa promised. The former dwarven first mate sprang away from the deck and shot through the mixed air of the ships towards the elves. Jodyne went next, followed closely by Tasha and then Willa.
Dexter’s felt the air of a random bullet that passed near him then struck the deck. He ducked a little, but could not help but wonder how Rosh was handling Willa’s departure. The big man had moped and pined for her when they thought she was lost. Now this time he was being left behind while she played the part of a hero.
Dexter also wondered how another member of his crew was handling Willa’s sudden absence.
 
* * * *
 
Leaving the planet behind had been a simple task for the Voidhawk and the elder elves. Dexter hated landing on planets, there were often complications from weather and wind at different altitudes. Not so this time, it had been smooth sailing from the lake up to the edge of the void. Smooth sailing that, he knew, was too good to last.
With nearly sixty ships around them, the Voidhawk’s crew was far from the first but also not the last to spot the elven fleet that emerged from surface of the moon. Some of the ships sailed erratically, but they all sailed and they outnumbered the elders nearly two to one.
“A secret garrison force,” Jenna muttered.
“Secret garrison?” Dexter repeated, not entirely sure what she meant in spite of his hunches.
“There are secrets aplenty amongst the elves,” she said venomously. “It seems the location of this planet was one of them.”
“Wait, the moon was with us when we got here?”
She nodded, thinking for a moment before responding. “Elves that lived the same as the elders did, in isolation and banishment. They waited against the day that the elders might rise up from their prison.”
“They imprisoned themselves too?” He asked, incredulous.
She nodded.
“Your people need to sit down and have a drink or two, methinks,” he muttered, then he turned to survey the situation again.
“Make ready for battle!” He called over the deck loudly.
The elders around them formed up ranks, having come to a similar conclusion. Their ancient ships sailed through the void as though they had not lost a day of practice, let alone 12,000 years worth. Dexter gave orders to bring the ‘Hawk up and behind the elder’s lines to give them a better vantage point and the opportunity to react if something occurred.
Long before Dexter would have imagined battle would truly begin, the elders opened fire. Great spears of timber streaked across the void at speeds he thought unimaginable. Some hit and some missed, but those that hit shattered holes in hulls and collapsed entire sails. The target rich environment allowed for a great many to strike true, damaging or even critically injuring their targets.
The return fire from the elves was less damaging, but it made up for it in volume. The Voidhawk was spared the onslaught from its position, but in moments the two fleets had closed enough distance to allow ships to merge atmospheres and begin to battle in earnest.
“Gods of the void,” Xander whispered reverently from his position near Dexter and Jenna. The magical devastation being wrought between ships was amazing. Elemental magic as well as higher forms of sorcery danced amongst the combating ships, wreaking havoc and defending from said havoc in turn. 
“Captain, here comes some more!” Jenna snapped, pointing at four fresh elven ships that had emerged from the shadow of the moon. While late to the party, Dexter noticed the reinforced metal of their bows and the heavy armaments upon the ships.
“Take us across their bow,” Dexter said.
Jenna stared at the warships then turned to look at Dexter. He ignored her, signaling her that she had her orders. She turned to relay the necessary commands, sending the Voidhawk into motion above the three dimensional battlefield.
“Captain, there are four of them,” Xander mentioned, dragging his gaze away from the awe inspiring display to the new targets. “Warships of a bygone age,” he added for emphasis.
“We’d best be stepping lively then,” Dexter replied. He turned to survey his crew, noting how well they worked. “Got any tricks to start a fire on their ships, wizard?”
“Many, but my spells won’t work across the void,” Xander said.
Dexter grunted. “Keep your head down then,” he suggested.
“Keep my head down?” Xander repeated, confused. Dexter had already moved away to stare over the edge at the battle below.
“Captain, what’s your plan?” Jenna called as they began to close on the four vessels. All four had changed their course; they were now headed directly for the Voidhawk.
 “Keep ‘em busy until help shows up,” he said, returning to the railing.
“That’s your plan?” She asked, staring at him with wide open eyes and parted lips.
He shrugged. “Got something better?”
She glared at him for several precious seconds then shook her head. With a resigned tone she said, “If we survive this, remind me to show you just what I think of your plan.”
Dexter smiled. He expected she’d try to smack him in the head with a chamber pot. “Keep moving, don’t let them get a clear shot at us,” he told her.
She shot him a withering glare. “Thank you, Captain, now please let me do my job.”
He glanced at Xander, looking for some support, but saw that the wizard had taken his advice to heart and was hiding back over by the staircase to the decks below, ready to hide if the situation warranted it. The Captain smirked and turned to look at the oncoming traffic. He noticed they looked a lot bigger the closer they got. The size difference seldom boded well, at least for the smaller ship.
Jenna began to bark out orders, bringing the ship around and changing courses every few minutes. Massive bolts and stones flew through the air, unleashed by the siege engines of the ancient warships. Jenna managed to keep them free and, in a stroke of luck, even caused the ship in the rear of the other three to cause a catapult shot to strike a small directional sail on one of the other ships.
Their luck was short lived. The lead vessel unleashed a new weapon, something that Dexter noted resembled the powerful weapons the elder’s had first loosed at range. A great bolt of brown ripped through the Void at a speed nearly as quick as his thoughts. The range was too close for Dexter or Jenna to react in time. The ship shuddered as the herculean spear smashed just below them, into the bridge below.
Instantly the Voidhawk felt sluggish beneath them. They continued to turn, but Dexter instantly knew they were drifting in the void. The helm had been destroyed or Bekka had been hurt. He glanced around, searching for a solution, and came to the realization that Rosh was busy, only he remained to fly the ship.
“Bekka!” Willa cried from her position near the stern. She’d been standing by to aid where needed, running ropes, pins, or whatever was required to whoever needed it. Dexter was running towards the companionway but Willa beat him to it, jumping down the stairs and rushing forward towards the bridge.
Dexter cursed and hurried after, wincing as he felt another shudder run along the hull. Something else had made contact, though this time it was something smaller. A catapult shot or regular ballista bolt, no doubt. Still deadly in their own right, they would at least take several strikes to leave the ‘Hawk broken apart.
He stopped as another strike against the hull made the ship shudder. It was accompanied by the tortured sound of smashing timber just ahead of him. Another strike to the bridge, Dexter realized. His stomach felt leaden and he could only imagine the fate that await them. He picked himself up from where he had fallen, having no recollection of dropping to the floor in the first place. What he found up ahead was a mess of broken timber that blocked the door to the bridge. A quick turn into his cabin, where another door to the bridge awaited, left him staring into the void.
A section of his hull had been destroyed, smashed away by whatever weapon the elves had used on him. The bridge was still there, but his desk had been thrown across his cabin and now was jammed against his door, preventing him from opening it. All he could see was the gaping hole in what had been the outer wall of his cabin.
“Willa! Bekka!” Dexter shouted, turning back to the rubble strewn doorway.
He heard some sobbing from inside the room. Sobbing, he knew, that had to come from Willa. “Willa, are you all right?” He called loudly.
“Bekka!” He heard her gasp. “She’s hurt! Why… why does something always happen?”
“Willa, get a grip on yourself,” Dexter snapped, realizing even as he did so that he was treating her too harshly. Or perhaps not too harshly, but in order to achieve what he needed in the way he needed it, that was far from the best way of doing it. “Willa, I can’t help, the door’s blocked. We’ll be dead and gone right quick if you don’t listen to me and do as I say.”
Dexter waited, hoping for her to come around. He heard some sniffing but nothing more than that. The ship shuddered again and he ground his teeth in frustration. “Willa?”
“What?” She shouted, anger mixed with sadness coming through in her voice. “What more do you want from me?”
Dexter grimaced, then ignored her desperation. “I want you to tell me if the helm’s been destroyed.”
He heard nothing for a long moment, then there was a loud noise of some wood striking other wood. “It looks all right,” she said a moment later.
“All right, have a seat in it. I need you to take the helm,” Dexter said, grimacing even as he did so. 
There was silence for a long pause. It lasted no more than a few breaths of time, but it felt like forever to Dexter. He felt the ship come alive under his feet even as he heard Willa moan through the rubble choked doorway. “Good job!” Dexter told her. “Get us out of here, we’re to be headed back past the battle, see if we can’t lose them with some speed or maybe in the battle.”
Dexter turned and rushed back up on deck. He saw his new mainsail had a tear in it already, which made him cringe; they had no spare. A few lines had been snapped as well, but Tasha and Tarin were quickly retying them while Rosh and Keshira held things at bay. The railing had been smashed in at one point and Jodyne bled from a wound on the side of her cheek. Dexter could only imagine what the hull looked like, but he had little time to speculate.
“Jenna!” He called, turning to see her watching the approaching warships. “Willa’s on the helm, take us back through the battle, we’re to lose them or we’ll be the ones lost.”
Jenna barked out orders, shifting sails and hauling lines. Willa, able to hear from her position on the helm, did her best to comply. She lacked in experience, but made up for it in raw talent. The ship rolled and turned, surprising the elves for they’d thought to board the Voidhawk and be done with it. They fired on the ‘Hawk, but it proved too nimble for their first volley. Even one of the massive spears flew to the starboard side, drawing a breath of relief from them all.
The Voidhawk closed rapidly on the battle, drawing in the four warships that struggled to advance on it. Only one could fire on them at a time, given the skill with which Jenna and Willa piloted the maneuvering ship. A few more shots from their pursuers found them, but aside from cracking against the hull and bouncing away, no damage was done.
The battle was quickly joined. The Voidhawk darted through the embattled vessels seldom drawing more than a cry or a gesture from the elves that watched them pass. Dexter watched anxiously off the stern at the pursuit, paying little heed to where Jenna directed them since their pursuers continued to fall behind.
“That should do,” she said with a satisfied smile.
Dexter turned to glance ahead and saw several ships of the elder’s fleet, all sporting some damage to them, gathering to assist in the final push to destroy their elven captors. Dexter grinned in spite of himself and let out a little whoop of victory.
“Take us out of the battle,” he ordered, then turned and headed back towards the main deck. “Tasha, take over for Rosh.”
“What am I doing?” Rosh asked, handing the woman a rope he was holding in one hand and letting go. Tasha yelped as the rope started to pull from her hand. She grabbed it with both and held on tightly, though she was dragged a few feet across the deck before she got her feet under her and dug in.
“Come with me, there’s been another cave in,” Dexter said, heading down the stairs below decks.
Rosh joined him a moment later, muttering above cave ins then stopped abruptly. “Willa and Bekka are in there,” Dexter told him, pointing ahead.
Rosh moved past him then stuck his head into Dexter’s cabin. He grunted, the door jammed against the desk after only opening less than a foot.  He dug in and put his shoulder against it, then pushed. Dexter watched and listened, eyes wide, as the sound of timber creaking, groaning, cracking, and then breaking reached his ears. The desk moved a few inches quickly, then was stuck fast again. Rosh stepped back, twisted his neck to pop it, and took in a deep breath. With a grunt he drove himself at it again and forced the door open enough for them to slip through.
Dexter pushed through and found himself staring out at the void. His cabin was whole, mostly, but there was a gaping emptiness where the corner that was the wall to the bridge and the hull should have been. He grimaced and peered around it. The bridge was a mess. Broken boards were strewn about it and his table with all his charts lay broken and shattered. He tried the door and found it shut fast as well.
Rosh growled and slammed his heel into the door. It fell open with a cracking noise, coming off at the hinges instead of the other end with the latch. More broken boards fell, proving something had been jammed against it, but the way was now open.
Dexter rushed in and looked around, going first to Bekka. She lay face first on the floor, blood puddled under her head. He bent close to her and listened carefully, though it was an anxious moment until he could hear her breath and feel it on his cheek. She seemed well, aside from the blood and the fact that she was unconscious on the floor.
Dexter rose up and turned to see Rosh staring at Willa, who in turn had tracks of tears running down her cheeks. She stared ahead, sightlessly, and focused on piloting the ship while Jenna maneuvered them into a safe position.
Rosh, Dexter saw, seemed at a loss for words.
“She’s a fine helmsman,” Dexter said softly.
Rosh grunted, nodding his head in response. “She got the way of knowing things that take most of us years of learning.”
“Pretty special, that girl,” the Captain opined.
Rosh nodded again. He turned away, sniffing, and muttered something about all the dust.
“Aye, let’s clean this up so we can use what’s left for repairs,” Dexter said. “Maybe a new door too.”
Rosh grunted, ignoring him, and went to work clearing away the broken hull and furniture from in front of the door. Dexter helped him, then stopped when he came across the giant bolt that had nearly broken his ship. It was cast from solid iron and easily eight feet long and half a foot across. The business end was rounded but came to a point, like a target arrow, and the aft end had a hollow depression in it.
“What do you make of this?” Dexter asked the warrior.
Rosh stopped and examined it, whistling when he put his hands under it and tried to lift it. It budged and then he picked it up, but Dexter could tell the man was straining to do so. He set it down and took a few deep breaths before saying, “It’s like the ones Jenna’s friends use, except theirs is made of wood.”
Dexter shook his head and turned back to the door. In a few minutes they cleared enough away to open it properly. Jenna was waiting on the other side with good news.
“The elves are defeated,” she said, grinning. Her smile faded when she saw the blood and Bekka. She rushed over to her and sighed with relief when she saw the half-elf was still alive, just unconscious.
“Let’s go have a talk with Sandis,” Dexter said, naming the leader of the elders’ fleet. “We need some time to repair before heading off.”
“Captain,” Willa said, turning to stare at him though her eyes seemed unfocused and distant.
“Good job Willa,” Dexter said, turning to face her and smile. “You just earned yourself a promotion to acting helmsman until Bekka’s back on her feet.”
“Yes Sir. Thank you Sir,” she said, blinking and struggling to focus her eyes. “Sir… could you or…or Rosh please take the helm?”
Dexter blinked, then turned to look at Rosh. Rosh was lost as well, though he did spare a long glance at Bekka. “Rosh, do as the lady says,” Dexter ordered.
Willa climbed down, blinking and taking some deep breaths while she held on to the arm of the helmsman’s chair and tried to orient herself back to her own body. She looked up at Rosh and smiled at him softly, then moved past and knelt next to Bekka. “Can someone help me get her to her bed?”
Jenna, who was still standing nearby, knelt down and helped to lift the injured sorceress to her feet. Between the two of them they carried her back into the hallway and into her own quarters. Jenna returned a moment later, a faint smile on her face that asked more questions than it answered.
“She going to help patch us up?” Dexter asked, confused.
“She’s with Bekka,” Jenna explained.
Dexter blinked. “Why? Bekka’s out cold?”
Jenna looked at him and shook her head. “You’re such a man,” she said, rolling her eyes.
Dexter blinked again as his first mate turned and stormed out of the bridge. He turned to look at Rosh, but Rosh was lost to the world as he was attuning himself with the ship’s energies. Dexter looked at the massive bolt again and shook his head. “I am a man,” he muttered, then kicked a piece of wood and stormed out of the bridge in search of a repair crew to get to work.
 
