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Chapter 1

Dexter ducked under the spear that sailed through the air. He turned away, and had to use a hand to keep himself from falling to the hard-packed ground. “What did I say?” he grumbled while catching his balance and getting his feet back under him. He ran with the others to hide behind one of the huts of the villagers.

“I think you insulted their beliefs,” Logan guessed.

“All I said was with the tools we brought they could make some real wine instead of that monkey piss they served us last night!” he argued while drawing his pistol. “Mind you, that was some mighty potent monkey piss, but the first glass still tasted rank.”

“That monkey is their deity,” Logan said.

Dexter frowned and glanced around the side of the hide-covered tent. Several of the short natives were gathering the axes, saws, and sickles, while other brandished their primitive slings and spears and approached them. Behind the waist-high men, several wooden carvings of monkeys were scattered around the village. He jerked his head back to avoid a stone that bounced off the hide. “Guess that explains all the carvings.”

“Idols,” Logan said.

“Captain, there’s a lot of them,” Bailynn warned as she jerked her head back from the other side of the hut.

Dexter nodded. “Aye, what they lack in height they made up for in numbers and poor hygiene.”

“We can’t get back to the ’Hawk from here.”

Dexter risked another quick glance and saw his ship was sitting unmolested on a large wooden platform. He saw the heads of his crew watching from the deck. He staggered back as a stone clipped his shoulder and was caught by Logan. The healer’s touch on his arm soothed the sting before the man finished righting him.

“Let’s go,” Dexter said.

“Go? Where?”

“Away, run for the hills,” the captain said. “The ’Hawk will find us and pick us up.”

“Are you sure?” Logan asked.

“Sure enough,” Dexter said. “Better than staying here and being swarmed by these runts!”

Bailynn scowled at him. “They’re not much shorter than me.”

“Fine, you stay and keep them busy,” Dexter said. He turned and glanced at the handful of huts between them and where the jungle grew thick. “I’m for that jungle.”

Logan nodded. “Say when.”

Dexter turned and fired his pistol over the heads of their pursuers. The goblins dove to the ground while Logan and Bailynn ducked out of instinct from the surprising thunder of his pistol. When they looked up, they saw him running away from them. “Now!” Dexter called while shoving his pistol back in his belt.

They bolted after their captain and caught up with him as he was wading through the underbrush. He drew his sword, a magical long-bladed weapon he’d acquired in his earliest days of captaining the Voidhawk, and began to hack a trail through the jungle. Wherever possible, he cut high and tried to climb over obstacles. When he found a trail already blazed, he turned and followed it, picking up speed as he went.

Behind them, the natives rushed on. In spite of their short legs, they knew the terrain and showed an amazing ability to climb the trees and use branches and the vines to keep pace. Dexter glanced back and saw them coming and swore. “Damn me if they’re not part monkey themselves!”

“Maybe it was their pee you drank?” Bailynn called up to him.

Dexter grimaced and pushed on. His lungs ached and his legs and arms burned as he ran. Logan moved easily beside him, irritating him more. They sailed on a ship through the void between worlds; what chance did the healer have to keep himself in that kind of shape?

“Why don’t you go bite a few of them,” Dexter panted.

“I’m not dressed for it,” Logan replied between his easy breaths. “By the time I stripped my clothes off and changed, they’d be on me.”

“Might buy me some time,” Dexter muttered.

The path twisted ahead to their left, heading back towards the village. Dexter scowled and looked off at the natives moving towards them. He slowed, wondering if they might fight their way back through and try to reach his ship.

“Head to starboard!” Logan called out.

Dexter looked to his right but couldn’t see through the heavy wall of vegetation. He swung his magical sword and hacked through the weeds before plunging blindly into the rough hewn opening he’d made.

Dexter cried out as he plunged over the edge of a cliff. He’d fallen into a crater with a lake at the bottom. The water, he found out a heartbeat later, was cold and deep enough that he didn’t break his legs on the bottom. He splashed his way to the surface and spun around, looking up at the forty-foot cliff he’d ran off of. Bailynn and Logan surfaced beside him while he looked up and saw the goblins jeering and loading their slings.

“Captain!” Bailynn called out. “Behind us, there’s an island. With a cave!”

Dexter spun around and spied the dark hole. It was big enough for two men to stand side by side in, or one if he had to fight. He managed to sheathe his sword back in its scabbard and said, “Aye, swim!”

They struck out, splashing through the water as stones and the occasional spear rained down around them. Dexter wasn’t certain but he thought a few of the stones struck him after being slowed by the water. Neither Logan nor Bailynn cried out and soon enough even the mightiest goblin flung stone couldn’t reach them.

By the time they pulled themselves onto the rocky beach, Dexter was coughing and gasping for breath. Bailynn was breathing heavy but Logan caught his breath in moments and stretched his arms out before he tried to start squeezing water out of his clothes. 

The healer checked on Bailynn and earned a grin and a quick peck on the lips from her before she nodded to the captain. He turned and headed over to Dexter, only to see the captain knocking the water out of his pistol and reaching for the oiled sack he kept his firepowder and balls in. “Dex? Are you all right?”

“Just a moment,” Dexter said. “I want to make sure I can shoot you clean if you try to put your lips on me.”

Logan stopped and chuckled. “I think you’re safe.”

Dexter blew hard into the barrel of his pistol to clear it out and then fetched a wrapped plug filled with powder from his pouch and jammed it down the barrel. He added a slug to it and had to whip the stick through the air a few times before jamming them both all the way down the barrel.

“Captain? I’m serious,” Logan said.

Dexter stood up and shoved his pistol back in his belt. “Just making sure. Now we can check out the big dark scary cave.”

“Oh!” Logan laughed. “I thought you were serious.”

Dexter smirked. “Between Jenna and Bailynn, I reckon you’d have more than enough to deal with if you tried that. Wouldn’t be enough of you left for me to put a stone in!”

