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Chapter 1

Dexter grabbed his ale to save it from the man who crashed onto the wooden table in front of him. Dexter grimaced and then emptied his stein in a single pull. The stunned elf rose slowly from the shattered table and stared at the massive man in the middle of the tavern. The brawler faced off against half a dozen armed thugs. Dexter sent the elf back to the ground by smashing his tankard into the man's head hard enough to keep him down.

"It's my estimation that we've used up the last of the goodwill the people of Port Freedom had saved up for us," Dexter mused.

Jenna scowled at the unconscious elf on the ground and then looked up at where Rosh was using another one as a human flail to beat back the remaining mercenaries sent after them. "My people are stupid," she commented to her husband.

"Let's be fair; there are a few torches in the dark," he offered. "But by and large, I grant it's a gloomy lot over there."

"Rosh!" Jenna called out. "Don't brain them all—save one for questioning."

Rosh turned and tossed the man he held back towards her. The elf landed with a grunt and rolled. When he came to a stop, he groaned and lifted his head just enough to cough and spit out blood. The blood landed on Jenna's boots, earning a kick to his head that dropped him like a stone.

"Better save another," Dexter called out.

Rosh picked one of the two still conscious men back up and heaved him over his head. The elf's head struck a beam the monstrous warrior hadn't noticed on the way up. The resounding crack was loud enough that it was anyone's guess if it was the elf's skull or the wooden beam. Rosh tossed him over towards them before turning to face the remaining man. The final elf drew a dagger and looked around. The patrons who hadn't been able to run from the tavern had retreated to shelter in booths and corners.

"You think that's going to stop me?" Rosh growled at the man.

The elf looked down at the dagger and back up at his opponent. The distraction allowed Rosh to grab a half-broken chair off the floor and fling it into the elf's chest, shattering it the rest of the way and sending him sprawling back into another table. He fell to the ground without a sound.

"Damn, this one's out too," Dexter grumbled when he checked the second man Rosh had tossed to them.

"We can wake one up," Jenna offered.

Rosh grunted and brushed some broken splinters off his arm. He joined them and looked around. "Only seven of them? Don't they know better?"

Dexter frowned. "They came right for us. It wasn't just a tavern brawl."

"They didn't even scratch us," Jenna agreed.

"Hey, I got scratched!" Rosh complained.

"Prove it," Dexter challenged.

Rosh twisted his arms, looking at them where he'd blocked a chair that had been swung at him to start the fight off. "Already healed," he muttered.

"See, no proof. It didn't happen," Dexter said with a smirk.

"Dex, they weren't coming after us to hurt us," Jenna said.

"Then what's the point?" the Voidhawk's captain asked.

"To keep us busy," she said. "While they go after the 'Hawk!"

Dexter shook his head. "Fond as I am of her, there's nobody who's going to be trying to steal the 'Hawk. Ain't nobody but the crew who knows how special she is and she don't look the prettiest."

"You think elves would come after the Voidhawk?" Jenna shook her head. "Hardly. They're after something else."

"Someone, you mean?" Dexter scowled. "Celia? You thinking her father's hired some goons to come and liberate her?"

"She might have hired them herself," Jenna mused. "I've been making her do real work to learn the parts of a ship she wouldn't know from being the star helmstress of the duke's yacht."

Rosh shook his head. "Let's go!"

"It'd take a few dozen men like this to take the 'Hawk," Dexter reminded him. "Most everybody's on board."

"Ain't the ship I'm worried about," Rosh said.

Jenna nodded. "Koda and Jianna would be kept safe, but he's right, we should make sure."

"Never thought I'd hear the day you say Rosh is right. That's cause for concern enough," Dexter said while leading the way towards the door.

"Hey!" the barkeep said as he saw they were about to leave. "My tavern's half ruined!"

"Sorry about that," Dexter quipped. "Ran out of time or we'd finish the other half."

Rosh dug into a pouch and tossed a handful of coins at the man, making him cringe as they bounced off him and rolled onto the bar and the floor. The barkeep scrambled to pick them up, giving the three companions the opportunity to escape.

Rosh took the lead, his heavily muscled bulk clearing a path through the crowded market streets of Port Freedom. In a matter of minutes, they reached the docks where the Voidhawk and Rosh's ship, Second Chance, were docked. They arrived in time to watch a dead elf fall from the side of the Voidhawk where the ageless pleasure golem, Keshira, had tossed him overboard.

A dark-skinned woman wearing a black silk robe with a gold sash tied tightly about her waist strode up to where the plank had been run out to the docks. She glared around before her eyes fell on Dexter and the others. She waved to them and then put her thumb up in the air, indicating all was well.

"Leave it to Tasha," Jenna muttered.

"I remember another arms mistress who took her job pretty seriously," Dexter mused.

"Well, I'm the only one who has the right to flirt with the captain," Jenna growled.

Dexter nearly missed a step as he climbed the ramp up to the dock the Voidhawk rested at. "Tasha? No!"