* * * *
 
The smoke worked well, hiding the boarding party from the elves as they launched themselves through the void between the ships. It served to protect the crew of the Voidhawk from the larger elven crew as well, though it worked to hide the elves just as much.
Dexter didn’t care about visibility, so long as he could get his remaining crew free and away from the elven warship. His crew performed admirably, rolling the ship away and slipped it around the elven vessel as it struggled to change its pitch to bring them in line with its weapons. Shortly the elves’ interest in the Voidhawk faded; the boarding party had announced their presence.
Dexter watched, briefly, as the light glinted off of Kragor. He longed to be with his friend, fighting alongside him, even as he found his reappearance far too awkward to spend much time around him. Telling jokes and drinking were no longer possible for his once lost friend, but the dwarf turned sentinel could still fight with the best of them.
He glanced around, seeing the countless other elven ships that sailed through the void looking for targets. Dexter watched a large vessel, a capital ship the size of the one Jenna had crashed what seemed like ages ago, sail slowly above them. Small elven flitters launched from it, the two man craft no doubt intent on strafing the crew of either the Voidhawk or one of the many elder ships that fought. 
He glanced away, searching for another likely target. Something he could identify as a likely victim for the Voidhawk, but he saw little. The ‘Hawk was a transport mostly; neither armed nor armored for war in spite of the repairs and additions the elders had made. Dexter even had one of the powerful elder crafted heavy ballistae mounted on his stern deck, capable of crushing anything short of a small moon in a single hit. He knew, the ‘Hawk had nearly been disabled by one in their last fight.
Xander cackled maniacally beside him, drawing his attention back to the strange wizard. Dexter followed his gaze and saw a stream of rocks from the asteroid field that surrounded the elder’s port striking the ship one after another. Each hit with great force, smashing into the hull and decking. Elves were thrown from the ship, either already dead or destined to suffocate as they ran out of air within minutes. Dexter shook his head and looked away. It was a good sign, seeing the elves pummeled thusly, but he didn’t think he could ever take such delight in the brutality of the magical assault like Xander did.
“Not all magic is limited in the void,” Xander said wistfully as he watched. “I’ve got to get them to teach me that.”
Dexter shook his head again and realized the bubble of calm they sailed in was rapidly shrinking. More elven ships, seeking viable targets, had spotted them and were sailing their way. Dexter smirked. He’d show them the error their ways, even as they thought he was running. The modern elven ships didn’t possess the same level of weaponry the elders or even the ancient elven fleet laid claim to. It was mundane ballista, bombards, and catapults for them. Dexter planned to use that to his advantage.
“Jenna, time to be somewhere else. I mean to be showing that third ship from the right our tail,” Dexter told her.
Jenna glanced back and nodded, “Aye, Captain!”
Dexter caught the wizard grinning and rubbing his hands again. The heavy ballista was magical, but not the only magical surprise the Voidhawk had acquired upon their return to Dasnari.
 