“Come on,” Bailynn called over to them from where she’d moved up the beach closer to the base of the hill. The cave loomed behind her. “There’s something in there!”

* * * *

Jenna heard the muffled shouts through the hull of the ship and looked up from the bowl of cut fruit she was eating. She frowned and stood up from the long table in the Voidhawk’s galley and climbed the circular staircase to the main deck.

“Momma, I was going to go down but Tasha said the villagers are acting funny,” her daughter, Jianna, ran up to her and said.

“Jenna!” Tasha waved over at her. “There’s a problem.”

Jenna’s smile at her daughter faded. She rubbed her slim elven hand across her daughter’s cheek on her way past her to join Tasha at the rail. “What is it?” she asked while watching the primitive tribe of goblins scrambling to gather their weapons and chasing someone off into the jungle.

“The captain—and Logan and Bailynn—they were meeting with the chief to get paid and all of a sudden the chief started shouting. Logan grabbed Dexter and they took off running into the jungle.”

Jenna sighed. “Make ready to sail,” she ordered.

Tasha stiffened. “Permission to go after him?”

“No, get the ’Hawk ready,” she repeated. She turned and looked around the deck. Her eyes fell on the tall, tanned, and voluptuous woman who was sanding the railing along the stairs that went to the forecastle. “Keshira, with me.”

“Just the two of you are going after him?” Tasha gasped.

“No, we’re going to get our money,” Jenna said.

“What about the captain?”

Jenna frowned while Keshira jogged across the deck with no regard for what the up and down motion did to the rest of her body. “Have Trilliana get in touch with Volera. They can pick him up on the Second Chance.”

Tasha pressed her lips together for a long moment and then nodded. She turned and started barking out orders to the crew, rousing them to action. 

“Captain? Is there a problem?” Keshira asked. 

Even after more than a year of Dexter insisting she was every bit as much a captain of the Voidhawk as he was, she still wasn’t used to being addressed as Captain. She pushed aside the memories of when she’d thought she lost him and sailed in search of him and faced the magical woman. “Yes, Dexter got himself run off by the natives before we got paid.”

“Ma’am?” Keshira tilted her head and frowned. “Shouldn’t we be helping the captain?”

“We are,” Jenna said as she turned towards the gangplank that ran down from the side of the ship to the platform it rested on. “Our job is to return their payment to that wizard’s school or we won’t be getting paid. Dex can take care of himself. If he can’t, Logan and Bailynn will see to it he doesn’t get hurt too badly.”

“How are we going to get the payment?”

“That’s why you’re with me,” Jenna said. She paused at the top of the gangplank and waited for the slowest of the goblin villagers to rush into the jungle after her husband. “Come on.” She strode down the plank and made her way to the carved jade and amber idol that rested several feet off the ground that rested in a hollow carved out of a thick jungle tree.

Jenna looked around and frowned. A few children watched from behind the hides of their huts but they scooted out of sight as soon as Jenna met their eyes. They’d heard about elves here. Nearly everyone they’d ever met in the void knew the unsavory reputation her people had. She’d worked hard for years to escape them and then to change it, when the Voidhawk had been instrumental in overthrowing her father.

Elves were elves, though, and most were too long-lived and set in their ways to change. Even after she’d spent six years as their empress, it hadn’t done much good. The best thing she’d done was abdicate the throne to a council of elves she handpicked. It kept them too busy fighting and bickering among themselves to focus on the other nations and worlds scattered throughout the void.

“Give me a boost,” Jenna said.

“A boost? Up the tree? Why?”

“To fetch our payment,” Jenna said. “That statue.”

The construct’s magical face looked troubled again. “I thought our payment was in amber and jade jewels, not in a statue?”

“Minor change of plans,” Jenna said. “This is quicker than hunting down the right amount.”

“Ma’am?”

“Keshira,” Jenna snapped. “This is an order.”

“Yes, Captain,” she said and cupped her hands together.

Jenna step into her joined palms and gasped as she was lifted easily up over Keshira’s head. She reached out for the idol and grabbed onto it. She tugged on it and frowned. It was too heavy for her to lift. “Give me a boost,” Jenna demanded.

Keshira lowered her a few inches and then thrust her up. Jenna drew a dagger and jumped at the top of Keshira’s reach. She caught the edge of the tree’s opening with her free hand and jammed her dagger into the other inside wall with her other. She gripped the flat bottom of the hollow with her toes to hold her place.

“Ma’am?” Keshira asked.

“Stop calling me that,” Jenna hissed. “Get ready to catch this.”

“The statue?”

“Yes, the statue! Don’t drop it. If it breaks we get nothing.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Jenna shifted her balance and reached in with her empty hand. She grabbed the statue and leaned back, hoping her bodyweight would pull it out. She was wrong; it stayed put. She cursed under her breath and put all her weight on the hand holding the statue to test it before she worked her dagger free of the wood and sheathed it. With both hands wrapped around the statue, she leaned back and pushed her feet against the tree.

The monkey statue shifted and then teetered for a moment before it finally passed the center of gravity and toppled towards her. Jenna lost her grip and without the statue to hold her back, her legs straightened and sent her flying into the air away from the tree. She whipped her head and her arms back, managing a backflip in midair, and landed off balance on her feet. She had to take two steps to catch her balance but she remained upright.

Jenna snapped her head up to look and saw Keshira holding the statue tight to her chest in both arms. The elf grinned. “Good job, ’Shira! Hurry, back to the ’Hawk!”

Keshira strode with her long legs and caught up to Jenna. The goblins were screeching and crying out behind them as word spread of their theft. Jenna glanced back and saw some of the goblin women and a few of the older goblins that were too weak with age to chase Dexter trying to come after them. She laughed and then ducked as a stone from a sling sailed over her head. Jenna spun around when she heard it hit something behind her with a dull thump.

“Captain?” Keshira asked as the stone fell from where it struck the back of her neck.