Rosh snorted in agreement with Dexter. "Even ten thousand years of breeding can't thin my blood enough to ruin her taste that much!"

Dexter turned his head to scowl at Rosh. "Now wait a minute!"

Rosh grinned, and then turned when they reached the main dock and headed off towards his own ship. Dexter watched him go and then shook his head. "That man's lucky he don't work for me anymore. I'd have to keelhaul him!"

"You and what army? You're not an admiral anymore," Jenna reminded him.

Dexter sighed. "I suppose you're right. Now what's this about Tasha? She's good and loyal. I couldn't ask for a better crew member. Then again, that's true of nearly all of them."

Jenna snorted. "There's more than admiration there, I think. I've had to shoo her away from Jianna a few times so I could spend time with her."

Dexter opened and closed his mouth. Now wasn't the time for that talk. His wife had done a remarkable job of being a mother again once she'd gotten away from the burdens of being the empress of the elven empire. For the six years she'd been tied up with the position and Dexter had been gone administering the elven navy, Tasha had filled the void for Jia. It had been confusing for more than just their daughter.

"You've got nothing to worry about. Jia and I know who the first mate is," Dexter offered with a wink. "Now let's see what this is about. Hopefully they didn't kill them all."

He led the way down the dock to the plank that led to his ship, and then crossed over it and found Tasha, Logan, Bailynn, and Keshira dragging the final bodies to the side and tossing them over. "What's going on?" Dexter demanded.

"They came out of nowhere, Captain," Tasha said. "Keshira was on the deck with Celia, and I was minding my own business below while Jia and Koda where playing in the cargo hold."

"Minding your own business?" Jenna interrupted.

Tasha grinned. "Keeping close in case they got themselves into trouble but not close enough to bother them."

Jenna nodded. "Good idea," she admitted.

"Neither one's seven years old!" Dexter protested. "Sure, Koda looks like he's three times that, but how much trouble can they get in?"

"Where's Celia?" Jenna asked as she looked around the deck for the elven girl she'd taken on as an apprentice.

"In the hold with Jia and Koda," Tasha said. "As soon as I heard some thumping up on the deck, I knew something was off. I made it to the deck about the same time Logan and Bailynn came up the bow stairs. Keshira was holding them off while Celia bolted past me, looking like a kicked puppy."

"How many?" Dexter asked, thinking back to the seven men who had attacked them in the tavern.

"Fifteen," Tasha said.

Dexter walked over to the side of his voidship and leaned over to look at the ground some twenty feet below. He couldn't count the bodies in the pile but fifteen seemed a good estimation. "Killed 'em all?"

"Yes, Captain," she said.

Dexter sighed. "We were attacked by a few, too. It's no easy thing taking prisoners when your grandpa's around."

The lines around Tasha's eyes creased with hidden laughter. Calling Rosh her grandfather upset the warrior to no end, even though it was technically true. He'd sired her ancestors on the world she'd come from when it had been caught in a magical trap and placed ten thousand years out of sync with the rest of the void. The Voidhawk's crew had broken the spell and freed the race known as the Elders, allowing them to return and defeat the elves who had imprisoned them.

Sundering the magical trap had also allowed the world to age ten thousand years that passed in the blink of an eye to the men and women from the Voidhawk. Civilizations grew and fell between heartbeats for them, including the rise of a powerful line of rulers that Rosh had sired. With each generation, his blood had grown weaker but Tasha was living proof that Rosh's descendants were still capable and dangerous.

"I'm sorry, Captain," Keshira said when he returned to stand with the others. "If we still had our link, I could have let you know."

Dexter shook his head. "Don't be sorry. I like you being your own person. Used to make me nervous that you knew what I was thinking and there are things a captain thinks that can be downright troubling."

Jenna snorted but offered no insight to her outburst. Keshira gave Dexter a smile but still looked troubled.

"So why was they here?" Dexter asked the obvious question. He received blank stares and shrugs. "And where in the void are the town guards?"

"Captain," Keshira drew his attention and pointed. Rosh, Volera, and Bekka were coming down the dock towards them. Behind them the harbormaster and a squad of guards approached.

"Ah, timely as ever," Dexter quipped.

Rosh stepped onto the deck first and was followed by Volera. Bekka came last, her eyes cast towards the deck in front of her. She glanced up at Dexter and offered a quick smile before lowering her eyes again. Her pale cheeks flushed red as she slipped past him and waited.

"Tasha, get the deck cleaned up. Won't be long and this blood will start stinking," Jenna ordered.

"Aye, ma'am!" Tasha turned to Keshira, Bailynn, and Logan but they were already heading for the storage closets to get supplies. She hurried to the stairs to bring up the rest of the crew and put them to work.

"Rosh, how's your boat?" Dexter asked him.

"Disturbing," Rosh admitted. He glanced past Dexter towards Bekka and wiped a smirk off his face. "Nobody bleeding on it, though."

