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Jiana dipped her torn chunk of bread into her bowl of soup and nodded as she ate it. "Thith ith goomph!"

Koda snorted and clapped his hand over his mouth to keep from spraying the food he'd just taken a bite of. He swallowed it down and grinned. "I told you it was!"

"I need to find out what spices they use and get some for the ship," the young woman said.

"You think you can talk Vicki into it?"

"Please, have you met me?" Jiana asked.

Koda laughed again and shook his head. Even seated the young man towered over the girl he shared the table with. He looked down at her and then blushed and looked back to his soup.

"What?" Jiana asked.

"Nothing," he mumbled.

"Koda... stop it, what is it? Do I have food on my face?"

Koda giggled. "No, you look— you're fine."

Her eyes narrowed. "You know I'll get it out of you, tell me!"

"Ugh!" he groaned. "You're impossible, you know that?"

She grinned.

"Fine, I was just thinking how nice this was. But you ruined that."

"I ruined it?" she scoffed. "How?"

"You know."

"No, really, I don't."

He scowled. "We should probably find Logan and Bailynn and get back."

"Oh no, you don't get out of this!" she fumed.

He turned in his seat and scanned the crowd. He could see over the heads of most of the other diner on the open deck of the tavern. One of the moons of the nearby world was overhead and close enough to be the size of a shield in the sky. The planet beyond it was twice as big and colored brown and yellow, with only the faintest greens at the polar caps.

"Koda, tell me how I ruined it? By making you admit that you like spending time with me? It's okay, you know."

"Shut up," he mumbled. "I do not."

"You do to! You asked me to come!"

"I thought you might like—"

"See? You thought of me. Koda, it's okay. We're friends. I like you."

He snapped his eyes to her. "You do?"

"Of course, you big dummy!"

"Only because we're the only people our age on the Voidhawk. You have to."

"Again, have you met me? I don't have to do anything I don’t want to... just don't let my dad or Tasha know I said that."

Koda started to grin and then remembered what they were talking about. "So, you really mean it? You like me?"

"Duh!" Jiana said. "But we're only thirteen, so... you know."

Koda sank in on himself a little. "Yeah, I know. My dad said he'd been places where people were married by our age."

"You want to get married?"

"What? No! I just... I meant..."

Jiana was giggling so hard that Koda had no course left except to blush and wonder why the stupid girl across from him was his best friend. Why he didn't like to go a day without talking to her and spending time with her.

"Relax. And I know, it's different for you... because of your mom and all that."

"Because I'm so big," Koda said. "She gave me the years she hadn't lived yet when I was born and I looked like I was sixteen by the time I was six. When she died I started growing normal... except now I'm like my dad. Well, sort of."

"Tall and strong," Jiana said. "I know. Mom and Dad had so many talks with me I started dodging them whenever I could! Then Tasha started in too. Ugh!"

Koda's eyes widened. "Talks about me?" 

Jiana grinned. "Yeah, you. They love you, but they were worried about how you grew up. Something about growing too fast and maybe not being able to control yourself."

"I never did nothing to you!"

Jiana held up her hands. "I know, but you know how they always watched us when we were playing."

He grunted.

"I think, maybe it had to do with you being with your dad and Volera too."

Koda blushed. "Yeah... she's something."

Jiana laughed.

"What? She was a demon when my dad met her. He broke her and she fell in love with him. She sacrificed her life for all of us! Then, well, she came back and we're still trying to figure how that happened. They're sailing the Trident for Kroth now, looking for answers. That's where she came from this time around."

"Plus she doesn’t even know how to spell the word modesty, let alone use it in a sentence," Jiana teased.

Koda blushed again. His mom had explained about boys and girls before she died, but he had been too young to understand the urges his almost-adult body was filling him with. Being around Volera had turned those urges into a constant pressure. Originally she'd been a Fury, a lethal combination of temptress and warrior. Now she was something else... something every bit as achingly beautiful as before, but a lot scarier.