“Keep going,” Jenna said and drew her saber and short sword. She fought with two blades, one curved for slicing and the other straight for piercing. It left her foes troubled and confused long enough she could overpower them. “Tasha, how we doing?”

Jenna had to wait several seconds while Keshira climbed the plank with her heavy load. Even the pleasure golem turned deckhand had limits to what she could do. She turned and looked up at the ship again to see Keshira’s skirts flutter over the edge and her boot disappear. Tasha appeared further along the railing, her dark skin almost blending into the star-filled sky above her. 

“Sayara’s on the helm and all but the mainsail are rigged!” Tasha shouted down.

Jenna hissed as a flung stone smacked high on the outside of her thigh and glanced off. She spun and ran up the plank, ignoring the stinging in her leg. “To the skies!” she shouted as soon as she leapt onto the deck. She sheathed her swords and turned to kick the plank away.

Tasha called orders to the crew on the deck. Jenna rushed over to help her daughter and Celia, a young elf who wasn’t much taller than the nine-year-old Jianna, hoist the square mainsail. The magical power of the ship’s helm made the mainsail unnecessary for maneuvering at slow speeds, giving them the chance to lift off the platform and begin ascending to the skies above the tropical asteroid.

“Captain?” Keshira called as she walked behind where Jenna was tying off a rope to secure the deployed mainsail.

Jenna turned and saw the woman still holding the four-foot-tall statue tight against her. She knew Keshira could hold it all day without getting tired but it still amazed her, even after all the years since Dexter had accidentally released her from her slavery and the golem had sailed with them. “Put that in the hold, ’Shira,” Jenna said. “And thank you.”

Keshira’s bee-stung lips parted to reveal gleaming white teeth in a smile. She turned and walked to the forward staircase so she could stow the statue away. Jenna watched her go and turned away to see Tasha looking at her.

“Is somebody seeing to our boys?”

“Rosh is on the way,” Tasha said.

Jenna nodded. “Then let’s get out of these rocks. We’ll meet them outside the field.”

Tasha stared at her a moment longer and then nodded. She called out orders to the crew while Jenna smiled and winked at her daughter before turning and heading to the aft. She nodded as she caught Haley’s eye from her position on the stern sail and danced down the stairs. 

She had breakfast to finish and an urgent need to not be on the deck when they tried to sail out of the sea of rocks. It was bad enough her husband was running from a tribe of angry goblins. She’d thought she’d lost him a couple of times now and it nearly split her heart in two. If he did it to her a third time, she’d kill herself just to hunt him down and let him have it once and for all!


Chapter 2

Dexter advanced into the cave with his pistol in one hand and drawn sword in the other. He stopped and glared into the darkness. “You seen something?” he asked.

Bailynn stepped up next to him. “Something moved,” she answered. “Not sure what, but it looked big.”

“Big?” Dexter echoed. “Like Rosh big, or Logan big?”

“Bigger.”

Dexter frowned and glanced behind him at the bright starlit shore outside.

“They’re still there,” Bailynn said.

Dexter scowled. “Damn them elves and what they done to you.”

She laughed and clamped a hand over her mouth to silence herself. “Isn’t it good that I can see in the dark better than you?”

“See in the dark, yes,” Dexter said. He turned back around. “Logan?”

“There’s something here, I can smell it.”

Dexter sighed. “Well, what’s it smell like?”

“Sweat and herbs.”

“Herbs?”

The healer shrugged.

“All right, we’re not getting back to the void standing here talking about it,” Dexter muttered. He started forward into the cave.

The three moved ahead and started climbing up a shallow incline that began to curve. They walked a couple of minutes with Dexter scuffing his boots a few times in the dark. His shoulder brushed the wall of the cave and he stopped. “Let me know if something’s going to bite me.”

“Captain, let me lead,” Bailynn suggested.

“You can still see more than the fingers in front of your face?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right, about time you made yourself useful.”

Logan’s chuckle was cut short by the sound of Bailynn’s hand slapping him in the stomach. Dexter bit his lip to keep from laughing.

“Put your hand on my shoulder,” Bailynn said.

“Where are you?” Dexter sheathed his sword and asked.

“In front of you.”

Dexter frowned and raised his hand. He hesitated until he heard a sigh and then Bailynn’s hand grabbed his and pulled it down to her shoulder. “Good. Didn’t want to touch nothing that might get your man upset. I’d hate to have to shoot him.”

“You were gearing up for it outside,” Logan reminded him.

“Never said I wanted to do it, did I?”

Logan snorted and Bailynn started forward. She moved slow to account for Dexter’s uncertain footing, but only had to walk another minute before she stopped and Dexter stumbled into her back.

“What are you doing?” he hissed.

“There’s light ahead!”

“Oh, um, I meant other than that.”

He felt Bailynn shift and then, a heartbeat later, she shifted back. “If you can see it, I’ll let you lead again.”

“Still dark enough I can’t see the rocks under my feet so well. You can lead a bit farther.”

“Uh huh, thought so,” Bailynn muttered. She started forward and led them on until even Dexter began to see the light ahead.

“All right, no sense in letting you have all the fun,” Dexter said as he pulled his hand off her shoulder.

Bailynn favored him with a raised eyebrow. He ignored her and stepped ahead, drawing his blade again. He’d taken less than a half dozen steps when shadows passed across the greenish light that painted the wall of the cave ahead of them. Dexter crouched and waited to make sure nothing came towards them before he turned and glanced at Logan and Bailynn.

“You good?” Dexter asked.

Logan nodded and Bailynn held up her hands. Her fingers looked different than before: sharp nails that resembled talons capped her fingers. A gift from a magical race of beings called the Fayer when she and Logan had gone with Bekka to help her figure out what she wanted to do with her life. Their journey had proved life changing for all three of them, as well as Haley, the slave turned huntress they’d rescued and brought back with them.