Dexter glanced over his shoulder at Bekka and found her studying the deck hard enough to memorize the knots in the wood. He looked back at Rosh and saw the man shake his head just enough to signal him. Dexter filed it away for later. He was accustomed to people having their privacy and secrets, but too many things weren't adding up.

"Looks like your crew's been busy," Rosh said with a nod towards the edge of the ship and the pile of corpses below.

Dexter opened his mouth to reply but saw the approaching harbormaster waving at him to get his attention. Dexter groaned before asking, "You in the habit of letting armed men raid a docked ship?"

"Captain Silvercloud!" the harbormaster sputtered. "I should ask you why you're slaughtering people and creating a disturbance!"

"No, you probably shouldn't, but since you will anyhow, they attacked my ship and my crew. Even came after me in town at the same time. All of them elves. Don't that strike you as odd?"

The harbormaster clamped his mouth shut for a moment. "Odd? Why?"

"Thought most of the elves tucked tail and ran after that little issue with the demons a few months back?"

"You believe the elves seek to retake Port Freedom?" the man gasped.

"I mean no such thing," Dexter said. "Truth of it is I got no idea why they done what they done. I don't know who they are or who sent them, but I'd like to find out."

He paused and looked around. Tasha emerged from the stairway with the three youngest crew members in tow. Jianna and Celia's cheeks went white at the sight of the blood on the deck. Koda scowled, and then brightened and offered his father a nod. Dexter turned back to the harbormaster and said, "For that matter, I'm missing some of my crew. Got a helmstress and a couple of finger-wiggling types unaccounted for. Don't suppose you seen them?"

"Captain," Tasha offered, "Xander and Trilliana went into town looking for supplies. Sayara left to stretch her legs."

"I'll stretch her neck she doesn't get back here," he muttered.

"She's not on duty," Jenna reminded him.

"Aye, but this changes things. Tasha, take Bekka and go and find them. Bring 'em back."

"Captain," the harbormaster said.

Dexter turned on him. "What? Oh, sorry, forgot you were still here. We weren't done? I don't intend to file a complaint about the lack of security for my ship since there was no harm done, just a bit of a mess. You might want to get those bodies cleaned up, though. They'll be getting ripe right quick."

The harbormaster's mouth opened and shut like a fish out of water. His cheeks took on a red and mottled coloring until Rosh clapped him on the shoulder and staggered him. "You forgetting the plank's behind you?" Rosh asked as he turned him around. "Understandable, seeing that you didn't even ask permission to board a man's ship."

The harbormaster walked up the plank and turned once he was on the docks again. He stared at the unlikely gathering of friends and chewed on his lip a moment. "I'll see to the bodies," he said. "You'd best be keeping your noses clean, though; we've had enough open fighting in this city to last us a lifetime!"

Dexter chuckled as the man led his troop of guards back down the docks. He waited until Tasha and Bekka left the boat in search of his missing crew and then turned on Rosh. "What was so disturbing?"

Rosh shrugged. "Nothing much. You'd think I'd be used to stuff like that, bunking with a demon and all."

"Stuff like what?"

"Bekka said they was studying. Doing magic stuff." Rosh shrugged again. "Didn't know you needed to be sitting naked and holding hands to do that. Maybe I'm in the wrong line of work."

Dexter's eyes widened as Rosh let slip what he'd seen. He stared after Bekka and then turned to Volera, who was watching them with a small smile on her face. He turned back just as quickly. The woman was a demon, or at least she had been until Rosh had managed to not only defeat her, but also capture her heart and convince her to give up her heritage to be with him.

Dexter shook his head. "I miss the days when all I had to worry about was smuggling things past the Federation."


Chapter 2

"You've got that look in your eye," Jenna said as they watched Jianna and Koda playing at being pirates on the main deck.

Dexter turned to glance at his wife. "Which look is that? The look where I hope Koda doesn't trip over a rope and crack the mast with his head? Or is it the look where I'm fit to be tied because I've got missing crew and people who wish us harm about?"

"We always have people wishing us harm," she said. "And you know the mast and Koda can handle a bump or two. No, I'm talking about the look that says we've been sitting in one place too long."

Dexter sighed. "Might be you've got the right of that. We done all we can do here and there's not much for work worth taking on."

"You're worried about money? We can always head back to the elves and—"

Dexter made a rude noise, silencing her before she finished her sentence. "And lose you to the affairs of state again?"

Jenna smiled. "I'd be better this time. Besides, the Council of Lords I created is still ruling."

"You mean sitting there and arguing about what to do?"

She smirked. "Most likely. Seemed the best way to keep them from causing any real harm."

"Kind of seemed that way when you sat on the throne," Dexter mused. "Six years of doing nothing but fighting the nobles."

"I could have done more," Jenna said. "I was the empress; they would have done anything I ordered."

"Then why didn't you?"

"Consequences, my love. We were weak our first couple of years and had to rebuild. To go in heavy-handed would have caused distress. Slowed down our rebuilding and risked an uprising. I had to bring the nobles to my side."

"What about after that?"