A scream jerked the young man out of his thoughts. He turned and stood up. Another scream followed. Everyone was rising and turning. Almost like a wind building the voices and noises were growing and coming towards them.

"What's going on?" Jiana said, standing like the rest of them. Thanks to her mother's elven blood she stood nearly a head and a half shorter than he was. "I can't see anything!"

"Here," Koda said and turned to her. He grabbed her and spun her around like a doll before stopping with a hand on her hip. He squatted down and lifted her up high into the air. Before Jiana could even suck in enough breath to squeak he forced his head between her thighs and settled her down on his shoulders.

"Koda!" she yelped while grabbing his face with both hands.

"I've got you," he mumbled under her fingers.

"Warn me next time!" she said and moved her hands to the top of his head. She tugged his hair as punishment and then lifted her head and stared over the growing crowd.

"What do you see?"

"People... they're coming this way! There's a lot of them... no, wait, some are going past. They're heading for the docks, I think. They're running... what's going on?"

The mob was louder as it grew closer, but that also let some of the individual shouts and screams carry through. Jiana's eyes widened and her grip tightened on Koda's head.

"Hey, you're pulling my hair!"

"Koda! We have to go!"

"What? Why? What's happening."

"The dead... they're coming."

"The dead are coming? You  mean, like, somebody died and then didn't?"

"Yes! Just like on a ship!"

"Like everywhere," Koda grumbled.

"Oh my stars! Koda! I see them, they're coming... there's a lot!"

Koda cursed and got a slap on the side of his head for it.

"Ow!"

"Don't start talking like that! Put me down, we have to go."

"If I put you down you can't tell me where to go," he argued.

"Can you run with me on your shoulders?"

Koda hesitated. "If I put you down we might get separated."

"We won't," she said. "I'll be right behind you. I'll hold your hand."

Koda stiffened under her. "You'll hold my hand?"

"Um... yeah. It's not... it doesn't mean anything. Just so we don't get lost."

"Yeah, yeah, I know... I mean, what if I need to fight?"

"If you need to fight then I need to fight too, so I'll need my hands. Now put me down or I'm going to start squirming."

"Okay, okay, hang on," he said and dropped to one knee. He leaned forward until she could swing a leg over his head and stand on her own. He stood back up and saw her staring at him with her hand held out.

"Come on, Koda, we've got to go!"

"What about Logan and Bailynn?"

"Like a zombie's going to be a threat to them?" she asked and grabbed his hand in hers. She squeezed tight as the screams grew louder.

Koda blushed and let her lead them to where people were starting to get bunched up at the entrance to the tavern's deck from the main platform of the voidport. "How many did you see?"

Jiana frowned. "I don't know, a lot. Maybe twenty? More?"

"More?" Koda breathed.

"Come on, let's go... this way!" Jiana tugged on his hand and squeezed between people trying to either see what was going on or make their way out into the crowded street filled with rushing people. She kept choosing to go to their right instead of their left at every chance.

"That's the wrong way!" Koda hissed.

"This is the way Logan and Bailynn went," Jiana said.

"Jia, we have to get back! We can't risk— you getting hurt?"

Jiana glanced back over her shoulder at him. "We can't risk what?"

Koda sighed. The people were pressing against them now but everyone ignored the constant contact other than to bump and jostle and try to force their way through. "If you get hurt or...or worse do you know what they'll do to me on the 'Hawk?"

"Oh, so that's all you're worried about, what they'll do to you?" Jiana shouted over the din.

"What? No!"

"Then what?"

"I'm worried about you, okay?" He shouted back. "If you got killed I'd... well, I don't know what I'd do."

The fire in her eyes disappeared as she stared at him. She blinked away a new gleam in them and said, "That's not going to happen, Koda."

"Jia..."

"Koda, we're too pretty to die!"

