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Chapter 1
 
Billowing black smoke erupted in mid-air. It swirled and grew, filling the space above the inscribed diagram on the floor but daring to go no further. A sinister chuckle issued forth from the swirling darkness, sending chills through the bones of the young man that stood nearby.
“Reveal yourself!” He snapped, summoning up a steely conviction to his voice that he did not look as though he felt.
The smoke receded rapidly, absorbing back into the figure that took shape in the midst of the magical diagram. Massive leathery black wings encased it, revealing that it was not human. Slowly they unfolded, drawing apart in front and revealing the creature contained within.
The man gasped in spite of himself. He had seen pictures and he even knew what he was summoning. In spite of that, the sheer spectacle he beheld threatened to strip him not only of his voice, but also his sanity. “Volera,” he whispered, speaking the being’s name. He repeated himself, more loudly, to establish control over the summoned entity.
“Master,” Volera responded, a wicked smile upon her perfect face. She was a female, anatomically indistinguishable so far as he could tell from any human woman. The glaring differences were the black wings that sprouted from her back, the serpentine black tail that trailed behind her, and the small black horns upon her forehead. Also, unlike any human woman  he had ever known, she possessed eyes that were as deep and dark as the blackest of nights.  “What is your wish?”
His wish? Sinjin shook his head, breaking his concentration from the flawless spectacle of the being before him. He had a wish, why else would he have summoned her? He could not help but bask in the dark reddish tan of her displayed skin and the perfect proportions that were beyond the ability of nature to reproduce.
“Do you know what I am, human?” Volera asked after his mouth hung open for several long minutes. Sinjin nodded, but said nothing to back up his mute claim. “I am a Fury, mortal,” she continued when he did not. “I have not the time nor interest in idle chatter! Prove you have a task worth binding me or earn my wrath!”
“I’m your Master!” Sinjin gasped out, cowed by her venom. “You must do as I bid!”
She smiled wickedly again. Her tail coiled suggestively around her thigh, the tip twitching anxiously against the bronzed flesh. “So I must,” she agreed. “Yet if it is a demeaning task fit for a lesser demon, you will one day come to regret your actions.”
“I want power!” He burst out, his rehearsed words forgotten in the heat of the moment.
“We all crave power, mortal,” she sighed, her voice sounding tired and disappointed. “If you think yourself great enough to take mine then come to me and let us dance.”
He shook his head rapidly. “No, not that,” he said quickly, then found himself distracted by the form fitting black cuirass she wore that displayed more than it protected.
“You would lay with me then? Even more rare is the mortal that can hope to survive that. Do you want to die, human?”
“I’m your Master!” He gasped.
“And so you should know the fate that awaits any who come within my arms,” she said with a smirk. “But so many of your kind do not. That pleases me, it is by far the most pleasurable way for me to feed on your soul.”
Sinjin gasped yet again, then shook his head, denying that his own youthful body trembled with its need for her. “I don’t want to bed you,” he whispered, putting words to feelings he could not believe. He knew his end would come that way if he gave in, but even that knowledge did not stop the ache he felt at denying himself.
“You are young,” she said, studying him carefully. “Young and virile. I don’t believe you, but I am bound by your words.”
He nodded. “I mean it… I don’t want that. I… I’m a Prince, the third son of my father and fourth born..”
“What power does a Prince need?” She asked, staring at him and trapping his gaze within her own depthless black orbs.
“Power… I’m… I mean, I need…” He hesitated again, losing himself in her gaze. She smiled and licked her lips lewdly, then she turned her head to look around the summoning chamber he had called her in.
“Is this your room, Princeling?” She asked him.
Sinjin shook his head. “These are the rooms of our magician. He is with my father as an adviser. They’re gone, to Fararmyr, discussing treaties.”
She smiled and looked back at him, trapping him in her gaze again. “I thought as much, the circle of protection is too well done to have been inscribed by someone so inexperienced as you. Tell me Princeling, have you even bedded your first maiden? Stolen your first kiss?”
Sinjin’s eyes widened and his cheeks colored. Volera chuckled in her sinister tone again.
“Is that what you wish, Master, to have your pick of women?” Her tone changed, dropping to one of a servant. Her mannerisms shifted as well, making her appear submissive before him in spite of the dominatrix-like effect her only article of clothing portrayed.
“Enough,” he grunted, digging deep within himself for the raw pit of rage that had built over the years in his belly at his perceived mistreatment. “I command you to stop taunting me! Your services are needed to grant me the strength to prove I am not worthless to my father. I wish to be the favored son. The others, those who fate granted the boon of being born before me, they must die!”
Volera straightened. She looked at him, all pretense and guile gone. “What will you give me, Princeling?”
“I’m your Master!” Sinjin shouted at her. “You must obey me!”
She nodded and dropped her gaze submissively. “So I must.”
Sinjin’s eye twitched as he stared at her. Was there more to it? Was he forgetting something? He knew demons were subtle and filled with treachery, yet he had chosen a fury because they were reported to be more straight to the point. They possessed the deadly beauty of a succubus, but with the strength and power of a warrior demon. They took what they wanted by force if seduction alone was not enough of a tool.
“You must release me from the circle,” she advised him, looking to the etched diagram in the floor.
“You’re not going to kill me, are you?” He asked, suddenly uncertain of his actions.
She looked at him and smiled. “Someday I might,” she said matter-of-factly. “But that may be a blessing to you. I can bring death in far better ways than those to whom you have wronged.”
“I’ve not wronged anyone!” He protested.
“You’ve just made contract with a Fury to dispose of your older siblings,” she pointed out. “I’ve been party to many greater acts of evil, but this is not one a young and foolish mortal such as you will be able to sleep well upon.”
Sinjin glared at her, then shrugged. “I sleep just fine,” he boasted, then moved up to the circle and reached for a pouch at his side that contained enchanted dust that would break the binding power of the circle for a short time. He glanced up at her, noticing how much closer she seemed without the lectern between the two of them. His eyes were again drawn to the long, near-crimson legs of the demoness. Her toenails and fingernails were as black as her eyes and horns. The Prince knew it was not paint that displayed them thusly.
“Is there anything else that must be defined?” Sinjin asked her, still reluctant to unleash her upon the world.
“Is there anything else you would have?” Volera asked him.
Sinjin’s eyes narrowed at the ambiguous response. He turned and grabbed up a silver dagger from the lectern. It felt cool in his hand and he trusted that he could use it to protect himself in case anything went awry. Furies were dangerous – all demons were – but silver was known to be one of the metals they could not abide.
He turned back to face her and saw her smiling at him. He tossed a pinch of the powder in front of him, covering the lines of the circle and causing a sudden chill to spread throughout the room. She let out a sharp laugh and sprung free from her prison, landing beside him and making him feel as if she towered over him. She was scarcely more than a few inches taller than Sinjin, who was of average height himself, but her proximity made him feel dwarfed.
“Silver,” she said appreciatively, reaching down to take his hand in hers. She raised the knife up until it was between the two of them, the tip pointed at the ceiling. She pressed her other palm against the blade, pushing hard enough to make it part her skin and cause a trickle of dark red blood to flow down her hand. Smoke burst from the wound, wafting up above them and making Sinjin gag at the smell of roasting flesh. “Don’t worry, I like it rough,” she said to him before releasing him.
“First you asked for strength,” she said, pulling her wounded hand away from the dagger and holding it to him. “Drink,” she bade him.
“Drink… your blood?” He asked, his senses overwhelmed by her closeness and the scents he was now picking up. Gone and forgotten was the burnt flesh. Now he made out something musky and powerful, with a touch of cinnamon or spice.
“Hurry Princeling,” she advised. “Once the wound closes it will be you that violated the contract should you not partake of it.”
Eyes wide, the Prince pressed his lips to her hand and felt the explosion of taste in his mouth. It burned his lips and his tongue, reminding him of the strongest of peppers his father loved. Tears formed in his eyes but his jaw was locked to her hand, refusing to open and release it. He felt the viscous fluid fill his mouth and threaten to gag him until he managed to finally force himself to swallow it. Agony spread into him as her blood drained into his stomach, eating away at the flesh of his throat.
He swooned and stumbled away, not realizing she had caught him and, when he showed no signs of being able to walk on his own, she picked him up as though he weighed no more than a babe. “What. Have. You. Done?” He gasped between tortured breaths. His body was on fire and racked with chills, uncertain as to what was happening to it from one moment to the next.
“I have made you a God among mortals, Princeling,” she said in a husky voice. “When you awaken gone will be the weakling you were.”
He groaned but said no more. Colors burst in his vision, a prelude to the darkness that quickly followed.
 
* * * *
Bethany stared out of her coach at the people of the city. Her people, she supposed. She was the first born of King Peter, one day she would be the queen. Many of the peasants stared back at her, some even being so bold as to wave or drop to a knee. She did her best to wave back, knowing it was expected of her. She hated it, but she knew it was her duty. Just like she would one day soon be forced to marry out of duty.
A sense of lethargy came over her slowly. She stared and waved at the people, then found herself unable to pay attention to details. She tried to snap herself out of it, convinced it must be only be fatigue. When no amount of pinching cleared her head, she turned to see that her lady in waiting, a slightly younger cousin, was fast asleep in the carriage.
Bethany thought to call out to the guards the rode beside her. She could sense something was amiss. Her first attempt failed — she had not the strength to even speak. The next try was barely more than a whispered gasp. Panic racing through her, Bethany reached for the handle of the carriage but found her hands unable to move, or at least not with any speed or strength. She felt a prisoner inside her own body.
The carriage veered, the driver cursing as something spooked his horses. Guards, four armed men from the King’s own guard, jumped to attention at the sudden commotion. Outside of the carriage Bethany watched the dazzling morning sunlight darken. Clouds seemed to come from nowhere and blot out the daylight. A shout of terror drew her attention agonizingly slowly to an alley they had were passing.
A woman carrying a basket of fruits lay sprawled on the ground and clutching at her torn belly. The basket lay beside her, apples and small melons spinning as they rolled around on the cobblestones. The blood, Bethany noted, seemed to be racing across the stones faster than the fruit was.
The man who had done that to her was already leaping at the guard closest to him. Kimbo, she remembered his name to be, was ready for the assault. He held out his shield to intercept the blow from the dark bladed sword even as he readied his own to respond in kind. The blow struck his shield with a force the guard had not expected nor, possibly, ever experienced. He grunted as it shattered the wood and metal and snapped the bone of the arm that held it. Kimbo fell heavily from his horse, dropping his sword as he did so and focusing instead of rolling away from the dangerous hoofs. He rose up in time to see his view of the carriage blocked. Arms raised as though it could help him, he had only a heartbeat to notice the impact of his horse as it crashed down upon him.
Turning her head as though she were pushing a heavy stone up a hill, Bethany watched as her other guards were butchered by strange men as well. They all wielded the same peculiar dark grey swords and wore leathers that looked reddish brown in color. Their faces were indistinguishable, aside from the short horns each had upon their foreheads.
Bethany gasped. There were demons coming for her! She knew next to nothing about them, save for stories told to frighten children. She thought they did not exist or, if they did, her father’s magician would be the only one that might need to fear them. Now it seemed no one was safe from them.
The carriage turned all of a sudden, pulled by the attackers that had so readily defeated the trained guards. She wondered at their strength, if they could not only so easily kill her protectors but also pull a fully loaded royal carriage with the ease of a team of draft horses. It sent a chill down her spine, the thought of that much power. Even more frightening was the sudden realization that they came for her.
The door to the carriage was torn off. Bethany gasped, overcoming the magical lethargy that plagued her somewhat. One of the demons reached in and pulled her out roughly. She had no chance to resist or to aid in leaving the coach. She slipped and fell, feeling her shoulder wrenched painfully as he dragged her without mercy.
He let go, leaving her sobbing on the dirty ground of the alley. She looked around, realizing she could speak and move again. Her shoulder burst into explosions of agony when she tried to move her arm, causing her to gasp in pain. She spun in place, coming slowly to her feet and wondering if she could make a run for it. The alley ended in a stone wall nearly half a dozen feet high. All alleys had such a barrier; the king commissioned them to be built to cut down on thievery and in the event his city should ever be invaded. Until this very moment, Bethany had felt it was a sound decision.
Behind her lay the carriage. She saw blood dripping out of the open doorway and shivered in horror to think at the source of it. Jiselle, her cousin, had been the only other occupant. She wrenched her eyes away and saw that the demons had disappeared. The carriage barred exit from the alley, they had pulled it in at an angle and smashed it into the wall of the shops to either side.
She glanced up, suddenly cold. What she saw chilled her bones even further. The very tears that ran down her cheeks crystallized as her breath frosted the morning air before her. A winged shape was descending from the skies, drifting almost lazily down on the giant bat-like wings until it landed in the alley in front of her with its back to her. The wings folded around the demon, cloaking it for a moment.
Bethany sobbed, then turned and tried to run to the carriage. Perhaps she could climb through, over, or under it, she reasoned. She stopped when she saw the lifeless body of Jiselle laying across the floor. A jagged wound stretched from her chin to her hip, opening her up to all the world. Bethany smelled the gruesome remains of her cousin and found herself turning and retching.
“A Princess should know how important it is to make an entrance.”
Bethany gasped, turning slightly to look up just as a black clawed hand grabbed her by the throat and lifted her up from where she knelt. She stared down, her throat constricted, and saw Volera staring hungrily at her. The demoness stared at her, then shook her head in disgust. “Worms, all of you,” she spat.
Bethany crashed to the ground, released by the Fury. She scrambled back up quickly, pressing her back to the shattered wheel of the carriage. She ignored the pain in her shoulder, convinced that if she had any chance at all it would be one chance and one chance only.
“You’re going to die, Princess,” Volera sneered at her. “But are you going to go out in style?”
“Wuh…what?” Bethany gasped, not understanding.
“I’m going to kill you,” Volera said casually. She rolled her right wrist, the movement somehow causing a sadistic looking whip to appear in her hand. Three lashes extended out of it, each trailing to the ground and tipped with barbs.
“Why?” The Princess asked, tears threatening to blur her vision. “I’ve done no wrong to anyone!”
Volera shrugged. “Is it enough to do no harm?” She pontificated. “Perhaps you’ve not done any right either?”
Bethany’s nostrils flared in fear. In spite of the cold she could smell the demon. The scents confused her, making her almost forget her deadly peril. Something spicy and warm was mixed in with an earthy muskiness. Was it the smell of a freshly tended garden?
Volera snapped her whip, stealing the breath from Bethany and, a moment later, making her scream in agony. She looked down and saw her dresses were parted across her chest and stomach. As she watched red blossomed out to soak into the expensive fabrics. She held her arm across her as best she could and stared, wide eyed and breathing frantically.
“Scream Princess, no one can hear you,” Volera taunted with a malevolent grin. “How do you want die? Begging for relief?”
“Why?” She whimpered again, then felt a sudden warmth fight off the chill that was setting into her bones. She gasped, adding humiliation to the pain and terror; Bethany’s bladder had just released.
Volera shrugged again and raised her whip. “Ask the Prince next time you see him.”
The princess turned even as the whip crashed into her arm and side. She screamed again and fell, then scrambled to crawl under the broken carriage to safety. It seemed as though she could see sunlight falling upon the ground outside of the alley. All she had to do was make it to the other side…
The whip curled around her calf, digging into her flesh in three separate lines. She whimpered and struggled, fighting to pull herself forward. Her fingers dug into the ground, the nails cracking with her effort. In spite of her frenzy she was effortlessly wrenched back, hauled by the Fury and thrown through the air to crash into the wall at the end of the alley.
Stunned and broken, Bethany stared at the demon as she approached. The demon rolled her wrist again and the whip disappeared. She walked up to her and knelt down, her wings spreading wide to cover them almost as if in an unholy blanket.
“You shouldn’t have run,” Volera said with a shake of her head. “I admire strength; I could have made this so much better for you.”
“Please,” Bethany whispered, tears running down her face even as they froze before they hit the ground. “I want to live!”
Volera laughed. “You have to die, Princess. I get to choose the means, but the ends are sealed in a contract of blood.”
Bethany hiccupped, feeling an agony deep within her chest from damage she knew she had taken. Even if the demon did let her live, she knew she would not survive to make it to a healer. “I’m sorry… please… please don’t make it hurt! I don’t want this… I never wanted…”
Volera shook her head and, had she been able to, she would have rolled her eyes. “Be silent, mortal! So weak, so pathetic… I don’t fault him for wanting you dead!”
Bethany gasped as Volera’s clawed hand plunged into her stomach. She reached up, wondering how the demon’s arm could burn so hot within her when there was so much cold around her. She struggled to breathe, but found even the shortest of gasps was beyond her. The pressure was around her heart then, heat that made her own feel cool by comparison. She stared at the demon, tears falling while her lips struggled to beg for relief. With a final tug and a snap Bethany’s head fell forward on her chest.
Volera pulled the cooling organ from the dead Princess and stared at it. She brought it up to her nose and sniffed, then scowled. “Her soul is hardly more than a snack,” she muttered, then squashed the once powerful organ in her first. It burst into flames in her hand, consuming itself entirely within seconds.
 
* * * *
 
Sinjin sat up in bed, eyes wide open. He stared around, not understanding why so many people where in his bedchambers. At his sudden movement his mother, Queen Corina, cried out and many of the others gasped. Throwing diplomacy to the side, Corina rushed to him and threw herself on him, hugging him tightly to her.
“Mother… My Lady…,” Sinjin stammered, wondering what was going on. The last he knew he had been planning on finally putting the pieces together for his plot to… He stiffened. Volera. The Fury. Had she…
“Oh thanks be to the Gods,” Corina cried, hugging him. “Sinjin, something horrible has happened! Just horrible!”
Sinjin looked around, feigning confusion that was less of a lie than he intended it to be. “What are you talking about? What’s happened?”
“My Lady, please, let us attend to your son first. Such news might be too much for him to bear so soon after the fever.”
Corina nodded, sniffing back tears of relief. “Of course… you’re right, please, see that he is well.”
The royal chirurgeon moved in and laid his hand against Sinjin’s forehead. He frowned a little, then asked the Prince to hold his fingers and squeeze them. Sinjin took the man’s fingers in his hand and did a double take. Was that even his arm? He had been scrawny before, the result of nerves and a life spent devoting more time to books and brooding than to exercise. Rather than defined, he was best described as skin and bones. Now Sinjin saw his forearm and was shocked to see the defined musculature of it.
He squeezed slowly, marveling at how his grip even felt different. The healer gasped after a moment and had the Prince relent. He rubbed his fingers and nodded. “He feels a bit warm yet, but his strength is better than ever. Finally take up training with a sword, my Lord?”
Sinjin nodded, unable to explain his strength. “I feel well,” he added, shrugging. “Hungry, but well. Now tell me, what is this news and why is half the realm gathered in my bedroom?”
Queen Corina sat down on the bed beside him and took his hand. She stroked the back of it and took a deep and shuddering breath. “Princess Bethany… she’s… she’s been killed.”
Sinjin jerked as if he had been pinched. “Killed?” He whispered.
“Traitors or something,” another man said. Sinjin turned to stare at the Marshall of Preschon’s army. “We’re not who sent them, but we’ll find them.”
“What happened?”  Sinjin asked, not needing to fake his surprise.
“Her carriage was assailed. The guards and driver slain, then the Princess and Lady Jiselle,” he reported, the words clearly left his throat only with some trouble.
“There’s more,” his mother said in a soft voice. “Phillip…”
Sinjin stared at her, waiting patiently for her to regain her composure. He turned to look at Gerald, the Marshall, when it was clear she could not speak. The Marshall’s face was screwed tightly together as well, though Sinjin noticed a nervous tic in the muscle near his ear.
“Hunting accident,” Gerald forced out. “Mauled by wild animals. Wolves, we think.”
“My brother and sister… both?” Sinjin asked, turned to stare at his mother. She nodded and burst into tears, then threw her arms around him.
“And you lay sick with a fever for three days!” She said between gasps. “No one could rouse you, we thought you might be poisoned or target of a magical flux.”
Sinjin grunted. A magical flux, eh? He tasted again the burning vitriol that had been Volera’s blood. Two of his elder siblings were dead and he was… changed. “Has there been a funeral yet?” He asked.
“We’re waiting for the King to return,” Corina said weakly.
Sinjin nodded and gathered his mother into a hug. He reveled in both what he saw of himself and in how strong he felt. With it came a rumbling from his belly that reinforced the growing pangs of hunger he felt.
“My Lady, the Prince must eat to regain his strength. It has been three days,” the healer spoke up, moving in to Sinjin’s aid. The Prince smiled at him and let his mother go from his embrace.
“Yes, fey news or not, the Kingdom must go on,” she said, trying to compose herself. A few servants moved in with laced cloths to help her collect herself. “Please, Sinjin, join us as soon as you are able for a late supper.”
The Prince nodded, smiling reassuringly at her. She left first, taking a small army of followers and servants with her, then the healer and the remaining guards filed out. Finally Sinjin was alone in his spacious room. He threw back his sheets and stared down at himself, impressed anew at the definition he found in his legs, stomach, and chest. He dressed slowly, pausing to admire his new body in the mirror. He had lied about training with a sword but he wondered if he should not try it. His new body looked like it could swing a weapon with ease.
“You look well, Master.”
Sinjin spun around, surprised at the sudden voice. Volera reclined on his bed, wings tucked behind her and her tail tracing suggestive patterns on the bed. “Do you find your new body sufficient?”
Sinjin looked down at himself. He had donned breeches but nothing else. He looked back up, smiling. “I do. I feel strong.”
She smiled and licked her lips. “You look strong, care to test your strength on me?”
Sinjin watched as she rolled onto her back on the bed, legs spread suggestively. He grinned and shook his head, “I don’t think you made me that strong.”
She ran her fingers up the alien fabric of her cuirass and pouted. “I gave you a kiss of fury blood, no mere mortal is your equal.”
“You’re no mere mortal,” he said, those his eyes lingered on her supine form greedily.
She smiled and sat up. “When I finally do take you, I plan to enjoy it.”
Sinjin’s grin faded a little. She made no threatening move, save for her words. His mouth suddenly dry, he cast about for a distraction. “My Sister… and brother, that was you?”
She nodded and scowled. “Cowards, the both of them. She begged me to let her die and he gave himself to me with no thought of anything but conquest.”
“Gave himself to you?” Sinjin regretted the question even as he asked it.
“I seduced him and tore his soul from his body while he rutted mindlessly away at me. When finally he realized what was happening he did not fight; he could think of nothing but his own release even though it meant his doom,” she reported.
Sinjin frowned, then shook his head. It sounded like Phillip, he had always been the lady’s man. Bethany begging for death, that bothered him. He knew he had to put it behind him, but still it left an hollow feeling in his gut. She had never done any wrong to him, not like his brothers and their constant condescension. “What of Edwin?” He asked, thinking of his eldest brother that accompanied his father.
Volera stood up and walked over to him, turning him around to face the mirror again while she gently ran her black fingernails along the skin of his arms and chest. She leaned close to him and whispered in his ear, sending chills of excitement through him. “Poor Edwin fell off his horse just last night. They were returning home when something spooked the stallion. Broke his neck, he did.”
“So that’s it then? They’re gone? The way is open for me?” Sinjin asked her, staring at her in the mirror.
Her tongue, impossibly long and sinuous, licked at his ear and sent a shudder through him. She grinned wickedly and stepped away. “Our contract is ended,” she said.
He spun around and stared at her, surprised. It was ended, he realized. Still, if she had done so much in such a short time, there must be more she could do for him. He grinned slowly. “Yes… yes I suppose it is. This time.”
She raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow.
Sinjin laughed. “You are a useful servant, Volera. I suspect I shall call upon you again… and soon.”
“Have you come to your senses?” She asked, licking her lips and staring at him hungrily. “Do you wish to play with me now?”
He laughed again. “You’d like that far too much, I think. No, I have better uses for your talents, I think.”
A cloud briefly passed across her face, but she adopted a sly expression instead. “My Princeling is impatient, isn’t he? The way to the throne is clear, but it might be years still before it’s open.”
Sinjin’s eyes widened. “No!” He spat out too quickly. 
She laughed mockingly at him. “I’ll be waiting, Princeling.”
Sinjin watched as she faded away slowly before his eyes. With a puff of black smoke that smelled of fire and sulfur, she disappeared completely.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
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’d been clipped by the rock and knocked from his feet. Others 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 the warrior 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 him. 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 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, until 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.”
 