Dexter turned and led the way up towards the light. It grew brighter and steadier, but so did the shadows when something moved. He sniffed and picked up what Logan had been smelling. A sharp smell one moment and then there was a tang that reeked of an outhouse the next. Fresh flowers and the occasional smell of fruits were mixed in to confuse him.

A roar made him freeze. He turned after the only things to follow the guttural sound were a clash of metal against rock and a snicker. “Move fast,” Dexter whispered over his shoulder and he moved ahead.

He rounded the corner first and led with his pistol pointed at the back of something that left him speechless. It was a man, or at least man shaped, but nearly twice as large and covered in mismatched clothing and armor. A huge shield leaned against a wall nearby, next to a spear with a bladed tip that was the source of the green glow.

The green-skinned monster’s back was to him, and he seemed focused on whatever was on the flat rock in front of him. Cut weeds, clumps of things he couldn’t identify, and even the remains of some small animals littered the ground around him.

Dexter took a breath, catching the monster’s body odor and wrinkling his nose. He straightened and tightened his grip on his pistol while Bailynn and Logan stepped up beside him. They were ready for anything.

Anything except the monster talking without turning around. “Yous can put dat boomstick down.”

* * * *

“There!” Koda yelled from where he leaned over the railing of the bow of the Second Chance. “Something’s waving at us!”

Rosh scowled and twisted the controls of the four wing-shaped sails of his ship. “Something?”

“It looks big,” Koda called up to his father. “Too far to tell, though. It’s on top of that hill.”

The powerful warrior grunted and trimmed the sails to bring the ship down and around towards the hill. He dipped the port side as they passed and saw the figure waving its arms in the air at them. Koda was right; whoever that was had to be very large for him to see him that easily.

“Volera!”

A handful of seconds passed until a head popped up over the front of the deck he was on. A head with long flowing hair the color of midnight and skin that was tanned dark enough to almost look red. The woman flashed him a smile and grabbed the railing to pull herself the rest of the way up the ladder and face him.

Rosh took a moment to appreciate the tight fitting hard-boiled leather cuirass she wore. It left almost as much skin exposed as it covered, but the skin on display was the sort that would give a man pause and make him question what he really wanted to do to her. The armored corset ended in a skirt of leather strips that hung almost to her knees. It was almost conservative for her, save that the narrow strips of leather weren’t joined and any movement of her thighs left more distracting skin on display.

“Captain?”

Rosh shook his thoughts from his head and nodded towards the figure below them. “You ever seen anything like that?”

Volera turned and studied the distant figure. She frowned. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be. Sorry, Rosh.”

Rosh blew her apology off. Seldom did a day pass where she wasn’t disappointed with her lost abilities when the silverwood had pierced her heart and poisoned her demonic heritage. She was mortal now. Mortal and frail and he knew it terrified her. Her disappointment made him want to protect her that much more. “I don’t want you for your body,” he growled.

She snapped her head around. “Oh really? Then what about last—”

“That ain’t what I meant!” he barked. “I mean—”

Volera walked up to him while he fumbled for words and slid her slender body between the controls for the sails and him. She pressed her chest to his and looked up into his eyes. He saw the glint of mischief in her eyes and knew that she had him. “I know what you meant, lover. And if I didn’t, this would speak the truth to me.”

Rosh grunted as her hands caressed him. “We got a job to do,” he mumbled.

Volera captured his lips with hers and proved that even if she was no longer a temptress from Hell, she still had the skills to steal a man’s heart. And his soul. “Later then,” she breathed. “And next time, don’t worry about being so gentle. I may be human but I still like it rough.”

Rosh gulped and nodded. She licked his lips, tickling them, and then slipped away and returned to peer over the railing. “Take us in closer. Whoever it is wants us to approach.”

Rosh shifted the sails to do as she asked. He was curious too. They were looking for Dexter, Logan, and Bailynn, just like his friend and former captain had warned him they might. Something about needing a special payment for the supplies they were bringing that the natives wouldn’t be willing to give up on their own. It sounded like a complicated job, but he didn’t have to worry about that. The Second Chance was needed to keep an eye on the Voidhawk and keep them safe if they needed help.

“It’s funny,” Volera mused. “Thousands of years of knowledge and power are all but useless to me now, but without it, Bekka would be a babe adrift in the void now that she’s found her calling.”

Rosh jerked his attention back to Volera. “What?”

“She’s a necromancer, though an unlikely one at best. I know so much about her powers and what is possible, yet I don’t have the ability to do the same anymore.”

“You still got magic,” Rosh said.

“Yes, but it’s learned and it’s a painful reminder of what I once could do with a thought. I don’t care for it much.”

“Oh.”

Volera smiled at him. “Not your fault. You saved my life. You gave me life, for what it’s worth. You taught me hope and love and another, deeper, meaning of strength.”

“So it ain’t all bad,” Rosh said.

She chuckled. “Hardly. But it would be nice to see that creature for what it is. Let alone unfurl my wings and fly down to put a proper fear into him.”

Rosh raised an eyebrow but let the comment go unsaid. Volera was a changed woman, but she could still be a little harsh at times. “Can you see Dex down there?” he asked in an attempt to shift the conversation away from her past and who she’d once been. He’d bested Volera in every way when she was at her most powerful and earned her service. He’d long since ended her servitude and found that even a demon’s heart can be swayed. Now she stayed on out of love for him. He often wondered if their battle still waged on and she was finding a way to best him.

“No, just a cave on top of the mesa.”

“Mesa?”

“A big hill with cliffs for sides and a flat top.”

He could hear the grin in her voice even though she didn’t look back at him. “I know what a mesa is!” Rosh snapped. “Thought you meant there was something else since we been calling it a hill.”

She ignored his response and continued to watch below. “Is he green?” she asked.

“Beats me. That’s why I asked you.”

Volera sent a frustrated look his way but kept her words to herself.