He opened his mouth but she yanked hard on his hand and pulled him forward into an opening. He stumbled forward after her, afraid of losing his grip if he tried to pull back. Her hand was so small in his it might slip free.

Koda forced his way past some of the adults, pushing them aside and earning a shout and once a push back that barely budged the young man. Jiana could slip between people easily, but she was barely thicker than a ship's sail whereas he resembled the mast.

Koda smirked at the imagery. Especially when Jiana had been on his shoulders, he'd been holding up a sail just like a mast should.

"Koda!"

Koda shook his head and saw Jiana pointing. A young girl, younger than either of them by a couple of years at least, was curled up beside a barrel as people surged and swarmed past her. "Go!" Koda shouted, urging his childhood friend to find a path through the mob.

She made it with only a few bumps and one attempt to break their grip on each other. Koda threw the woman back when she couldn't seem to understand that she couldn't get between them. The crowd swallowed her up and he didn't see her again.

"Come here," Jiana shouted when they reached the girl. "Take my hand... Koda will get us somewhere safe."

The girl looked up, tears leaving clean streaks on her dirty face. Jiana grabbed her hand and she came to life, clinging to her with both hands and lurching to her feet. Jiana turned to Koda. "Ahead, I think I saw a place we can hide and wait."

"Wait for what?" Koda howled back.

"For them to go past," Jiana said. "For people to deal with them. For it to be over."

Koda clenched his teeth. It wasn't a storm that was going to blow past. They were on a port in the void, there was nowhere to go other than the docked voidships, and the dead weren't very good at sailing those. Well, the dead didn't do anything, but the living dead, these zombies, they weren't any good at it either unless someone was in charge. Sometimes when the dead got back up there was something special in them. Something more than just a lost soul craving to feel life again. Something evil and hateful and somehow smart enough to control the other dead around it.

And without Volera around, there was nothing that could stop them... at least, not without a whole lot of innocent people getting hurt, killed, and adding to their numbers.

"Jia, we  have to get to the Voidhawk."

"We will... trust me, Koda. Please!"

Koda growled and shook his head before he turned and started pushing his way back through the people trying to go the other way. People moved easier now. They didn't care about anything but getting around and past him. There was more room too, which let them move a little faster. Koda was relieved until he broke through to where only a few desperate stragglers, many of them wounded, were trying to escape. Behind them was a wall of horror.

"Koda! On the right! That alley!"

Koda jerked his head to the right and saw the opening. He rushed toward it, pulling Jiana after him and then stopping and making sure she was safe in the alley with the girl she'd resuced before he stepped in and turned to face the entrance.

"Back here!" Jiana hissed. "We— oh! Koda... there's people in here."

"Living people, right?"

"Yeah, they—"

"Be silent, girl! Get down. Hide!" a woman hissed.

"Koda, come on, hide!" Jiana said.

"Mama?" Jiana's newest friend said.

"I'm not your... what's wrong with her?" the woman hiding with an older daughter of her own asked.

The girl slipped free of Jiana's hand and darted to the mouth of the alley. Koda grabbed her dress and stopped her. She struggled and said, "Momma! She's out there! Let me go!"

Koda looked and saw a woman fighting against the mob. He listened and heard her shouting. "Cissy! Cissilya!"

Another man howled from far closer. Koda turned and saw the man dragging himself across the deck. His leg was a bloody mess that left a trail behind him. A trail that led to a zombie walking stiffly toward him. Koda ground his teeth together and tightened his grip on the girl's dress.

"Koda, what—"

"Hold on to her!" Koda shouted as he flung the girl back into Jiana's arms. He didn't wait to see what happened, instead he rushed out of the alley and reached down to grab the man under his arm. He pulled him up and got his other arm under him, then jerked him up and over his shoulder.

The zombie shambled after him, vacant eyes staring and jaw opening and closing. Ghastly gouges on the zombie's neck showed how the man had died. Koda got him back to the alley and set him down as gently as he dared— which wasn't very gentle at all. He turned back and drew the heavy broadsword at his side.