* * * *
 
“Tails of your valor and bravery have already reached me,” King Peter said from his throne.
Rosh stood on the carpeted floor at the foot of the dais before him, already tired of the proceedings. After General Pilan’s capture and the subsequent victory over the Kingdom of Faramyr’s forces in the field, word had been sent that Rosh was requested back at court.
“I would hear it from your lips, warrior,” The King requested.
Rosh shrugged. “What you heard was right,” he said. “I captured the General and dragged him back to camp.”
“And after?” The King pressed, clearly amused and entertained by Rosh’s simple speech.
“After what?” Rosh asked. “After they gave up, I set him free.”
“My officers tell me they wanted to keep him and press for more,” the King said, staring hard at him now.
Rosh bristled at the tone he was being addressed in. “I told them they could go and capture him then, he done what I told him to. He was my prisoner, not theirs.”
“Are you not one of My soldiers?” The King pressed.
Rosh shook his head. “Ain’t no man that owns me. I signed on as a mercenary when I heard you was hiring.”
“A mercenary?” King Peter repeated thoughtfully. “General Pilan didn’t offer you a better deal?”
Rosh shrugged, his default gesture for most things. “I learned a while back to stick to the deals I made.”
“You’re a man of skill, bravery, and wisdom, I see. I could use a man like you, Rosh. Tell me, would you like a home such as my Kingdom?”
Rosh’s first instinct was to snort, but a small voice in the back of his head advised him against it. It was a voice that brought unbidden images to him of a blond haired woman he had once known all too briefly. “I ain’t got no home,” he said after a moment of thought. “I don’t stay nowhere long; I gots to keep moving or I get this itch in the back of my neck.”
“Ah, the wanderlust of youth,” King Peter said with a flash of envy. “I understand. But still, you must stay as long as you wish as my honored guest. Where negotiations and force of arms failed for years, you alone managed to win victory. My southern reaches are secured and you, Rosh, are the hero of the day because of it.”
Rosh realized he was smiling in spite of himself. He didn’t care about some stupid dirthugger’s realm. He could care less about what was secure and what was not. Still, the admiration and praise were working through to him. He glanced around, blushing slightly at the attention. One face alone caught his eye, the face of a man who did not share the looks of the others as they stared and clapped for him. The man was barely more than a boy himself, though he looked to carry himself confidently. His face was filled with a hard glare that made Rosh mark him as someone that could cause him trouble.
“Come, We retire court for the evening. Rosh, please dine with Us at Our table.”
Rosh was led away by servants and taken to refresh himself. The whirlwind of activity left him confused and off balance. All of that didn’t stop him from enjoying being attended by some lovely young serving girls who bathed him and offered him fresh clothing to wear for dinner, but even that was over before he realized what was happening.
When Rosh was able to once again make sense of his surroundings, he was seated at the head table in the dining hall of the court, only a few places removed from the King and Queen. Across the table and a few places down sat the same young man that had glared at him earlier.
“Tell us, Rosh, of your tales of valor,” Queen Corina bade him. “We have been dealt some grievous news of late and would do well with tales of heroism such as yours.”
Rosh grinned. The tales he had were hardly fit for a royal table! He thought to share stories of serving as a bandit and a pirate, but realized that would earn him no thanks at that table. Stories of whoring and drinking ranked similarly. All he had left was the past he was trying to put behind him. The past that kept coming back every time he dared to close his eyes. With a sigh of resignation, Rosh began to recount some of the tales of adventure he’d endured while he sailed amongst the stars on the Voidhawk.
Rosh had the story telling ability of a chicken that had just had its neck wrung. In spite of that, the audience at the table soon grew quiet and listened raptly as he described life on a ship that sailed the void. It was beyond what most of them could ever hope to imagine, and indeed a few doubted such a thing was possible. It was only when Phigellus, the King’s Magician, came to his aid and spoke that such things did indeed exist did he truly gain the acceptance from the people at the table.
“This sailing of the void seems a wondrous thing,” King Peter opined, sitting back and gazing at Rosh thoughtfully. “How is it you come to be here?”
Rosh smiled. “This world’s got a void port on it, it’s a long ways from here, but I heard tell when I was there of troubles over this way.”
“Troubles?”
“Aye, the kind where a man with a sword can earn some steady coin,” Rosh said. He took a bite out of the duck leg he held in his hand, then smiled around the mouthful of meat. “I never reckoned there’d be food this fancy too.”
His simple joke was met with laughter. The discussion drifted away from him, much to his relief. Rosh dug back into his food, enjoying a meal the likes of which he had not had in weeks. He ate his fill and then some, putting a dent in the royal larder. Gone was the gnawing hunger he constantly felt, though he knew it would only be a matter of time until it returned.
With dinner ended other festivities began. Entertainers and performers staged acts designed to impress the viewers. Rosh found himself quickly bored with it and sought an avenue for escape. Begging directions to a water closet, he soon managed to get himself lost in the palace and found himself wandering through the halls.
“Halt!”
It was only a matter of time, he figured. He stopped and turned around, seeing two guards hurrying towards him. The one on the left spoke, his hand upon his sheathed sword as he did so, “Who are you and what business have you in the royal wing of the castle?”
“Sorry,” Rosh mumbled. “Got lost, I was looking for my stuff that’s all. Some girls stripped my clothes and weapons off me then scrubbed me up and sent me off to eat with the King.”
They looked to one another, their faces filled with looks of disbelief. “Come with us,” they said, then turned and escorted him back down the hall.
Midway there another figure started down the hallway. Rosh groaned as he identified the figure. It was the man who seemed to have taken a dislike to him. One he had learned was Prince Sinjin, the only surviving heir to the throne.
“Is there a problem?” The Prince asked as he came up before them.
“No My Lord,” they said, snapping to attention. “This man claims he was a guest of the King and that he got lost, we was escorting him back out.”
Prince Sinjin stood there and beheld Rosh, a smirk upon his face. “The King has declared this man a hero, you may let him go.”
They apologized and stepped away from Rosh quickly. Rosh grinned and shrugged, showing he took no offense by it. “I was wanting to leave,” Rosh said. “I just need my sword back, the rest don’t matter much.”
Sinjin nodded. “Is it special, your sword?” He asked, turning and gesturing for Rosh to walk with him. The guards fell behind and disappeared as quickly as they could.
Rosh shrugged. “Present from some people I helped out once,” he said. The truth was that it was made of some ancient metal Rosh had never seen the like of. It never needed to be sharpened and he’d yet to find anything it couldn’t cut through.
The Prince continued to make small talk as he led the warrior through the castle. They stopped once for the Prince to ask questions about Rosh’s items, then they were moving on again. Not soon enough, Rosh recognized the rooms he had been led through by the servants before. There resting on a bench sat his clothes and items. His old clothing had been mended and cleaned, his chain shirt replaced with a gleaming new one.
“Do you require a place to stay for the night?” Prince Sinjin asked him. “My father bade you stay as long as you like, and I assured him I would see to your accommodations.”
There was something about the Prince’s smile that Rosh didn’t like. Still, it was either the wilderness, a whorehouse, or an inn if he turned the prince down. Even with the hero worship he was running out of money. Life as a mercenary seldom paid well. Rosh shrugged. “If you’re offering, sure.”
Prince Sinjin nodded, smiling again in a way that made something itch in the back of Rosh’s head. “Come with me, Rosh, and we’ll see to it that your needs are met.”
They left again, with Rosh trying to pay better attention to the passages they took through the castle. In no time he was lost again and forced to follow the Prince faithfully. He was led to a massive suite that consisted of multiple rooms. Rosh peered around, overwhelmed by the size of it.
“Is this satisfactory?” The Prince asked.
Rosh nodded. “There’s something to this hero business,” he muttered.
Sinjin smiled. “This was my brother’s room,” he explained. “He was killed while out hunting recently. A terrible blow to my family. My father suggested you have his room as long as you need it.”
Rosh stared at him, eyes narrowed. It didn’t make sense to him, giving him rooms that his dead son had recently used. Rosh shrugged away the thought; royalty never thought like sane men. “The war’s over,” Rosh said. “I’ll be moving on tomorrow. This place is nice and all, but it ain’t my way to stay nowhere too long.”
Prince Sinjin bowed his head and backed away. “Your valor will be missed, my friend.”
Rosh was left alone shortly. He explored the rooms, finding dozens of fine clothes in one area and another room with a small table and a couch of sorts. The main room was where the bed was, and it was a bed big enough for three men Rosh’s size. He grinned at the thought of all the fun he could have in a bed like that, although not with three other men. Rosh cursed as he realized he should have asked the Prince for some companionship. Royalty did things like that, didn’t they? Just another job for one of the comely serving girls, he bet.
Disgruntled at the loss of the opportunity, Rosh took off the fancy clothes and tossed them on the floor. He positioned his sword and axe near the bed, then he crawled in under the sheets and luxuriated in the incredible softness. Sleep came to him quickly, aided by his full belly and too many days spent on the road.
 