Jenna shrugged. "I guess you're right. By then I'd fallen into the trap of diplomacy. Jailing the nobles who put up a fuss would have caused headaches I didn't want so I just avoided them."

"Should have banished them with your parents," Dexter mused.

Jenna nodded. "Probably, but then we'd still be there. I'm much happier out here on the 'Hawk with you, Jia, and the rest of my family."

"Careful," Dexter warned. "You let any of them hear that and they might not jump when you tell them to."

The first mate smirked. "Oh, they'll jump or I'll smack them upside the head with the flat of my sword."

"That's my Jenna."

She chuckled. "They're like overgrown kids, really. Sometimes they need a spanking to set them straight and remind them of what's what."

Dexter raised an eyebrow. "A spanking?"

She offered him a grin. "That's something else I've been missing."

"A spanking? Getting or giving?"

"Running an empire, having and then almost losing a child—it gets distracting," she said. "But I'm learning to leave behind the things I can't fix or change instead of worrying about them. I miss some of the good times when I was just a deckhand who was full of herself and set her eyes on bedding the captain."

"The good old days," Dexter reminisced. He opened his mouth to say more when familiar movement on the dock drew his attention. He recognized Tasha's confident stride anywhere, even though she was still only wearing her robe.

"She probably should have changed," Jenna mused.

"Give her the chance and she'd have thrown on her armor and clanked all around town in it."

"The Golden Lady," Jenna mumbled, remembering the title Tasha held when they'd first met her.

Tasha led Bekka, Xander, his apprentice Trilliana, and Sayara back to the ship and then up to the forecastle when Dexter and Jenna were watching. "All hands accounted for, Captain. I told them of what happened."

"Good job," Dexter said, causing Tasha to lift her chin a fraction of an inch and a gleam to come to her eye. "Anything unusual happen to any of you?"

The three crew members shook their heads at first. After a moment, Xander held up his hand. "By unusual, what do you mean? I did stumble across a journal quite by accident. We were looking for anything we could find on the acquisition and rearing of fire slugs. Much easier to raise your own than it is to search shops for them. They offer far superior performance for many fire-based spells and—"

"Xander, enough," Jenna snapped at him. The wizard frowned and looked at Dexter, prompting her to berate him. "And don't be looking at the captain when I give you an order! Might be you're the first one I remind of how things are done on a ship. I expect a spanking would do you good."

Xander's mouth fell open. "A spanking?" he breathed in shock. Beside him, Trilliana's eyes widened and a rosy burst colored her cheeks and matched the loosely tied scarves she wore as a shirt. Trilliana licked her lips and glanced at Xander.

Dexter was reminded of similar outfits Jenna had worn when she'd first joined his crew. Of the many traits the elves had, modesty was not one of them. "We're to be leaving soon," Dexter said. "I expect the ship ready in a matter of hours."

"Aye, Captain," Jenna said.

"Are we off to find who sent those men here?" Xander asked.

"Your job is to help get the ship ready!" Jenna reminded him. "When the captain's ready, he'll share his mind. Until then, stop worrying about things you got no control over."

Dexter fought the urge to laugh at Jenna's words. She'd said she was trying to learn the same lesson. Was this a case of her passing on her wisdom or more a matter of those who can't do, teach?

Bekka bit at her red painted lip and then nodded. She turned away, her black dress swirling out as she spun. Dexter watched her go for a moment and then turned himself and headed for the stairs down to the bridge. Jenna, he knew, would get the rest of the crew straightened out and then turn it over to Tasha.

When Jenna found him a few minutes later, he was looking at the void charts he'd pulled out of the chest where he kept them. He frowned as he studied them but remembered to glance up and offer his wife a smile.

"So where are we sailing?" she asked.

"I don't have the first idea," he admitted. "But anywhere's better than just sitting here waiting for something to happen."

"You remember what people seeking trouble usually find, don't you?"

Dexter chuckled. "Aye, they find trouble! But I'm not after that."

"Then what are you after?"

Dexter frowned while he stared at the charts sprawled across the table. "I'll let you know when I find it."

Jenna wandered over and raised her hand so that she could gently rub Dexter's back while they stared at the charts together. Dexter shifted his body just a little, giving her the message to scratch his back. He groaned as she found just the right spot and was about to turn and thank her when a knock on the door of the bridge made them both glance at the door in surprise.

"Come," Dexter said.

Xander led a man wearing a Federation uniform into the room. The man glanced around the room before taking in Jenna and Dexter at last. "Captain Silvercloud?"

"I am," Dexter said. "I didn't know the Feds had a ship at Port Freedom."

"They don't," the man said. "My name is Gavin Cannon."

"You wear the uniform of a Federation soldier. What's your title and ship?" Dexter insisted.

"No title and no ship. Or at least not right now."

"You can land yourself in trouble doing personal business in a Fed uniform." Dexter left unsaid the troubles he'd landed himself in during his earlier days when he'd used and abused his status as a Federation scout pilot.