* * * *
 
“Captain Silvercloud, you have our thanks,” said the elder who spoke. It was the same one that Dexter had dealt with before, but in spite of that he’d never caught the man’s name. “Truly, your efforts are legendary.”
Dexter shrugged off the compliment. Words were fine, but they didn’t feed his crew. “About that, I don’t suppose you could see to some repairs for my ship? Between rescuing the fleet and fighting our way back here she took quite a beating.”
The elder waved his hand as if to say it was inconsequential. “It will be mended, Captain. I would discharge you to your own ends, but I fear we are in a difficult situation.”
Dexter smirked. Difficult was a mild way of putting it. The elves had blockaded the asteroid field. More elven ships than Dexter had ever seen sailed through the void. The asteroids served as a good shield for Dasnari, but the majority of the elven navy was an even more daunting force. Only surprise and some potent magic from the elders that opened a passage in the asteroids allowed the returned fleet a chance to slip through with minimal additional damage.
“As well, there is something you should see. A most curious development since you were last with us,” the elder added.
“Something other than the fleet itching to get in here and drive Dasnari into the sun?” Dexter asked.
The elder smiled at him and said, “Most definitely different.” He turned and gestured to an alcove off to his side. One of the animated sentries walked out, feet thudding on the floor with each step. It turned when it reached the elder then walked down the dais towards Dexter. The Captain watched, concern creeping up his spine at the constructs approach. Finally it stopped in front of him and knelt down to one knee.
“What’s going on?” Dexter asked the elder, looking around the living suit of armor.
The elder nodded to the construct, who was now using one of the edges of the double bladed axe that served as one hand to scratch something into the metal beneath him. Dexter watched, amazed, as it finished scratching out a ‘K’, then it stood up and used its other hand, which ended in a barrel like wand, to tap itself in the chest.
“This guard was disabled while fighting the elves. It was taken to be returned for its raw essence but before the task could be done, it stirred to life again,” the elder explained.
“K?” Dexter asked, staring at the scratch in the incredibly hard metal of the floor.
“You had a companion who fell some time ago, I believe?”
Dexter’s cheeks drained of color as he stood there. The realization of what the ancient elf said to him was crashing upon him so powerfully that he had to take a step to keep from falling. He stared at the sentinel, looking for some sign of his long lost friend. “K…Kragor?” Dexter whispered.
The helm on the magical construct dipped forward and back, then the wand arm tapped its chest again.
“What… wait,” Dexter said, holding up his hand. “How did you? I mean… how can…”
“His spirit came to reside in the damaged construct. The magic within remained, but gone was the force that bound it together. Kragor replaced that essence with his own spirit, binding himself to a new corporeal form,” the elder explained. “For your services, we hold no claim upon the body of the sentinel, he is free to rejoin your crew.”
Kragor, in his new metallic form, tapped his chest again with the wand then made a chopping motion with his axe. Dexter grinned and nodded. “Aye, I’m thinking there’s a few people bound to be smiling at your return old man!”
Kragor’s foot stomped, which Dexter took to be his new method of showing his feelings to Dexter’s jibe.
“Captain, if you would stay a moment, there’s more to discuss,” the elder said.
Dexter sobered up quickly and nodded, then motioned for Kragor to move to his side so he could see the elder clearly.
“You have earned our eternal thanks already, so if you wish to do no more we will understand and ask no more of you,” he began.
“Eternal gratitude has a nice ring to it,” Dexter replied, knowing there was more coming. Most of the payment for the last job was gone, thanks to the money he’d spent to refit the Voidhawk after it had spent so long at the bottom of a lake. “But it don’t pay the bills.”
“You should not underestimate what our gratitude can do for you, Captain,” he said enigmatically. “But if you would help us again, we would gladly take it. Our ships and our people are superior to these fallen elves that assail us, but they outnumber us greatly. Already you have achieved impossible things. We would ask you to assist us yet again as we set to correct a mistake we made long ago.”
“The Voidhawk can hold her own, but she’s not exactly a warship,” Dexter pointed out.
“We will help with that as well, but we have another task for the Voidhawk,” he paused, tilting his head as though listening to something, then continued to explain what he wanted the Voidhawk to do.
Dexter grimaced as the details unfolded, but by the time the task was laid before him, he found himself already thinking of ways to accomplish it. He agreed to it at the end, then clapped the unyielding Kragor on the shoulder and they began their long walk back to the docks where the Voidhawk awaited.
Tired of making small talk to his long lost friend that could no longer reply to him, Dexter lapsed into silence long before they reached the ‘Hawk. When he finally stepped across the plank and onto the deck, he saw he had the attention of several of his crew.
“Fetch the others, I’ve news to share,” he announced. Tarin bolted immediately away, running below to spread the word. Rosh chuckled and shook his head at the boy’s enthusiasm.
The last to arrive on deck were a slightly disheveled and red-faced pair: Willa and Bekka. Rosh stared for a long minute then refused to look back at them again. Willa, on the other hand, stared at him for a long moment until the fuzzy headed half-elf stealthily slid her hand into the other woman’s.
Dexter cleared his throat, then turned to look at Jodyne in particular. “We’ve a new crew member,” he said, reaching up to clap Kragor on the shoulder again. “Seems there was a touch of an accident when them elves tried to stop us from waking up the elders. This here fellow was damaged. He’s been fixed up good since then, and he’s a bit different from the other ones.”
“What’re we going to do with that?” Rosh interrupted. “Ain’t got no hands; he can’t hold a rope. Besides, ain’t we got enough people that ain’t natural around here?” Rosh’s last comment was directed towards Willa and Bekka.
“He’ll find a place, don’t you worry,” Dexter said. “Jodyne, would you mind showing him around?”
She did a double take at that. “Me and ‘Lynn got dinner cooking,” She protested. “Have the boy do it.”
“Captain, does he have a name?” Jenna asked, her eyes narrowing as she saw Dexter’s continued high spirits.
Dexter grinned, unable to stop himself. “Aye, meet and old friend of mine, Kragor.”
The reaction from the crew was exactly what he’d expected. Stunned silence. Kragor himself stood equally silent, though he had little choice to do otherwise. After the initial shock passed Jodyne stepped forward and looked up at the metal sentry. “He got the right of it?” She demanded.
Kragor nodded, the movement stiff. He dropped to his knees before her but still towered over his wife. Leaning forward, Kragor traced a symbol of something on Jodyne’s shirt above her breast. With no quill nor ink he could leave no image, but the phantom lines he drew made Jodyne’s jaw tremble and eyes brim with moisture. She threw her arms around the construct then, and held him tightly in a display of emotion so powerful that the others felt the need to turn away.
“Get the ‘Hawk ready,” Dexter called out a moment later, anxious to keep everyone busy. We’ll be sailing soon. Got one more thing to do before we put all this behind us.” He paused, seeing Willa’s haunted look as she stared at the back of a stony faced Rosh. She turned to Bekka and sniffed, then smiled appreciatively. “One other thing, Rosh, Willa, and Bekka with me.”
He turned and walked aft, heading up to the stern castle. They joined him shortly, though the two spurned lovers refused to acknowledge each other. “Living on a boat’s not easy for none of us,” he said. “And you two pissing and moaning at each other’s not making it easier! Get over it, or get off my boat!”
Rosh did a double take, then turned to smirk at Willa. Willa looked dutifully horrified by Dexter’s admonition while Bekka only looked a little sad and resigned. Unable to leave well enough alone Rosh spoke up. “Ain’t right, what you been doing. Even the Captain knows it!”
“Rosh, shut your hole,” Dexter snapped. “I look at both of you and I got a bucket in each hand for each you. One bucket’s got the good you done me in it, the other bucket’s got the headaches. Soon as I figure out which one’s heavier is when I stop hoping you’ll figure out why your acting like kids fresh off the teat and I make a decision for you!”
Dexter glared at the two of them, who both stared back in shock at his declaration. Satisfied he’d made his point, he turned and stormed off, heading for the bridge and a chance to think his next job through a little more clearly. Rosh and Willa turned to stare at each other while the Captain left them to it.
 