* * * *
 
Rosh woke up instantly. He saw movement in the darkness of his borrowed room and instinctively rolled out of the way. Something slammed into the bed where he’d been laying, something that sent up a cloud of feathers from the shredded mattress and pillow.
He kept rolling, falling off the far side of the bed and struggling to free himself from the blankets that trapped him. He rose up in time to see the dark form leap onto the bed and come at him. It was a man, he realized, though he was shorter than average. The man was swinging a sword, and that was what drew most of Rosh’s attention. Rosh dodged under the swing and launched himself onto the bed, driving his shoulder into the midsection of the assassin.
They wrestled on the bed briefly until Rosh threw the man off the foot of the bed and rolled off the other side himself. He grabbed up his sword, turning to face his assailant, and found the man already there. Rosh grunted as the attackers sword hammered into his hip. He felt it grate against bone before his own blade swatted it aside. Rosh slashed at the assassin again to keep him back and give his hip time to recover.
Their blades clashed once, then twice more, with Rosh being amazed at how strong the small man was. His eyes were adjusting and he could make out more than just his silhouette. What he began to see alarmed him. The man fighting him might not be a simple man; Rosh would have sworn he saw horns on his head.
Rosh took a tentative step and felt his hip respond. It was far from fully healed, but he knew he could count on it to support his weight. He pushed forward, driving the smaller man back and then, with a mighty swipe of his sword, he shattered the blade that was used against him.
His attacked grunted, making sound for the first time. He staggered back, glancing about nervously. Rosh grinned savagely and stepped forward to put extra power into the slash that caved in his assassin’s chest. He fell back, arms reaching for the sky, and dissolved into a smoky nothingness before he hit the floor.
Rosh stared at the floor, breathing heavily. Seeing nothing he looked around nervously. What had just happened? A quick glance and flexing of his hip assured him he was fine again. All that remained of the attack was shattered pieces of the sword he’d broken.
Rosh moved quickly, gathering them up and clutching them tightly in his hand while he looked around. Nothing presented itself, allowing him to begin to think whatever had happened might be over. A glance at the bed and Rosh wondered just how much of an ‘accident’ the Prince’s death had been. With a grunt he moved and stepped into his breeches, pulling them up quickly and tying them off. He reached for the rest of his clothes just as he heard a muffled scream. With a curse he dropped the mail, grabbed his sword and his axe and charged through the doors of the chamber, his shoulder smashing them open with ease.
He turned to the right, knowing instinctively the scream had come from that direction. He ran, slowing his stride only once when he saw the slumped over body of a guard on the floor. With another curse, Rosh came to the final door in the hallway. Large double doors, built of solid wood and able to withstand assault, lay before him. He listened briefly, hearing some muffled noises from inside that he translated as frantic.
It took nearly four kicks for the door to shudder and give way before him. He pushed through and saw more of the small men that had attacked him inside the room. With a snarl he raised his sword and started forward, only to feel something fiery and sharp wrap around his arm and pull him back.
“Not so fast, big boy.”
Rosh turned into the whip that had wrapped around his arm and saw a sight that took his breath. She was perfect in every way. Well, every way that mattered. She had the body of a Goddess and the face of an angel, albeit a somewhat cruel one given the sharper lines of her cheekbones. Her eyes were pits of the deepest blackness, and matched by the long flowing hair on her head and her perfectly sculpted eyebrows. Her fingernails and toenails were black as well, offsetting the crimson tone to her flawless skin. Aside from the cruel looking dark grey sword hung from one hand and the black whip in her other, the only clothing she wore was a black breastplate that stretched to her loins. The armor seemed hardly protective, given how her breasts seemed ready to spill out of it at any moment.
“Who’re you?” Rosh grunted, shaking himself from the temporary paralysis she had caused him.
Volera flexed her wings, grinning and revealing sharp fangs in her mouth. “I’m a Fury, mortal, and the last woman you will ever see!”
Rosh laughed. “I been getting a lot of that lately,” he said, then reached up with one hand and grabbed the taught whip that wrapped around his arm. He gave it a tug and ripped it free from Volera’s hand, making her gasp in shock. The shock turned to outrage immediately. Rosh watched, amused then concerned as the whip turned into smoke and disappeared in his hand.
“What are you?” Rosh asked even as she was walking towards him, sword raised.
“I’m a Fury!” She shouted at him. “My wrath is intolerable! You will die a million deaths for me!”
Rosh blocked her sudden and furious blows. She was stronger, stronger even than the man that had done battle with him only minutes ago. He let her play on the offensive, slashing and cutting at him and venting her considerable rage. She seemed impervious to fatigue, so long and so viciously did she fight. Rosh began to grow tired of her assault and looked for his chances to fight back. He drove her sword out to the side with a parry and stepped in to smash his fist into her face.
Volera grunted and stumbled back from him. She did not fall, but she did stop her attack. She stared at him, shock evident on her face. “What are you?” She hissed.
“I’m Rosh,” he said, then walked towards her with his sword raised.
She fell back, sword held up defensively. “Come then, Rosh, come and fight with me. I’ll savor your soul for years!”
“You don’t shut your mouth it might take years to finish this,” he growled as he advanced.
She smiled and stood her ground, licking her lips lasciviously at him. Rosh chuckled and stepped forward, putting all of his power into a swing he knew would blast through her parry. At the last moment she disappeared, vanishing into a puff of black smoke.
“Damn it!” He growled, looking up and down the hallway for her.
“Not so long,” he heard her hiss behind him.
Rosh felt her sword enter into his back, grating off the bone of a rib and bursting through his chest to the right of his sternum. He growled, the sound coming out wetly, and grabbed the blade in his hand. Rosh spun around, ripping the sword from her powerful grip and causing it to saw against his flesh in the process. He endured the agony and turned to face her.
“You are strong,” she said in admiration. “But in moments your strength will fail. You will stumble and fall, and before I let you die, you will beg me for release.”
Rosh reached behind and pulled the blade out of his back. He shuddered at the pain it caused, but focused on blinking through the redness in his vision. Rosh held up her sword in one hand and his in the other. He smashed them together, shattering her blade and sending fragments flying down the hallway. She stared at him, eyes and lips wide open in shock. Her eyes narrowed angrily.
“You have no idea what that will cost me in souls to mend, mortal!” She hissed at him.
Rosh coughed, hacking up the blood that had filled his lungs. He bent low for a moment, retching out the fluid and leaving great splatters of it on the floor. Volera laughed at him mockingly. Her laughter cut short when Rosh straightened up and thrust his great sword into her belly. He pushed forward until the cross guard was snug against the demonic corset she wore.
The fury was tall, but not tall enough for Rosh’s likes. He lifted her up by the sword in her belly until her face was inches from his. “That all you got?” He spat in her face, flecks of blood glistening on her crimson skin. He stared into her soulless black eyes and got the feeling that, for a moment, he was looking straight into raw fear.
“How are you alive?” She gaped, staring at him.
“Just lucky I guess,” he said, then he twisted and swung her until she flew off of his blade and crashed into the wall of the passage.
Volera slammed into the wall with a sickening sound that was equal parts thud and crunch. She bounced off and lay on the ground, staring up at him blankly. Dark blood ran from her belly, letting off smoke as it dripped onto the stone floor. “You gonna stay down or get all smoky on me?” He growled at her, not convinced the fight was over.
“I am defeated,” she whispered, as though that explained it all.
“Next time pick your fight’s better,” Rosh growled at her, then turned and moved back to the open doors of the royal bedchambers.
He saw the massacre within. The King and Queen were both dead, butchered by the otherworldly invaders that had long since disappeared. Rosh stared around looking for a target. With a final growl he turned and exited the room. The Prince, he might be in trouble too, though Rosh suspected he was dead by now as well.
Rosh paused as he passed Volera. She was still laying there and still bleeding onto the floor. “You gonna die?” He grunted at her, kicking her thigh to get her attention.
“Do you want me to die?” She asked, staring up at him.
“No,” he said. “Then I got no proof I ain’t done all this.”
She smiled slowly at him, then faded away to the smoky nothingness.
Rosh stared at her and cursed loudly. He kicked the wall where she had been once, then again when it didn’t hurt enough to distract him from his anger. Finally, unable to take out his aggressions on the stone wall any further, he turned and stormed off to check the other rooms in the hallway.
All of the bedrooms were empty. Only one showed signs of recent occupation, Prince Sinjin’s. The bed was unmade and the sheets thrown back. Rosh checked carefully around the room but found nothing. He hurried on, heading back to his room to grab his clothing and make his best speed out of the castle and away from the accursed kingdom altogether.
A shout of alarm greeted him  before he had even ducked into his room. Rosh swore loudly; up ahead guards and servants were rushing to investigate the noises they had heard. He stood his ground, sword held in hand and waited for them stand in front of him. Prince Sinjin and Phigellus, the wizard, came soon behind the guards. The guards were standing ready, crossbows and swords pointed at Rosh demanding his surrender.
“What’s the meaning of this? This man was declared a hero of the Kingdom!” Prince Sinjin bellowed. “Is this cause for alarm, because he’s out of bed in the wee hours of the morning?”
“You might want to take a look down the hall,” Rosh said before anyone could intervene.
“Down the hall? What… what’s happened? What have you done?” The Prince asked.
“I ain’t done nothing!” Rosh growled. “I tried to stop it. Some assassins attacked me and the King and Queen. I killed what I could, but some bat-winged bitch stopped me from saving them.”
“Saving who… what are you saying?” Prince Sinjin demanded angrily.
Rosh sighed and rolled his eyes. “Go look,” he said. “And tell these guys to put their damn weapons away. Ain’t like there’s enough of them to stop me anyways.”
The Prince and Phigellus pushed past Rosh and moved down the hallway. There were startled gasps as they came to the final room and beheld the butchery of the King and the Queen. “You did this!” Prince Sinjin howled, coming out of the room and running towards Rosh. He held a silver dagger in his hand and seemed intent on using it.
Rosh let him come at him, turning to face him and holding his sword out of the way. The Prince thrust the dagger at him, burying it in his side. Rosh grunted, then backhanded the prince and sent him sprawling to the floor. He pulled the dagger out and tossed it on the ground even as the guards anxiously pushed forward to contain him.
The Prince mewled in pain and spat out two teeth into his palm, then held them up for everyone to see. “He struck me! Guards, throw him in irons! I’ll have you flayed alive you traitor!”
“I ain’t no traitor,” Rosh growled. “And I ain’t taking this. I didn’t kill no one here, at least not no one that’s still here.”
The blood decorating Rosh’s skin was damning evidence, if any, but now the guards noticed how the wound in his belly was healing before their very eyes. “What are you?” Prince Sinjin asked, pointing at the wound and staring. “A demon summoned by our enemies to kill our beloved leaders!”
“I ain’t no demon!” Rosh roared in a bellow that did little to support his claim. “Whatever I fought, them was the demons!”
“Hold,” Phigellus said as he stepped closer to Rosh. He studied the blood on him and the wounds, which were now mostly healed. “This blood is his own,” he spoke.
“Demons can heal themselves,” Sinjin spat out angrily.
“They can, but you stabbed him with a silver dagger, why was there no burning of his flesh?” Phigellus asked. The magician turned to stare at Rosh for a long moment. “Who are you?” He asked.
“Just a man that’s seen more than any man’s got a right to,” Rosh said. “I ain’t done no killing here and I won’t stand for anyone saying otherwise. You let that dandy try something and there’ll be more blood on the walls.”
“That dandy will be sworn in as our new King shortly,” Phigellus reminded him.
“Ain’t my King,” Rosh growled.
“Be that as it may, he will rule this land and you will be subject to his laws while you are within it.”
“Fine, I was just leaving,” Rosh said, turning back to his room.
“Do you know what this is?” Phigellus asked.
Rosh turned back to the wizard and saw that he held up a piece of the demon-bitch’s shattered sword. Rosh nodded. “That was the sword that bat-winged bitch stabbed me with.” He reached behind and pulled out the other shards he had tucked into his breeches from the first demon he had killed. He held them out to the wizard. “Same as these, I broke his sword on mine too.”
“You broke a demon blade?” Phigellus asked. Sinjin scoffed in disbelief.
Rosh shrugged. “Two of ‘em,” he said. He held up his sword and offered it to the wizard to examine. “This ain’t no regular sword.”
Phigellus took it and stared at it. He muttered some arcane nonsense that made Rosh’s head swim trying to make sense of it. He stared and shook his head, then offered it back to him. “Indeed, that is no regular blade. I’ve never seen its like, but there’s nothing demonic about it.”
“Depends on who you ask,” Rosh muttered under his breath.
“What about the King and Queen?” Sinjin demanded.
Rosh scowled. “I ran that bitch through and left her on the ground back there,” he said, pointing down the hallway. “She was bleeding and stinking up the hallway where her blood was eating into the floor.”
Phigellus hurried back down and found the spot Rosh had spoken of. He used more of his magic to identify that something had indeed occurred there. “What was she, a bat winged woman?”
“Said she was a Fury or something,” Rosh said, shrugging.
“You did battle with a Fury? No man has ever survived such an encounter!” Sinjin laughed out loud at Rosh’s claim. “Legends tell of less than a handful of women who fought as demon slayers that could defeat one!”
“I ain’t no regular man,” Rosh said. “She looked mighty fine, aside from the horns and wings, but that don’t make her my type.”
Phigellus took a deep breath and put his hands to his temples as he tried to reason through the events. Finally he looked at Rosh with a calculating look in his eye. He nodded briefly, then turned back to the Prince. “Prince Sinjin, you must be devastated by this loss. Please, take some time to rest and recover. I will get to the bottom of this.”
“And him?” Sinjin demanded, staring at Rosh.
“Rosh, there are many things about you we do not know. I ask you to please aid us in solving this mystery. If you will not, it is a long fight between here and the gates of the Kingdom,” Phigellus asked.
Rosh scowled but nodded.
“Excellent, please come with me Rosh, I would ask you more questions.”
Rosh glared at the Prince a moment longer, then turned away and followed the wizard down the hall. A handful of guards followed, uncertain of what they should be doing.
“You defeated a Fury?” Phigellus asked again as they walked.
“You hard of hearing?” Rosh asked.
Phigellus chuckled. “Fair enough. Say no more until we reach my casting chambers.”
Rosh remained silent, following the wizard’s instructions. The walk was short lived, only causing them to head up a different flight of stairs and down another passage. The doors into this room were more solidly built than the ones to the royal bedchamber. Runes and magical sigils were carved around it. Rosh scowled at the magic, then put it out of his mind as he followed the wizard in. The guards remained outside.
“Did you kill her?” The wizard asked.
Rosh shrugged. “It would have killed a man, but it might take a few hours.”
Phigellus nodded. “Demons are not so fragile as we are,” he said. Then he looked at Rosh and chuckled. “Or at fragile as most of us are.”
Rosh grinned.
“Right, well, demons will recover from most any wounds. Did she actually tell you that you defeated her?”
“Aye, she did. I asked her if she was dying,” Rosh said, remembering the scene. 
“And she said?” Prompted the magician.
“She asked me if I wanted her to.”
“Did you?”
Rosh scowled. “I’m getting to it, just takes a bit to get it straight, you know? It was a busy time.” He paused and thought back, reconstructing the events as he remembered them. “I said… I said no, I needed proof I didn’t kill no one.”
“And then?”
“Then she disappeared in a puff of smoke, just like the other one I killed,” Rosh said.
Phigellus clapped his hands together then turned to open up a tome on a lectern. “Excellent! Now we just need to figure out which one she was…”
“Which one?” Rosh asked. “You mean there are more than one?”
“There are many demons,” Phigellus said. “More than you or I could count. There are demons that have yet to be discovered, in fact. But there are only so many of each type. Of the furies there are only 13 at any given time.”
“Why thirteen?”
Phigellus shrugged. “They have their own rules and laws, I don’t pretend to know the intricacies of them. If you had destroyed her rather than defeated her, another would have been promoted to take her place.”
“Another what?” Rosh asked.
“A lesser demon, most likely a succubus.”
“Suc-what?” Rosh asked.
“They are beautiful women that seduce men to their dooms. To lay with them is said to be the ultimate in pleasure… and always fatal,” he added.
Rosh’s eyes widened. “I might have known a few,” he quipped.
Phigellus chuckled. “Aye lad, we’ve all had our share of wild nights.”
Rosh smiled wistfully as the image of the blond haired Willa came back to his thoughts. Beautiful once she’d put some meat back on her bones and recovered from her imprisonment, she had been a wildcat in bed and he’d never met her like since.
“Someone special?” The magician inquired.
Rosh blushed, then shook his head. “History, we all got that too,” he grunted. “She’s dead now. Most everyone I know ends up that way if’n I stick around too long.”
“Quite the legacy,” he observed as he flipped another page in his book. “I think this may be partially my fault. I’ve had a suspicion that someone has been using my casting chambers recently. I had no proof, everything was as I left it, but there just seemed to be something a bit off. The energies were touched, like a shirt left on a bed but moved a few inches from its original position.”
Rosh grunted. He had no idea what the magician was about, but at least he wasn’t as long-winded as Xander had been. That man drove Rosh to the point of distraction when he got started on about something or other that nobody cared about. Sure, he’d saved their butts a few times but what Dexter had seen in the man was beyond Rosh.
“Let’s try this one!” Phigellus cried out, turning another page and startling Rosh. “She’s a particularly nasty one, even among demons. Ancient and wicked, I’d even advise you to not look at her while I summon her.”
Rosh grunted noncommittally.
Phigellus chanted, casting powders and various substances about as he summoned the demon. In moments a black vortex of smoke appeared in the middle of the summoning circle. A few moments later it coalesced into a form Rosh had recently become very familiar with. It was not his demon, he knew it at a glance. Her eyes and hair where perfectly white, giving her the look of the blind though she stared directly at them both. Rather than the black corset she wore a diaphanous white robe that left nothing to the imagination. Rosh grinned when he saw her, and even started forward when she crooked a finger at him and bent it suggestively.
“Rosh!” Phigellus snapped at him, pulling him from the spell the demon had cast on him.
“That ain’t her,” Rosh snapped.
“My apologies, Triana, your services are not necessary. It is a small gift, but I offer you a month of service when my life is completed here.”
She sneered at the wizard and disappeared in another flash of black smoke.
“Feisty,” Rosh noted.
“You have no idea,” Phigellus said, chuckling.
“You know all these demons?”
“I’ve needed to call on some from time to time,” Phigellus admitted. “Mostly for information, but sometimes for tasks they can perform. I serve the Kingdom and the needs justified the means.”
“A month of service?” Rosh asked, scowling.
“Aye, demons such as the furies deal in souls, life energy, and service. A month of licking her boots is no small fee, but it is something I can survive.”
“Sounded like you’d already be dead.”
Phigellus smiled. “Indeed, that was a stipulation. But had I not offered that she would have found a way to come back and shorten my life considerably. If she would have had her way, she might end up owning my soul.”
Rosh grunted, awed by the power of these beings. He shook his head and looked away. “This really that important that you’ll risk that?”
“Have you ever accepted that you can be a part of something greater than you, Rosh? Have you ever accepted fate and moved on in spite of it?”
Rosh smiled. “Guess maybe it ain’t so hard to understand then.”
“I guess not,” Phigellus agreed, smiling. He went back to flipping through the book then nodded. “Yes, this one. Volera. She’s one of the more martial furies. Most came from the ranks of the succubus, and their skills at seduction are second to none. Volera was once a different sort of demon, one who delighted in warfare.“
When Phigellus finished casting it took a long time before the smoke began to clear and leave the fury standing before them. Rosh gasped and pointed as soon as he saw the still bleeding wound on her belly.
“I am bound to service by another, wizard,” Volera snapped at him. “I-”
“How come you ain’t healed?” Rosh interrupted her. Volera turned to stare at him and dropped her head in submission.
“I cannot heal this wound from your blade, Master,” she said. “Only you can grant me the release from it.”
“What? I’ve never heard of a demon being unable to heal a wound their Master’s gave them?” Phigellus asked her.
She ignored him and stared only at Rosh’s feet. Phigellus sighed. “Rosh, ask her my question please.”
Rosh repeated it and she looked up at him. “It is your blade, Master, the metal hurts my kind. We can’t repair the wound without release to do so.”
“Wait a minute,” Rosh said, turning to Phigellus. “I’m her Master? How’d that happen?”
“You defeated me,” she said.
“Yes,” Phigellus repeated. “You defeated her. There is an ancient clause in the contracts between wizards and demons. They are bound to service to those that summon them so long as the contracts are not broken. A contract is broken if a wizard asks a demon to do something it cannot do.”
“What was you asked to do?” Rosh asked her.
“I cannot tell you the terms of another contract,” she said.
Rosh snarled. “Watch out wizard, I’m going to stab her again.”
Volera stared at him and shook her head. “Please Master, it is our way. I cannot undo it.”
“I’ve never seen Volera so… submissive,” Phigellus commented, staring at her in awe. “Even when I’ve summoned her and been her master in the past she has been much more volatile.”
“Gotta know how to handle your women,” Rosh said, drawing a bark of laughter from the wizard. Volera remained quiet.
“Rosh, ask her who ordered her to kill the King and the Queen,” Phigellus said after a moment of thought.
Rosh repeated the question, feeling foolish since she had obviously heard the wizard. Still, he was dealing in the realm of magic and what made sense clearly did not apply here.
“I cannot share that with anyone save he who bound me,” she said again.
Another oath exploded from Rosh’s mouth.  “What can you tell us?” He asked her.
“I can tell you a great many things,” she offered without any hint of guile.
Rosh’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.
“Be wary, Rosh, speak the wrong thing and you may release her from your service,” he advised. “Ask her for proof that you did not murder the King and the Queen.”
Rosh turned to her, glaring and making her shrink back with his gaze alone. “Show the wizard proof that I had nothing to do with the King and Queen being getting killed!”
She nodded and turned to Phigellus. “My minions attacked King Peter and Queen Corina on my command. I was ordered to have them and Rosh killed, and to pin their murder on him.”
“What!” Rosh burst out, taking a step towards her.
“Rosh! Don’t break the circle!” Phigellus cried out.
Too late, Rosh stepped across it and broke the magical protection it afforded. Phigellus cried out in anguish and hurried to enact another spell. Volera stared at Rosh as he stormed up to her and, moments before he reached her, she slumped down to a knee in front of him. “I am yours to do with as you wish, Master,” she said calmly.
Rosh towered above her, hands clenched into mighty fists. He stared at her, the rage slowly passing. “How long you gonna do what I tell you?” He growled at her.
“Until you release me from your service,” she said, still staring down.
“Look at me!” Rosh snapped. She instantly shifted her head up to stare at him. Before he had felt drawn into the abyssal depths of her black eyes but now he saw her terror in them.
“You don’t like this, do you?” He asked her.
“No, Master.”
Rosh chuckled. “Vengeance don’t taste so good when you’re the one eating it.”
“I’ve never seen a Fury like this,” Phigellus said behind them. He anxiously came out from where he had enacted a protective shield and stared at the two of them.
“Why?” Rosh asked her. “Why you acting like this?”
“It is a law we are bound by,” she said after a moment of thought.
Rosh thought it odd, how it took her some time to respond, but he figured it had to do with the crazy rules and laws thing the wizard had mentioned. “You stay with me unless I tell you otherwise then,” he said to her. “Can you lose the wings and the horns?”
Volera shuddered and nodded, then stood up a moment later looking like a beautiful human woman in all ways except for her eyes.
“The eyes?” Rosh asked.
“I cannot change them,” she said.
Rosh grunted. “Take care of the wound in your belly.”
It faded before his eyes, a sight that would have been far more impressive had he not witnessed it on himself hundreds of times. “Lose the demon clothes.”
Her corset dissolved in a mist of black smoke, leaving behind her nude body for Rosh’s ogling pleasures. He stared, amazed at how flawless and beautiful she was. Her otherworldly nature was clearly evident in the lack of any flaws or hints of sag in her ridiculously proportioned body. Phigellus gasped behind him.
“I meant normal clothes,” Rosh said in a hurry. He chuckled and blew out an appreciative whistle. “Not that I didn’t like what I saw!”
The black smoke swirled around her again, leaving her clad in breeches and a simple peasants shirt that displayed ample amounts of cleavage. Rosh chuckled at that outfit as well, but was at least able to think clearly with her in it.
“Well wizard, what’s next?” Rosh asked. “You got your proof, right?”
“Aye, I do,” he said.
“That Prince, Sinjin… I got a hunch he’s behind this. I ain’t had a nice feeling about him since I been here..”
Phigellus sighed deeply. “Indeed. Well, we shall see what happens. The Kingdom does need a King, after all.”
Rosh scowled. “You tell him I ever see him again and I’ll be returning that dagger blow he gave me earlier.”
Phigellus paled, but nodded. “You’re leaving us then?”
Rosh laughed. “Wizard, I already left.”
Rosh turned and moved to the door. He threw open the bar and opened the doors, then walked out with Volera following closely behind. The guards gasped and stammered as they saw her, then realized they were supposed to stay with Rosh. It wasn’t until Phigellus calmed them down and called them off that they finally left the two alone.
 