"Koda! No, come and hide!" Jiana said as she shoved the struggling girl behind her and used her other hand to try and help the man Koda had saved crawl deeper into the alley.

"No time," Koda said as he lifted his sword and swung it.

Jiana watched Koda's blade hack into the reaching arm of a zombie. The arm fell to the wooden floor but the zombie barely noticed. It reached out with its other arm but Koda kicked it back. His hacked again with his sword, cutting across the zombie's neck a ripping his head free. Blood didn't spurt and spray like it would for a normal man. The body was already dead. What dark power animated it was beyond unnatural.

A woman whimpered in the alley behind him. Not his Jia though. She was made of sterner stuff. Jiana had endured as much pain and loss as he had in her short life... perhaps even more, considering how she'd been kidnapped and had her soul taken by a demon until her dad recovered it.

Koda chased the thoughts away. Nothing like that would happen to her again. Not while he stood guard. He swung his sword in his hand and waited for the next zombie to reach him. They were coming now, two at first, then more behind them.

"Come on then!" Koda snarled. "I'll cut the dead right out of you!"

"You won't do it alone."

Koda glanced to his left and saw Jiana standing there with her short saber in hand. It was a sword meant to cut and cripple, not crush the non-life out of these abominations. "Let me draw them," he said.

"I will. Then I'll save you when you get in over your head."

Koda snorted even as he fought the urge to smile. She'd done that very thing more than once when they trained with the crew on the Voidhawk. For such a small girl she was quick, strong, and particularly vicious.

Before he could admire her any more the first wave of zombies began to reach for him.
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Bailynn looked up from the rack of colorful clothes. She caught Logan checking out some long belts he could fashion into a harness. "Do you hear that?" 

Logan nodded and let go of the belt. "I do."

"I figured you would. Should we check it out?"

"Yes, it came from down toward the docks."

Bailynn's almond shaped eyes widened. "Jia and Koda!"

Logan turned away and checked the sword at his side was ready to pull. "It's getting worse."

Bailynn pulled a pair of gloves from a pouch at her belt and slipped them on her fingers. She nodded. "Let's go."

They left the shop and moved deeper into the port until they couldn't deny what they were hearing. The hum of conversation had dropped off as people stopped to listen and whisper while they tried to make sense of it. It wasn't long until they reached the point where people were beginning to move away from the direction of the screams. The pushing and shoving began a few seconds later. Logan was growling as men and women bumped against him in their flight. Bailynn slipped between them with ease, but spent as much time dodging as she did moving forward.

"You could scare them out of your way," Bailynn suggested.

Logan growled as another man careened off of him. They weren't even looking ahead, they were staring over their shoulders at what was chasing them. "Whatever it is, it's worse than I am."

"You're a puppy dog," Bailynn called over the growing noise. "You even like belly rubs."

Logan ignored her and pushed on.

"You know what it is, right?" Bailynn said.

"I know."

"The dead?"

"Yeah. I can smell them."

"Ooh, I didn't think of that. We have got to figure out a way for you to turn me."

Logan spared her a scathing glance. "Never!"

"It's not a curse, it's a gift!"

He snorted and finally forced his way through the last of the fleeing crowd. A body on the ground jerked and reached out, catching a woman's ankle. Her scream was cut short as she hit the ground and lost her wind. The zombie crawled toward her, leaving a trail of blood and intestine on the ground behind.

Logan drew his sword and severed the zombie's arm. He grabbed her and pulled, sending her rolling away from the zombie before he turned and kicked it in the head. The wet thwack of boot against face did nothing to stop the creature from swinging its other arm at him. Logan drove his sword through its head and twisted it before ripping it out.