* * * *
 
“Captain! Another one off the port!” Xander called, distracting Dexter from appreciating the effect the ballista bolt had on the scout ship behind them.
Dexter turned to look and cursed. It was closing quickly; quicker than they would be able to turn and reload the ballista for use. He studied their heading and scowled again. “Jenna, evade!”
“Are they trying to ram us? They’ve got no ram!” Xander cried out frantically as he watched the ship approach as well.
“Shearing attack,” Dexter grunted. “They mean to strip our sails. Earn your pay wizard!”
Xander huffed and pulled back the sleeves of his robe. He reached his arms up, waiting the precious few seconds that remained before the atmospheres of the ships merged, then he thrust them forward and barked out a stream of clipped arcane words. The wizard held his arms up, pantomiming holding something heavy above his head. Dexter watched him, curious enough by the act that he had to know what the man was doing.
The Voidhawk was slowly rolling away as Jenna barked out orders, but not quick enough to evade the oncoming ship. Dexter saw a flash of bluish light near Xander’s hands that was mirrored in the void around them as the elvish ship impacted with, and through, the wizard’s barrier. The entire Voidhawk jerked, as though it had been slammed into for a brief second. Xander himself grunted and fell to the deck, winded. Dexter started, uncertain as to whether he could trust his footing, and watched as the ship above them passed within inches of their mainsail.
“Ha!” Dexter called out, realizing some of what had happened. He shook his hand at the elvish vessel then called a halt to the evasion. “Get us up there, let’s take that ship!” He ordered, his blood rising.
The Voidhawk reversed directions smoothly, coming back up to orient on the stern on the ship above it. They closed swiftly with it, too swiftly, Dexter realized. The enemy ship was letting them overtake them.
“Captain, we’re shorthanded,” Jenna reminded him as they saw the elves gathering on the deck to either repel borders or, he feared, do a little boarding of their own.
“Aye, but we’re too pretty to die!” Dexter said, grinning fiercely.
The wizard climbed back to his feet beside them, holding the railing for support. He was breathing heavily, but seemed to be regaining control. “Good job,” Dexter said, clapping him on the shoulder and earning a gasp from the man. Dexter was going to make another jibe when something on the pursued ship caught his attention. He stared closer, then turned to Jenna. “Jenna, see that elf staring at us from the stern?”
Jenna turned from viewing the crew to take in what Dexter had said. She swore softly, dispelling any hints of ladylike behavior, and nodded. “Duballin.”
“Thought so,” Dexter said.
“Who’s Duballin?” Xander asked, staring himself.
Dexter tapped the sword at his side. “Took this sword from him last time we met. He tried to kill Jenna and I, then he set Bailynn loose on us, then he tried to kill us again. Figures we’ve not seen the last of him.”
“You bested him and you didn’t kill him?” Xander asked incredulously.
“I don’t kill everybody I don’t get along with,” Dexter said defensively. 
Xander raised an eyebrow in a show of disagreement.
“Didn’t take none too kindly to you at first, now did I?” Dexter asked him pointedly. Xander smirked and nodded. “You’re still here so be a good wizard and think up something nasty to do to him before I change my mind.”
Xander chuckled and shook his head, then adopted a pensive expression as he did exactly what Dexter had suggested.
“This the same ship?” Dexter asked her as they closed. It looked similar, he had to admit, but it had been a while ago and there were so many elven ships around them.
Jenna nodded, then turned to call out orders to the crew before turning back. “You really mean to board him?” She asked him when she turned back.
“Shearing attack,” She offered with an evil glint in her eyes.
Dexter stared at her then barked out a laugh. “Wizard, you’ll be a lucky man indeed some day if you find a woman as devious as this!”
Xander stared at them, confused, and only fueled Dexter’s entertainment. The Captain ordered her to continue, then watched as she continued the Voidhawk in under the guise of boarding the enemy vessel. Their atmospheres merged and Dexter could see the half-mad gleam in Duballin’s face when she called for full speed and changed the ship’s pitch suddenly.
Dexter could hear the man’s scream of denial as the Voidhawk leapt forward and climbed up, swinging over as it did so to crack her own hardened hull against the main mast of the enemy ship. Xander leaned over the railing as this took place, hurling something with all the might his arm could manage. They were out of sight then, passing over the enemy ship.
When time and distance had passed, they looked back over the stern and saw Duballin’s men frantically scrambling to beat at the mainsail from where it had fallen on the deck. Underneath of it smoke poured out, as though the ship had a hidden fire. Dexter saw the effects and laughed hard at the sight of it.
“Well played, wizard!” He congratulated the man again, then turned back to study the battle around them while a grin still graced his face.
“Dex, more ships! They’ve got reinforcements!” Jenna called out, pointing ahead.
Dexter stared and, sure enough, more elven ships approached from the sphere of asteroids that surrounding Dasnari. He stared for a long minute then grunted. The elves had punched a hole through the asteroids, clearing a path with none other than their own Fort Prudence.
“The elders still have their hands full,” she pointed out.
Dexter nodded, even with their superior weapons and magic, the elders were still busy fighting. The odds had been three to one at first, and now Dexter guessed them to worsen considerably. “They sailed Fort Prudence here,” he said thoughtfully.
Jenna stared, distracted by what he had said. She shook her head and swore again a moment later. “How do we fight that?” She asked.
“If they sailed it, then so can we,” he said, nodding his head as he reached his decision. “Jenna, take us in!”
“Dex… We can’t hope to-”
“Do it!” He snapped, his humor from only moments before gone.
She stared at him only briefly this time, then nodded. She seemed about to say something but bit it off and replied instead with, “Aye Captain.”
Dexter looked at her, thinking for a moment she seemed to have a glint of moisture in her eyes, then she blinked it away and began to bark out orders in an unusually surly voice to the crew. He nodded and turned back to study the distance between them. It was considerable, but with the enemy reinforcements closing at their best speed they would close it in minutes.
 They left the battle behind them, though two smaller ships sought to pursue them. One they managed to put an end to with their reloaded ballista. The other, upon seeing the fate of its comrade, fell back and turned to rejoin the larger battle in search of easier prey.
Dexter turned to address his crew that was taking the moment to relax. Sweat beaded on their faces and their lungs heaved to pull in breath from all the work they had been put through. Dexter smiled appreciatively at them, then glanced off the bow to gauge how much time he had.
“We get through this, I expect a line of people itching to take a swing at me or at least tell me they quit,” he said, starting his impromptu speech. “I don’t reckon we’ll be getting through this none too well though, so listen up.”
He glanced again and judged he had just enough time before things got interesting. “We’ll be landing on Fort Prudence again, and I ‘spect it won’t be one of our softer landings. Everyone fights, man woman and child, got it? We got one shot, and that’s finding what it takes to pilot that rock through space. You find it, you find a way to sail it, then you point it towards that sun behind us.”
“That’s it?” Rosh called out when Dexter fell silent. “This is how it ends?”
Dexter shrugged. “Can’t say it’s always been a pleasure sailing with you Rosh, but it’s been an honor. The rest of you… I’m a better man for having sailed with you. Now get to work, we got one chance and it’s a bad one.”
Rosh stood there, glaring at him. Keshira and Bailynn took up their positions. Logan hurried down from the ballista mounted on the stern castle to assist as well, with Tarin close behind. Dexter stared at Rosh for a long moment, communicating things between them that words alone would never convey. He turned away and hurried back to the railing as the asteroid turned enemy base loomed close enough he thought he could almost reach out and touch it. Behind him he heard Rosh curse loudly, then yell for Tarin to get away from his rope.
Smaller elven ships began to fly at them. Smaller than the fort, that is, for most were larger than the Voidhawk. The Voidhawk vibrated with the constant assault from weapons that struck against its hull. Many did little damage, thanks to whatever type of wood or special treatment the elders had used to repair and reinforce the hull. Enough struck solidly, however, to make Dexter feel certain the Voidhawk wouldn’t survive what awaited it. Strangely, he felt like he was free as he stood upon the bow. He fought the urge to spread his arms as though he was flying, so taken was he with the strange sensation of freedom.
“Captain, another ship behind us!” Xander warned him, stealing the moment from him.
Dexter nodded, “I saw it when I had my talk with the crew,” he said without looking. It was another of the large elven command vessels. It had followed them from the battle, not breaking off like the smaller ships had but it had also been further away and not an immediate threat.
“Sir, we’re going to be caught between them!” The wizard pointed out.
Dexter shrugged. “Where we’re going there’s no between, we’ll just be surrounded.”
Xander stared at him, shaking his head in denial. “You’re mad,” he whispered.
“No,” Dexter responded softly. “I’m free.”
Jenna piloted the ship between the elven vessels, dodging the worst of their assault and leaving the Voidhawk surprisingly void-worthy. Far from unscathed, both it and its crew were injured in multiple areas. But, like the stalwart vessel, the crew made no mention of it and bore themselves well.
The ship threaded its way down towards the Fort, ignoring the still damaged docks from their last encounter. All of the ships had been launched, sailing whether they were finished or not. Below they saw surprisingly few elves scurrying about the ground of the mobile asteroid.
“Any idea where their helm is?” Dexter asked Jenna as she used signals and commands to guide the ship in.
A stone from a catapult crashed into the back section of the stern castle, crushing the staircase below and sending shrapnel of rock and wood into the three of them. Jenna squeaked and grabbed on to the railing while Xander dove to the side and Dexter was struck by board across the shoulders and arm. Dexter picked himself up, wincing at the gash on the back of his arm that dripped blood. Xander was dazed but unhurt. Dexter paid him little attention as he saw Jenna grabbing the railing in agony. He looked down and saw that her right ankle was bent at an impossible angle, aided by the blood that dripped freely from it. Her left leg, up to her waist, was red with blood and laid partially open by a fragment of wood that was still embedded in her left cheek.
“Jenna!” He whispered, forgetting his injuries and rushing to her.
“I’m fine,” she lied through gritted teeth.
“Logan!” Dexter bellowed, grabbing her under her arms to help support her.
“Dexter, the ship!” Jenna hissed.
He looked up and saw that they were within seconds of crashing. “Full stop!” He cried out, then pulled Jenna on top of him and fell to the deck.
She cried out in agony, but her strength left her as they hit the deck and, moments later, the Voidhawk snapped off its front landing struts on the ground and drove the hull into the dirt of the asteroid. Dexter tried to absorb the shock with his legs against the railing, but he was thrown into it at an angle, his body blunting the force of the impact even as it shattered the railing and sent him flying off the bow of the ship. All he could do as the ground rushed at him was hold desperately to Jenna.
Dexter came to his senses a few minutes later. He tasted blood and dirt and hurt all over. He looked around, trying to make sense of things. He reached up and cleared a mass of hair from his face. Jenna was with him still, held in his arms in spite of the impossible short flight they’d taken. Her eyes were closed and she was still in his arms. Desperate, he checked her for a pulse and tried to lightly slap her to wake her up. She moaned but didn’t rouse.
Dexter allowed himself a moment of relief, then slowly separated himself from her and looked around. The Voidhawk lay nearby, one of its rear landing struts still attached but in the air as it lay on its port side. It looked a wreck, though to be fair it still maintained its overall shape. He couldn’t tell how badly damaged the bow was from his angle, but judging by the several hundred feet of drag marks in the ground, he expected it had fared better than it had any right to.
A groan from nearby alerted him to another survivor. Xander picked himself up enough to look around and groan again. Blood ran from his cheek and head, and when he tried to use both arms to lift himself up he yelped in pain and collapsed again; his left arm was broken.
He saw shapes moving then, slowly coming into clearer focus. Elves were coming forward, rushing to see what had happened and, if necessary, to help or kill any survivors. Dexter reached down to his side and grabbed his pistol, pulling it free and shooting the first elf that came close to them. He struggled to reload it, wondering if he could even stand to use his sword.
A roar from some distance off alerted him to another survivor. It was a cross between a yell and a bestial snarl. Another yell, this one calling out different names of his crew, alerted him to the survival of Rosh. Of course Rosh survived, he realized. It would take more than a ship crashing into an asteroid to kill him.
“Over here,” Dexter called to Xander, his voice hoarse.
Xander looked at him and nodded, then began to crawl towards him as best he could. Dexter took the opportunity to shoot another elf that saw Xander moving and thought to run him through. He reloaded again, then realized Jenna had a pistol on her hip as well. It was covered in blood, but it was still a pistol.