Chapter 3
 
“I didn’t figure you for the silent type,” Rosh observed.
 Volera said nothing, she simply plodded along behind him quietly as he walked down the road that led to the southeast. It was many leagues distant, but Rosh knew he would get there no quicker by complaining about it. His goal was Conmora, the void-port. If all went well he expected a month or two of travel and they would be there. Based on the weight of his coin purse, it might take longer while he found work along the way.
 “You get cold at night?” Rosh asked her, trying again to spark up a conversation.
“Temperatures do not affect me, Master,” she replied.
Rosh nodded. “I could toss you in a campfire and you’d be fine?”
“Yes, Master.”
He stopped and turned on her, making her pull up abruptly. She betrayed a flash of surprise and fear on her face, then her features went blank again.
“What is it?” He demanded. “Why you acting so lifeless? You ain’t no better than a tree to me, acting like this.”
“How would you like me to act, Master?” Volera asked him, further infuriating him.
Rosh muttered a few unkind phrases under his breath before he unclenched his fists and felt he could address her calmly again. “You was a pain in the ass when I first met you, but you had a personality about you then. Where’d that go?”
“You defeated me, Master. I am yours to mold as you wish.”
“What the void does that mean?” Rosh snarled at her.
She looked at him for a moment, looking as though she was trying to decide what to say. “Master, the times a fury has been defeated in battle by a single opponent can be counted on one hand. In the arts of seduction no fury has ever been defeated.”
Rosh chuckled at that and eyed her pleasing display of cleavage. “Sounds like a challenge.”
“You’ve already bested me, Master, I cannot provide such a challenge for you now unless you were to command me.”
“Command you to give me a good time? That don’t sound so bad,” he said, thinking fond thoughts.
“A fury can give pleasure such as a mortal man has never experienced. So much that they give themselves to us fully, mind, body, and soul.”
“Oh!” Rosh scowled. “All right, go on.”
“I am bound to you until you release me. You caused my prior contract to break by defeating me, and bound me to your service,” she said.
Rosh waved his hand. “I got all that, I want to know why you’re as interesting as a water run between desert moons.”
She looked at him, confused as to his allusion. “Means there ain’t nothing fun or exciting about hauling water a short distance to a place that dry. Wages ain’t no good neither.”
She nodded understanding, though Rosh wondered if she meant it. So many of the people of the world he was on had no idea of the void above them. “You know much about sailing the void?”
“I have existed for centuries, Master. I have been summoned on many worlds and many places. This world, the void, even other dimensions. There may be many worlds and dimensions were beings exist, but there is only one realm my kind call home. It has many names, but they all point to the same place.”
“Hell?” Rosh asked.
She nodded. “Hell, the abyss, the underworld, and many others.”
Rosh grunted.  “Back to you, why should I keep you with me rather than cut your head off and leave you dead?”
She bowed her head. “I can teach you anything you would ask of me, Master. I can help you with tasks you assign me. I can guard you while you sleep. There are few limits to the things I can do.”
“I get it now,” Rosh muttered. “That’s why Dex always pissing an moaned about ‘Shira.”
“Master?” Volera asked, confused as to what he was talking about.
“Keshira was a pleasure golem. She got bonded to Dexter, the Captain of the Voidhawk. Last ship I served on,” Dexter said. “She wasn’t real, just a walking talking broom that was plenty strong and good at tending the rigging.”
“I know of pleasure golems,” Volera said. “They have souls that were captured and tied to a new form. The strength of their bond with their masters and how their creators made them determines their personality.”
Rosh grunted. “Keshira didn’t have much. Some, but she kept it hid mostly. I worked with her, I got to know her as good as anyone. What’s your excuse?”
Volera stared at him. “Master, it is up to you. I am yours to define. You need only tell me what it is you wish of me.”
Rosh stared at her, his anger rising again. He raised a fist and saw Volera flinch slightly, but she held her ground. Disgusted he lowered his hand and shook his head. “I’m talking to a damn rock,” he muttered.
“Master, if I don’t please you, correct me.”
Rosh turned back to her, staring hard. “You want me to hit you? Punish you? Discipline? I don’t hit women unless they do something stupid like swing a whip or a sword at me.”
“You may do as you wish, Master. I am a Fury; I am skilled in the arts of carnality and in the arts of battle. I feel through others, those I lay with or those I defeat in battle. We crave sensation as much as we crave the energy of our victims and their souls. If you do something that fills you with joy, I will feel your joy as my own. If you are filled with hate, I feel that as my own.”
“You talk without saying nothing useful,” Rosh told her.
She hung her head. “I’m sorry, Master. Tell me what you would like me to do.”
“I want you to have a damned personality!” He shouted at her.
Volera looked at him and smiled. “Yes Master, I understand. You may correct it any time to make it more to your liking.”
Rosh stared at her, his brain processing what had just happened. “Wait a minute, you mean I just told you to have a personality and now you got one?”
“Yes Master, that’s what I’ve been telling you.”
“I’ll be damned,” he muttered, grinning. “That ain’t so bad.”
She smiled back. “What else would you like of me, Master?”
Rosh chuckled. “Gonna have to think on that one,” he said. “So what kind of personality you got?” He asked her.
She shrugged. “It’s only just beginning, Master. What I once had, when I was free, is gone. This is forming based on what I learn from you.”
Rosh stared at her, then shook his head again. He opened his mouth then shut it. He chuckled. “Let’s go, we got a lot of walking to do.”
They walked through until Rosh felt time enough had passed; the sun dipped low in the western sky. Another village lay ahead of them and Rosh pushed for it, intent upon finding a room at an inn. “You going to behave yourself in there?” Rosh asked her.
“I will do as you wish me to do, Master,” Volera said.
Rosh shook his head. “Ain’t no easy way getting used to this,” he muttered. 
He led her into the inn and looked around. It was a small place and only half full. Rosh guided them a table and cursed as soon as he realized almost everyone in the place was staring at Volera. He glanced at her and saw her head was tilted down but she was smiling faintly while she nibbled her lip. “Sit,” he grumbled, pulling out a chair for her. She sat and he glared around at the others. He moved to take his own chair and stared at her.
“I feel them, Master,” she whispered to him. “They desire me. It is who I am, they lust for me and do not even realize it.”
Rosh cursed as he looked around. He saw the men in the tavern looking at her, some fidgeting and others whispering to their friends. He looked back at her and could understand why. Gone was the revealing outfit but still there was just something about her that dripped sexuality. Rosh felt it even though he’d been ignoring it.
“Come over here,” he growled at her.
Volera rose from her chair and stepped around the table to stand at his side. “Kiss me,” he said, wanting to send out a message to the others.
She bent over and pressed her lips to his. Rosh responded, knowing the kiss had to look real. He had no problem with that, he’d kissed many a woman under far worse conditions, but he was ill prepared for just what kissing her meant. She moaned into his mouth and formed herself to him, adapting her soft lips perfectly to fit against his. Her hand went to the rough flesh of his cheeks, bristly with stubble. She pulled him to her and deepened the kiss.
Rosh was dimly aware of her scent, a spicy mix of cinnamon and something more earthy and musky. Something that tugged at him and made him want to tear her clothes off and have his way with her right there on the table. He knew she’d welcome it too. As she’d said, she wanted what he wanted. Rosh growled deep in his chest, knowing he had to break free of her spell. He may be her Master, but she could still be his undoing if he let her.
Rosh pushed her away and gasped for a breath of fresh air. Her aroused scent filled him, making his head swim. He was reaching for her but managed to lock the muscles in his arm to prevent himself from pulling her back to him. “Sit. Down.” He gasped.
She moved back to her chair and sat down. Her smile was wider than before. Rosh stared at her, fighting the hammering in his chest and the longing in his pants. He saw a barmaid approach and even considered grabbing her and bending her over the table, so poignant was his need. She brought a cup of ale and stared at both of them with a strange expression on her face. He paid little attention to it, so caught up was he in his own troubles.
She placed the cups before them on the table, then asked what she could get them. Rosh paid her no heed, having not heard a word she’d said. Instead he grabbed his cup of ale and gulped it until it ran dry. He slammed it back on the table and wiped the foam from his face with the back of his arm. “More ale!” He told her.
The liquid had cleared his head though. He stared at Volera and was able to focus on more than just the swell of her bosoms and the softness of her lips. “You’re the devil,” he muttered.
“Only a Fury, Master,” she said with a smile. “The serving wench is jealous. Women loathe my kind, for many of them feel a secret longing for us as well. She mistakes it and wants you. You can have her, Master. I can help you. You need only ask for it.”
Rosh held up his hand and spoke words he expected he’d never hear issue from his mouth. “No sex! After what you just done to me, I ain’t trusting nothing you offer.”
Volera pouted, glancing down at the table. “As you wish, Master. I cannot do you harm, unless you ask for it.”
“Aye, that’s what I’m fearing!” Rosh said, shaking his head. “Gods! That was… what have I gotten myself into?”
Volera continued to smile.
“Do you eat and drink?” Rosh asked.
“Not your mortal food,” she answered. “I drink the blood of the fallen and dine on the souls of my victims.”
“Not the girl to take home to mama,” he muttered.
“Sir, your drink?” The barmaid said, returning with a fresh ale for him. “We have venison and mutton roast tonight.”
Rosh nodded and took another healthy swallow of ale. “Bring some of each,” he said, then cursed as he realized he would have to pay for it with his nearly empty purse.
He had only begun his meal when the first sign of trouble appeared. Two men had risen from a nearby table. They stared at Volera and made their way across the bar, ignoring everything in their way. One chair ended up tipped over and a table was bumped, irritating the three men sitting at it as their drinks spilled. They rose to challenge them, though their heart wasn’t in it.
“Aw hell,” Rosh muttered as he saw them come. He stood up slowly, taking a final large bite of venison from his plate.
Volera looked up at him, then turned quickly to glance at the other behind her. “I can deal with them if you wish, Master.”
“Don’t you do nothing,” Rosh growled at her quickly, then he stepped around the table to stand between her and the group of five men that approached. “Nothing for you here,” Rosh said to them, not needing to adopt a posture to make himself look any bigger.
“Maybe there is and maybe there’s not,” one of the men said.
“We figured we’d give your lady friend the choice,” his partner said.
The three others were right behind and no longer interested in having their ales replaced. They tried to push past as well but the limited space prevented them from doing much more than staring.
“This ain’t going to end well for you,” Rosh warned. “You turn back and go sit down, we’ll be on our way. None of you gets hurt that way.”
“Way I see it, there’s only one of you. Your lady’s awful quiet too, I’m thinking she wants the attention,” said the man on the left.
“You’re right, them odds ain’t fair,” Rosh told him. “You’d need another thirty men, at least!”
The man who’d spoken threw a punch. Rosh dodged it easily and kicked him squarely between the legs, lifting him off the ground then dropping him soundly back on it. “Maybe that’ll help you clear up your thinking!”
The other man drew a knife from his belt and thrust it at Rosh, his pupils dilated with whatever hormonal spell he was under. Rosh roared and smashed his arm with his fist as it came towards him. The dagger flew off to the side, but the man kept coming, heedless of his broken wrist. The other three men behind him waded forward as well, drawing weapons if they had them or using their fists if they did not. Elsewhere in the tavern the others began to show interest as well, though a few had the presence of mind and willpower to keep their heads low and out of trouble.
“Time to go,” Rosh said over the tumult of flying fists, bottles, chairs, and the occasional glint of steel. Volera did not move, he noticed when he had a chance to glance her way. “Volera!” He snapped. “Outside! Now!”
“Yes Master,” she said, standing up and turning to face the angry mob that he was dealing with.
Rosh realized his mistake as soon as she stood up. Immediately the men he was trying to keep back turned their attention to her more directly. They started trying to push past him, ignoring him completely even when he grabbed them and pulled them back or threw them into their fellows behind them. He roared out another curse and slugged his way through them, forcing a path for himself and his demoness to wade through.
Outside the inn he held the door shut with his great strength and glared at Volera. She stood, a needy look on her face. “What?” He snapped at her, then scowled as something tugged extra hard against the door.
“All that energy,” she said, staring at the close door. “All those souls… such a waste.”
“The waste was me not getting to eat or a warm place to sleep!” Rosh growled back at her. “You got anything to jam this door shut so they won’t be getting out none too soon?”
She walked up to the door beside him and put her hands against the door. He listened as he heard it creaking under her touch. A moment later she nodded and stepped back. “I have warped it, they will need a strength like yours to open it now.”
Rosh let go slowly, then saw it remained tightly shut. He grunted and turned away. “Let’s go,” he said.
“You don’t wish to stay there any longer?” She asked.
Rosh glared at her then shook his head. “There ain’t no staying, and there ain’t no place safe to be taking you if men act like that around you.”
“I could have helped you, Master.”
He snorted. “What, you and your band of runts going to cut them to pieces? Who are those guys anyhow? The short demons that killed the King and Queen and tried to gut me.”
“Simple fiends. Their services are cheaply bought,” she said. “Why did you not kill them? They would not have hesitated to slay you if they could.”
Rosh shrugged. “I got no problem with killin’ folks, but them poor bastards didn’t have it coming. They was drunk on whatever you got. After that kiss, I can see why. Ain’t their fault, so they don’t deserve killin’ for something they ain’t earned.”
Volera was quiet long enough to cause Rosh to turn and stare at her. “Long as you’re with me, there ain’t no killing just to kill, you got that?”
“Yes Master,” she said, bowing her head submissively. “I… I can subdue my allure. Inhibit how it affects others, somewhat.”
“Now you’re telling me this?” He asked, pulling up short and glaring at her. “You do that, and you keep doing that! And why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”
“It’s uncomfortable,” she said. “Like repressing my true form, I can do it for a time but it saps my energy and grows tiresome.”
Rosh swore. “You mean hiding them wings and that tail is causing you pain?”
“Not pain, Master, just… discomfort. And it drains me to maintain the glamour.”
Rosh had no idea what that meant. He grunted and kept walking. “Why didn’t they run screaming when they seen your eyes?”
“My allue, Master. It makes men forget everything except their desire to be with me.”
“If I let you go, release you, you just gonna go back to doing what you was doing when I met you?” Rosh asked after a long moment of thought.
“Yes, Master, I will be bound by whatever new terms of my new contract will be,” she said.
Rosh shook his head and spat on the ground again in frustration. “What about when you ain’t got no contract? What do you do then?”
“I train and find ways to enjoy myself,” she said.
Rosh glanced at her. “That don’t sound so bad,” he mused. “Ain’t so different from what everyone else does. What kind of things you do for fun?”
“Make deals for the souls others. Games of chance, sometimes, more often games of skill such as battles in an arena or fighting in the undying wars of my realm.”
Rosh swore. “You really are a wicked bitch through and through!”
“I am what you want me to be, Master,” was her maddening reply.
He glared at her again and wondered at the faint smile on her face if she was doing that to taunt him. “I ain’t changing what you is,” he said after a moment. “But if I’m stuck with you for a bit I reckon I best be showing you some better ways to do things.”
“Better ways, Master?”
He grunted in agreement. “Don’t mean you shouldn’t get what you can get, but if you got more than you can use, what’s the point? Having something so you can say you got it, what good’s that doing you?”
“Possessions are like favors,” she said after a moment.
“Huh?” He asked, confused.
“I was once summoned by a wizard who used my service to pay off a favor he owed another man,” she explained. “The more possessions you own, be it wealth, servants, souls, or whatever, the easier you may pay off a debt to another.”
Rosh chuckled. “You almost got something there,” he told her. “One time, I might have thought that way too. Thing is, there ain’t no knowing when you need something like that. You spend too much  time hoarding and protecting what you got, then you ain’t living much. And life ain’t something you get out of without dying.”
“I am not a mortal,” she pointed out.
“Don’t mean you can’t die,” Rosh said with a wink and a pat of his two handed sword.
Volera’s cheeks paled slightly and she nodded. “Yes Master, I understand.”
 
* * * *
 
It had taken Rosh nearly a week to feel comfortable attempting an inn again. They had camped out, a small fire his only source of real warmth. Volera stood guard; she had no need for sleep and it hadn’t occurred to Rosh that he might be in danger from her. It turned out he was correct in his ignorance, for she had scarcely moved from her perch when he awoke each morning.
Their first successful night in an inn went remarkably well for them, or so he figured. He saw a few dazed faces as Volera passed, but she kept her head down and wore a hooded cloak he’d picked up along the way to help disguise her nature better. Not trusting his luck to chance, after dinner he acquired the keys to a private room and led the way upstairs.
“Master, may I make a request?” Volera asked him after he had locked the door behind them.
Rosh looked at her, surprised. She had never once asked such a question. He smiled a little, wondering if she was coming around. “Aye, out with it.”
“This room is safe, may I wear my true form here?” She asked him.
Rosh’s eyes narrowed. He glanced at the door and the shuttered window, then shrugged. “I guess so.”
She smiled and shivered, her clothing disappearing in a puff of smoke that left behind her wings and her tail. Rosh stared at her, his eyes bulging a little as he took in her nude form. “What happened to that thing you was wearing, the corset?”
She shrugged, duplicating his earlier gesture. Rosh noticed her doing that more and more, as well as occasionally using some of the phrases he used and his mannerisms. He wasn’t sure if she was mocking him or if he should be flattered. “That was what I preferred before you defeated me. I was weaker then, now I seek to learn from you and become stronger.”
Rosh chuckled and shook his head. “You stay like that and the only thing you’ll be learning is how to warm a man’s bed!”
She smiled at his comment. “That I already know, Master. Would you like me to show you what I can do?”
Rosh barked out a sharp laugh. “I felt what your kiss was like, I don’t reckon either one of us would be able to put any miles behind us tomorrow!”
“The term ‘Master’ is often misused by the magicians that summon us,” she explained, confusing him with the abrupt subject change. “They think that because they summon us and hold is in a protective circle, we belong to them. Only the wisest know enough to offer us tribute in exchange for our services. Those that do not… we find a way to get our tribute after the contract is over.”
Rosh did not like the twinkle in her eye as she explained her new topic. “What’s that got to do with you looking like that?”
“When I call you Master, it is what it sounds like. You bested me and have absolute power over me,” she explained, the mischievous light fading from her eyes. “With only words you can destroy me, if you wish. I can do you no harm unless you ask it of me, and even in doing so my existence is tied to yours until you release me. If you were to perish, so would I.”
“Guess that’s why you ain’t stuck a knife in my back while I been sleeping,” he muttered.
“Yes Master,” she agreed, nodding. “It is also why it may be safe for you to lay with me, so long as you do not ask me to take you beyond what your body can handle.”
Rosh bristled at the challenge. “I ain’t never not been able to handle a woman!”
Volera’s smile widened and her returned tail coiled  suggestively up her leg . “I believe you, Master. But you’ve never lain with a demon.”
Rosh let his anger fade and chuckled. “Depends on who you’re talking to,” he quipped. 
Rosh turned away, after a considerable exertion of willpower. He pulled his chain shirt off and tossed it to the floor, then removed the clothes he wore beneath it. “You just keep your stink to yourself and we’ll be fine,” he said, climbing into the simple bed the room had.
“My stink? Master, I do not stink,” she said.
Rosh waved at her, refusing to look. “The girly smell you got, the spices and stuff. It’s got a way of making me think things that ain’t safe for me to think with you.” He could feel her smile even though he didn’t dare to open his eyes and look at her. With a grumbled oath he turned his back to her and spent the longest time in his life trying to find the peace of sleep.
 
* * * *
 
Rosh woke slowly. He lay still and silent, listening and wondering what could have roused him from the pleasant dream. He had been the captain of his own ship and his crew consisted of a bevy of beautiful woman that found clothing distasteful. A grin made its way to his face as he remembered the adoration his crew had heaped upon him. He glanced over and saw Volera sitting on the floor in the middle of the room, her eyes on the door. Her wings were pulled in close to her back and her tail lay curled on the floor near her, the tip of it resting coiled in her lap.
Yeah, he realized, Volera had been there too. His smug feeling faded as he recalled her being the first mate of the ship. The crew weren’t always happy, he realized. When they had not moved quickly enough or made a mistake Volera was there with her cruel whip to beat them back into shape.
Rosh sighed, drawing a look from Volera. “Master, it is yet night.”
“Aye, seems I can’t get away from you,” he muttered. “You haunt my dreams now too.”
“Master,” she said with a tone that matched her sly smile, “you dream of me?”
“It weren’t that kind of dream!” He snapped. Rosh paused, then had a flashback to a part of his dream that most definitely was that sort of dream. “Mostly, anyways.”
“The sleeping mind often shows what you truly desire,” she opined.
“Or maybe I just been spending too much time with you near me,” he retorted, stifling her smile. He noticed the near hurt expression she wore and cursed again. Dozens of thoughts entered his head but he abandoned them all. “You ain’t even human,” he muttered.
She shrugged. “I’m rather thankful for that.”
“Fine,” he grumbled. “Just means I can’t do what I’d do if you was, that’s all.”
“What would you do with me, Master?” She spun on the floor to face him, crawling towards his bed on her hands and knees. Her hair fell loosely, obscuring his view of her full nudity and served to only fan the flames of his imagination.
“Give you a damn good time and take care of this itch I can’t scratch,” he burst out, immediately regretting the words.
“Master, you can. Let me please you, it will please me to do so,” she said, licking her lips suggestively. Her tail rose up and slipped over her shoulder, caressing her skin and slipping down beneath her hair. Rosh’s mouth felt dry as his mind wondered just what her tail was doing. It had seemed more flexible then even the tails of some monkeys he’d once seen.
“I bet it would,” he said, finally shaking his head to look away. “Gods, I ain’t never thought I’d find a woman that had me scared of bedding her.”
Volera sat on her haunches beside his bed. Her hair still fell to conceal her charms, but left nothing to the imagination except the very things Rosh most wanted to see. Even worse, the tip of her tail rested suggestively in the cleft of her breasts, “If you’ll not have me, I can fetch a woman for you.”
Rosh barked out a laugh. He’d never needed help there either, but he had a hunch anything Volera provided would be tainted somehow. “You just mind yourself,” he muttered, throwing back the sheet and rising up to stand before her.
Volera stared at him, only inches away, and licked her parted lips again. Rosh noted she was not staring at his eyes. He growled deep in his throat, a reminder to himself, and then had to tear his eyes away from her again when he felt her hands sliding up his muscular thighs. “I’m up, we must as well get going.”
“Indeed you are, Master,” Volera said, her eyes rising to his and twinkling with mischief.
“It’s almost morning, don’t go thinking nothing into it,” he spat, then turned away and quickly dressed himself. As soon as he finished he splashed some tepid water from a basin on his face and turned back to face her.
Volera had already shifted her form to hide her true nature, though her eyes shone with the blackness of midnight. She chose a similar outfit as before, a peasant blouse that would put the bawdiest of barmaids to shame and a pair of skirts that fell just past her knees. She chose to don black leather boots that rose high enough to have the tops hidden beneath her skirts. Rosh found the look devastatingly appealing, and realized that whether she wore clothing or not, there was no easy way to deny the demon’s allure.
“Couple more days and we’ll be free of this Kingdom,” he said. He felt the need to talk about something other than how she made him ache inside. It helped him take his mind off the burning desire he felt for her. “Some border lands there, no real rulers. Lots of bandits and I hear a share of darker things; orcs and the like. A week of that and we’ll head south, through some baronies and into the Kingdom of Verdune.”
“As you wish, Master,” Volera said. “I will travel with you wherever you desire to go.”
 