“Bekka!” Rosh shouted loud enough for the helmstress to hear on the bridge. “We’re dropping into the rock’s air to land.”

“Aye, Captain,” her soft voice floated back up to him.

Rosh nodded and repositioned the sails again. He and Koda had perfected the work Koda’s mother had done to turn the ship into something that could be sailed by a pair of skilled sailors. One on the helm and another at the sails. Learning how to handle the rigging and sails was a steep learning curve, but he’d mastered the job years ago and demanded the same from every person who joined his crew.

Rosh harnessed the solar winds and brought the ship down until he felt the tremble of resistance in the sails and deck beneath him. He inhaled the moist air from the jungle growing on the asteroid. The asteroid was large, over a dozen miles across and half that thick, but not large enough to generate any strong winds the Chance had to deal with.

Bekka kept the ship stable on the magical helm while Rosh guided it down and let her set it down on the top of the mesa. Rosh secured the sails and lashed the poles tight to keep them from breaking free before he turned away and joined Volera at the side of the deck.

“That’s a big troll,” Volera breathed.

“That’s a troll?” Rosh asked as he stared at the green-skinned behemoth. “Looks more like...well, a really big troll.”

Volera glanced at him and smirked. She turned back and shook her head. “Something’s not right about him.”

“Other than him being ten feet tall and ugly?”

The former demon squinted. “Maybe taller,” she said. “But that’s not it. His spear and shield, those are not as crude as they seem. Everything about him—

“There’s Dexter and the others!” Volera hissed as she pointed at the cave behind the green-skinned behemoth.

Rosh cursed and turned to look at the deck. “Damn, my sword’s below!”

“I’ll—”

Rosh ignored Volera and launched himself over the edge of the top deck of the Second Chance. “Throw it to me!” he shouted as he dropped almost thirty feet like a stone and hit the ground hard enough to drop him to one knee and his hands.

He rose up with a sneer on his face. The pain in his ankles and knees faded as the Elders’ magical boon restored his body. He ran forward at the troll and saw the surprised look on the creature’s large and ugly face. Rosh drew his hand back and then jumped before extending his hand in a punch that he suspected would stagger the troll, if not lay him out.

The troll spun faster than he had any right to. His shield appeared in front of him and knocked Rosh’s fist aside. He turned in midair with the momentum and slammed into the shield hard enough to knock the wind from his chest and stagger the troll. They fell to the ground and rolled apart.

Rosh rose to his hands and knees and looked up while he sucked air back into his lungs. The troll used his spear to rise faster, prompting Rosh to climb to his feet and face him. The troll stared at him and then opened his mouth. He laughed. It wasn’t just a laugh; it was a belly laugh that left Rosh’s ears ringing.

“Dat was a good punch!” the troll said to the confused man. “Thork hasn’t been bashed like dat in...um...one and one and one and...um, lots of years!”

Rosh stared, lowering his guard at the social nature of the monster he faced. He’d just been knocked aside after delivering a blow that could have knocked a hole through the hull of a ship and the troll was laughing? What had Dexter gotten them into now?


Chapter 3

“Rosh! About time you showed up,” Dexter called as he walked up behind the troll. He stopped and stared with wide eyes as a sound like the ground rumbling and breaking apart emerged between the two captains near the troll. Dexter wrinkled his nose and stepped farther to the side.

“Sorry bout dat,” the troll said with a grin. “Too much fruit on dis stupid rock.”

“I’ve heard of you.”

Dexter was glad for the distraction and turned his attention to Volera as she walked up behind Thork. Bekka was climbing down the rope ladder and Koda was jogging to catch up to the long-legged demon turned— well, whatever she’d turned into.

“You said you didn’t know!” Rosh glared at her.

Volera stopped beside the mountainous warrior and shook her head. “No, I said I needed to get closer to him. I heard what he called himself.”

“He called himself something?”

“Aye, this is Thork,” Dexter said. “He’s a troll priest.”

“Shaman,” Thork corrected. “Priests spend all da time on deir knees doing fingz dat men—”

Logan cleared his throat. “I was a priest for most of my life,” he said. “I never saw anything of the sort.”

Thork waved him off. “But yous isn’t a priest no more, is yous?”

Logan opened and shut his mouth. He shook his head and sighed. Bailynn stifled a giggle beside him and slipped her hand in his.

“Anyhow,” Volera said, drawing attention back to her. “He is Thork. And I suppose he might be a shaman, but what I remember hearing is from ages long past. He was a scourge that filled many of my kind with fear.”

“Yep, dat’s what Thork does best.” Thork paused to glance at his spear and caress it with the hand that held it. He looked back at Volera as a frown came over his face. He took a few heavy steps closer to her, causing Rosh to scowl and use his arm to try to push her behind him. Thork ignored the man and peered at her. He sniffed and shrugged. “Yous kind? Yous is a human. Thork hasn’t been dat bad to humans in lots and lots and lots of years.”

“I wasn’t always like this,” Volera said. “My name is Volera and I was once—”

The troll snapped his meaty fingers. “Yous was a Fury!”

Volera smiled. “I was.”

Rosh’s eyes narrowed. “You know demons?”

“Thork and da boyz used to go demon bashin all da time!” the troll said while bobbing his head up and down. “Dem Furies was tough. It took a couple of us to make one poof.”

“Poof?” Dexter asked.

“When we—when a demon is defeated away from the realm they call home, they disappear in a puff of smoke, remember?” Volera said.

Dexter nodded. “I’m still trying to forget.”

“Naw, dat’s not it,” Thork said. “We went bashin in hell. Dem poof der too, but yous gots to hit dem harder and da poofin is messier.”

Dexter grimaced at the troll’s description. “So, um, anyhow, it took you guys long enough to get here.”

“We didn’t know where you was!” Rosh growled. “It’s a small rock, but not that small!”

“Did Jenna get the statue?”

“Statue?” Thork asked.