"Very true, Captain. Let me rephrase my answer then. I hold whatever title and ship I need for the job I'm assigned."

Dexter frowned. "All right, so what job are you on now?"

"I'm looking for you. But rather than create a false story, I figured a man of your accomplishments deserves the truth. I work for the Federation's Web."

Dexter turned to face Gavin fully to give him his full attention. "Can't say as I've ever met one of you boys before."

"You know of the Web, right?"

Dexter nodded. "Of course, it's how the Feds keep their fingers in as much as they do. Except the Federation denies the existence of any such thing."

Gavin smiled. "And so will I if asked about it."

"So what do you need with me?"

"We have a problem, we being the Federation. There's a nasty pirate who's been raiding several shipping lanes but his base is outside the Federation void."

"Why's the location a problem?" Dexter asked. "Port Freedom is beyond Federation borders too, but I've seen plenty of Fed ships here over the years. And not just ambassadors."

"Is it elven?" Jenna inquired.

"Empress." He smiled and bowed his head respectfully to greet her. "No, it is not. But all the same, the Federation's not sure where the pirate is at and can't afford to dedicate a small fleet to finding him."

Dexter frowned. "The Voidhawk's no warship."

Gavin chuckled. "This from the man who led a fleet into battle with this very same ship. Then used it to commandeer an elven fortress? To hear the tales of it, the Voidhawk has been the ruin of more ships than most of the ships in the Federation Navy!"

"A good crew is to thank for that," Dexter said. "That and more than our share of luck."

"I've heard you’re no fan of pirates," Gavin said, trying a different tack.

"In some cases, you'd be right. Then again, I've had men on my crew who came from being pirates. I suppose as long as they're not bothering me or mine, I got no fight with them. A man's got to earn a living the best he can."

Gavin frowned. "Captain, I must say, you disappoint me."

Dexter shrugged. "I get that from the men, but never the ladies," Dexter quipped. "Might be I know someone who'd be interested in taking on this job of yours, though."

"I came looking for you. The pay would be substantial."

Dexter shook his head. "The Voidhawk's not interested, nor am I. This other fellow, though, he's got a ship that might be just right for it. Doesn't look too threatening and doesn't have a fancy name like the Voidhawk does. Ain't a man, woman, or child alive who can hold this man back, though."

"That's a bold claim." Gavin showed his interest.

"It ought to be. His first mate's a demon."

Gavin's nostrils flared. It was the only sign he gave to being surprised. "Does this man or his ship have a name?"

Dexter nodded. "It's right here in Port Freedom. I'll have someone run you over. Xander, why don't you be a good wizard and show Mr. Cannon where our friend is at?"

"Captain, I hoped I might have a word with you?" Xander asked, glancing at Gavin and then Dexter.

Dexter scowled.

"Mr. Cannon, would you join me for a moment?" Jenna said as she walked around the table. She smiled at him and motioned towards the door.

He grunted and turned towards it. "My pleasure, Empress."

"You do know I'm no longer the empress," she asked as he opened the door.

"I heard rumblings," he admitted. "And your present whereabouts confirms as much. Still, it's a title you hold for life."

"Just making sure," Jenna said. She winked at Dexter before stepping past the Federation spy and leading him up onto the main deck.

Xander waited until the door shut and then he turned to Dexter. "Captain, about what I was saying earlier—"

"This is important?" Dexter interrupted him. "Because if it is, you'd best be getting to your point. You start babbling about fire slugs and I'm likely to let Jenna have her way with you."

Xander opened and closed his mouth before he shook his head to rid himself of the thoughts of Jenna spanking him. "Of course," the wizard began. "The journal I mentioned finding was from a wizard and it was dated over a hundred years ago."

"This needs to be mighty interesting in all of three seconds or I'm going to see if Rosh needs a wizard on the Second Chance."

Xander sputtered at Dexter's latest interruption. "The City on the Edge of Forever!" he blurted out.

Dexter frowned. "What?"

"The journal of Archmage Quintus as he sought the City on the Edge of Forever."

"That don't exactly roll off the tongue. What is it?"

"A better question might be what isn't it?" Xander mused. Dexter scowled at him, proving that he was on borrowed time. "It's a place at the edge of the void where all things are possible."

"Sounds fancy. Why ain't I heard of it before? A place like that should have a mess of people anxious to talk about it. And what happened to you telling me that the void went on forever? Something about there always being void to sail through even if nobody's ever been there before?"

Xander nodded. "Yes, as the Elders have found, it is not possible for a man to be somewhere where there is no void. Beyond the edge of it, there is only magic and as soon as a person is there, a void springs up around them to support them."

"Supposing I sailed to the edge of the void—you're saying I'd never reach it?"

"Yes!" Xander nodded.

"But there'd be nothing ahead of me but empty void. No more worlds or suns or anything? Void gets created before me but just empty void for me to sail through."

"Well, yes, I suppose, but if there are worlds out there, they'll already be there," Xander explained.

Dexter blinked. "You're not making sense. You said I was on the edge of the void and nothing was ahead of me."