Chapter 4
 
“Oy! Just you and your fine lady headed into the wilds?”
Rosh turned, his eyes already narrowed. “This ain’t no lady,” he growled.
The man seemed average enough. Shorter than Rosh by a full head, he wore his long brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. His lips parted in surprise for a moment and his eyes swept over Volera. “Good Sir, I’ve never seen a more comely lady in my life!”
Rosh stepped towards him, his size intimidating the man into a half step back. Rosh also noted his hand slipped behind his back, no doubt to a hidden knife or other weapon. “She’s got the body you’d die to bed and the skill to make your last night the finest you’d ever had. You’d die the death simple men dream of, but still you’d be dead!”
He shook his head, seeking to protest. Rosh reached out, grabbing him by the shoulder and turning him to look at Volera. Volera smiled and pursed her lips as though she ached for a kiss. “Worse than death, she’d break more than your heart. She’d take your soul with her and leave your body empty and stinking. Look at her eyes, them’s got no bottom to ‘em and they’ll suck you all the way to hell in a heartbeat. She ain’t no lady. She ain’t no human. She’s a demon of the worst kind an a curse on me I ain’t knowing a way to get rid of.”
Volera licked her lips, her teeth flashing as she did so and revealing particularly nasty looking fangs. The color faded from the man’s cheeks. Rosh turned him forcefully away, putting his own body between them. The man shook his head and his eyes cleared.
“Sir…you— she — are you a wizard? You don’t have the look of a sorcerer.”
Rosh snorted. “Finger wiggling maggots that like the soft touch of a boy. I told you, I’m cursed with her following me about, and she ain’t no lady. Now what do you know about these wilds?”
The man nodded and looked behind them, towards the gate that led out of the border city. It wasn’t wilds in the truest sense, but the law of the land was that of force. “What? Oh! Yes, the wilds. It’s days of travel, a week or more, until you reach Ionys. The route is perilous, bandits and worse, goblinkin, haunt the hills.”
“And you’re offering to be our guide?” Rosh guessed.
He shook his head. “No good Sir, I think not! I’d not travel without a caravan, for there is strength in numbers. No, I offer you instead a talisman that will guide those that mean you harm away.” A simple wooden disk on a leather thing with a rune burned into it emerged from under his tunic. “My name is Micah and I am a simple man. They are not so easy to make, but this is how I earn my living and few are those who travel this way without protection.”
“Master, he lies,” Volera said. She stepped around Rosh to stand beside him. “Its enchanted to act as a beacon for those who possess its mate.”
The man’s jaw fell open to protest. He looked from Rosh to Volera and gasped. Rosh grabbed him before he could flee, his grip one of iron. Micah’s hand slipped behind his back and pulled forth the dagger with a speed that marked him as no simple man. Volera intercepted it with her hand, her fingers wrapping around his and her otherworldly strength halting the blow. Micah’s eyes went to stare at her, at first wide in amazement and then a moment later he melted into adoration and want.
“That thing about killin’ people?”
“Yes, Master?”
“He earned it.”
Volera took the statement as permission. Rosh saw a flicker of pain and fear pass across Micah’s face like the shadow from a storm cloud. He glanced down and saw Volera’s fingernails had grown longer and pressed deeply against the flesh of Micah’s hand, causing blood to well up around them. She stepped closer to the frozen man and licked her lips again, then pressed them against his. He responded, his own jaw stretching wide. A moment later Rosh watched him stiffen. The warrior glanced down and saw Volera’s tail had reappeared from beneath her skirts. He only saw enough of it to see that was wound around Micah’s leg. Where it went or what it was doing beyond that, Rosh shuddered to know.
Rosh tried to turn away, but the spectacle before him held him captive. He even considered calling her off, fearing what she was doing was too great a punishment for any man. Before he could consider it any further, Micah moaned into her mouth and shuddered. Rosh saw Volera’s hand, her fingers shiny with his blood, raise up to caress his cheek. Rosh realized a moment later she wasn’t just caressing it, she was tracing some symbol on it with the man’s own blood. Below, thrust into Micah’s belly and held in place with his own hand, was the same knife the man had drawn against Rosh. A final sigh escaped the doomed man’s lips, then he sagged against Volera and faded away before them. 
“What in the void have you done!” Rosh gasped, taking a step back against the supernatural terror.
Volera turned, licking the blood that was on her lips as though it were a delicious treat. She hesitated, upon seeing the expression on Rosh’s face. “Master? Did I err? You said he earned death.”
Rosh glanced around, wondering if everyone else nearby was as shocked as he was. Or worse, if they were preparing to burn them alive. What he saw amazed him, no one paid them any attention. It was as though Rosh and Volera did not exist, other than as objects to avoid walking into.
“Why ain’t none of them calling the guard or screaming?”
She hung her head. “I have much to learn, My Lord, forgive me. I thought you would prefer no one to notice us, I slipped a cloak of apathy around us, only the most powerful and astute of mortals would be able to pierce it and watch us.”
“You can do that?”
She nodded, daring to look up at him. “It tires me greatly, but for a short time I can. That mortal’s soul filled me with much energy, restoring my strength.”
Rosh ran his hand over his face and let out a deep breath. “Gods woman! What did you do to him?”
“I gave him pleasure, Master. Pleasure so great he could not bear it. And with pleasure that great the difference between it and pain is non-existent. I—“
Rosh held up a hand to stop her. “I seen what I seen, I meant is he dead or…”
She smiled. “I possess his soul,” she stated. “Already I have taken all that I can from him, what remains I keep against a time that I might need to use it for barter.”
“Does he know? I mean, he’s dead and all but is there more to it? Does he know you got him?”
“He can feel and is somewhat aware. It is unpleasant but it is rare that memories and education remain once the body is gone.”
Rosh shuddered. “How many others you got like that?”
“Thousands, Master.”
Rosh swore and looked away. He shivered again before shaking his head. “You said you got all you could from him, that how you stay alive…or whatever it is you is?”
She nodded. “The emotions he feels feed me. His fear, his excitement, his hunger. The greatest is at the moment of death, the final burst as the soul leaves the body.”
“Come on,” Rosh said, turning abruptly and heading for the gate. He did not need to turn to know Volera fell in a step behind him. He could smell and feel her presence now, she was always there. Always with him. It was his own fault, he had told her back in the wizard’s chamber to stay with him all the time. He could order her away, but there was no telling what she would be up to if he did that.
“I don’t trust you,” he muttered.
“Master, I am yours to command. If you do not trust me, then you do not trust yourself.”
Rosh grunted. Not so long ago he’d have laughed in her face for saying that. Now, after seeing what she could do and even after what he himself had gained the ability to do while flying on the Voidhawk, Rosh suspected she might be right. Hell, he’d already accidentally sired a line of powerful rulers on a world the Voidhawk had been trapped in the past on.
Outside of the gate he glanced at her and found her exactly where he had expected her to be. “If I told you that you wasn’t to collect no more souls. No more killin’, what would you do?”
“I would obey, Master. Your will is my want.” Her face tilted down submissively. That or, Rosh wondered, perhaps she was hiding something.
“You telling me straight?”
She looked up at him and nodded. “I hunger, Master. Tasting the soul of that worm made me hunger for what I have been denied so long now. I must do as you bid me, but still I hunger.”
“What happens if you don’t get, um…fed?”
“I will grow weak and be of less use to you. I will not perish, but I will be a shadow of what you see and others may sense it and come to defeat me so they can take my place.”
“Ain’t worried about you being useful, I do just fine.” He pulled up short and turned to face her. “What’s this about others? Take your place as my, uh, whatever you are?”
She shook her head, her gaze still on the earth before her. “No Master, not to serve you, to take my place as a Fury. There are only a few of us at any one time.”
“I beat you, don’t that count?”
“You’re a mortal, Master, not one of my kind.” Rosh snorted but said nothing. “Anything that came to do battle with me would have great strength, incredible numbers, or both.”
“I ain’t worried about that.” Rosh shrugged it away. “Any other way for you to stay strong other than doing what you just done?”
She looked up at him again, a twinkle in her eye. “Master, I collect souls for position and trade. The raw emotion and energy of living beings is what feeds me. Fear and passion are the greatest because of their power and hold over mortals. Love can be great as well, but it is rare one of my kind can harness it for it must be directed towards me. It is far easier to be feared, hated, and lusted after than it is to be loved.”
Rosh stared at her, shocked by her blunt appreciation of her nature. “My mama warned me about girls like you.”
Volera smirked. “Aye Master, she most likely did.”
“I ain’t gonna say no killin’. Things happen around me. No more stealing souls though! You do what you need to do when the time’s right, but that’s all.”
She bowed her head. “Yes Master, I hear and obey.”
Rosh stared at her a moment longer than turned away. “The day ain’t getting no longer; we got ground that needs covering.”
 
* * * *
 
Rosh and Volera sat around a campfire that same night, a creature the size of a dog roasting on a spit. Rosh had spotted it in a tree and had spooked it with his thrown axe. It scampered higher into the tree to escape. Volera had disappeared in a puff of smoke, surprising the warrior almost as much as the sound of crashing above him and then the body of the sloth-like animal fell at his feet. Volera reappeared a moment later.
Rosh spun the skinned creature on the pole, then reached in with a knife and stabbed into it. Clear juice dripped into the fire, sizzling and spitting as it hit. Rosh felt his own stomach rumble and had to swallow the saliva that threatened to run down his chin. He cut a chunk of flesh free and sampled it, judging it close enough to being done. He tore a greater chunk free, ignoring the heat in his hand, and turned to Volera.
“You hungry?”
“Always, Master, but food such as this does little to sate me.”
“Suit yourself.” Rosh tore at the meat with his teeth, eating ravenously. He finished his portion and cut again at the roasting beast, not stopping until Volera stood beside him and distracted him. “What?” He asked her, juice dripping from his chin.
“May I try some, Master? I feel your pleasure, it’s a simple thing but powerful.”
Rosh grunted and gestured at it. She reached in, ignoring the heat, and pulled free a long fiber of flesh from a rib. She sampled it, nibbling so delicately Rosh was nearly forced to laugh at how unlikely it seemed. It fit her beauty and bearing, but it was not the behavior of someone such as she.
She looked at him, juice from the meat gathered on her own chin. Her eyes were wide, looking amazed at what she was doing.
“Simple things is the best some times. Nothing to get upset about. No worries. No confusion. Just simple and easy to enjoy,” he said.
She nodded and ate more of it, not stopping until she had finished the piece. “Master, it does little for me, yet it warms my belly and tastes divine.”
Rosh barked out a laugh. “Pretty bland, you should have tasted some of Jodyne’s stew. That woman could make wood chips and water taste good.”
“Was she your lover?”
Rosh jerked as he had started to twist away from her. He glared back, surprised. She had never inquired about him before, or at least about his past before her. “Jodyne was a dwarf. Cook on a ship I served on.”
“So? Most of you mortals worry so much about foolish things. Race, gender, nonsense. Your lives are done in a blink of an eye, it is foolish to deny yourselves.”
“The wisdom of a demon-bitch,” Rosh mused aloud. Volera dropped her gaze immediately, sending a twist through his stomach of remorse at his harshness. Confused and irritated, Rosh brushed it aside and added, “Jodyne was Kragor’s wife. He was the first mate.” He left unsaid Kragor’s fate and Jodyne’s long time spent alone.
Her eyes remained downcast. Rosh reached to her and picked her chin up, then dared to stare into her depthless black eyes. Before Rosh knew it, he drew her to him or he himself was drawn to her. Regardless, the distance closed and he licked the juice from her chin, then crushed her lips against his.
Volera responded, pushing against him and molding herself to him. Her arms wrapped around him, holding him to her. Rosh kissed deeper, feeling drawn in and wanting nothing so much as to quench the fire in his belly. His hunger for food was over, now another hunger replaced it. He pulled his mouth free of hers and devoured her neck, sparing no gentleness in his desire to taste and consume her. Volera clutched him harder, shuddering against him even as she worked her own soft and pliant lips along the bone of his cheek and against his ear. Rosh groaned when he felt her tongue, impossibly hot and flexible.
“Master, someone comes.”
Rosh heard her but the words failed to register. He felt her hand on him, hot and demanding as it massaged him. Slowly her words penetrated the fog in his mind, rousing him to a different sort of action. Rosh shook himself free of her and pushed her away roughly. It was no simple task, with one arm and one leg wrapped around him and her other arm trapped beneath his breeches. Her tail, he realized, had wrapped around his other leg, squeezing and caressing him in ways he grudgingly admitted were all too pleasurable.
“Enough! Stop,” Rosh gasped. He shook his head again and turned away. A scuff of boot against dirt and stone drew his focus towards the trail away from the town that had left earlier that day.
“Well met! Might I share your fire?” The man emerged closed from the shadows of late evening and stood before them. Rosh regarded him silently, taking in the large pack that bowed his back. A club studded with metal rivets swung from one side and a knife was held in a sheath on his other hip. Rosh guessed him nearly a score of years his elder, surely too old to be wandering the wilds on his own.
“You lost old man?” Rosh asked.
“Aye, that I am,” he said, mopping his brow with his arm. He wore no armor, just a simple shirt that had once been fine and a leather vest with pockets over it. “Trying to reach Preschon, I’ve goods to sell but I was run off by a band of goblins.”
Rosh snorted. “Run off by goblins?”
“Aye! A dozen at least. Had to leave my cart and pony behind to slow them down. I heard they’re good trackers but it’s been hours and I must have lost them. I’m an old man, too old for this. Please warrior, can I rest a moment and refresh myself by your fire?”
Rosh turned to Volera. Her lips were still parted slightly and he felt a rush of warmth while looking at her. He could send the man away and take her, he mused, but now that he had a moment of respite from her, he doubted the wisdom of that action. “Anything I ought be knowing?” He demanded gruffly.
She shook her head, eyes dropping again to the ground. Rosh grunted and looked back to the man. “Join us, but mind the woman.”
He grinned and nodded his head, then stumbled forward quickly into their firelight. With a few muttered curses he worked his over-large pack off and set it on the ground, then approached the roasting creature with a near fevered look in his eyes. Rosh chuckled as the old man fell to the meal. Neither he nor Volera had shown such abandon.
“What’s your name, trader?” Rosh asked after the man had glutted himself on the beast for several minutes.
The man looked up from licking his fingers and grinned. “Ah, such a feast. It’s been hard rations for days, I feel as though I owe you my life, stranger. I am Morem, at your service.”
“Rosh,” Grunted the warrior, gesturing at himself. “What goods you selling?”
The man’s eyes narrowed for a moment. “You’re no bandit or brigand?”
Rosh chuckled. “Not these days, gave that up years ago.”
He bit his lip then nodded. “A moment, Sir Rosh, and I shall show you! Textiles are my specialty, I had a great inventory of fine carpets, rugs, and silks sure to brighten the home of even the finest lady. Your own lady there, while nothing can compare to her beauty, might I offer her a toke of my appreciation?”
“She don’t need nothing.”
Morem jerked a little and glanced at Volera quickly, then back to Rosh. “Of course, I only meant—“
“I know what you meant, no harm done in it, she just ain’t needing nothing you might earn some coin for. I got no need for it either, nor the coin to spare if I did.”
“You’re a bold and unusual man, Rosh,” Morem observed, straightening from the pack he was working to untie. “A refreshing change.”
“Aye, well, you came along at a good time, consider us even.” Rosh said. He glanced at Volera and thought he saw her head dip a fraction of an inch lower and her shoulders shake. It was brief, but he still felt sure of it.
“Well then, my large friend, might I share your fire for the night? My old bones have had a rough shake today. I could do with some rest amongst friendly company before the morning. I’ve much loss to recoup and will do so best with a fresh mind.”
“Suit yourself,” Rosh said, then turned away and headed for a collection bushes and bracken.
“Master?” Volera asked when he came to a stop with his back to the campfire.
“By the Void, woman! I’ve got something that needs taking care of here!” Rosh was surprised at how quietly she had followed him.
“Yes Master, I can help with that.” She offered.
“I ain’t doing that!” Rosh sputtered.
“It is no matter, Master, I can help with anything.”
“You want to aim it for me?” Rosh snapped.
“If it is your will, My Lord. Anything you desire.”
Rosh turned his head to stare at her over his shoulder. He stared into her eyes and found her expression seemed almost sad or longing. He was amazed that her eyes, even though they were as black as the darkest night, they were as expressive as a human woman. That or perhaps she was toying with him and still seeking to undo him even though she claimed he was her Master in all things.
“You ain’t right,” Rosh muttered, then gave himself the necessary shake to finish. He tucked himself back in and turned to face her, not surprised to see her head bent low again.
“Yes Master, but I need only your guidance.”
“You is a woman, for sure! All these mood swings.”
Volera glanced up at him sharply, though her expression wasn’t one of anger but rather surprise. “I seek to do your bidding, My Lord. Your pleasure is mine. You are different from any Master I have ever had, both because I am fully yours to do with as you please and because you seem to lack the cravings of so many mortals.”
“You should try getting everything you want sometime, it’s got a way of changing things.”
“Master?” She asked.
“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” Morem called out from the fire.
Rosh looked past Volera at the man and chuckled. “Naw, you just keep interrupting at the right times. Keep it up and I’ll be owing you!” Rosh brushed past the demon, leaving her with her head bowed and following behind him.
“Rosh, tell me, this fine lady, is she yours?”
Rosh chuckled. “Guess you could say that. Can’t get rid of her, at least.”
“You’re a fine young lad, and I’ve known many a woman in my time. None so fine as this lady of yours, but pardon my presumption. Treat no woman with harshness, even the one with a knife to your back. I’ve traveled this world far and wide in my time and wherever I go they are trapped and mistreated by their men, be they husbands, fathers, brothers, or even friends. A man may know freedom, but a woman must always be mindful of her place and keeping those around her pleased. Is that a life you would like to live?”
Rosh stared at him, an angry retort dying on his lips. He glanced at Volera, who kept her head bowed. He thought back, thinking of his own whore of a mother and all the women he had known since. Of them all the only ones that he could recall truly seeming to be free were those aboard the Voidhawk. Jenna, Jodyne, Becca, Willa, and even Bailynn. They served Dexter as crew, but when they weren’t on the ship or the deck, they did as they wished. Even Keshira, owned body and soul by Dexter thanks to an accident, he encouraged to find her own place in the Void.
“Might be your on to something,” Rosh offered. “Or might be you speak too much. This fine lady ain’t what you think she is.”
He held up his hands. “I meant no offense, friend. I’m just an old man that can’t keep his mouth shut. Especially after such fine hospitality.”
Rosh smirked. “Pity I’ve no ale to share as well. It’s been a long day, Morem, I’ll be turning in. Don’t worry about keeping watch, we’ll be fine.”
Morem thanked him and worked at his pack to produce a makeshift bedroll. Rosh watched him a moment then sighed and turned to find his own spot on the ground. Volera joined him a moment later, kneeling beside him. “Master, it’s not my place and if it displeases you I’ll not do it again.”
“What?” Rosh grumbled.
“I can be, Master. A fine lady. You need only bid me be so.”
Rosh looked up at her and chuckled. “You ain’t no lady,” he repeated. “Maybe you could be, but that ain’t who you is. You got no respect for people — mortals — and you got no knowing of what’s right and what’s wrong.”
“Yes Master, I’m sorry for disturbing you.” Volera said. She made to rise but Rosh grabbed her wrist and held her still.
“Besides, you think we look funny now, a woman looking like you with a big ugly lug like me, imagine the looks if you was dressed and acting like a proper lady.”
She stared at him, a slow smile spreading across her perfect features. The firelight glistened off of her bronzed skin, casting dancing shadows across it. “You are right, Master, as always. Save for one thing, I’ve known many mortals, more than you can imagine. You’re not pretty, but you are a handsome man who can have his pick of women.”
Rosh scowled at her. Her words confused him. What was she up to? “Stand watch, I’m tired.”
“Yes Master.” Volera stood, flashing him a quick smile, and then moved off to find a proper position to watch from.
 
* * * *
 
“Master!”
Rosh jerked upright, sitting and staring into the darkness. Volera’s call still echoed in his head. He saw Morem rousing and looking around as well, confused. Rosh reached for his sword laying on the ground beside him. Before his hand touched it he heard feet pounding against the ground and the sounds of bodies moving through the underbrush.
Rosh cursed as he was driven back, fragments of a wooden spear sticking out of his battered mail shirt. He tried again, grabbing his sword and pulling it from the scabbard. He stood as the first of the goblins burst into the firelight. The campfire was burning low, little more than glowing coals, but it shed enough light for Rosh to see the short creatures brandishing clubs, blades, short spears, and even slings.
He leapt forward, clearing the fire and sweeping the head off of two of them with his first swing. He roared, a guttural yell that made the goblins pause. They turned to face him, those closest drawn to him and hoping to bear him down with their numbers.
Morem yelled out as Rosh’s shadow fell on him. He rolled away, struggling to free himself from his makeshift bedding and ready his own club. He finally rose up, club in hand, and saw the mound of bodies Rosh had surrounded himself with. A few goblins remained, but they stayed back. One let loose a stone from his sling, driving Rosh’s head back sharply as it cracked against his skull. He grunted and shook his head, then wiped the blood from his eye and roared at the goblin.
The surviving goblins looked at one another, taking hesitant steps backwards. Heavy footfalls behind them and sound of guttural cursing made them draw up short. Shapes began to form out of the darkness, emerging to the edge of the firelight and standing taller than even Rosh.
“Volera, tend the fire!” Rosh snapped.
The campfire burst into flames behind him, casting light into the shadows and showing the ogres for what they were. Large and thick limbed, they resembled the goblins only in their sloping brows and pointed teeth. One held a double bladed axe great enough to fell a mighty tree in a single swat. Another a great club with iron spikes driven into it. The third held a sword longer even than the one Rosh wielded.
“They followed me!” Morem hissed.
“Ruined a good campsite too,” Rosh retorted. He raised his sword and yelled. “Well? You coming?”
The ogres spat out something in a guttural language that Rosh did not speak. He did understand their intent clearly enough, when they strode forward and made the very ground shake with each step of their feet. They stood at least three heads taller than him, but Rosh felt no fear.
He gutted the ogre with the axe, disemboweling him even as it raised the mighty weapon. Rosh spun to the axe-wielder’s side, driving his shoulder and elbow into its hip to knock it off balance. The ogre collapsed, struggling to gather up it spilling entrails. Rosh paid for it with a blow to the back from the great sword.
His mail was hewn by the blow, but it saved him from being cleaved in half. The warrior was thrown forward, the air driven from his lungs even before he crashed into the ground. He rolled over, ignoring the agony in his back. His sword was trapped beneath him, leaving him no choice but to throw up an arm to defend himself from the spiked club that fell towards him.
Rosh grunted at the impact, but even his grunt was not enough to mask the sound of the snap of his arm. The club rose again while the ogre grinned above him. Rosh rolled, the pain in his back dulling and forgotten in light of fresh wound to his arm. He rolled to a knee, expecting the blow to crush his skill at any moment. He blade in hand he looked up and saw the ogre looking up as well, trying to understand why it could not swing its club.
Three barbed strands encircled it, holding it in place. Behind him stood Volera, black eyes blazing with an unholy non-light as she was revealed in her true form. Rosh wasted no time in appreciation, he drove his great sword up with a single arm, impaling the ogre through the belly and chest. He ripped the blade free, stepping to the side to keep the soon-to-be-corpse between himself and the sword wielding ogre.
On the other side of the fire Morem was losing ground to the three goblins, he bled from a wound on his arm and held his left hand to his side. “Help Morem,” Rosh called out, then kicked in the side of the ogre’s knee. It crashed to the ground, crushing a thorny bush beneath it.
The remaining ogre charged Rosh, swinging its sword in a deadly arc that the warrior barely had time to duck under. Off balance and ill-prepared, he was sent stumbling when the ogre’s heavily muscled knee smashed into his side. Rosh stayed on his feet this time, raising his blade in time to deflect the next sweep of the ogre’s sword. The force of the blow made his arm tingle. Rosh cursed, knowing his other arm was useless to him while broken. His own sword was an unstoppable force but so long was it that even with his great strength it was awkward to wield with only one arm.
Rosh threw his blade, tossing it at the ogre and making the beast flinch. The wound it caused on the beast’s shoulder was shallow, but the distraction allowed Rosh time to draw his hand axe and hack deeply into the ogre’s hip. He felt it strike bone and had it wrenched out of his grip when the ogre tried to twist away.
Rosh circled, suddenly unarmed. It caused the wary ogre to turn. The severed muscles in its leg buckled, dropping it with a grunt to the ground. Rosh leapt on its back, wrapping his good arm around its neck and heaved back. In seconds the resounding crack of a broken neck echoed in the clearing. The ogre jerked, sending Rosh rolling off of its back, but it lay still in final defeat.
Rosh stood up, gathering his weapons and breathing heavily. Upon seeing Volera standing over the bloody bodies of the three goblins and a cowering Morem before her, he drove his great sword into the ground beside him. “Volera, come here.”
She turned away from Morem. “At once Master,” she said, rolling her wrist and making her whip dissolve in a puff of smoke. She came to him and knelt before him, head cast down. “Have I displeased you, Master?”
“You done good,” Rosh said. “Now help me set this so it’ll heal.”
Volera looked up at him, her eyes going to his arm and seeing a jagged tip of bone sticking through the skin. She smiled. “Of course, Master.” Her hands went to his arm, one taking his wrist and the other sliding along his forearm where the bone was shattered. Rosh set himself and nodded to her, jerking his shoulder back as she pulled his hand. He growled through clenched teeth at the pain, then felt a fiery heat that seemed as though it would burn his arm off. He forced his eyes open and looked, seeing Keshira’s palm pressed over the open wound in his arm. The heat faded slowly, leaving his arm mended.
“What was that?” Rosh choked out through a dry mouth.
“Master, what are you?” She breathed, staring up at him. “I sought to heal you and make you stronger by giving you some of my blood. Your body refused it, burning it up.”
“I’m special,” Rosh muttered. “Thanks, now put some clothes on.”
Volera stared at him then nodded, dipping her head and briefly being consumed in a screen of smoke that she reabsorbed a moment later. Rosh stared at her, then shook his head admiringly. Gone was the simple peasant outfit. She wore tall black boots fashioned of a leather he doubted came from a cow. She wore a warrior’s skirt made of overlapping strips that looked more like fashioned scales from some sort of large reptile. She wore again the black cuirass from when he had first met her, displaying ample cleavage and molding her body into an impossible shape. Impossible save that he knew she displayed the same curves without it. A luxurious black cloak rested upon her shoulders and fell to her knees.
Rosh glanced over in time to see Morem fainting.
 