“Whoa, a civilized troll!” Koda interrupted as he jogged up.

Thork broke wind again, leaving Dexter, Logan, and Bailynn with looks of disgust on their face. “Not that civilized,” Dexter muttered.

Rosh held his other arm up to stop his son from getting too close. “I’m not so sure about that,” he said.

Thork barked out a laugh. He pointed a finger at Volera and then looked around. “So yous isn’t no demon no more. Dat’s good. Dese stupids would be in trouble.”

“What’s going on?” Bekka asked as she joined them.

Thork peered over Rosh and Volera to see the woman wearing a fancy black dress with pink trim on it. He raised an eyebrow and then frowned. “Nekkermancer?”

Bekka looked up at him with an open mouth. She clamped it shut and nodded.

“Dat figures,” Thork muttered. His body shook briefly. “Dats one of da only fings dat Thork finks is scary, nekkermancers. Eider yous is dead or yous isn’t dead. Dat half way stuff is freaky.”

“Well, um, I’m not a very good one,” Bekka admitted.

“I’m teaching her,” Volera was quick to add.

Thork stared at her and guffawed some more. “Yous got no mojo!”

“I do!” Volera protested. She snapped her fingers and a flame appeared in the palm of her hand. She bounced it up and down as though she was tossing a ball and winked at the troll.

Thork stared at it and laughed again. “Dats just a trick. Maybe stupids is feared of it, but Thork knows better. Yous want to see real mojo?”

The flame sputtered in her hands and the reddish tint to her face paled. “I’ve lost my heritage.”

Rosh bristled. “Step back, troll, or I’ll give you a reason to be afraid.”

Thork laughed again. “Thork likes yous! Yous got balls! And yous punch like an ogre wif a bee in his codpiece!”

Rosh blinked a few times as he digested the troll’s words. His shoulders drooped and the tension making his veins begin to pop out more than usual faded. “What are you?” the warrior asked.

The troll grinned. “Thork is a shaman. Da shaman of fear. And da owner of Trolwerkz!”

“More of an icon or avatar, I suspect,” Volera said.

“What’s that mean?” Dexter asked.

Thork looked at the captain and grinned. “Lots of fings.”

Dexter scowled. “Feels like I’m bartering with an elf.”

When Thork was finished guffawing, Volera said, “You know that the power of a world’s deity only last from one world to another. Their power is tied to the power of their following. It could spread from one world to another but that would require the religion has spread to both worlds and—”

“Bah! Now I’m talking to a wizard. Get on with it already,” Dexter groaned.

Volera favored the man with a look that he knew all too well. If Jenna had given it to him, his best course would be to stay on the deck and out of her way for a few days.

“Thork,” Volera continued, “has power enough that he can travel the void without loss of his shamanic powers. He may not be a god, but he’s probably similar to one of the Elders.”

“Fruity elfs,” Thork muttered at the mention of the race of Elders. “Heard dem was on da loose again.”

“They’re not elves, they’re—” Bekka began to explain.

“That’s not important,” Dexter cut her off. “What is important is that we’re running behind. We need to meet up with my ship and get that statue back to the wizards.”

“Yous took da goblins monkey statue?” Thork asked.

Dexter met the large green creature’s eye and shrugged. “I don’t reckon that’s any concern of yours.”

Thork shook his head. “Nope, it’s not. But Bonky might be mad.”

Dexter and Rosh both asked, “Bonky?”

Thork pointed behind Dexter to the mouth of the cave. A goblin with yellow hair and chalk white skin emerged. He wore armor and had a sword at his side, equipment far finer than any they’d expect from a goblin, even one from the somewhat civilized tribe that lived on the asteroid. “Dat’s Bonky. Thork’s assistant.”

“Just another goblin,” Dexter muttered with an audible tone of relief.

“Yep,” Thork said. “Sometimes Thork needs a new one when da potions Bonky tests doesn’t work out so good.”

“Trolwerkz?” Bekka asked.

Thork nodded and grinned.

Bonky walked up to him and glared at Dexter.

“Hi,” Dexter offered. “Sorry about the, um, misunderstanding.”

Bonky snarled at him and reached for his sword. Thork’s hand came down on the goblin’s head and jarred the short creature. He staggered and shook his head, and then glared up at Thork. “Dese is Thork’s guests. Yous be nice!”

Bonky pointed and began jabbering in his own language. Thork shook his head and barked back at him in the same tongue. Bonky scowled and folded his arms over his armored chest.

“Come on,” Dexter said to the others. “Let’s go. Thork, um, it was nice meeting you.”

Thork laughed. “Yous bet it was. Let’s go.”

“Wait,” Dexter said. “We’re leaving. You have your, um, Trolwerks, right? I’m not looking for any more crew and I don’t have room for passengers. Rosh, do you?”

“Full up,” Rosh agreed with a smug grin.

Thork shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Yous need Thork.”

“What?” Dexter spat. His hand shifted closer to the pistol at his belt.

“Dexter,” Volera hissed. “Be careful.”

“Yous got somefing on yer boat dat’s gonna bring a whole lot of trouble. Lots and lots of fear and bashins.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh! Thork knows!” The troll turned and picked up his spear. He spun it in the air and then thrust it out as though he was stabbing something. It stuck fast in midair, and then he dragged the blade at the tip down in a straight line. It left a glowing line hanging in midair. He stepped up and thrust his hands into the bright green glowing line and pulled it apart like a curtain. He stuck his head and upper body in and moved around for a couple of minutes before he cried out and pulled himself back out. He held up a dagger that looked like a toy in his massive fist.

Dexter’s eyes narrowed. He reached for his sword but didn’t draw it. “I’m hoping something hasn’t happened to my ship, my crew, or my wife. But first you can tell me what you’re doing with my wife’s dagger.”

Thork grinned. “Dis isn’t hers. Dis isn’t nobody’s. Well, except for Thork’s. Dis is Thork’s.”