Bailynn sailed through the air beside him. Her arms were outstretched and she slammed into another zombie, this one on a woman. They toppled to the ground with the small woman ripping and tearing at the undead monster until she destroyed its ribs and shoulder. Having crippled one arm, she turned her attention to its throat and face and ripped its jaw off before scoring deep gouges across one eye and cheek. The zombie's head was pushed to the side, letting her bring her other hand in to sink the magical claws of her glove into the roof of its mouth and, with a feral snarl, rip the zombie's head back and snap its neck. A slash of her other hand and another tug pulled the head free and sent it rolling across the ground.

Logan stepped up to intercept another newly risen dead that came for Bailynn. It took him three swings of his sword to land a blow that crushed the animated corpse's ability to rise again.

Bailynn crouched low at his side and eyed the rising horde. "This is bad," she said.

Logan growled deep in his throat.

"Let the beast loose, my love," she said. "You'll be stronger and heal faster that way."

Logan shook his head and spoke in a gruff voice, "No. People may need my help."

Bailynn nodded. "All right, then I'll be the beast for you."

Logan smirked and nodded. She leapt up at another shambling zombie that was coming in hopes of tasting their life on its fingers and lips. Logan turned to fend off two more that were rushing as fast as their awkward gaits allowed.

The fight raged on with more zombies coming to aid their brethren. It seemed for every one they killed two more took its place. Logan and Bailynn began to lose ground instead of gaining it as the numbers of the freshly risen came at them. They were covered in gore too, most of it from the dead they slashed and tore apart, but their own wounds began to grow. Scratches from torn fingernails. Tears from biting teeth.  The attacks were slow and wearisome, but over time they grew and grew.

Fresh shouts reached their ears over the din of battle. They were pressed on all sides but heard the shouting of orders and the sound of men grunting and striking with steel against flesh and bone. The dead, so eager to come at them, began to turn away and seek out the newcomers to the battle.

Logan hewed through the neck and shoulder of another zombie, dropping it for good. He saw past the fallen woman and saw the zombie ranks were thinner ahead. He grunted and said. "Bailynn! Hurry!"

"I am hurrying," she growled while ripping an arm out of the socket after shredding the muscles and tendons. She spun around, using the arm as a club, and swept the zombie's legs out from under it. She meant to leap on it and smash its skull into a pulp but Logan's words pierced the battle-fog in her mind. She leapt back out of the reach of another zombie that came for her and panted, "I'm here. What?"

"Come, let's move ahead! We've got to find the kids."

"What about these things? We can't leave them? They'll kill everyone?"

Logan hacked deep into the thigh of a zombie and kicked it back. It fell to the ground and struggled to rise again. "There are soldiers coming. They're fighting them already."

"Oh, well why are you slowing me down then?" she asked and darted around another zombie that rushed them. She pivoted on her feet and leaped onto his back, her legs wrapping around his blood stained midsection while one clawed hand dug into his throat and then ripped it out. Her weight drove it to the ground and she rode it there, then jumped to her feet and drove the heel of her boot into the back of its neck. His spine cracked and his head lolled at an impossible angle.

"Quit showing off," Logan said while planting his foot on the back of the zombie whose leg he'd half severed. He lopped the top half of it skull off with his sword.

Bailynn flashed him another feral grin as they ran down the road toward the docks. They paused when a zombie came to close to disable or destroy them, then hurried until they had to stop again.

Logan spotted the massing of zombies to their left and heard the sound of grunting and fighting. There were screams as well. Screams of terror, not pain. Someone was shouting for their momma too. Logan snarled and veered to the left, heading toward them.

"The tavern and docks are further ahead!" Bailynn said. "There's too many here... we can't save them."

"I can smell them," Logan growled. 

Bailynn stared at the mob of zombies pressing against the entrance to an alley. "What in the void are they doing here?"

"Come on!" Logan said.

"Try and catch me," Bailynn taunted him as she sprung forward like an animal and hit the ground with her hands digging into the wooden road before her feet landed and she sprang forward in a pounce that let her slam into the back of a zombie.