Xander held up his finger. "This is you, at the edge." He held up his other finger a couple of feet away. "This is a system with a sun and worlds around it. Or maybe a world with a sun that spins around it. Whatever the case. It exists and people live there, but you are way over here. If nobody's ever been between the two, there's nothing there until somebody crosses it. Once it's crossed, the void exists."

"I need a drink," Dexter muttered as Xander tried, and failed, to explain his point. "Because nobody's been there, you're saying it's not there. At least not until someone is there to prove there's nothing there?"

Xander grinned. "I think you've got it!"

"I've got an aching need to punch somebody for talking nonsense."

"This area here," Xander said as a beam of purple light sprung up between his fingers, "it's there if somebody's there, but if nobody's there, it's not."

"Who cares?" Dexter cried out.

Xander stiffened and looked like he'd been slapped. "Imagine a box," the wizard said. Dexter nodded. "Now put that box over a cat."

"Why?"

"Just do it," the wizard snapped.

"All right, box with a cat, got it."

"Now where'd the cat go?"

Dexter blinked and stared at the wizard. "Are you daft? It's in the box!"

"Is it?"

Dexter growled. "Wizard, I'm not in the mood for games. Of course it is!"

"Prove it."

"I can't, it's not real. We're imagining this."

Xander nodded. "But if it were real, how would you prove it?"

"I'd kick the box over, grab the cat, and then make sure he was good and angry before tossing him in your lap."

"Okay, but you didn't prove the cat was in the box," Xander said while looking smug.

Dexter reached down for his pistol. "Hope you showed Trilliana how to work some magic. I'm about to be short one wizard."

Xander held up his hands. "Dex, stop! Listen to me. You proved that you put the box on the cat, and you proved that when you took the box off the cat it was there. But when you couldn't see it, how do you know it was still there? There's nobody who can see it."

"I don't see a point. Of course it's still there. Use a scale to weigh it to be sure."

Dexter nodded. "Clever, but that's a different way of seeing it. When you measure something, you are interacting with it. Therefore, it must exist where and when you expect it to. It foils the experiment."

"We're done here," Dexter said. "There's no point to this. If the damn cat disappears and reappears, who cares? Maybe it walks through the wall at the back of the box then walks back through it after it's chased a few imaginary mice. It's back when you need it."

"A cat that walks through walls, I hadn't considered that," Xander said as his eyes lost their focus. He shook his head after a brief moment and continued. "This, sadly, is usually where any discussion on the topic ends. Even the most passive of researches cannot work. At least not without being in the City at the Edge of Forever."

"This again? What's that got to do with it? They have an imaginary cat problem there?"

Xander chuckled. "I don't know about cats. I've heard of it over the years but nothing direct. Speculation, mostly. It is a city that is in all places and all times. It's possible to see from there voids that exist and don't exist. Boxes with cats and boxes without cats."

"And this journal has a map that leads there?"

"I'm not sure. I didn't have a chance to finish reading through it before Tasha and Bekka summoned us back. Many of the pages are worn and faded. It will require considerable work."

"So what's this place got other than answering questions that don't make a lick of difference to those of us with mouths to feed?"

"Why, everything!" Xander said. He cracked a grin as he added, "And nothing."

"Wizard," Dexter growled.

Xander held up his hands. "Sorry, Captain. But this is a place in the center of everything. Or if not the center, at least it's connected to everything. It is the only real place in the void, for it must always be there. Imagine the things that we can find! Lost treasures and more."

"More?"

"Yes, more."

Dexter grunted. "We run out of the empire kind of quick, didn't think to bring much in the way of gold. Port Freedom has been good to us, what with us saving them and all, but we're running out of charity here, too. Might be good to find us a pile of treasure that we'd be hard pressed to spend at once."

Xander's eyes widened. "I'll get to studying right away."

Dexter took his hand off his pistol and said, "See that you don't let me down, wizard. I'm still tempted to see if Volera wants a wizard play-toy."

He nodded and hurried out of the room. Dexter shook his head and chuckled. Now they were chasing a stray cat across the void. He shrugged it away. It was something to do and that bode well for them. Better than sitting and growing old without anything to show for it.

Dexter glanced at the charts again and then he remembered Gavin. Scowling at his mistrust of the man, he followed after Xander. He needed to get that man off the 'Hawk. He found Bekka and Tasha working together on the main deck. He nodded as he realized they'd make a good escort for the spy.


Chapter 3

Rosh finished sanding the hull of the Second Chance and straightened from where he'd leaned over the railing to reach the wooden plank he'd replaced. A stray shot from the battle when the demons had tried to take over Port Freedom had left a nasty gouge in the wood. The blemish didn't affect the ship but with nothing else to do, he'd finally decided to fix it.