“Run you fool!” Dexter spat at Xander, who was still trying to pull himself along with one arm. The wizard jerked up and managed to climb to his feet. He ran as fast as he could, limping heavily, and collapsed on the ground near Dexter.
“Help me with her,” The Captain said, picking himself up and wincing at the agony that shot through him from head to toe. The pain in his left foot made him gasp anew as he put pressure on it, but he fought it down. After the wizard had regained his feet they picked Jenna up between them and made their way towards the Voidhawk and the other voices he’d heard. On the way Dexter killed two more elves, one with his pistol and one with Jenna’s. They were few and far between, but they had no way of knowing how many there were.
“Logan!” Dexter called out, then turned to hack and spit out some more blood. Logan turned slowly, his teeth bared and his fists clenched into claws. Dark hair showed clearly on his exposed face where before there had been none.
“Calm down, Jenna needs you,” Dexter said, fighting back the sudden stab of fear at seeing the man so close to losing control.
Several elves lay on the ground around him, their blood pooling from the vicious wounds in their bodies. Logan did as Dexter bade though, walking towards them with a hunter’s gate even as he sought to take deep calming breaths. By the time he reached them he seemed to have shrunk, walking more normally and showing pale skin instead of fur on his arms and face.
“Lay her down,” he said, his voice gruffer than usual.
Dexter and Xander did as he bade, then Dexter hurriedly reloaded both pistols and kept an eye out. Another figure emerged from around the stern of the Voidhawk, one immediately recognizable as Rosh. He waved to Dexter and hurried over. Keshira, who carried both Bekka and Tarin, followed close behind. Bailynn came last, moving quickly and showing no obvious signs of distress.
“How are they?” Dexter asked once everyone had arrived.
Keshira gently laid both her charges down and stood up. Bekka looked battered, her face bloody and her nose broken. Her wrist was also swollen and bent at an unnatural angle. Tarin, on the other hand, looked to be at peace in spite of the cuts on his throat and face and the way one leg was broken through the skin.
Dexter swore, not even needing to know how the boy fared. He reached down in spite of his misgivings and felt the boy’s neck. A jagged separation in the back confirmed it.
“Bekka’s alive, but injured,” Keshira told him. “Tarin could not be saved.”
Dexter stared at him and looked away, a burning retort fighting to get out his throat. He stared down at Jenna then and heard Logan whispering words too softly for him to make out. The priest’s hands moved over her leg soothing her even as she winced in her sleep at whatever he was doing.
“How’s everyone else?” Dexter asked, looking at the others. Keshira was barely injured, as he expected, and Rosh showed no signs of hurt from where he could see. The man had already turned away though, moving to engage some elves that rushed out from a spiraling ramp that led up one of the massive trees.
“Bailynn?” Dexter asked when no one spoke.
“I’m okay,” she answered, staring off at a nearby dark hole that led into the asteroid.
“Well enough then,” Dexter said. “Logan? How is she?”
“She’s near dead,” he said sharply. “I don’t even want to move her, the strain could do her in.”
Dexter closed his eyes and took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. “We’ve got to, or she will die. We’ll all die if we don’t move.” Dexter glanced at all of them, noting the torn, dirty, and bloody state of their clothing. “Keshira, carry Bekka gently, please.”
Dexter reached down and picked up Jenna, a painful oath hissing through his teeth as he puts weight on his injured foot. “Bailynn, I need you to take us to their helm.”
She jumped, startled by his command. “Captain… I don’t know-”
“None of us do,” he snapped. “Jenna was my best shot, but she’s not talking right now. You’ve spent the most time among elves, you’re our next best chance at getting lucky.”
A horrible crashing sound of wood breaking made them all cringe. They looked up and saw the command vessel that had followed them crashing through what remained of the trees and docks above. The ground shuddered and knocked them all from their feet again when it plowed into the dirt less than a quarter mile from where they now lay.
“We need to be somewhere else!” Dexter said, reaching to pick Jenna up again.
“Dexter, let me get her,” Logan said, stepping in front of him. “You’re hurt too, I can see it.”
Dexter’s mouth opened and closed and then he nodded, suddenly shamed that he couldn’t carry her. Jenna moaned as Logan picked her up, bringing Dexter’s head snapping around to look at her.
“Dex,” she whispered, calling him to her. “The Garden…”
Dexter listened and tried to rally her to get more out of her, but she slipped deeper into sleep before she could say more. He looked at Logan, who could only shake his head. The others seemed similarly clueless.
“Never mind Bailynn, the garden it is,” he muttered. “Rosh! Get your ass back here; we’re to be finding that Garden again!”
Rosh heard the Captain’s yell and finished dispatching the elf unfortunate enough to fight him. He turned and jogged back, swinging the sword the elders had given him as a replacement to spray the blood from it. 
“Take the lead Rosh,” he said, pointing towards the tunnel opening Bailynn had spotted earlier.
Rosh did as he was bade, running to the tunnel with his sword held at the ready. The others followed at a somewhat handicapped pace. When they arrived they found the entrance void of any defenders. Dexter and Rosh shared a look, then the big man shrugged and pushed deeper into the tunnels.
Their invasion was uncontested, a fact that made the hair on Dexter’s neck stand up in warning. He kept glancing at Jenna, worried about what else could go wrong, and lost track of both time and distance they traveled. When next he realized it, Rosh had led them to the Garden of Life that powered Fort Prudence and made it possible to move the ship through the void.
He also led them to what looked like an ambush. The Commander of Fort Prudence stood before them, with half a dozen armed men around him. He smiled wickedly at Dexter’s shocked expression. “Welcome, Captain Silvercloud.”
Dexter glared at him, then glanced behind when he heard noises that announced the arrival of other elven troops behind them. They were pinned, not so unlike the first time Zhirt had led them into the same room.
“I must admit, I’m surprised you let yourself fall prey to the same ambush twice,” the Commander said. “Perhaps I gave you too much credit. Or perhaps your man here has reconsidered our deal?”
Rosh glared murder at him and even took a step forward, prompting the elves to draw swords. “We ain’t got no deal!” Rosh growled at him.
“Pity, you might have survived,” he said, then stopped as he looked behind Rosh to see Logan and what the priest carried. “And thank you for bringing the princess to me!” He smiled wickedly. “You’ve saved me a considerable hassle.”
“Us too,” Dexter said. “I won’t be needing for you to find us before we put you down.”
The Commander blinked, surprised, then he chuckled. “Kill them,” he announced, surprising Dexter with the sudden finality of it all.
“You know what this is?” Rosh bellowed, stopping the sudden advance of the elves in front and behind. The warrior held out the amulet given to him by the elders, brandishing it so the elves could see it.
They looked upon it, surprised by his actions. As one they turned away to look to one another and then the Commander. Only the leader of the elves reaction differed; his eyes narrowed into creases and he spat out something in elvish that Dexter knew was distinctly profane, thank to Keshira’s connection to him. “Pfathasalador!” He hissed, which Dexter again knew meant something like knight, champion, or paladin. It was an honor bestowed extremely rarely among the elves, and something not done in remembered history among them.
The other elves knew the word, if not the amulet. They seemed less certain now, looking again to one another for support. Dexter seized upon the opportunity and said, “You heard the man, kill them!”
A shot rang out, striking the commander in the head but only a grazing blow. He jerked away and went down, but immediately started to climb to his feet. Dexter dropped his pistol and drew his sword, rushing forward to seize the initiative against the stunned elves. Rosh was beside him, wielding his sword with devastating effect. Bailynn was next to take up arms, though the elves had recovered by then and began to fight back.
“Protect our fallen!” Dexter cried out, knowing that Keshira, in particular, might not stop to think of Bekka’s safety in the heat of the moment. He caught glimpses of Keshira and Logan standing next to one another, both women having been placed on the ground between them.
Rosh and Dexter paid for their assault, but between the two seasoned fighters they kept the elves at bay and even managed to dispatch one. The elven Commander rose up behind his men, blood running down the side of his head and discoloring his otherwise pristine armor. He seemed shaken by the near fatal wound, but Dexter knew it would fade quickly and the man would take proper control of the battle.
Bailynn and Xander kept the elves behind them at bay. The former slayer was nowhere near as formidable as she had once been, but her instincts and skills remained deadly even if her body was no longer honed by magic into an instrument of death. She avoided the elven blades and struck back, landing blows with her hands and teeth that gave the elves pause at her wildness. Xander struggled to bring his magic to bear, but with one arm broken he had trouble managing more than the most simple spells. He used them to what effect he could, distracting them with showers of sparks and lights.
Rosh stepped in front of the wizard, plugging a gap in their impromptu defense. Bailynn was all but surrounded, unable to assist the injured man. Rosh’s sword swept in, sending the elves frantically scurrying back. He pushed forward, heedless of his own safety in his desire to kill the elves.
The crew of the Voidhawk fought a battle worthy of song and poem. As last stands went, theirs was filled with epic valor. Bailynn was struck down first, her luck at dodging her assailants fell short at last. Her thigh was impaled and she stood transfixed upon it while another ran his sword through her from behind as she twisted to try and get away from the first. Bailynn gasped, staring at the red stained steel, then let out a breathless squeal as the blades were yanked free of her.
Rosh bled from a dozen wounds fit to kill most men. Already two elves lay dead beneath or behind him, but he was flanked and beset on all sides as reinforcements poured from the tunnel behind them. His rage burned brighter than ever, but his body began to tire.
“No quarter!” The Commander shouted, urging his men forward.
Dexter was pushed back, nicked and bleeding himself, until he joined Keshira and Logan. Xander had picked up a fallen sword himself and stood awkwardly with it, prepared to defend himself as best he could.
A shout signaled more help forthcoming. Dexter growled at the injustice of it, but refused to give up. He lashed out in a desperate gamble and left an elf with a second smile across his throat. He paid for it with a poke in the hip, but twisted away to prevent the strike from crippling him.
The elves, confident in their superiority, were taken by surprise at the entrance of the charging metallic golem. Kragor blasted three elves out of his way with the wand on his arm. It spat out a bolt of energy that resembled a miniature stroke of lightning. His axe cleaved the elves that turned to face him, felling them more surely than an oak in a forest. Tasha and Jodyne came behind him, both of them sporting signs of injury but bearing up well and fighting together to destroy any offenses the elves might launch against them.
Dexter cried out in surprise and joy. It seemed that if they had to die, they would do it together. He even dared to wonder if this might swing the odds in their favor.
Kragor was a wreaking machine, dropping elves almost as easily as wheat before a scythe. He was struck again and again, but the dents and scratches in his metal hide gave him no reason to pause. Rosh was spurred on by the sight and left himself vulnerable to an attack so that he might sweep the head off of an elf to his side. He paid for it with a sword spearing his kidney, but aside from the pain the wound was only temporary.
Rosh feigned defeat, a tactic surprising for a man so driven, then rose up from his half crouch and sheared through two elves in a single stroke. They fell back, terrified at his savagery, but Rosh pushed on, driving them back and striking them down one at a time.
Dexter saw the Commander’s eyes widen at the sudden turn of events. He glanced about, finding a nearby tunnel from which he could escape. Dexter slashed out, driving the two elves that faced him back a step, then pulled Jenna’s pistol from his belt. He took quick aim and fired, driving a bullet deep into the elf’s buttock.
He cried out and fell down, his hand going back to the wound in fear. He pulled it back, seeing his hand covered in blood, and stared at Dexter who still held the smoking gun. One of the elves facing Dexter turned to look as well and saw his leader fall. He backed away, then turned and ran straight into Tasha, who gutted him without mercy. The other elf was distracted by the action as well, allowing Dexter to cut deeply on his arm and make him drop his sword. He fell back, clinging to his wounded arm and looking about for some means of escape.
“Surrender or die,” Dexter shouted over the din of battle. Kragor and Rosh thundered on, lashing out and killing as though they hadn’t heard Dexter. It served to terrify the elves and drive them back. Many fled while a few threw down their weapons in defeat.
Dexter turned, viewing the horrifying battle ground quietly. Far from quiet, it still seemed so different from mere moments ago. He saw Xander on one knee, his broken arm clutched at his side while the other used the sword he had picked up as a cane. The arm at his side was covered in blood and his robes were stained with it as well.
“I got one,” Xander said with a pale faced but triumphant grin.
“Well done, Xander,” Dexter told him, offering him a rare simple smile of pride. “Who’s fit to go on?”