 



Chapter 5
 
“Master, why do you tire yourself? I can do this.”
Rosh tossed the body of another goblin on top of the growing pile. They had little of worth, only a few coins between them and various personal treasures that were best left undisturbed. He mopped his brow with his arm and turned to look at her. “Wouldn’t want you breaking a nail.”
“Master, I can dispose of them with but a thought.”
Rosh snorted and continued to gather the remaining corpses. Morem had been made comfortable but he remained unconscious. Rosh finished and turned to look at the mound. With three ogres forming the base of it, it was piled as high as his head and beginning to stink.
“Going to bring in some animals soon,” he muttered, glancing at Morem. “Trees is too green to burn good, we best be moving.”
“Why do you keep me?” Volera asked, failing for the first time to address him as her Master.
“Ain’t figured out what else to do with you.”
“Others of your kind would sacrifice kingdoms for such service.”
“Ain’t no others like me,” He grumbled. “That why you keep telling me all the different things you can be for me? You feeling useless or something?”
Volera cast her eyes downward. “I am accustomed to different behavior and different things. You have no interest in what I can do for you. The power I can bring you. I am bound to you, yet you have no need of me. You speak of not wanting to keep things you do not need, on the chance that someday you might, yet I see no other reason for you to keep me so.”
“You want to leave?” Rosh was tiring of her questions. In general he was just tired over all and wanted some solitude.
“I want what you want…Master.”
Rosh snorted. It would have made his life easier to be rid of her. She knew better than to come after him again, he’d beaten her once and could do so again. Even her help with the ogres might not have been necessary. He’d never had his head caved in so he didn’t know if his cursed body could heal would like that, but anything was possible where those damned elves were concerned. They’d made him like this, and he knew to never trust an elf.
“You wasn’t so nice when I met you. You tell me what you do when you isn’t licking the boots of some wizard and that ain’t my idea of being charitable. I let you go, you go back to doing that stuff. Ain’t no man that deserves what you bring ‘em. None ‘cept maybe me,” Rosh mused, thinking aloud and realizing what his course of action needed to be. He cursed before continuing. “Guess I gots to keep you round since I got you muzzled, at least.”
“Muzzled? Am I a hound you would throw scraps from your table to?”
Rosh smirked. He had gotten a rise out of her, the first sign of a real personality he had seen. Or at least the first sign of one that he could appreciate. He gestured at the pile. “Handy trick you did with the campfire, can you do that to them too?”
Volera glanced at the mound, whispering something too quiet for Rosh to make out. The pyre of corpses erupted in a column of flame that lasted a few seconds. Rosh stumbled back, raising his hand in front of his face in alarm. “By the void woman! What’re you doing?”
By the time his protest was out the flames were gone. Blackened ground remained, covered with a fine silt. A faint stink of sulfur hung in the air. “Doing your bidding, Master.” Rosh glared at her, causing her eyes to dip to the ground again. A faint smile remained on her face. 
“Let’s be off before the old man wakes up.” Rosh glanced at his ruined mail shirt that he had taken off, then shrugged. She could probably fix that too he figured, but he didn’t want to be owing the Fury for anything if he could avoid it. “And what’s with the getup?” Rosh gestured at her outfit.
“Does it displease you, Master?” Rosh was getting tired of watching her raise and lower her head almost as much as he was by her constant questioning.
“Stop staring at the ground,” he snapped at her. “And you can wear whatever you want, I thought you wasn’t wearing that anymore.”
“Yes Master. This seemed fitting if we are to be doing battle.”
“Where’d that sword of yours go, thought you was getting it fixed?”
“I was awaiting your approval, Master.”
“And stop calling me Master! It’s getting on my nerves.”
“What should I call you?”
“Name’s Rosh, but talk like a normal person.”
“Yes…I will.”
Rosh smirked but said no more. Seeing the powerful demon at a loss and unbalanced amused him, even if only for a moment. He cast a final look to Morem, bidding the man a silent wish of good luck, and then left the campsite behind.
 
* * * *
 
“I’ll be damned,” Rosh muttered. Ahead of them in a clearing lay a ruined cart, surrounded by signs of trampled undergrowth and the tracks of many beings, both large and small.
“I told you he had no guile about him.” Rosh fought the urge to glance at Volera. She sounded defensive. A demon with hurt feelings, the last thing he wanted.
“You ain’t had the best run of luck.”
“Master, I have spoken only the truth to you at all times!”
Rosh shook his head. “You said what you thought was true, but you been wrong plenty.”
“What? When?”
Rosh smirked at her inability to hide her surprise and, perhaps, outrage. “Thought you could beat me.”
He thought he had silenced her with that simple reminder, but she proved him wrong a moment later. “You have shown me many things. It would pain me to admit it if I did not know you were so much more than I once thought, but I have learned from you. I now know to never underestimate my foes.”
Rosh turned to face her in the clearing. “You saying you think you could have taken me if you knew then what you know now?”
Volera was silent for a long moment, her eyes bowed submissively. Rosh growled at her, prompting her to look up at him. “Yes Master, you fight like a savage. You are strong — stronger perhaps than any mortal, but that is not enough.”
Rosh chuckled. “Helping me kill a couple of overgrown orcs don’t mean I need you.”
The demoness smiled. “You would have slain them, but I have watched and learned. I answer only because you asked. I am yours to command.”
Rosh started to turn away but stopped. He looked back at her and shook his head. “Uh uh. No way. Let’s do this.”
“Master?”
“Fight me, damn you!” Rosh snarled, drawing his blade. “And I told you to stop calling me that.”
“Fight you? To what point? If I win I would be destroyed for breaking my bond to you.”
“When death can’t be cheated it ain’t about trying to stay alive, it’s about how you died.” Rosh said, swinging his sword menacingly. “Now summon that witch blade of yours and that whip, we got some things to set straight.”
Volera dipped her eyes to the ground briefly. “I obey, though it will mean both our dooms.”
A puff of smoke announced the arrival of Volera’s re-forged sword. Just in time, for Rosh’s sword crashed into it and drove it down and aside. Volera stepped back, spinning with the momentum, and emitted another burst of smoke. When Rosh could see her clearly again she stood in her full demonic regalia, sword in one hand and whip in the other. Her wings were tucked behind her and small horns sprouted from her forehead. Her skin, bronzed so deeply it was nearly red, was on full display since she wore no clothing or armor.
“You fighting without no armor?” Rosh asked, dropping his sword a few inches in surprise.
“Against your blade and strength, it serves no purpose. Displaying myself is better, it will distract you.” Volera cracked her whip and moved towards Rosh with a speed and grace that had him on the defensive. His sword flashed in the afternoon light, then flashed anew as it met Volera’s. She spun it away from the impact and struck again at a different angle. Rosh’s blade defeated hers again.
The implements of war struck again and again. Volera’s expression changed as well, turning into a sneer and then a snarl. She lashed out with her whip, forcing Rosh to retreat to avoid the stinging barbs. He offered up his arm letting the cruel edged strands of the whip wrap around it. He let go of his blade with one hand and wrapped it around the whip, yanking hard on it to tumble the demon off balance even as he parried a strike with only one hand on his own blade.
“Not so savage after all?” He teased her.
Volera snarled, then bowed her head.
“You got more than that,” Rosh said. “What about them demon powers you got? Use it all. No more questions, no more doubts, and no more you giving me grief!”
“I…yes Master, your wish is my will.”
The ground burst beneath Rosh’s feet. Dark and oily looking tendrils wrapped around his legs. Volera yanked on the whip at the same time, pulling Rosh off balance and forcing him to drop his arm to the ground. Another tentacle snared his wrist, pulling it firmly to the ground even as the other tightened their hold on his legs. Volera drew back her blade and struck, the movement so quick it seemed a black blur in the sunlight.
Rosh yanked on the whip, pulling her so forcefully that she stumbled forward and lost the whip. Her sword struck the ground. Rosh yanked with his other arm, tearing the tentacle that held him and reducing it to smoke that sank into the ground. He stood up, his dropped blade all but forgotten. Volera was there, her sword slashing in at him. He struck it, accepting a minor cut on his upper arm for the chance to hit the flat of the blade with his fist from below. It flew out of Volera’s hand, sailing through the air to strike a tree and stay quivering in the bark. Smoke burst forth from where the demonic blade had pierce the tree. A moment later the smoke thickened as the blade dissolved into the sulfurous nothingness it had came from.
Rosh looked down and, with a wrenching lunge, tore one foot free of a demonic tentacle. His next step freed the other leg. Volera backed away and glanced about, her ebon eyes casting for a weapon or tool to use. She scowled and hold out both hands, confusing the warrior with the strange pose. Smoke swirled between them, connecting her hands then expanding beyond them. It faded a moment later to reveal a knurled and studded staff with cruel blades on either end. She spun it in her hands before advancing.
Rosh threw his hand back without thinking, reaching back for his own sword. It still lay within the small field of oily tentacles. It slid across the ground and then flew through the air, sliding into his palm. He swung it around, connecting with the midpoint of the bladed staff Volera bore and cutting it in half. It burst apart in non-light, dissolving into smoke even as the strange explosion of dark energy left them stunned for a moment. Rosh recovered first and drove his foot into Volera’s chest to send her flying nearly a dozen paces before her wings unfurled to soften her fall.
Rosh barked out a laugh. “That all you got?”
A pyre of flame crashed down on him, the force of it dropping  him to his knees and making him drop his blade all over again. It burned at him and ate through his clothing and into his skin. He roared in agony, reminded of the pain he had felt only once before in his life. Fighting as though the weight of a thousand suns was upon his back, he forced himself to his feet and stumbled forward, emerging from the pillar with flames clinging to his skin. His hair, on fire, fell from his scalp and pieces of flesh hung bubbling from his body. Volera stood there, watching him as each step seemed one destined to end in collapse.
He endured, the flames slowly fading. He felt only agony, and that agony turned to rage at any who would inflict such pain. Only one thought drove him, to bring a similar level of misery unto Volera, for she had brought it to him. He grabbed her, the skin on his hands loose and shifting even his fingers clamped about her. She gasped, her soulless eyes staring into the cloudy and burned orbs he could barely see out of. She was little more than a shape to him, but he had her and nothing would stop him from having his vengeance.
His clothing had been consumed or fallen off, all save his boots. He slammed her into a tree, knowing she could take the blow but secretly hoping it would hurt. With her thus pinned he forced himself on her, driving between her legs even before she could fully grasp his intent. In the back of his mind a small bead of doubt troubled him as to why it was so easy for him to invade her in such an awkward position, instead of fumbling about like a boy laying with his first woman.
Volera gasped, then her lips curled into a smile that teased Rosh to new levels of anger. She wrapped her legs around him, opening herself further to him, and accepted every carnal abuse he drove into her. Any doubt as to her victimization was erased as Rosh’s eyes healed and the details of her face came into perfect focus. She was enjoying it and, as his rage slipped to give him a moment of lucid thought, he realized that the pleasure she was giving him was beyond anything he had ever experienced. Rosh groaned and felt his will melting. All the time spent so near her, being teased by her mere presence, overpowered him and forced him to drive against her harder and harder.
Volera smiled wickedly and licked her lips. “I can taste your soul, Master. You will be my finest—“
“No!” Rosh barked at her. He drove against her harder yet, forcing her up a few inches on the tree, and held himself still while he sought to lay his claim on her in the oldest of ways. She shivered and threw her head back, letting out an unearthly moan that made the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. Even more troubling was the incredible sensations that came to him below, encouraging him to give everything he had and more.
Volera looked down at him and smiled again. “You’re mine now.”
Rosh shook his head to clear the lethargic thoughts from it. He felt more than just his release, he felt as though something was being siphoned from him. His very essence was dimming. Volera seemed to grow heavier in his arms as his legs trembled. He shook his head again, this time in refusal. Summoning up a surge of strength from a hidden well within, he lifted her up and forced her off of him. She wailed and struggled, but Rosh ignored her flailing. He threw her to the ground and fell on top of her, feeling fully refreshed by the time he had fastened his hands about her legs and drove her knees into her chest to immobilize her.
“Maybe you liked that but I ain’t never met no woman who got pleasure from this!” His inner fire was so incensed that spittle sprayed from his lips. He positioned himself with one hand and drove in again. His eyes bulged at the new an unfamiliar sensation, then gasped anew when he saw Volera close her eyes and smile as she accepted the new intrusion.
“This body is built for giving pleasure or pain, before you are through with me you may not know the difference.” The warrior only growled again and redoubled his efforts to punish her.
Time passed unnoticed around them as they strove for victory against one another. Pleasure did indeed turn to pain, and then once again to pleasure. The sun slipped beyond the trees and then the horizon, casting them into a darkness that was barely noticed. The flames in the small clearing had long since flickered out. Around Rosh and Volera the vegetation faired far worse, either being crushed by their passionate and violent combat or burnt to ashes by the heat that Volera put out.
With the sky beginning to lighten in the east, Rosh finally grabbed a handful of Volera’s hair and yanked her head away from his groin. Her eyelids fluttered open, her hands still straining for him. He stared down at her, his rage all but gone and in its place a deep weariness that reached to his soul. He ached in other places as well, even though the rejuvenating curse that was his rushed to restore his vitality. The draining weariness had lessened with each release throughout their encounter, now he felt nothing aside from the normal desire to collapse that accompanied such a powerful peak.
Spittle and other fluids dripped from Volera’s lips to run down her chin and fall to the ground. She shuddered before him, then began to dip her head. Rosh yanked on her hair, pulling it back up. Her eyelids widened and took in the sight only inches from her face. She gasped anew, then whispered. “I yield, Master, I can take no more.”
Rosh stared at her his own eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You have done what no mortal has ever been able to. You have bested a Fury both in the arts of war and of pleasure. I have failed, but I pledge myself to you for all eternity if you will have me.”
“Thought I was already stuck with you,” Rosh grunted. His body was recovering from the ordeal but his mind remained leaden.
She nodded, her movement abbreviated by the hand in her hair. Rosh noticed and released her, then let his own hand fall to his side. “You have conquered me, My Lord. I was bound to you as a Fury but with this failure I am no longer what I once was.”
“What in the void are you on about?”
“Our battle has been watched. I am present not only here, with you, but also in my own realm whence I came. My masters and kin knew of what took place, and as soon as I realized defeat so too, did they. I have been cast out from the order of Furies. My rights and powers as such are gone, now I have only what I have learned within me and that which you grant me.”
“What I grant you? I got no right to grant nothing.”
She shook her head. “You’re no mere mortal, Master.” Rosh scowled, making her flinch, but when he did nothing else she continued. “You have accepted me, I am yours to do with as you wish. Before you could bid me as you desired, but I had others upon whom my existence depended. Beyond your own, that is. Now you alone control my fate.”
“Can’t I just let you go?” Rosh asked.
A shiver passed through her at his question. “You can, but I will fade. I will do what I can to exist, but that means preying upon any I come across as my life fades and I try to restore it with that of others. With you I will only cease to exist should you will it so. I have no soul of my own to bind me to this realm, and now I am wholly upon this plane of existence and no other.”
“And these powers you seem so uppity about?”
“Master, after our battle you have defeated and exhausted me, yet you have filled me with more life energy than any of my kind has ever known. It will fade, over time or with use. I can restore it, leeching power from others or through direct action of my own. Direct action such as what we have done.”
Rosh shivered. Another night spent like that he suspected would kill him. He was bone weary but something she said clicked, he did feel stronger than ever before. “You got any more of them bonfires?”
“Bonfires? Oh, the pyre of flames? No, that came from my prior connections with otherworldly sources.”
“What can you do then?”
“I know some minor spells, but I must learn it anew now, not unlike a sorcerer or a wizard of this world. My understanding is great, as is my reserves of power, but until I learn the formulae and—“
Rosh waved her off. “You’re talking without saying nothing. So you got all this power but can’t do much with it. Some power that is. Fine. Reckon it’s time you learned how everybody else does things then, hard work.”
“Master, I am not the only one who is changed by our time together.”
“What?” Rosh barked out at her.
Volera turned from him, walking to the remains of the broken and burned cart. Rosh watched her, able to almost completely ignore the sway and swell of her naked hips. She bent down to sift through the ruins, forcing Rosh to fight harder to ignore the image of perfection she so innocently yet lewdly displayed. She arose a moment later with the broken blade of a knife. She wiped it clean and returned to stand before Rosh, holding the blade up to him. Rosh stared at it, then let his eyes focus on the image reflected in it. It was far from mirror-like, but what Rosh saw made his mouth dry.
“Forgive me Master, but what are you? What power do you channel? I ask only so that I might serve you better,” Volera added hastily.
Rosh tilted the blade to stare at himself, then finally lowered it and looked down. His eyes returned the same image. It was barely beginning to grow light out, but he could tell his skin was tanned darker. Of greater impact was his size. Rosh had grown. Not in height — he already towered over all but the tallest of men — but in thickness. Now that he dwelt on it he realized he felt larger as well. His arms and legs rivaled the trunks of trees. His back felt sturdy enough to spare a team of horses and pull a loaded wagon himself.
“I don’t serve no one but me,” Rosh snapped. He stretched his arms and felt the thicker muscles stretch. He had not thought it possible for a man to be stronger than he was, but now he knew he was proven wrong. “Damn elves done this to me though, not the shifty ones either, but some old elves we rescued.”
“We, Master? I did not help with this.”
“Not us we, some of us that was on the Voidhawk. Ship I sailed on for a piece.”
“You speak of them as though you are still with them.”
Rosh chewed on his lip for a moment before he shrugged his shoulders. “Ain’t never worked with no one since them I guess. Don’t mean nothing by it. Anyways, I helped them out and this was what they done when I got hurt bad helping them. Better than dying, I guess. Least that was what Dexter, my Captain, reckoned when he had ‘em fix me up.”
Rosh took a few steps and picked up his sword. It gleamed as well in the pre-dawn light. Showing him his reflection again briefly until he lowered it. He glanced around at the clearing. “You got no finger wiggling to magic up some clothes?”
Volera frowned and cocked her head. “Just simple glamours. Illusions that would do you no good for you know them to be false.”
Rosh scowled. Volera hastened again to explain, “Others would see them, provided they have no reason to doubt or do not possess a keen understanding of you.”
“You saying we’d still be naked but nobody would know it but us?”
“Yes Sire, I am.”
Rosh nodded. “All right, do it. And stop with the Master and Sire and My Lord talk.”
Volera’s lips opened and closed. She nodded stiffly then whispered some words in a language Rosh could not make out. He felt no different and Volera still displayed herself in a way that was impossible for a woman of her age and proportions to do. He shook his head to clear the thoughts of impropriety then stopped when he realized something about her.
“Wait a minute, you saying this is how you look now, normal that is.”
“I don’t understand? Do my looks displease you? When you accepted me as yours I took on the form you have shown the most appreciation for. I am bound to it now, until I can learn magic to change it.”
Rosh waved her off. “That ain’t what I mean. I just noticed you ain’t got no horns or wings or tail.”
“I’m sorry, I thought passing as a human woman would be better.”
“Yeah, I guess. Kinda liked the tail though,” Rosh admitted.
Volera smiled softly, which made Rosh blush for a moment at the many uses she had shown her very flexible tail could perform during their battle. “I will seek to learn magic to reshape myself at your whim.”
Rosh grunted. “Let’s get going. Sun’s up and we need to put some miles beneath us. Spent too much time in one place.”
 