Dexter blinked and had to finally admit, “Sorry, I don’t follow.”

“Dis dagger is like da one yous gots on dat ship—”

“Jenna’s?”

“Yep! It came from a big bad dragon. It was a toof, same as da uvver one.”

“Da uvver one?” Dexter repeated. He stuck his tongue and tried again, “The other one, Jenna’s?”

“Yep!”

“Okay, great,” Dexter said. “I missed the part where that’s a problem.”

“You collecting them?” Rosh asked.

“She received it in a fair trade for services rendered,” Dexter clarified. “Try to take what’s hers without a fair offer in turn and it won’t go well for you.”

Thork slammed the butt of his spear into the ground. A blast of raw force slammed into them all just as the rock beneath them bucked. Dexter fell back until the ground reached up and slapped him. He lay stunned for a moment and then scrambled to roll and right himself. With his balance off, it took a few tries before he could right himself and look around.

Dexter saw Rosh was already rising from one knee and had Thork’s attention. The troll nodded to him while everyone else, including the armored goblin, was trying to pick themselves up.

“Too much talking!” Thork muttered. “Yous doesn’t get it. Dat dragon grew new teef back, but him’s not happy about people having him’s parts. Da only place dat stuff is safe is in anovver reality, like Thork’s special room, or on a world where dat dragon got bashed lots and lots and lots of years back.”

“Troll, I’m starting to wish I’d never walked in that cave,” Dexter growled as he came back to his feet.

“Den stop and listen, stupid,” Thork snapped back at him.

“What did they call that dragon from the City of the Edge of Forever?” Dexter asked.

“The Forever Dragon,” Volera offered.

“That’s it.”

“Yep, him’s forever all right,” Thork said. “Except for one place. Dere’s a world where him’s feered of going. A world where him almost got bashed to deaf.”

“Bashed to deaf?”

Thork drew his hand across his throat to show what ‘deaf’ meant to the troll.

“What world are you talking about?” Dexter asked.

“Korth.”

“Never heard of it.”

Thork grinned. “Thork will show yous da way.”

“Why?” Logan asked. “Why help us? What do you gain from it?”

Thork laughed and nodded. “Ders lots and lots of fear to be had from dis.”

“Fear?” Bekka asked. “Doesn’t that make you kind of, um, evil?”

Thork shrugged.

“No,” Volera said. “Fear can be a good thing. Fear of drowning. Fear of falling. Fear of losing a loved one.”

“What about fear of failing? Ruling over others by making them fear you?” Bekka argued.

“By the stars of the void, enough babbling!” Dexter cried out. He pointed his finger at Thork. “I’ll take you to my ship, but try anything that risks my crew or my ship and I will find a way to end you. I’ve done the impossible before—you’re just a smellier version.”

Thork nodded. “Dats good finking!”

Dexter blinked a few times and then turned away from Thork to Rosh. “Right. Um, Rosh. Let’s go.”

“You’re not paying me enough for this,” Rosh muttered.

Dexter’s lip curled up in a smile. “Think of all the stories you can tell to woo the bar wenches.”

“He’s wooed the last wench who matters,” Volera snapped.

Rosh raised an eyebrow and looked at Volera. He glanced away from her heated gaze and nodded. “Aye, let’s be off.”


Chapter 4

“You can come out now, Mom. We’re out of the asteroids.”

Jenna glanced up at the sound of her daughter’s soft voice. She looked back at the cup of rum in her hands and lifted it to drain the last in a single heavy swallow. The rum added its burn to her already warm belly. “I’m not hiding,” Jenna lied.

Jianna opened the door and slipped inside. She shut it behind her and favored her mother with a tilted head and a disbelieving expression. “You always hide from asteroids,” she said.

Jenna wrinkled her nose. “I was taking care of some things. It’s good practice for Tasha, in case we ever need her to guide the ship through a real asteroid field.”

“Aunt Tasha doesn’t need practice,” the young girl said. “And I’ve heard enough people agree with what I’ve seen—this is one of the nastiest fields around and that’s why few dare to sail it.”

Jenna scowled at her. “Why are you growing up so fast? You’re barely nine years old! For an elf, that’s almost an infant.”

Jianna rolled her eyes and moved to sit on the bed her parents shared. “Mom, come on. I’m half elf and you’re always telling me how proud you are of how grown up I am.”

“Even for a human, nine is just a child.”

“For most humans I'd be a child who’s an apprentice and not living with her parents anymore,” Jianna challenged. “So what’s really going on?”

Jenna sighed and shook her head. “Sit down.”

“I am.”

Jenna blinked and realized that Jianna was already on her bed. She glanced at the rum and wondered if she needed another cup of it. She’d always been more of a wine drinker, like most elves, but she’d learned to appreciate the more readily available rum her husband kept stocked in the hold. She pushed the thought away and turned her attention back to her daughter.

“Before you were born, I was the first mate of the Voidhawk,” Jenna began. “It fell to me to guide the ’Hawk through a sea of rocks so fast and thick no other ship had dared try to breach them. Or at least none had lived to tell the tale.”

Jianna leaned forward, listening to her mother’s tale with a twinkle in her eye.

“The rocks were the leftover bits of all the planets that had been destroyed by the elves to hide away Dasnari, the city of the Elders.”

“I know this story!” Jianna exclaimed. “I heard you did what nobody else could have! You were incredible.”

“Jia, there’s been three times in my life when I’ve been so terrified and out of control that I was ready to give up,” Jenna said. “That was one of them.”

“What? No! You never give up! Everybody looks up to you and Dad. You guys keep us all going.”

Jenna offered a small smile. “Your dad sets a hard standard to live up to. Without him, the void would be a different place. Not just for you and me—for everyone, I expect.”

Jianna frowned. “What do you mean?”