Rosh blew the sawdust off his hands and dropped the sandstone in the toolbox on the deck. Now he'd finally run out of tasks. Other than taking the Chance out to stay practiced at sailing it, there was nothing left for him. The Voidhawk was a bigger ship with countless minor tasks needed to keep it voidworthy but it, too, had benefitted from the months spent at dock. He couldn't speak for Dexter, but Rosh knew it was time to move on.

"What troubles you?" Volera asked from where she sat reading a book.

"Thought you was belowdeck?" he grunted.

"I wanted some fresh air."

"Didn't know you needed air," he said.

Volera put her book down and rose up. She was nearly Rosh's height with her black boots on. "You're in a mood again."

Rosh sighed. Having a woman around all the time was bad enough, but he had to go and land himself a demon woman. "Mind your own damned business," he growled.

"You are my business, Master."

"And knock that off!" He scowled at her. "Nobody needs to hear that and you're just saying it to rile me up."

"But you're my Master. I pledged myself to you and only you can release me," she pouted.

"Shut your mouth, I said."

"Yes, Master," she said. "Whatever you wish of me, Master."

Rosh flexed his fist. "Knock it off!"

"I'm sorry, Master, I thought I was? You could make me," she offered.

"Been telling you to, but you keep doing it. How'm I supposed to make you?"

"Choose you words carefully, Master. Or find another way to prevent me from speaking."

Rosh stomped across the small forward deck, covering it in four strides. He glared at the demoness and stared into her bottomless black pupils without flinching. Rosh's eyes strayed to her bright red lips and the deep tan color of her skin. Long tresses of lustrous black hair fell around her shoulders and dipped into the bountiful cleavage her leather corset provided. He felt his blood stirring and considered finding a way to keep her mouth busy. He had just the thing in mind.

"I'm here for you, Master," Volera teased him. She licked her lips and reached for him. "Use me."

"What if I don't want that?" Rosh asked her.

"You do. I feel it," she said.

"Only because your hand's got a hold of me," he pointed out.

Volera closed her eyes and moaned while giving him a gentle squeeze. "Does it matter? Let me make you feel better."

"I just got the bed and the wall fixed from the last time we done that," Rosh said.

Volera squeezed her grip on him and twisted, drawing a gasp from Rosh. Without thinking, he backhanded her and sent her flying back into the wall. She bounced off and fell to her knees, and then gained her feet. She licked the blood that ran from her lip and purred. "Good. It kept you busy." Volera paused and then added for effect, "Master."

Rosh cursed and took another step to close the distance to her. He grabbed her by wrapping one meaty fist around her throat and picked her up off the ground.

"Hurt me," she hissed through her constricted windpipe. "Beat me. Make it rough!"

Rosh growled and shook her. She wanted rough? Hadn't they fought enough? Hadn't he proved to her that he was stronger and more powerful? He could and he had defeated her. But she'd asked for a beating. She was a demon, a powerful one at that. She'd tortured and killed more men that he could count. She'd stolen souls and would do so again to feed her own eternal hunger to have one of her own.

Rosh threw her back into the steps that led up to the top deck of the Second Chance. She fell against them and then straightened back to her feet. "Enough!" he snapped. "You wasn't like this when you had a soul."

Volera lowered her eyes. "I wasn't as powerful, but I still wanted to please you."

"You're a demon. I thought you didn't please anyone but yourself?"

"I chose to stay here," she said. "With you."

"You saying I'm not your Master now?"

She shook her head. "You are, but you can also destroy me. I've placed my trust in you."

"I didn't think demons trusted no one?"

"They don't," she said. "I'm special."

"Because of Willa?" Rosh wondered if his former lover's influence had anything to do with it. He'd seen bits and pieces of Willa in Volera's words and actions since the demon had taken Willa's soul into herself. But then she'd given it up when she reclaimed her demonic heritage and Rosh had seen less and less to remind him of Willa since then.

"Perhaps some, but mostly because of you. I remember how it felt to have a soul, even one borrowed. I would do it again, if it pleases you."

"Why wouldn't it?" he asked.

"It would mean I am my own being again. I could be killed by someone other than you and my power would not be as great. There is risk to it, but also great reward."

"What kind of reward?"

"I feel," she said. "Not just physical pleasures, but more. It is hard to explain."

"Try."

Volera stared at him without moving for a long moment. "When I had a soul, I felt things. Passion and emotion, not just base feelings like lust, triumph, and anger. I loved a man named Rosh. A man who had taught me what it meant to have a soul before I had one. I didn't feel those things until Willa gave me hers to protect your son. Then it became clear to me. It was then that I truly loved you. You were no longer my Master, but you were the Master of my heart at the same time."

"So why'd you give it to Koda?" Rosh pushed.

"Because I loved you," she said. She shrugged. "It was the right thing to do. I felt it and I knew it was right. My regret is that as soon as I gave it up, I lost that ability to feel. I wish I could have had the satisfaction of knowing what my sacrifice felt like."

"Wait a minute," Rosh said. "So why'd you stick around after? You could have gone back to wherever you called home and lived your life."

She nodded. "Yes, but I remembered a shadow of what it felt like. I suspected you felt the same and you confirmed it, so that shadow was enough for me to take a chance."