Chapter 6
 
 
The remainder of the trip to the Kingdom of Verdune was a simple affair, though not one filled with boredom. Volera was reminded several times that, trapped in her new form, she required many of the same things that mortals required. Food, drink, and even sleep. Similarly, she spent many hours suffering until she discovered the secrets of relieving herself. That altered Rosh’s dark mood at her erratic behavior into a deep belly laugh that he still chuckled at nearly three weeks later.
Conmora was a massive city strung across multiple levels. Hawkers plying their wares mixed with the houses and businesses of commoners at the base of solitary mountain. Hills and harsh terrain surrounded it, assuring an easy defense from invaders or, it turned out, patrols belonging to the Kingdom of Verdune. Raiders and bandits plied the hills, thriving like cockroaches.
Further up the mountain up three wide roads were carved into it, leading to different level areas where merchants, craftsmen, and even nobility had their lodgings. It was not until the peak of the mountain that the great marketplace was situated. It circled a massive crater where a lake served as a dock for Voidships configured for water landings. For those built otherwise, a great wooden dock floated upon the steaming waters.
Rosh stared across the crater’s rim at the three ships docked. Two were in the water and the third was a smaller one resting on the wooden dock. The third had drawn Rosh’s attention at first, but he tossed aside his concern at the elven scout ship. It had been modified, something he doubted any elf would have done. Not only that, but years had passed since he’d last run in to any of the long-lived and treacherous race.
“Never seen a ship that sails the skies before?”
Rosh turned at the voice beside him. He bit back a chuckle, studying instead the shifty looking man beside him. He grunted, curious but not wanting to tip his hand.
“Aye, it’s true enough!” The young man said with a tip of his green hat. “I’ve plans to have one of my own one day. One day soon I hope. I could use a strong man or two on my crew. From the looks of you I could make do with at least four fewer mouths to feed!”
“Which one you planning on stealing?” Rosh asked, turning away from the man and looking over the lake again.
The would-be captain cleared his throat. “That’s an ugly word, friend. Best not said too loudly, if you know what I mean.” Rosh chuckled. “I expect that smaller one there on the dock would be the easiest to commandeer though.”
Rosh eyed the elven scout ship thoughtfully. “Ship like that needs at least eight men to sail her right, and it can hold another ten or so if they’ve a mind too. Cramped, but that sort of boat ain’t built for luxury.”
“You’ve a keen eye,” the man stated beside. “And some experience, perhaps?”
“Aye, been up a time or two. I can fly one too,” Rosh admitted. “Name’s Rosh.”
“You’re a helmsman? But you’re so big!”
Rosh smirked. “Usually it’s the ladies saying that.”
The man gaped for a moment then laughed at the joke. “I’m Doya, Rosh, at your service!”
Rosh eyed the man quickly. He was young, younger than Dexter had been when he’d sailed with him, and certainly full of himself. He wondered if the boy had Dexter’s knack for finding his way out of trouble or not, or just the ability to land himself in the boiling pot of water. “Got anybody else lined up?”
“Aye Rosh, that I do! Brothers, both ready to do whatever it takes after some local trouble, if you know what I mean.”
Rosh rolled his eyes. He’d known local trouble all too often himself. Still he couldn’t help but wonder if that was cause for concern or not. Rosh found himself smirking at his own thoughts as he realized he was starting to think more like a captain himself. “First mate.”
“Sorry?” Doya said. “Oh, you mean have I got one? Well no, not yet. You think you’re the right man for it?”
Rosh looked at him. “Been up there plenty. Fought more of them elven scouts than I can count too. I got another body that’ll be coming with me too, she’s good for fighting and, well, anything else I tell her to do.”
The man’s eyes narrowed. “A woman on a ship?”
“Ain’t as bad as you think. I sailed on a few that had women as crew and they done all right. Only thing is, anyone lays a finger on her and if she don’t drop your ass into the deep void, I will.”
Doya’s eyes widened. He grinned and shrugged. “Fair enough I suspect. Where’s this firecracker of yours at?”
“Rosh!”
Rosh grinned, both at the timing and at the phrase that popped into his head. “Speak of the devil.”
“Wha—” Doya fell silent as Volera threaded her way gracefully through the crowd. Rosh noted that someone followed close behind her, but the former demon stood between them.
“Gods Rosh, that’s your woman?” Doya managed.
Rosh glanced at the envious look on his face and bit back the laugh. The boy had no idea what it meant to have a woman like Volera. Once, not so long ago, Rosh could have traded places with the would-be captain. “Aye, that she is. She’s as much a handful as she is an eyeful.”
Doya whistled softly. Rosh turned back to watch her approach. He noted that she was putting everything she had into swinging her hips and thrusting out her chest. She flipped her head, sending her raven black curls over her shoulder and, for a moment, gave a clear line of sight to the person behind her.
“Rosh, this woman has been stalking us for days,” Volera said when she was within speaking distance. “I intended to destroy her but she reeks of your scent. Is she yours too, Master?”
“Master?”
“Master?”
Rosh ignored the simultaneous questions, one from Doya and one from the blond woman behind Volera. She stepped fully beside the former Fury and stared at Rosh with her chin raised higher than was necessary to stare him in the eye. “You’ve grown.”
“You’ve got your hand back,” Rosh replied. His mouth was numb and his mind was blank with surprise. The blond woman was Willa, his one time lover and crewmate on the Voidhawk. Or at least she reminded him of Willa, though a Willa who had aged at least a score of years. The Willa he’d known had perished years ago when the Voidhawk had fought the elves in the battle that returned the Elders from banishment. Her body had been lost to the void and, had that not been enough, the impossible devastation wrought by the destruction of the elven citadel would have.
“It seems the Elders can’t give a boon without a matching curse to go with it.” She said.
Rosh studied her, fighting through the mental fog that threatened to overwhelm him. “Rosh, did I err?” Volera asked.
“Eh? No, no you didn’t. If them ancient elves kept her around I don’t reckon nothing you could have done would have stopped her. This is Willa, she and I served on the Voidhawk together.”
“That all we done, Rosh? Served together?” Willa’s voice cut into Rosh just like he remembered.
“Times was tough. They ain’t much better since.” Rosh growled. “Besides, I heard you and Bekka got along just fine after you was done with me.”
“Better enough if you’ve got yourself a new whore to lick your boots!” Willa snapped.
“I like keeping ‘em young,” Rosh snarled back at her. Willa jerked as though Rosh had struck her with his comment. Her hand even rose halfway to her face. Rosh’s feral smile faded as he realized he’d struck home.
“Rosh?” Rosh held up his hand to silence Volera. He had a hunch she was going to ask for permission to kill Rosh’s former lover.
“Why you here?” Rosh asked. He couldn’t bring himself to apologize even though he felt bad. He knew he shouldn’t feel bad, or at least he didn’t think he should, but he still felt that way.
She bristled, her shoulders and arms tense. Even her gloved hands, he noted, were clenched into fists. She glanced at Doya and Volera, then turned her attention back to Rosh. “There are things you need to know. Things I won’t keep from you. Not anymore.”
Rosh grunted. “Never figured why you got so uppity with me, but I got over it. Reckon you done the same, ain’t reason enough for chasing someone across the void.”
She shook her head. “Not here, and not with them.”
Rosh glanced at Volera, who stared with narrowed eyes at Willa, and then at Doya. Doya’s eyes were still wide with shock. Rosh expected the man to be doing everything he could not to drool as he gazed without blinking at Volera. “Volera comes with me. I don’t let her out on her own much, it ain’t safe.”
Willa snorted. “Afraid someone’s going to steel her from you?”
Rosh shook his head and grinned. “Afraid she’s gonna kill too many people.”
Willa’s eyes narrowed, deepening the wrinkles around them. She glanced at Volera again, who smiled sweetly when she met her eyes. Willa sighed. “I’m dying Rosh, I don’t know how long I got left. Might be hours, might be years. I’m afraid for either one.”
“What they done to you?” Rosh asked. They both knew he meant the Elders.
“You done it to me Rosh.”
Rosh’s brow furrowed as he tried to understand how he could have done anything of the sort to her. She saw this and shook her head. “I ain’t blaming you for it, but you’re the reason all the same. Come on, I got something to show you.”
Rosh motioned for her to lead the way. He fell behind, admiring how she still had the feisty walk he remembered and more than a fair resemblance to the waistline he had once known intimately. Volera fell in behind him. Rosh all but ignored her, he was so accustomed to her constant presence. Doya tagged along as well, staying close to the raven-haired object of his lust.
Willa led them to the dock. Rosh’s eyes narrowed and he felt his stomach clench. In moments his hunch was confirmed; she led him to the modified elven scout ship. “Got your own ship?” He asked, trying to keep his voice neutral.
“Ran into an old friend of Bailynn’s,” Willa explained. “He didn’t know of me, I joined the ‘Hawk after you all had your run in with him. He wasn’t part of the Elder battle, but he died all the same.”
Rosh’s eye twitched as he put it all together. “The one that sicked Bailynn on Jenna?” Willa nodded. “Don’t remember his name, but glad you kill him all the same. He had it coming for what he done to her.”
Her was Bailynn. Rosh had been the one to capture the tormented girl that the elves had trained and twisted with their magic. She’d been turned into something they called a slayer - a creature twisted from their original selves and fashioned into a weapon capable of great destruction. Rosh had captured her and kept her imprisoned until they found the magical ring on the elf that had controlled her. Much later on, Rosh had been the one to finally free her from her magical curse and compulsion - by destroying the control ring and sacrificing himself in the process.
“This what you wanted to show me?” Rosh asked, anxious to put the memory behind him.
“No, it’s on the ship.” She led him up a ladder, giving him another opportunity to reminisce about her shapely legs and posterior. Prematurely or not, she had aged well. “Koda, come out here please, I’d like you to meet someone.”
Rosh bit back the scowl he felt. He had no interest in meeting Willa’s new lover. He moved out of the way for Volera and then Doya to climb to the deck. Just in time, a young man emerged from the staircase that led below deck to the cabins. Rosh studied him, noting that he was more a boy than a man even though he looked both tall and wide enough to put most full grown men down. He guessed him at fifteen or sixteen years old. Enough to be a man on some of the rougher worlds Rosh had visited.
“Koda, this is Rosh, he’s—”
“Master, you’ve an heir!”
Rosh turned to Volera, scowling at her interruption. He stopped as her words sunk in. “An heir? Heir to what? What in the void are you on about?”
“Rosh, she’s right. Koda is your son.”
Rosh spun back around, off balance mentally if not physically. He stared at Koda, who looked at him impassively. The boy was well built for his age. His hair was a few shades lighter than Rosh’s, but there was a nagging familiarity about his face. The only thing that came to Rosh’s mind, or at least the only word that stuck, was: “How?”
Willa rolled her eyes and matched it with a sigh. “Before the battle with the elves. Between when they sent us back in time and before you met them savages and all that.” Rosh winced. She left unsaid the part where he had slept with a native girl and fathered a line that had ruled that particular world for thousands of years. Rosh hadn’t figured he could have any children after what the Elders had done to him, but now it looked like that wasn’t the case. Now he had two cases of proof to the contrary.
“I missed their flagship during the battle,” Willa explained. She and a few others of the crew had launched themselves in a desperate gamble to secure the command vessel of the enemy fleet. Willa alone had missed and had been consigned to floating through the void until she ran out of air. Or so Rosh and the others had thought. “I floated for a long time, finally falling asleep as I ran out of good air to breathe. Next thing I knew I was awake, then not awake. Then I was back again. It happened more times than I could count, even now that I got better at counting I don’t think I could get that high. The pain— it was incredible. Was that what it was like for you when you done what you did?”
Rosh nodded, the memory coming back to him unbidden. The magical hammer fell and Bailynn’s ring burst under the impact. Unlike the column of flames Volera had unleashed on him not so long ago the flames from the elven control ring had pierced every part of his being. It burned away everything in him, or felt as though it had. Nothing had been left behind to feel or experience. Rosh had emerged from it with the firm belief that no pain could ever truly hurt him again, be it physical or otherwise.
“Now imagine feeling it a hundred times over. A thousand. I begged for death, but it wouldn’t come to me, at least not for more than a heartbeat. I found out later that it was your seed within me. Your son. He was barely more than an itch in your pants, but it was enough. Whatever it is they done to you, got done to him too. Or at least enough of it. He needed me to survive, so he kept me alive through it until we got picked up by an Elder ship a couple weeks later. All that time no food an no water, but still we lived.”
Rosh stared at her. He’d have laughed and called her crazy if he didn’t know it could be true. It was true, it had to be. No other explanation for how Willa could be standing in front of him and talking to him. “That what made you grow old?”
“Maybe some, but not much. Rosh, how old do you think Koda is?”
Rosh shrugged. “I’d say maybe he’s sixteen? Don’t make sense though, it ain’t been that long since you and I left the ‘Hawk.”
She nodded. “It’s been six years Rosh. Six years. It’s slowing down, but he grew fast. Every year older he looked, I lost three. If he hadn’t slowed down I’d be gone now. I got no way of knowing, but I reckon I’m closing in on seventy years old.”
Rosh frowned. “You ain’t that old.”
“Rosh, I am. Close to it, at least,” she insisted. “Some of the Elder magic got in me to stay too I reckon. It won’t last with me forever though, not like it looks like you got it.”
Rosh sighed. “Like you said, it ain’t all good, what they done.”
She smiled, blinking away the moisture that made her eyes glisten. She nodded and turned back to Koda. Her arm went out to the boy’s shoulder, rubbing it comfortingly. Who the comfort was for, her or Koda, was anybody’s guess. Willa turned back to Rosh and smiled again. “I had to find you before I was gone. You deserved to know about Koda. I done some dumb things in my life Rosh, but Koda don’t need to pay for the mistakes I made.”
Rosh nodded, feeling his own stomach clenching again beneath the tailored black shirt Volera had acquired for him. He looked at his son but instead saw into his own past. He shook the memories away and forced himself to focus on the guarded expression Koda gave him. “I don’t know nothing about you boy, but that ain’t your fault. My old man was a no good son of a bitch. I ain’t much better probably, and the life I lead ain’t one for a kid.”
“Rosh, you can’t—”
“I didn’t do nothing,” Rosh interrupted. “I’m just saying if the boy comes with me, he can’t expect no special treatment. It’s a rough life I lead, but between me and Volera, we got no time for babysitting. If you can take care of yourself you’re welcome to it.”
Koda’s eyes narrowed slightly, but the expression faded quickly. He turned to look at his mother, getting a smile from her. He looked back to Rosh and shrugged. “Maybe you don’t need none of it,” Rosh offered. “If you ain’t getting older so fast, maybe Willa’s going to be around a while more? Either way, you’re welcome to come with me.”
“Rosh, can I speak with you a moment privately?” Willa asked.
Rosh shrugged. “Don’t kill nobody,” he said to Volera while glancing meaningfully at Doya. Rosh followed Willa down the stairs, once again refusing to believe she could be as ancient as she claimed. She moved too smoothly and looked too strong.
She led him into her bunk and turned on him almost before he could shut the door behind him. “Thank you Rosh,” Willa whispered into his ear, her arms trying - and failing - to wrap around him.
Rosh returned the hug awkwardly. Her breath in his ear sent chills down his back. He remembered a happier time when the feel of her against him was a prelude to unforgettable moments to follow. Rosh cleared his throat, suddenly awkward at the convergence of his memories and feelings. “The Elders fix your hand too?”
She backed away and nodded, then reached down to pull her gloves off. Rosh’s eyes bulged at the gleaming metal hand attached to her arm. The flesh melded seamlessly into the metal. The same metal, Rosh noted, as that of his sword. She flexed her fingers and showed a dexterity impossible to imagine for anything other than flesh. “They gave me this when I returned to them. You had already left by then, but the ‘Hawk remained. I stayed with them a while, but Jenna and Dexter stuck around the elves, reforming the empire. I had to get away from it, I was confused and angry and…and a lot of things. Bekka wanted to help but I wouldn’t let her. Even then I think I knew what was happening to me. I haven’t felt the touch of another person since you Rosh. Not like that, anyhow.”
Rosh grimaced in spite of himself. Six years without a woman? He couldn’t imagine it. Or in her case a man. Or a woman, remembering Bekka’s interest. Rosh shook the thoughts from his mind. Or at least he tried to until Willa spoke again. “Rosh, for old time’s sake…I know I’m old and ugly, but will you—“
Rosh silenced her in the best way he knew how.
 