Logan went to Bailynn first, but he faced away from Dexter so the man couldn’t see what the priest was doing. His hands moved and he could hear some prayers being spoken, but more than that he couldn’t know. Dexter turned to look at the others. Jodyne stood next to Kragor, whom was spackled in red from elf blood that ran off his armor. Jodyne herself was a story of cuts and scrapes, even one across her forehead that dripped blood in her eye. Tasha favored one leg and used her own sword to aid her in standing. Her golden armor shone brilliantly through the blood and filth that dripped from it.
“I don’t think Bailynn’s long for this world,” Logan said, standing up with the wisp of a girl in his arms. His voice was strained as he spoke. “She’s holding, but it’s a fight she can’t win without more aid than I can give her.”
Dexter nodded, then felt as though he should say more. “I expect we’ll all be needing some aid soon enough,” he offered, knowing how shallow the words sounded.
“Xander, how bad are you hurt?” Logan asked, stopping to stare at the wizard.
“Stabbed in the side,” he said, grimacing a little. “Can’t stop the bleeding.”
Logan nodded, then turned back to Dexter. “Captain, there’s work enough here to keep me busy for a week and still you might lose half your crew. Let’s finish this while we still can.”
“Finish what? My men will be back! You’ll be fed to the Garden or tortured!” The forgotten Commander of Fort Prudence spoke up.
Dexter looked at him, the grinned devilishly. “You first,” he said, winking at him. “Rosh, throw him in the Garden.”
Rosh chuckled darkly and grabbed the screaming elf up. He carried him halfway down the shallow bowl in the floor and then spun around twice before throwing the elf into the boughs of the garden. He screamed as he bounced off of trees and then hit the ground, then screamed again as the Garden came to life and sought him out.
“Now what,” Dexter asked the screaming stopped. He turned and knelt next to Jenna, gently cradling her head and staring at her intently. “We’re at the Garden Jenna… what do we do now?”
Logan came over and stood above them. He frowned as he looked down, then gently lowered Bailynn to the ground and put his hands on Jenna’s forehead. He uttered a chant and shuddered, then nodded and fell back from her, sprawling to the ground with weakness. He picked himself up after a moment and breathed deeply.
“Jenna?” Dexter asked softly, returning his attention to her. Her hand came up and took his, squeezing it gently. His voice choked with emotion and he had to blink back tears for a moment. He saw the moisture mirrored in her own, which stared up at him with the clearness of a grassy meadow speckled with goldenrod.
“Dex, the gift,” she whispered, drawing him in closer with her words.
“The gift? No, we’re at the Garden Jenna, how do we sail this rock?” He asked her.
She shook her head slightly, wincing as she did so. “The elder’s gift,” she persisted. “Dex, I’m pregnant.”
Dexter stared at her, his crew, the Garden, and even the elven war around them suddenly disappearing into nothingness. His… she… Jenna was pregnant? She was talking again, he dimly realized. He had to drag himself out of the darkness that he was surrounded in to force himself to pay attention to her.
“A battle of wills with the Garden – the winner will control it, but the Garden’s hunger will suck the life from them,” she whispered.
Dexter nodded, then leaned down and kissed her upon the forehead. She squeezed his hand again, though with less strength than before, and fell asleep. Dexter stared at her then looked to Logan in alarm, the priest had a horrified expression on his face.
“What?” Dexter asked.
“A baby?” He asked.
Dexter nodded. “Damn woman picked a hell of a time,” he muttered. “We’ll deal with that later, is she going to be all right?” 
Logan looked at her and nodded, then turned it into a shrug. “Are any of us?”
 “Fair enough,” He said. He turned and stood up. “Somebody’s got to go into that Garden and prove they got a thicker skull than it does. Can’t think of a person more stubborn than me, so I want the rest of you back to the ‘Hawk. She looked to be solid, if beat up, do what you have to and get her sailing again. Rosh, you got the helm and until Jenna comes around, she’s your ship.”
Everyone stared at him, their expressions ranging from open mouthed shock to denial and, possibly, disbelief and hurt. Dexter ignored them all, instead he turned to face the Garden and took a deep breath. “Get out of here, that’s an order,” he growled.
Kragor moved in front of him and turned to face him. Dexter stared into the helmet of the construct, then nodded to him. “All right, I know, damn fool thing to do, but it’s got to be done and I’ll not have anyone else doing it for me. Now get out of my way, old man.”
Kragor refused to move. Dexter tried to step around him but Kragor moved to block him. “The armor make you deaf and dumb?” Dexter spat angrily at him.
“Dex, stop,” Jodyne said, stepping up to him. She looked up at Kragor even as the ghostly dwarf tilted his new body to look down at her. She nodded and turned back to Dexter. “He’ll do it,” she said, her voice straining but not cracking.
“What? No, he can’t sail a-”
“He’s sat the helm before, and you know it,” she reminded him. “He’s not flesh and blood no more like the rest of us; the Garden’ll take some time figuring that out he reckons.”
“You can talk to him now?” Dexter challenged her, refusing to believe how things were headed.
Jodyne snorted. “Bah, live with a man a hunnered years and you see if you don’t get to start reading his mind.”
Dexter turned to stare at Kragor. “She got the right of it?”
Kragor nodded.
“He been dead and gone once, Dex,” Jodyne added. “This, now? This be torture. He can’t talk nor feel to touch us; not how it matters. He can’t be sharing an ale with you, nor can he feel my pots and pans when they come a callin’ on his damn thick dwarf skull.”
Dexter smiled in spite of the chill sweeping over him. Jodyne sniffed, then nodded. “Aye, we’ll be parting ways at last, Dexter Silvercloud. I speak for Kragor an me both; there’s not a boy alive we’re prouder to have a part in helping to become the man he is.”
Dexter stared at her, seeing the first tears he could ever remember seeing fall from her eyes. He realized his own vision was blurry too. He knelt down and gathered the protesting woman in his arms, hugging her solidly, then he stood to address Kragor. Dexter opened his mouth to speak, but realized he didn’t have the words. He shook his head, then hugged the suit of armor before letting go and stepping back.
“You raise that baby well, you hear?” Jodyne snapped at him. “Or we’ll both come back to haunt you next time!”
Dexter smiled and let loose a bittersweet laugh. He stepped back and rejoined the others, who watched in respectful silence.
“This mean I don’t get the ‘Hawk?” Rosh whispered to him after a respectful moment had passed.
“Aye,” Dexter said, not in the mood to take it any further. He turned to take in the others, then nodded at them. “Come, back to the Voidhawk, we’ve got to get her righted and off this rock.”
They hurried back up the tunnel, Rosh carrying Jenna now that Logan had Bailynn in his arms. The Fort shuddered once, making them stop nervously, then they felt it begin to slowly change directions. “He did it!” Dexter whispered, fresh moisture coming to his eyes.
“Captain, why did Jodyne stay?” Keshira asked him.
“She needed to be with him,” Dexter said. “She knew what it meant to be apart. I’m guessing dwarves mate for life and that’s that.”
“Perhaps their love was that strong they couldn’t bear to be apart? If he lingered after death to be near her?” Tasha offered, having been filled in over the last few weeks about the situation.
“Where’s Willa?” Rosh asked suddenly, realizing she hadn’t joined them when the others had charged in.
Tasha’s lips parted in surprise. “Willa… didn’t make the jump,” she said. “She missed the elven ship. We tried to find her after we had captured it, but too much time and distance… we didn’t know where she went.”
Rosh stared at her, shaking his head slowly. “She didn’t make the jump?” He repeated woodenly. “She’s floating… out there?”
Tasha nodded. “I’m sorry, Rosh… we tried to find her.”
Rosh stared at her, his fists clenching against his sides. “You tried?” He muttered, half growling.
“Yes, My L… I mean, we did. We looked. We were under attack, elves on the ship and the elders that didn’t know we had control. We did all we could!”
“All you could,” he repeated, shaking his head. He lapsed into silence but pushed ahead at a stronger pace, putting distance between the others and himself. They followed, their moods subdued by the latest loss.
The elves had fled the surface of Fort Prudence. The Voidhawk lay on its side, unmolested. Ahead they could see the Fort’s course now lay directly into the sun. Dexter eyed the distance and tried to guess the time they had left. He was clueless, but he felt no need to tarry.
“How we going to right the ‘Hawk?” Logan asked as they came up on the crashed ship.
“First we need to see if she can still fly,” Dexter said. He fell silent, troubled by plans to pick the ship back up, until he had walked around and found the deck only a few feet above the ground. It was tilted on its side, only the broken stumps of the landing struts keeping it from laying fully on the ground. Dexter winced as he leapt up and grabbed the railing on the side. Using his arms and back he pulled himself up until he could swing his good foot and hook it over the railing.
Once on the steeply angled deck he made his way across it carefully until he could slip down the aft stairway. Walking the companionway to the front was far easier than walking on the deck had been, but the angle proved awkward and his foot throbbed with the extra pressure he put upon it. The wood along the walls and floor was disturbed the closer he got to the bow. Rippling, cracked, and even sticking out of the surface in some places from the force of the impact. It made Dexter’s stomach twist in knots with fear that the Voidhawk may have landed its final time.
The door to the bridge lay broken, no doubt by Keshira when she fetched Bekka from the helm. He looked about and was reminded of not so long ago when the bridge had taken a direct hit from an elven ballista. This time the hull was intact, mostly, but the table and chairs, as well as the few shelves in the room and his chest filled with charts, was strewn about the room and, in many cases, shattered. The helmsman’s chair was even tilted, though it was firmly attached to the wooden floor. The problem was the floor had been heaved up by the impact. Dexter scowled and gingerly moved to sit in it.
Almost immediately he felt the magic merge his consciousness with the ships. He gasped at the wrongness he felt. The damage the ‘Hawk had received from the battering. He grimaced mentally and sought to see what he could convince it to still do. It responded sluggishly to his commands. Dexter broke contact and stood up, sweat beading upon his brow from the effort.
He climbed back out to the deck, wanting to curse at the discomfort of moving, but choosing to save his energy instead. On the deck he stared down at the others who were waiting. Rosh stood ready with his sword for an attack, though it none had come.
“Gather some ropes!” Dexter called down to them. “We’re wedged in, the ‘Hawk dug herself a ditch. There’s one of them big elfy trees off the starboard side a ways, wrap the rope around it and use it like a pulley. Rosh, Keshira, Logan, see if you can’t give her the extra oomph I need to right her.”
“The helm works?” Xander asked, surprised. He grimaced at the pain speaking so loudly caused him but didn’t let his gaze stray.
“Aye, now be quick about it, I’m not for wanting a sunburn!”
Logan, Keshira, and Rosh moved quickly, climbing onto the deck and gathering up ropes. The secured it aboard the Hawk and tossed it off the starboard side, then clambered back down the port side to the deck. In a few minutes they had routed it around a tree as Dexter had bade them, about the same time that he’d regained the helm and reseated himself upon it.
Slowly the ship righted itself. By the time it broke free of the earth’s hold Dexter was sweating profusely. He stayed aboard, relaxing only slightly, and listening with the ship’s senses to determine when everybody was aboard. Already he felt Tasha place the wounded crewmen aboard, then she loaded Tarin’s body on and finally crawled aboard herself. Login, Rosh, and Keshira joined them shortly, moving to pick up what pieces they could and take position. The mainsail was still up, though Dexter could feel cracks in the mast. They would be limited from making their best speed. Damage to the port maneuvering sail left maneuverability at a minimum.
He lifted off, finding a moment of exultation in spite of the situation. As he’d once told Jenna, come what may they were still sailing.
The crash of the elven command vessel had cleared enough branches and walkways above to allow the Voidhawk a peril free escape from the Fort Prudence as well. There was little sign of any elven ships above for some distance. Already Dexter could see they were closer to the sun than he’d realized. They were between it and Dasnari, in fact. Dexter struggled to direct the ship towards Dasnari, knowing the Voidhawk’s only chance was a long layover in a dock offering repairs. Even with the skill and speed, aided by magic, of the elders he knew the Voidhawk would be no quick fix.
The Voidhawk limped along through space, growing closer and closer to the fort. Dexter, using the helm to see about the exterior of the ship, soon lost sight of Fort Prudence. Ahead of them he also quickly began to see the specs that indicated other ships were still in play. And, he had no doubt, still fighting. As they grew closer he saw many of them were elven ships. Lost fleet or not, the elves had enough numbers to maintain their supremacy it seemed.
Dexter scowled when he saw one of the warships swing around and head in their direction. Another joined, following the lead of the first. Dexter wondered if he could swing the ‘Hawk around to fire their ballista at them, but realized such a maneuver would take so long the other ships would be upon them before they could be half way around.
Dexter was suddenly overwhelmed by a sense of brilliance behind them. He tried to focus on it using the helm, but it was so powerful it was dizzying. The brightness spread out at incredible speeds, reaching for the Voidhawk and everything else. Dexter’s last thoughts before he blacked out were that Kragor must have been successful in sailing Fort Prudence into the star.
 