Logan snorted and ran after her. He laid into the backs of the zombies with his sword, cleaving flesh and bone and relying on strength and fury to guide his blows. The zombies soon realized there was live meat behind them and tried to turn to face him and Bailynn. 

The deck was slippery with gore. The zombies slid and  toppled. Logan regretted the time spent killing the fallen ones, but he feared what would happen if one came up behind him.

"Logan!" Bailynn shrieked.

A zombie grabbed him from behind, answering his question for him. He felt the cool wet kiss of its teeth on his neck and jerked himself away, but not before the teeth tore through skin and claimed a chunk of his flesh.

Logan staggered and clamped his hand over his neck. The wound was on the side and while blood soaked his fingers, it didn't pulse. He snarled and tried to bring his sword around, but the zombie was too close. Blood stained lips and teeth snapped at him as they closed.

"Logan!" Bailynn shouted again. She couldn't help him though, she was fighting for her life against the zombies she'd become entangled in.

Logan's sword fell from his fingers. He caught the zombie by the neck and pushed, struggling to keep it back. The dead did not tire and Logan had been fighting for a while. He was breathing hard and his muscles were aching and giving out. As a man he knew he could not win this fight.

Logan's hand thickened and darkened as fur sprung from his skin. His fingers lengthened and his nails sharpened to hook points that dug into the zombie's neck. His blood soaked shirt stretched and tore. His pants suffered the same fate and his boots split around his swelling feet.

The zombie's neck was crushed under  Logan's powerful grip. He flung it aside and then saw two more coming for him. He grabbed them and threw them to the ground before leaping on them. One he tore the head free of. The other he brought his powerful jaws down on and felt the satisfying crunch of its skull.

He spat out the blood, hair, and brains of the freshly made zombie and leapt back into the fray. He tore the zombies that clawed at Bailynn away first, helping her rise even though she was bloody and streaked with wounds. She bared her teeth at him, grinning like a madwoman. Together they fell into the zombie horde and reduced them to lumps of stinking flesh on the deck until there was none left to kill.

"Bailynn! Logan!" Koda said after Logan bore the final zombie he faced to the ground and ripped his head off and spat it out.

Koda staggered back a step, not from fear so much as exhaustion. He was as bloody as they were. He looked behind them and saw they had a moment, but it wouldn't last. "Logan, Jia, she's hurt!"

Logan slumped forward onto his knees and then he fell to his hands. The fur fell off onto the deck while his body trembled and shrank back in on itself. His clothes, what remained of them, hung in tatters on him.

Bailynn stood at his side, bloody hand upon his back while she hummed a gentle rhythm. She turned and looked behind them, judging the next zombies that would come for them. She snarled and ran off, taking the fight to them before they could press against them as a horde.

Logan lifted his head and looked around. His sides heaved with the effort of breathing while he looked for the injured girl.

"I'm fine, there's a man... back there, in the alley, he needs help or he'll die and rise again.

Logan nodded, spat more blood and tissue from his mouth. He pulled himself to his feet slowly and staggered forward until he was next to Jiana.

"Over there," she said with a nod of her head. She held a hand tight to her belly. Her shirt and pants were stained with blood.

"Show me," he said.

Jiana winced and turned to point her free hand. Logan dropped beside her before she could stop him and pulled her hand away. He scowled and said. "Don't be a hero, Jia. This would have killed you."

"Not for a while!" Jiana argued.

Logan put his hand on her wound and poured his power into her. The beast inside of him was a curse he'd been given when he fought a werewolf. The power to heal was something else. Something he'd been born with and mistaken as divine power until he had left the world he'd been born on behind. Not only could he still heal, but his powerful friends had confirmed that his magic was all his. He was a sorcerer of sorts, although not like one they'd ever seen before.

He pulled his hand back and swayed a moment on his knees until Jiana hugged him. He hugged her back, both out of love for the young woman they'd all helped to raise and because he needed the support.

"Thank you," she whispered and kissed his cheek.

"I'm dirty."

"So?"