“He gave me the confidence that day to sail the ’Hawk through those rocks. He kept his mouth shut and let me scratch and gouge his ship because he trusted me to get the job done—”

“And you did!” Jianna protested.

Jenna nodded. “I did, but only because he was there.”

“What?”

“Your father gives a person strength. Strength they didn’t know they had. He helps us do impossible things, either because he’s with us or because we want to make him proud of us.” Jenna paused and watched her daughter digest her words. When she nodded, Jenna continued. “Some of the rocks I sailed us through were bigger than the Voidhawk. We scraped through and felt more than couple of them jar the hull. One degree’s difference and none of us would be here today.”

“But you are here,” Jianna pointed out.

Jenna nodded. “And I always wonder if I’ll have the same luck the next time. It’s not a risk I want to take. I’ve got so much—you, Dexter, our friends and family on the ship—I won’t do something that might make me lose them all.”

Jianna nodded. “That makes sense, I guess. But you’re so good at everything you do. I watched you get that idol—nobody else could have done that! I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit.”

Jenna smiled at her daughter’s attempt at a pep talk. “Oh yeah?” 

Jianna nodded. “So what were the other two times?”

“What?”

“When you weren’t in control and you were scared. When I get scared, I think of you guys and everything gets better. You and Dad can do anything, so what could I possibly be worried about?”

Jenna laughed. “We can’t do anything! The first time, a wizard took over my body and made me fight your father.”

Jianna gasped. “What happened?”

“He wouldn’t fight me,” Jenna admitted. “So I stabbed him.”

Jianna’s jaw dropped further.

“My sword was stuck in his belly and he ignored it and went on to kill the wizard instead of dealing with me. All I could do was watch from my own eyes the entire time.”

“Wow!”

Jenna nodded. “That’s one way to put it. It was terrifying, to watch yourself doing something but knowing it’s not you who’s doing it.”

“Kind of like not being able to watch or do anything but knowing you’re still alive?” Jianna said with a smile. “Because, um, I did that.”

Jenna stood up and went over to sit beside her daughter on the bed. She pulled her into a hug and let her tears spilled into Jianna’s hair. “That should have never happened.”

Jianna shrugged against her. “It’s okay. It did. I’m here now. You guys saved me. I wouldn’t change anything I’ve done or been through. Everything is great about my life.”

Jenna held her without saying anything. She was sad and proud at the same time and wasn’t sure how to proceed.

“Momma?”

“Yes?”

“What about the third time?”

Jenna’s mind flashed back to when she’d been held captive with Trilliana in the City at the Edge of Forever. They’d fought hard but the nature of the magical city prevented anyone from dying. Even them. They’d been overwhelmed and beaten down, their bodies broken, cut, and pierced time and again. Each time, they’d healed as fast as the wounds were made, but she felt them all. She felt her head striking stone and splitting open. She felt her belly gaping as her insides slipped out. She felt her heart try to constrict around the steel piercing it, slicing it worse.

Jenna shuddered. “It was the City at the Edge of Forever,” she whispered and pressed her lips to Jianna’s head. “Bad things happened while we were looking for the wizard Quintus.”

“That’s why Trilly did what she did,” Jianna stated.

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t. You were stronger than her.”

Jenna blinked away the tears. Trilliana tried to purge the memories by turning herself into someone else. Something else. She’d failed, but Xander, the Voidhawk’s wizard, figured it out and finished the job for her with Volera’s help. There was no such escape for Jenna.

“I had you and your father,” Jenna said. “You kept me strong. And the crew, they needed me until we found your father again. It got me through.”

“But you’re still upset about it.”

“How do you know?”

“I can feel you shaking.”

Jenna closed her eyes and relished in the feeling of her daughter in her arms. A flash of a leering face before a fist smashed her head into the stone made her gasp.

“Momma?”

Jenna pushed the vision from her head. “Yes, sweetie?”

“If you ever feel sad or scared, just remember I love you and I need you, okay?”

Hot tears ran down Jenna’s cheeks. How could she, a grown woman and one-time empress of the elven nation, be so weak compared to the wonderful little girl in her arms? “I do, honey. Every time.”

Jianna twisted and squirmed until she could wrap her arms around her mom and hug her back. “There’s no rocks in the void big enough to stop us!”

Jenna laughed in spite of herself. Jianna had that spark in her that Dexter had. The ability to make her feel like she could do anything and overcome any obstacle. She nodded and kissed Jianna’s forehead. “Come on, young lady, aren’t you overdue for some playtime?”

Jianna leaned back and disengaged from her. “Playtime? You mean you want to slap me around with wooden swords again?”

Jenna grinned and said, “If I let your father train you, you’ll never learn how to win a real fight!”

* * * *

“Willa was something else,” Dexter mused while studying the engineering marvel that let Rosh maneuver all four sails at the same time.

Rosh scowled at him and dipped the Second Chance under a floating rock the size of a horse. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“That rig you got there.” Dexter pointed at the handles. “Wish the ’Hawk could be rigged with something like that. Ship’s too damn big, though.”

“You can carry more,” Rosh pointed out.

Dexter shrugged. “Still, damn shame Willa couldn’t come up with something like that for me too.”

Rosh’s scowl returned. “Keep it down,” he mumbled.

“What? Why?

“Volera ain’t no demon no more, but she’s still got good ears.”

Dexter glanced around the open decks and raised his eyebrows. “How’s she been since she had a stake driven through her heart?”

Rosh sighed. “Depends on the time of day. She can go from acting like nothing’s different to not trusting herself enough to know what clothes she ought to put on.”

Dexter chuckled. “Sounds like she’s getting used to being a normal woman just fine.”

Rosh blinked and then chuckled with him. The chuckle died as he saw a rock crossing from his left and had to guide his ship up and around it. After the danger passed, he relaxed enough to answer. “Aye, she’s all woman now. Looks and acts just like a normal one ought to. She knows more than anybody I ever met, but she don’t got no powers other than a touch of magic.”
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