Epilogue
 
Dexter awoke in his bed. He stared upwards, uncertain of where he was or even who he was for a long moment. Nausea overtook him almost immediately, prompting him to roll to his side and retch. The door to his cabin opened, the wood dragging against the floor in a way he did not remember. He looked up, his face flushed and his breathing ragged.
“Are you well, Captain?” Tasha asked him somewhat uncertainly.
Dexter groaned. It had meant to come out as intelligible words, but even he realized it was just a groan. He spat on to the floor and slowly sat up, fighting the way the walls spun. “I get dumped off the helm?” He asked.
She nodded. “That’s what they said. Rosh is on it now; we’ve been circling Dasnari waiting for our chance to dock.”
Dexter nodded, regretting the movement instantly. “Jenna?” He asked, then he quickly followed it up with, “and Bekka and Bailynn?”
“Logan is tending them, Sir,” she said. “Xander too, he collapsed soon after we took off.”
“The elves?” He croaked.
“Gone Sir,” she said.
“Gone?” He asked, forgetting the pain and the misery for a moment as he stared at her. “Gone where?”
“The… the sun, we think,” she tried to explain. “It seemed to explode, catching all of us in the blast. None of the elder ships, or us, were harmed. Of the elves there is no sign.”
Dexter’s jaw hung open at her words. He struggled to his feet and pushed past her, then cursed as he had to stomp down the hallway to the aft staircase before climbing up and staring at the surprisingly peaceful view around them. “The asteroids?” He asked.
Tasha nodded beside him. “It took them too, Sir.”
Dexter grunted. “Well good, they was in the way.”
“Sir?” Tasha asked, causing him to slowly turn back to face her. “Sir I… it’s about Tarin. I never would have thought much of it before, him dying, I mean.”
Dexter nodded. “He was a smart lad,” he offered, not knowing Tarin well but having liked him.
“Yes, he was,” she admitted, nodding her head. “But I mean to say that back where we came from if he’d have died we’d have just moved on. It would have been considered an acceptable casualty.”
Dexter watched her, finally understanding that she was trying to tell him something that was important to her. His head hurt and he wanted nothing more than to have a drink of water, some solid food, and a chance to sleep it off. Such was not the way the dice were rolled for him, he knew.
“I want to thank you and your crew, but most especially you, Captain,” She said.
Dexter frowned. “Thank me? If you’d never met me Tarin might be alive still. You’d be back in the comfort of your…well, whatever comforted you.”
“Maybe, but I’d be less of a woman than I am now,” she said, shrugging his words off. “I want to thank you for making Tarin’s death matter to me.”
Dexter stared at her, then he nodded. “I carry the weight of every tombstone with me wherever I go.”
She nodded, smiling sadly, and pointed. “Jenna and the others are resting over there, Sir.”
Dexter smiled his thanks and turned away, hobbling over to check on them. Logan looked up at him as he approached, his own face pale and tired. Dexter nodded to him, then dropped down heavily next to the sleeping Jenna. He took her hand and felt content to say nothing while the ship began its final approach to dock at Dasnari.
As soon as they docked a party of elders asked permission to come aboard. Dexter bid them enter, climbing wearily to his feet to greet them. The elder that had spoken with him before greeted him with a beneficent smile upon his face. Some of the others went to the fallen, stooping over them to study them. Within moments each of them breathed easier. Dexter stared rudely, ignoring the speaker for a moment while he watched medical miracles take place before his eyes. Bones and flesh knitted together in seconds that should have taken days or weeks.
“Captain Silvercloud, if I may?” The speaker said.
Dexter turned, nodding mutely. Instantly he felt a rush of tingling coolness pass through. His mind felt alert and refreshed and the hurts of his body were gone. “What….”
The speaker smiled again. “The blessings of the elder race are upon you, Captain. You and your crew… what you have done this day is undreamt of amongst my people, and it causes many of us to truly wonder if we have taken the wrong path.”
“Dex?” Jenna asked, sitting up slowly and looking around.
“She is well, Captain,” he assured her. “She should join us. But what I have to say is for your ears and hers alone.”
Dexter motioned for her and she climbed to her feet, expecting agony. The delighted grin upon her face at finding herself unhurt spread to his face as well. She joined him and once again they showed the elder the rudeness of their passion as they embraced.
“Come, to your stern,” He said, smiling at them.
They followed him, each still expecting a stab of pain with every step. When none came they dared to begin to believe it was not a fever induced dream. “My thanks, from all of us,” Dexter began when they reached the stern deck. “My ship could use a touch of your kindness as well, if you’ve any left to spare.”
He chuckled. “Kindness aplenty, Captain.”
“What happened to the elves?” Jenna asked, looking up into the void above them.
“You friend knew what needed to be done,” the speaker said. “He came to us, surprising us greatly, and wanted to know how he could help if only we could grant him one last bit of time with his family – all of your crew.”
Dexter felt his throat tightening at the talk of Kragor.
“It was not a deal we took lightly, for even we cannot return the dead to life. What we offered was good enough for him, and he was grateful enough to offer us in return his own solution,” he said.
Dexter blinked. “You mean… Kragor knew what was going to happen? He… he volunteered to…”
“To sacrifice himself so that you all would live. All of the elders would live, in fact, and that our first born would be stricken down for their wickedness,” he said.
“First born?” Jenna whispered almost reverently.
 “We are not elves as you know them, Jenna,” he explained. “We created the elves in our images, our first attempt at shaping life and learning how it worked. The only other beings we knew of were far from us. Dwarves existed, but paid little attention to magic and the ways of the void. There were other races too, though many of them are long lost to time.”
“You created the elves?” Dexter asked, confused.
“Yes, we did. And we created many others as well, including humans. Some have faded into the past while others flourished, though they fled when the firstborn sought to overthrow us. Only the humans remained, perhaps our greatest accomplishment though your race is not without its flaws.”
Dexter barked out a laugh. “I’m thinking of a few flaws that have names right now,” he quipped.
The speaker smiled again to show appreciation of his humor. “We are not Gods, not as so many consider such concepts these days, merely an elder race. Once we were young and full of zeal ourselves.”
Dexter could not imagine how long ago that must have been. He shook his head and looked at the speaker. “Rosh?”
“Rosh has been touched,” he said, glancing at the large man who was standing on the deck and staring into the void even as they spoke. “We gave him a touch of our essence to ward his life.”
“Touched, that’s a good word for him,” Dexter mused, glancing at the brooding warrior.
“Go now, my friends, and be well with your lives. I sense that you have put our gift to good use already,” he said, glancing at Jenna’s belly.
Jenna blushed and looked at Dexter a little uncertainly. “Your gift?” The Captain asked.
“We granted each of you a boon for rousing us from our slumber,” he reminded him patiently. “You chose to heal your friend. Jenna desired the chance for a family with you.”
Understanding dawned on him. He turned to gaze at the still blushing elf and pulled her to him. He looked at the elder and smiled. “So we did!”
He smiled and turned away, walking off the stern while Jenna and Dexter stared after him. She looked at the sun, partially obscured by the buildings of Dasnari, and smiled again. “Stubborn old dwarf really did it, didn’t he?”
Dexter nodded, missing Kragor terribly all over again but in the fondest of ways. “Aye, they’re together again, forever.”
“Forever’s a long time,” Jenna said, eyes twinkling.
“It better be, I reckon it’ll take you that long to make up for not telling me about this gift you got!” Dexter jibed, poking her gently in the belly.
 