"A chance?" Rosh asked. "At what?"

"At finding another soul."

"Souls all around us," Rosh grumbled. "Why don't you just take one of them?"

"You forbid me from doing that," she reminded him.

"Oh, um, yeah. But there's plenty of people who deserve it."

Volera's laugh was light and sinister at the same time. "Is that what you'd like, me to possess the soul of a cur?"

Rosh frowned. If Willa's soul had made her act a little like Willa, then the soul of a thug or a criminal would probably make her worse. "Guess not."

"Besides, for me to take one and keep it as my own, instead of using it for the energy it provides, the person must give their soul to me."

"That ain't so easy."

"Indeed."

"So you're not really you, or at least not the you that you want to be?"

She smiled. "But while I'm like this I am able to withstand almost anything you would do to me, and I will enjoy it."

"Anything?"

Volera held out her hand and her massive black bladed sword appeared in her palm. She reversed her grip before stepping closer to Rosh. She took his hand and wrapped his fingers around hers and then pulled his hand towards her.

Volera moaned as the sword parted her corset and flesh until the blade emerged from her back with her dark red blood smoking on the steel. She stared at him without blinking. "Anything," she moaned, her voice one of hedonism instead of pain.

The sword disappeared a moment later, disappearing in a black cloud of smoke that smelled of sulfur. Her wounds healed and her corset knit itself back together.

"That ain't right," Rosh muttered.

Volera laughed again with her demonic pitch. "I'm a demon who dreams of being mortal. There's nothing right about me!"

Rosh grunted and was about to say more when he heard someone calling for him. He turned and saw Bekka and Tasha standing with a man on the docks. Rosh turned back and saw Volera was sitting on the railing and reading her book again. He shook his head and waved the others up.

Tasha bowed her head almost reverently. The arms mistress of the Voidhawk said nothing as she moved off to the side on the small deck. Bekka, usually the quiet and reserved one, proved to be out of character. "Hi Rosh!" the gothic sorceress said when she stepped onto the foredeck. Her pale cheeks blushed when she saw Volera return her gaze. "Volera."

"Who's this?" Rosh grunted as the man crossed the plank and set foot on his ship.

"Gavin Cannon," Gavin announced himself. "I came looking for the Voidhawk but Captain Silvercloud wasn't interested. He suggested you might be, though."

"Interested in what?" Rosh asked.

"Hunting down a pirate who's preying on Federation ships."

Rosh grunted. "Where's he at?"

"If we knew, we wouldn't be asking you to hunt him down."

"Fair enough," Rosh allowed.

"His base is outside the void controlled by the Federation, that much I do know."

"All right, been sitting here too long anyhow. What's the pay?"

Bekka cleared her throat. "Rosh, hang on."

"Something funny about this guy?" Rosh glowered at Gavin.

"What? No! Or if there is I don't know what it would be. No, I wanted to ask you a favor?"

Rosh grunted.

"Could I, um, sail with you?"

Rosh stared at her. "You want to sail with me?" he repeated.

She nodded and offered up a small smile.

"Something wrong with Dex or Jenna?"

"No!" Bekka shook her head almost violently. "They're great people. I just...I need to do some different things. Things they wouldn't understand."

"But I would?"

Bekka shrugged.

"What kind of things?"

"She wants to learn her powers," Volera said without looking up from her book. "She thinks I can teach her how to use them."

Rosh's scowl came and went as he thought about it. He turned to look at his consort. "Can you?"

Volera looked up at him. "Can I what?"

"Can you help her learn her magic? Or whatever it is."

Volera smiled. "Yes, Master."

Rosh's eyes narrowed and he saw Volera lick her lips again. Base feelings or not, she enjoyed being wicked. He vowed he'd show her a thing or two about what she could feel. Rosh turned back to Bekka. "Dex know about this?"

"Not yet."

Rosh grunted. "I won't take you unless he's okay with it. If he is, you're good. Got no spare room so you'll need to stay in the hold with Koda. That means I'll need to put up a wall or something so Koda don't get no ideas."

"Rosh, he's six years old!" Bekka said.

"Might be seven by now, we ain't sure. He's older than Jianna by a bit," Rosh said.

"Okay, so he's seven. I can share a room with him without worry," she insisted.

"He may be seven but he's got the body of a boy well into his prime. That means he'll be all too keen on seeing what you got under them skirts," Rosh said. "His ma brought him up damn fine but she ain't around no more to keep him in line."

"Maybe Koda could stay on the Voidhawk?" Tasha suggested. "Jia loves spending time with him. He's like her big brother."

Rosh grunted. "My pa ran off when he didn't know what he done to my ma. I tracked him down, wanting to know why he was never there. Found out what a no good sumbitch he really was, too. No good or not, it would have been okay if he'd have been there when I was a kid. Maybe kept me from doing some of the dumber stuff I done. Then I went done the same thing when your grandma's grandma's grandma wanted me to."
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