* * * *
 
“Who’s Volera? She’s beautiful like Keshira, maybe not as big though. More graceful I guess.” Willa asked softly, her lips brushing against the skin of Rosh’s chest.
Rosh had been expecting the question. Expecting and dreading it. He shrugged carefully, not wanting to upset the woman that lay cuddled up next to him. It was another reminder of a time long ago when things had been different. “Long story—“
“Rosh, we got nothing but long stories and regrets of things that we done wrong. Maybe you got time enough left to not think about it, but I don’t. I can accept it, I have to. I’ve missed you lots. Hated you for a bit, a year or two maybe, but I came around and figured out hating you wasn’t doing me nor Koda no good. Guess I got wisdom with old age.”
Rosh winced at her admission. “I reckon you ain’t the only enemy I made. Volera, she’s a demon — a Fury. Was a demon, at least. I got in the way of something some wizard was making her do. She tried to kill me but I beat her and that made me her master I guess.”
“A Fury? What’s that?” Willa sat up in the small bed and looked at him.
Rosh took the opportunity to sit up as well. Pleasure was over, it looked like it was time for getting back to business. “Ask her. She said there was only a few of them, they’re good at fighting and bedding people.”
“Your own personal demon.” Rosh didn’t look at Willa but he heard the disapproval in her voice.
“She ain’t no more. She kept acting like me beating her was a fluke, so I made her fight me again. Nothing held back that time, we went at it all day and night until she finally gave up.” Rosh left out the part where the majority of the time spent fighting involved a lack of clothing. “Me beating her once and for all was something none of her kind had ever had done. They kicked her out and she ended up stuck to me or else she’d fade away to nothing.”
Willa grunted, pretending to not care. “I wanted to let her go and do her own thing, but she says she ain’t got no soul. She’d end up sucking the souls out of others to keep alive, lots of them too. Long as she’s bonded to me she gets the energy she needs that way.”
They fell into a moment of silence that stretched on, each lost in their own thoughts. “They really done something to you, I ain’t never seen a man the size of you.”
Rosh chuckled and stood up. “All the ladies say that.”
Willa slapped him on the thigh and scowled. “That’s big too, but you know that ain’t what I meant!”
The warrior couldn’t help but grin. “Seems like the more I need to be strong, the stronger and bigger I get. Fighting Volera did this to me. I was big before but I could still find a shirt that fit me. Now I gots to pay extra for them.”
Willa rolled her eyes. “What, can’t Volera pretend to be a decent woman and use a needle and thread?”
“She used to do a lot more than that. Guess when she got kicked out of Hell she lost most of her powers too. Says she got to learn how to use them again.”
“How do you forget ?” Willa’s tone was doubtful.
Rosh shrugged. “I don’t know a thing about all that magic stuff. She said something about her having to learn it like anybody else would. I figure as long as she don’t start talking nonsense like Xander used to, she’ll do fine.”
Willa smirked at the reference to the wizard they had sailed with on the Voidhawk, but the smile faded quickly. “So now what Rosh? You accepted Koda right quick. Quicker than I figured I had any right to expect.”
“You ain’t the only one growing up,” Rosh muttered. He pulled on his breeches and tied them before turning to see her staring at the floor. He sighed. “Look, I don’t mean no harm by that. I spent a lot of time thinking after them elves – young and old. Tasha being related to me and all that but me not being around for none of them. I never figured there’d be another. Truth of it is I don’t know what to do, but I been stumbling around most of my life that way.”
Willa looked up at him, a tear running down her cheek. “I don’t know what’s next either. I didn’t know if I’d ever catch up to you, or if I’d do it before I couldn’t go no further. I never put any thought into what might come after.”
Rosh finished dressing and held out his hand to help Willa up. She joined him and began the process of dressing herself. Her skin was aged but it lacked the typical sag brought on by the years. She was still attractive, and he knew well how that fiery inner spirit still burned in her eyes.
When Willa was ready Rosh opened the door and led the way out and back up onto the deck. Volera and Koda remained, with the boy glancing at her repeatedly with interest. Rosh fought back the smirk and the swelling of pride he felt. Any son of his should damn well be interested in bedding a creature as fine as Volera. Then again, Volera wasn’t exactly a simple farmer’s daughter to be tossed amongst some hay bales.
“She’s off limits,” Rosh noted the blush that swept across Koda’s face. “Where’d Doya go?”
“He said he’d return,” Volera offered, rising fully to her feet from where she reclined against the forward railing.
“Return from what?” Rosh grumbled to himself. He shook the thought off and turned to his son. “Koda, you know your way around a ship?”
Koda stood up from where he sat on the other railing and faced Rosh squarely. Rosh saw the light of challenge in his son’s eyes. It filled him both with irritation and with pride. “My mother and I been sailing this ship since I been born.”
“Since you been born?” Rosh asked, wondering how a newborn could have possibly helped to sail a voidship.
“For about a year now Koda and I have been the only crew. Took a lot of modifications and we had to be careful since we have trouble maneuvering at full sail, but we done it.” Willa answered. “It’s getting easier as Koda gets bigger and stronger, but I been getting weaker lately too.”
Rosh grunted. Not so different from how the Voidhawk had been trimmed back to allow for less crew. Difference was between him and Keshira, they’d had the strength to handle the mainsail while the others could tend the rest of the ship.
“One man on the deck, one on the helm – well done.” Rosh nodded, impressed. “I got no way for knowing what comes next, and from talking to Willa, she don’t know either. I reckon we put our past behind us, or at least well enough to know better than to be strangling each other, what say we sail together?”
Willa blinked rapidly and looked away, then turned back to Rosh with a close lipped smile on her face. She nodded. “I’d like that,” she managed.
“You good with that?” Rosh stared pointedly at Koda.
“Don’t see I got much choice, at least until something better comes along.”
Willa gasped. Rosh’s eyes narrowed and he acted. Three strides had him standing in front of the boy. One meaty fist clenched his son’s vest under his neck and twisted it to pull it tight. “Don’t care what she told you, you got no way of knowing what your ma been through for you. What she’s going through for you still. You do right by her or else. You hear me?”
Koda’s lips parted in a snarl, but Rosh saw that it was an act as well. He was scared. His nostrils were flaring and his pupils had gotten so wide they nearly hid the color of his eyes. The same color as Rosh’s, the man noted. “Or else what?” Koda managed, his voice slightly strained.
Rosh lifted, picking the boy up with a single hand. Willa gasped behind them and even Koda’s snarl faded as his hands grabbed onto Rosh’s forearm in a vain attempt at breaking the grip. Rosh opened his mouth to respond when Doya climbed off the ladder and cried out in surprise at the unfolding scene. “Gods Rosh — That boy is bigger than me!”
Rosh glanced at Doya, then turned back to Koda. “Or else I toss you over the side. I do it now and you’re lucky – there’s a deck down there. We get up in the void and it’s a long fall.”
Koda clenched his teeth and nodded. Rosh set him down and turned in time to see the brothers that Doya had mentioned climbing aboard the ship. Rosh’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the scruffy looking pair. Both needed a bath and a shave, if not some decent clothes. Even worse, Rosh was fairly certain they did not need any lessons in how to stick a knife in someone’s back or in how to nick a purse.
“Got all the crew we’ll be needing,” Rosh said, nodding towards the two.
Doya shook his head. “Thought we had a deal, Rosh?”
“You had a deal, I was asking questions. All three of you can get off this boat right now or you’ll get to feel what I was telling the boy firsthand.”
Doya pulled out a pistol from behind his back. Rosh scowled at him, but noted the brothers had drawn long knives as well to support him. “If you really been up in the void, you know what this is Rosh. Rare down here, but I got one and I know how to use it. Even more important, you know what it can do to a person.”
“I don’t like giving stupid people second chances,” Rosh growled. “And I never give them a third.”
“Rosh!” Willa whimpered behind him. He glanced at her even though he knew it was a stupid thing to do. The terror in her voice scared him. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d ever heard her that upset.
“Maybe you’re not afraid, but the old lady is. If she means something to you, you’ll be taking your own advice and helping her off this ship,” Doya’s pistol was now aimed at Willa instead of Rosh.
Koda growled and started towards Doya. Rosh stopped him with an arm held out in front of him. “You want a fight, you pick it with me.”
Doya chuckled. “Come on Rosh, what chance would I have in a fight against you? I can keep you in line better if I use grandma instead.”
“Rosh, it’s okay – we can go,” Willa pleaded.
Rosh turned to face her, surprised to hear her giving in so easily. He turned back in time to see both of the brothers had moved to put themselves closer to Volera and himself. He almost laughed. The fools had no idea what they were doing. If only he could put himself between Doya and Willa, the fight would be all but over.
“No!” Koda blurted out, slipping under Rosh’s arm and rushing the closest brother.
Doya jerked, surprised by the rash action. With the jerk his finger pulled the trigger, sending a violent roar that rolled across the lake and shocked Rosh with the nearly forgotten noise. The warrior reacted though, leaping forward and striking Doya down with a fist even as the man drew a dagger and thrust it at him.
Volera spun into the brother near her like a dervish. She slipped inside his arm and cut deeply into him with smaller knives that had appeared in her hands from whatever concealment her tailored outfit offered. Rosh turned and saw Koda holding the other brother over the railing, one hand clenched tightly around his throat and the other squeezing the man’s wrist and bending it back. With a strangled gasp he dropped his knife and tried to beat Koda’s arm away from his throat. When that failed he kicked out, catching the youth between the legs and forcing him back and to his knees.
The small deck allowed Rosh to kick the brother in the side as he bent low to pick up his fallen knife. The muffled crack of ribs was barely heard over the explosion of air from the man’s chest. He slammed into the railing and lay curled into a fetal position. Rosh picked him up and forcibly threw him to the wooden planking below the ship, turning away even as he heard the unmistakable snapping sounds of multiple bones.
The scene on the deck of Willa’s ship was calm again. Volera stood up fully, blood glistening on her hands, arms, and patches of her clothing. The man she had slain lay lifeless beneath her, a surprisingly large puddle of blood under him given the short period of time. Doya moaned but did not move from where he lay.
“Damn,” Koda hissed, rising to his feet slowly. One hand was held over his stomach, the other cupped his bruised groin.
“Breathe through it, you’ll be all right,” Rosh told him. He started to turn away when he noticed the discoloration on the boy’s vest. “He have a knife in his boot?”
Koda glanced up at the sudden concern in Rosh’s voice. He shook his head and pulled his hand away, revealing a slowly spreading redness from beneath his sleeveless shirt. Rosh stared at it, not understanding how the boy had been hurt. He looked up and saw Koda staring at his mother, the boy’s eyes wide and mouth hanging open. Rosh followed his son’s gaze and saw Willa laying on the deck with her own hands clutched to her belly. Blood ran freely over her fingers.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
“I knew it was coming,” Willa whispered when Rosh knelt next to her. Tears ran from her eyes. “The Elders gift was more than just my son — our son — They left me knowing when my time was done.”
“Thought they fixed you up,” Rosh said.
She shook her head. “We’re linked, Koda and I. Our lives, I mean. I don’t understand it, but they said this would happen. Saving us both like that was too much, we was joined. Our spirits are tied together.”
Rosh turned and motioned Volera over. She stared down at Doya, who was shaking his head and coming around. He blinked to focus his eyes as he stared up at her. She smiled at him and kicked him in the head with her tall boot, knocking him unconscious again. A moment later she knelt next to Rosh.
“I can’t save her Master,” Volera told him. “I don’t know how – and if I did it would be borrowed energy that would always have to be replaced. She would become like me, someone who must feed on the energy of others to survive.”
“But she’s got a soul,” Rosh said, remembering her words from before more clearly than he thought possible. “How she going to be like you?”
“Not the same, but similar. Over time subsisting on the energy of others weakens the soul. But it doesn’t matter, Master, I can’t give her such a thing, it is beyond me.”
Rosh scowled and looked at Koda, who was breathing hard and looking scared at his abdomen. He had pulled his shirt up and saw a wound that looked identical to Willa’s. Volera followed Rosh’s gaze. “They are joined, as she said. If she dies, he will die.”
Rosh swore. “Our spirits are bound,” Willa whispered almost deliriously. “They said that. He would wax and I would wane, but if either perished the other would follow.”
Rosh punched the wooden deck of the elven ship hard enough to crack the planking and send a shudder through the vessel. “All this damn strength and I can’t do nothing,” Rosh muttered. “Damned elves.”
“Master, I can help.”
Rosh looked at her, eyes narrowed. “Thought you said you couldn’t do that?”
“Not that, something else. The woman’s body will perish. She will die. Nothing can stop that.”
“She ain’t just some woman,” Rosh growled. “So what can you do?”
Volera bowed her head. “I can protect her soul. Take it into me and make it my own. Your heir will be unharmed, but he will then share this bond with me. If either of us is stricken down the other will suffer.”
Rosh stared at her, then turned when he felt Willa’s blood-slickened fingers on his hand. “I ain’t scared o’ dyin,” she whispered. “Not for me, but Koda…Rosh, you do what’s best for him.”
Rosh turned on Volera. “This thing you’re talking about, is it like what you done before? That man a while back?”
“No, this is different. I am different. I can’t harvest souls like that anymore. This body is of this realm of existence. Much can be done with it, but it can only possess a single soul. I would be able to sustain myself if you released me.”
Rosh’s eyes narrowed. Was this just a ploy for her to escape? “What of Willa?”
“Willa will die. She has little time left. If I do this her soul will live as long as I do. I can be destroyed, by you or by others if the damage is unrecoverable, but if left to age alone, this body is ageless,” Volera explained.
Willa’s fingers clenched Rosh’s hand then relaxed. He stared at her fingers and then at her, fearful that she had slipped away already. Her eyes were open and she offered him a faint smile. “The pain’s almost gone,” she whispered.
Rosh squeezed her hand and smiled, then looked away quickly. He’d lost her once before, now it was going to happen again. He turned back to Volera, feeling every bit like he was making another deal with a devil. “You said you got to be honest with me. Do that now. This just some way you can weasel your way free of me?”
“No Master,” Volera said, her empty black eyes meeting his and then finally dipping. “I speak only of options, Master. It would aid me, yes, but possessing her soul will change me too. She will die but her essence will live on in me. I will be affected by it. Her feelings and perhaps even some memories will become mine. And you, My Lord, I have never met a being like you. I would not leave you if I could, unless you wished it.”
Rosh stared hard at her then sighed. He turned to Willa and found her eyes closed. “Willa?” He whispered, his heart suddenly in his throat. She nodded and opened her eyes. “Just knowing some part of me will be with you forever does me good.”
Rosh looked away again, noticing the alarming amount of blood on the deck. He nodded to himself, then turned to their son. “Get over here and say goodbye to your ma.” Rosh’s voice was a growl. Anything else, he knew, wouldn’t sound like him.
Koda winced as he tried to move. He fell back, gasping. Volera walked to him and helped him up, then all but dragged the large boy over. He collapsed next to Willa, taking her other hand in his. With considerable effort her forced himself to his knees and stared at the only permanent companion he knew. Tears fell from the boy’s eyes as soon as Willa met his gaze and smiled.
“Shhh, I knew this was coming Koda, it’ll be all right. You got Rosh now, he’s a hard man, but he’ll be fair with you. He’ll love you too, I know that now. Might not act like it, but he will.”
“Hurts,” Koda whispered, one hand holding his belly. If possible, even more blood had drained from him than from Willa.
“Breathe through it, it’ll be gone soon. Just as soon as you let me go. You’ll feel better and a part of me will live with you forever.”
Koda nodded, then knelt down and touched his forehead to Willa’s. He shuddered, then kissed her forehead. “Bye Ma…I…”
“I know Koda,” she said, holding him with an arm that barely had the strength to defy gravity. “I love you too. What we got is special. All the pain I felt and even this, this end— I wouldn’t do nothing different. This was my time, I knew it was coming, just didn’t know how. We found Rosh and we found a way to beat it. That means we won Koda. We won!”
He nodded, no longer able to speak. Rosh reached out and gently pulled him away from Willa. “I didn’t get no chance to say goodbye last time.”
She smiled. “Why you think I dragged you into my room earlier?”
Rosh smirked in spite of the moment. Willa’s smile matched his. “You saved me every time Rosh. Now you’re doing it again. I don’t know what bad things you done but you got no right to hurt yourself over nothing. You done right every time I known you to have a choice. Me, Bailynn, I bet you even done the right thing with Volera. You’re a damned hero, and I’ll not hear a word saying anything else.”
Rosh blinked and looked away, then even went so far as to rub his cheek with his hand. “This ain’t goodbye, I’ll be with you in here. And whether I know it or not, I expect you to show her the good times we had and I know you’ll be thinking of me when it’s happening.”
Rosh ignored the suggestions. He squeezed Willa’s hand again then leaned in and kissed her. He felt the urgent strength in her lips and the trembling behind them. The heat was fading from her and he knew the time was nearly upon them. Their lips parted and she gasped a shallow breath, then let her head fall back to the deck. Rosh rose up quickly. He turned to Volera and nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
Volera slipped in and dropped to her knees. She lowered her head until their faces were inches apart. Willa stared into the dark pools of Volera’s until she closed her eyes and gave a short and final nod. She took in a deep breath, shuddering as she did so. Volera  placed a hand on Willa’s chest and the other on her forehead. Volera pressed her lips to Willa’s, then gently began to draw in Willa’s breath. Willa struggled briefly, then moaned and relaxed. Her breath flowed out and into the former Fury’s mouth.
Rosh watched, fascinated and alarmed. The hair stood up on his arms at the surreal sight. In the daylight he could not be certain but if ever told the tale he would swear Willa was glowing as she breathed her last breath into Volera’s mouth. At long last Willa relaxed completely and Rosh knew she was gone. Still Volera pulled from her, drawing in more air than the woman could possibly hold. Before his very eyes Willa rapidly dissolved, falling apart until only ashes remained in her clothing on the decking.
Koda let out a sob, drawing Rosh’s burning eyes to him. The boy staggered to his feet until he bumped into the railing. He stared at the remains of his mother and then looked down at himself. Wiping away the blood he saw that the wound in his belly was gone, leaving untouched skin behind. He sank to his knees, staring open mouthed at it.
Rosh turned away and saw Doya laying on the deck. He snarled and stomped over to him. Looming over the fallen man Doya must have sensed something for he groaned and tried to move. His eyelids fluttered open just as a voice called up from the dock below.
“Hoy there! Stand to and explain this body!”
Rosh ignored the voice, glaring instead at Doya. The younger man glanced around the deck and saw the chaotic situation. Having missed out on important events, he tried to pull himself away from Rosh with his elbows and hands. Rosh stomped on his leg, turning the foot and causing an audible snap to sound from Doya’s ankle. Doya cried out loudly. The cry was matched by an oath from below the ship.
Rosh reached down and picked the struggling man up. He held him a few inches from his face and sneered at him. “Rosh! Please, I didn’t mean to hurt anyone, honest! I was just surprised by the boy! It was an accident.”
Rosh’s arms trembled, shaking Doya. “It wasn’t no accident,” Rosh spat at him.
“Ho there! What’s going on? Put that man down! Who’s the captain of this ship?”
“Get off my boat!”
“Ah, that makes you the Captain then,” the city guardsmen said. He was past his prime but still looked to be a man who took pride in himself and his position. “Your boat or not, while you’re in my city you got no leave to be threatening and killing people.”
Rosh picked Doya up further and straightened his arms explosively. Doya squawked as he was thrown not only away from Rosh, but into the constable. They both fell off the edge of the scout ship, crashing over two dozen feet to the floating planks below. More cries echoed up from below, new voices and more of them.
“Rosh!”
Rosh turned to see Volera standing with knives in her hands again. He did a double take at the momentary flash of disapproval he saw on her face. It was a look he had seen before, many years past. “Koda, we got supplies in the hold?”
Koda looked up, still speechless from the events that transpired. He nodded dumbly.
“Make ready to sail. Any more of them asses come up here, the deck’s going to be stained red forever.” Rosh turned and walked to the edge. Another soldier was reaching the top of the ladder as Rosh reached it. The man held a pistol in one hand. Rosh reached towards him, frightening him into firing the pistol. Rosh jerked slightly as the bullet hit him in the thigh, but gave no other sign of injury.
The man yelped as he was forcibly yanked from the ladder. He crashed down a moment later, dropped onto Rosh’s knee with force enough to shatter his back and more than a few ribs. Rosh let the broken guard fall, knocking another soldier off the ladder on the way down. A growing crowd at the bottom backed away.
“Anyone else comes up dies too. We’re leaving, don’t be trying to stop us!” Rosh called out to them, challenging anyone to stop him.
Volera had slipped below while Koda had risen and was woodenly untying ropes to release the magically treated cloth that served as sails about the voidship. Rosh stared again down the ladder, expecting no one to listen to him. He was even hoping for it, he had a powerful rage built up that he really wanted to share. No one challenged the ladder but several guardsmen had arrived with crossbows and a few others possessed pistols.
“They tied us up,” Koda called out to him, drawing him back from thoughts of leaping amongst the crowd and laying into them. Rosh grunted and peered over the edge again. Sure enough, a chain as thick as Koda’s wrist was looped through one of the landing struts.
“Get ‘er ready,” Rosh called over his shoulder. “I’ll be up in a minute.”
Rosh vaulted over the railing of the deck. Nearing four hundred pounds, he plummeted to the planking and hit it hard, sending wooden groans throughout and bending the timbers. A few of the onlookers stumbled or fell from the sudden movement of the floating decking. Rosh rose up to his full height from the crouched position he had ended up in, the deformed bullet from the constable popping out of his thigh and falling with a dull thud to the wood.
“Stay outta my way,” He growled. The chained strut was a dozen feet from him but each step seemed destined to end in a rushing mob. Contrary to his concerns, no one moved. He was disappointed to reach it unmolested.
Rosh drew his sword and hewed through one side of a link with a single stroke. He eyed his blade casually, noting it remained unmarred even after the strike against the hardened iron. In a show of arrogance, he sheathed the sword then stopped on the portion of the chain looped through the landing strut, then grabbed up the other portion and pulled on it. It bent slowly, the half severed link widening visibly until it was opened enough for the connecting links to slip free of it.
Rosh dropped his portion of the chain to the deck, then pulled the broken length free of the ship. When he turned back to the others he saw their jaws had dropped further. Two guardsmen had stepped forward at some point, one holding a sword and the other a crossbow. Now both of their weapons were half-lowered to the ground and their eyes were wide with disbelief.
Rosh started towards them, jerking forward as though he was going to spring upon them. One fell back, tripping over himself to get away. The other cringed and raised his crossbow as if it could shield him from the blow Rosh might heave unto him. Rosh spat out a bitter laugh and stormed past them to the ladder. He climbed it without incident, then kicked it free once at the top.
“Best be minding your own business next time,” he yelled down at the gathered crowd. “I see any ship following us and I’ll come back feeling a lot less merciful.”
He turned to see the mainsail in place and second of the two smaller sails used to aid in maneuvering being tied into place. “Volera on the helm?”
Koda glanced over at him and shrugged, then looked back to his task quickly. Rosh sighed and started down the staircase below when he heard Volera’s voice rise up. “We’re ready.”
Rosh stopped. “We?” He muttered, then shook his head. He knew that sitting in a helm was an amazing experience, especially the first few times. It merged the mind with the ship, giving the helmsman extra senses to see and hear about the ship, as well as to feel when the ship was damaged.
Or did “We” mean she and Willa? Rosh shook his head. Willa was gone, he’d seen it with his own eyes. All that was left of her was behind him, standing ready to guide the ship into the void. He sighed and turned, heading to the other sail. For the first time he noted the extra poles and fittings that would allow the maneuvering sails to be controlled by a single person. It would be awkward and slow, but still possible.
“Let’s get off this damned rock,” He called out. A moment later the ship lurched beneath them. Koda stumbled and Rosh had to hold on tight to keep from taking a step. In spite of everything, he cracked a small smile at Volera’s virgin attempt to fly a voidship. Probably the only thing virginal about her, he mused.
She adjusted quickly, smoothing out the lift and correcting for the wind once they cleared the long dormant volcano’s crater. Rosh and Koda, likewise, had to acclimate themselves to one another as they guided the sails to catch the wind and send the ship higher to the sky. Talk was at a minimum, aside from clipped orders Rosh barked out.
They left the planet behind without any major incidents. The sails survived the gusts in the upper atmosphere and the ship escaped without damage. They sailed in silence, the glowing orb of the planet fading behind them faster and faster as they picked up the solar wind and escaped the gravity well of the planet. Finally Rosh locked his sail into position for a straight run and turned to Koda.
“Don’t care much for me, do you boy?”
Koda jerked in surprise, then hurried to fix his own sail into position. Finished he turned to face Rosh but would not meet his father’s eyes for more than a passing moment. “Momma talked about you all the time. She told me stories, about the time you saved her from falling off that ship you guys sailed on, about the time you saved some other girl, even about some time you wrestled a giant six legged cat.”
“Real thing ain’t what you’d thought?”
Koda shrugged at the question. “Didn’t know what to think. You was never there.”
Rosh heard the bitterness in the boy’s voice. He understood well enough, he remembered his own childhood and the anger he felt towards his old man for having run out on his ma. Rosh’s dad had been a famous — or infamous — pirate. Rosh was just…Rosh. Then again to hear Willa tell it, she thought he was something special. Rosh didn’t feel special. He felt tired and empty.
“I’m here now,” Rosh said without really knowing what he was supposed to say. “I ain’t gonna be nothing like Willa was. She was a downright feisty bitch when the mood took her, but she had a tender side that I reckon you saw lots of. I ain’t so tender, not like her anyhow. You’ll always know where you stand with me though.”
Koda nodded then glanced at the stairway to the cabins and bridge below. Rosh chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t reckon she’s so tender neither. Don’t know what part of your ma she pulled into her, but Volera came from a place that makes that world we was just on look like a sandbox full of toys. I ‘spect she never knew no better, that and I don’t want it on my head that she got let loose on the void ‘cause I let her.”
Koda nodded. Rosh watched him, surprised to see how the boy looked confused by what he said, then slowly seemed to grasp it. His facial expressions amused the massive warrior. Rosh felt like he’d been punched in the stomach by a giant when he realized he was feeling a touch of affection for the kid. His kid. Rosh shook his head and smirked.
“What?” Koda asked him, now staring openly at him.
“Nothing,” Rosh lied. “Let’s see the rest of this ship and see what supplies we got, I ‘spect we got a long trip ahead of us.”
“Where we going?”
“Got some old friends that I owe a visit to. Reckon they ought to know about your ma too. They was the only family she ever had, at least the only one that mattered.”
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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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