* * * *
 
“Rosh,” Bekka said, coming up behind the large warrior.
Rosh turned around slowly, entirely uncertain as to whether he wanted to speak with Bekka or not. He noted how her head was fuzzy, her hair nearly an inch long already. It made her look even stranger than usual.“You ain’t shaving your head,” he observed.
She blushed and looked at the deck. “No… I… Willa wanted me to let it grow out,” she stammered.
Rosh grunted. “She had an eye for things,” he said, turning back to stare into the void.
“Rosh… she loved you,” Bekka said, her own voice so very soft and quiet. “You could never know how much she loved you. She didn’t even know. You meant everything to her.”
Rosh snarled and spun on her. “That right? Then why’d she leave me?”
“Leave you? Rosh, she didn’t leave, she was lost in the void, she-”
“That ain’t what I meant,” he snapped. “She left me a long time ago.”
Bekka shook her head. “She never left,” she whispered. “She loved you; she wanted you to love her. It killed her inside knowing how badly she needed you and knowing you didn’t need her.”
“I...” Rosh said, trailing off. Need her? He thought. He didn’t need anybody. Now more than ever. People just made things worse. Relationships and women and… and love. All confusing and useless.
“I told her she was wrong,” Bekka said, staring at him. “I told her you did need her. That there was a part of you missing inside, a part that she fit just right.”
“I don’t need nothing,” Rosh grumbled, turning away from her to hide his own shame. “I got everything I need right here, don’t need no confused woman, don’t need no damn ship, and I don’t need this.”
“Rosh,” Bekka said, her voice somehow becoming even softer. “It hurts, I know. I… I loved her too Rosh. I could never have her though, her heart was yours. Please Rosh, don’t spurn her memory. She just didn’t know what to do!”
“Didn’t know what to do? What needed doing?” Rosh hissed angrily. “Everything was going just fine.”
“She didn’t know how to tell you she was bearing your child!” Bekka told him in a rush of words.
Rosh stared at her, his mouth open and no words coming out. Tears ran down Bekka’s face as she stared at him. Rosh turned to look off into the void again, staring for something he knew would never be found. Even if the sun had not burned everything not on an elder ship to a crisp there was no way she could survive more than half an hour without a ship.
“Rosh! Bekka!” Dexter called from where he and Jenna were walking. “Logan! Xander! Gather the others below; my treat at the tavern!”
Rosh growled and straightened to his full height, tearing the crushed section of railing he had been gripping with him. He stared at it in his hands, amazed at his own strength even as his rage made him want to tear the rest of the ship apart. He stared at Dexter, hating him for his happiness with Jenna. He hated everyone on the thrice damned ship for caring for him when he wanted to owe no one nothing!
“I’m done,” he spat out, dropping the ruined section of railing. He turned and walked off the gangplank, leaving the stunned crew staring at him speechlessly.
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Voidhawk – Redemption
By Jason Halstead
 
              He stared up at the sky, noticing the way the wispy clouds obscured but did not hide the stars above. He wondered, for a long moment, what he was doing  staring at the void and not out there sailing amongst it. A grunt and a scream from nearby reminded him of the present.
              The warrior sat up, dirt falling from his dented and torn shirt of mail. He was sitting in a furrow dug into the ground by a massive stone hurled from a trebuchet. He shook his head and rose, flexing his arm and shoulder as he did so to restore feeling to them. He had been clipped by the rock and knocked from his feet. Others nearby had not fared so well.
              Then again, they didn’t possess the large man’s unique talents. Earned as a reward for service to a race of ancient and powerful beings, the warrior was something special. Something that took more than an army of siege engines to kill. He bent over and grabbed his sword, also a gift from the Elders, and climbed out of the small crater.
              Just in time, the men on foot were fast approaching. The rain of arrows came to a halt, giving the army of King Peter a brief respite before the opposing forces crashed into them. The warrior fought with the strength of a dozen men and the vitality of a hundred. He seemed unstoppable. Only after swinging his massive two handed sword for what felt an eternity did he pause to realize he was completely surrounded by soldiers that bore the livery of their enemy, the Kingdom of Faramyr. They gave him room, none too anxious to feel the weight of his sword upon their brow.
              The warrior breathed heavily, taking the moment to try and catch his breath. He managed it easily, slowing his breathing within a few breaths as his body recovered from the exertions. He stared at them, brandishing his sword and making his foes shrink back defensively. Behind them he heard a commotion as someone pushed through the ranks. They men circling him parted, allowing a soldier dressed in the fine plate of a high station to come before him.
              “You are surrounded, warrior,” he said, his voice strong and powerful. “Throw down your arms and you may live.”
              The warrior spat on the ground, then grinned at him. “Come and get them,” he challenged.
              There was a frenzy of chatter from the soldiers, surprised at his belligerence. “Your forces have retreated, you have been abandoned! I admire your bravery, but do not cause your blood to be spilt in vain. You are a valiant man, I could use you.”
              “Who’re you?” The warrior asked, daring a glance around in hopes of being able to see if what the man said was true. The noise of battle had died down some, he had to admit.
              “General Pilan,” he answered, offering Rosh the honor of a nod. “I heard of your valor and demanded to see it firsthand.”
              “Looks like you get your wish,” The warrior said, raising his sword in front of him.
              General Pilan stared at him and shook his head. “Such a waste. Kill him!”
              None of the soldiers moved. They looked to one another but came not a single step closer to where Rosh stood. The near giant of a man laughed and spat again, this time on the General’s boots. “Looks like you need to be doing it yourself!”
              Pilan scowled at him. “So be it,” he said, lowering his helm and drawing the sword at his side. He raised his shield and approached, lunging at his opponent with the skill of a veteran. The abandoned warrior smashed the blade aside, making Pilan grunt in surprise at the man’s strength. The massive blade was back in position before the General’s, another impossible task given its size and weight.
              Pilan launched several feints, each designed to draw his opponent out of position. The warrior ignored them all and instead waded forward after one such attack and swung his sword towards the General’s head. Pilan ducked under the blow and lunged forward, spearing his blade up into the warrior’s stomach. The blade sank in deeply, having found a rent in the chain mail shirt he wore. The warrior reached down with one hand and grabbed the cross guard of the sword before twisting his body away. The sword ripped free from of Pilan’s grasp, which drained the victorious grin from the general’s face.
              The warrior pulled the blade free from his belly and tossed it to the ground behind him. “What else you got?” he asked, sneering at the General.
              Pilan scrambled backwards, at a loss for what to do. His opponent showed no sign of injury from a wound that should have been mortal. The warrior was moving towards him again, swinging his great sword up and around. Pilan threw up his shield to block and felt the impossible strength behind the blow. The General blinked and looked up, realizing he had been driven to his knees by the blow. He started to raise up when another strike slammed into the shield, sundering it and driving the General to the ground.
              Pilan held his broken arm to his chest and stared up. The warrior took the three steps necessary to stand over him. The warrior grinned down at the fallen General and raised his sword. “Wait!” Pilan called out, pulling his helm off submissively. “I yield!”
              The warrior started his downward plunge, then hesitated and stopped the tip of the blade only a few inches from Pilan’s face. “You yield?” He asked, not sure what to do with the man.
              He nodded, his face white with fear. “Retreat,” the warrior told him. “Give us the field, and you’re coming with me until there ain’t a stinkin’ one of your men on it.”
              The warrior reached down and grabbed onto the metal lip of the General’s armor at the base of his throat. With a single arm he hauled the man up and set him on shaky legs in front of him. “Turn around,” he growled, “and start walking.”
              Pilan did as he was bade, clearly terrified at the thought of disobeying the inhuman warrior that had defeated him. The warrior sheathed his great sword, but drew out a hand axe he kept and made sure that Pilan knew a quick swing would be the end of the General’s life if he gave his captor any trouble. The soldiers melted away from them like butter on a warm summer day. General Pilan frequently called out orders for them to pull back and to give up the field as they walked as well, only finally only the bodies of the fallen lay before them.
              “My armies retreat,” Pilan said as they stood there.
              The warrior watched as they pulled back, some units in an organized fashion but most confused. He snorted and shook his head. “Let’s go,” he said, turning back towards the open field and where the warrior knew they would eventually find King Peter’s forces.
              “I made good on my bargain!” Pilan spouted.
              His captor growled. “I still see your men here.”
              Pilan closed his mouth slowly, seeing the menace in the warrior’s eyes and the way the man held the gleaming axe. “Tell me warrior, what is your name?”
              “Rosh.”
 
 
 
 
Voidhawk – The White Lady
By Jason Halstead
 
“Tie me up.”
“What?” Bekka asked, pulling her hood back and releasing long tresses so dark they seemed to absorb the light around them. Her green eyes pierced the man who had spoken. “Why bind you, Logan? We know of your curse.”
“I can invoke it and have some control when there’s no moon,” He said. “This place has two moons! The smaller is always full. I can feel it now and it’s not even risen.”
Bekka glanced to the sky, searching for the missing satellite. A dockworker had told them it circled the northern sky and rose and fell at least once, sometimes twice a night. “We’ll take care of you.”
Beside her another woman pulled her hood back to reveal wispy blond hair that nearly floated on her head. She looked like more of a girl than a woman until her eyes were noticed. They seemed to have witnessed a thousand hardships. She nodded and smiled at the priest. “It’s our time to help you.”
Logan took in the reassuring looks upon their faces and felt some of the weight on his shoulders lift. “Thank you. Both of you. I often wonder what I’ve done to deserve such friends.”
Bekka snorted, then covered her mouth in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, but you’re both here to help me, remember? I’m the lost soul looking for guidance.”
“We’re all looking for something, that’s what brings us together.” Logan reassured her.
Bekka touched him lightly on the arm but said nothing. Logan knew how she felt and it warmed him. Bailynn, once a magically controlled assassin used by the elves, let a partial smile show on her face. Logan saw it and felt his own mood darken. She’d been taken from her parents too young and twisted into a weapon. She was free now, but she deserved to know more than the hard work and violence that she’d endured.
“Hurry, the sun will be down soon,” Logan urged. “We’ve enough wood for the night. If it’s as bad as I fear, I don’t expect any of us will sleep much.”
Bekka reached into Logan’s pack and pulled out a long coil of rope. Logan nodded when she looked at him. “It’s special, crafted by the Elders.”
“You had your choice of anything and you had them make you a rope to bind yourself with?” Bailynn blurted out.
He smirked at her question. She was right, it did seem ridiculous. “They offered me a magical one that would confine me on command. I was afraid I might let myself out.”
Bekka nodded. “You’re a strange and wonderful man.”
Logan felt his cheeks warm. “Thanks,” he mumbled before turning to a rigid tree he’d specially picked when he’d chosen the campsite. He stood facing it and then sat down, wrapping both arms and legs around it. “Hurry please.”
“I’m better with knots,” Bailynn offered. Bailynn had been a deckhand on the Voidhawk while Bekka was the helmsman.
Logan waited, feeling sweat break out on his brow as the shadows lengthened. Bailynn wrapped the rope around him time and again, adjusting tightness and placement at his suggestion. When he found even taking a deep breath was difficult, Logan was certain she’d bound him well. Now all that remained was for the final rays of the sun to dip below the mountains to the east and the smaller moon to rise.
He’d felt alive and full of energy since arriving on Kelios, but it was an energy he knew and feared. Now it was growing inside of him, making it hard to stay still. He focused his breathing and shut his eyes, resting his forehead against the smooth bark of the tree in front of him. Behind closed eyes he imagined a speck of light surrounded by a field of darkness. All he had to do was focus on making his way to that promising light and he’d be safe from the monsters in the darkness that sought to make him one of their own.
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