He smiled and slowly rose. "Where's the man?" he asked.

Jiana climbed to her feet and took him over to where the man Koda had saved was panting on the ground. He clutched at his leg but that did little to stop the blood that ran from the deep gouges in his limb. Logan knelt down beside him and said, "Relax, if you can be saved, I will save you."

His eyes widened and, for a moment, his breathing paused.

Logan put his hand to the man's leg and closed his eyes. He was so damn tired, but this man needed his help. Even if didn't help him, then he'd be fighting him as a lost soul claimed his body and made it rise again. As hard as healing him would be, fighting him would be even worse.
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The crosswind made the Trident shudder and start to roll. Ropes creaked and sprang tight across the deck. Kroth's gravity overrode the ship's and began to pull everything and everyone across the deck. "Keep it between the damn lights!" Rosh roared.

The rope that bound the barrel holding the spare ballista bolts on the central fo'c'sle to the foremast snapped. The barrel slid, tipped, and began to roll Rosh's way. He cursed when he saw it coming and turned to brace himself.

The barrel rolled over his upturned fingers, crushing them and then slamming into his arms and chest. He slid back, or down given the ship was listing to starboard until he lifted one foot and drove it down hard enough to crush the decking and give him solid footing. He held tight while the Trident rocked back to port and the crew brought it back under control and within the four magical lights that shown up from Altonia into the void.

"Rosh!" Volera called as she ran across the deck to help him, her half wrap of a chain skirt fluttering off her left hip in the wind. She wore tight breeches beneath the skirt and tall boots with an impractical pointed heel on them.

"I'm good," he called back as he lifted the barrel and flipped it upright in his massive arms. Blood— his blood— was smeared across the deck where his fingers had been mangled but they held the barrel with ease and looked no worse for it. He sat the barrel back in place and uncoiled a length from a rope wrapped around the mast so he could tie it in place again. He spoke loud enough for the bow half of the ship to hear, "Ming's going to be spending some time learning to fly with a wind though."

Volera grinned. "A little extra experience would do him good."

She glanced at the deck and then looked to his hands. She smiled and turned back. The wind plucked at her shirt, tugging the loose neckline and showing off her impressive cleavage. Rosh leered at her and earned a wink in return.

The Trident spiraled down, staying between the light and avoiding the worst winds of Kroth's upper atmosphere. The voidship descended to the dry dock instead of the large pond carved out to make room for voidships that had no landing struts. In the void they could dock at any port and float along the port's gravity plane. On a world they had to land on ground or water. The Trident's design had been inspired by a water-bound ship, but had been fitted with landing struts long before Volera wrested control of her and became captain.

Three men came striding across the field from the harbormaster's office toward the ship and were near the bow when Bekka emerged from the ship's bridge in her unique collection of black skirts and capes with a pink corset over a white shirt with delicate lace that looked like it was spun by a spider covering her décolletage. Her skin was nearly as pale as the lacy webbing that rest on it.

The three gathered together and were greeted at the side by Parad, the ship's boson. Ming was ordering the crew to prepare the ship for whatever madness they might encounter, be it weather, the curiosity of a dirthugger, or foolish thieves.

"Try not to crash," Rosh called over to Ming.

The second mate blushed and waved. He turned back to the rest of the ship's crew and doubled down on keeping them busy.

"Parad, I don't know how long we'll be away. No one is to board the ship unless it's one of us," Volera said.

"Aye, Captain," he said.

"Be careful," another sailor called. "And good luck with whatever you find."

"Thank you, Anna," Volera said. She hesitated, thinking she should say more, and then smiled instead.

"You sure you and here never..."

Volera rolled her eyes at her fiancé. "She's my dearest friend outside of you two, you know that. You know my heart is yours as well."

"Yeah, but there was a time before we found each other— the second time, I mean. I could see how you  might get lonely and... you know."

Volera sighed. "No matter how many times you wish it to be so, no, Anna and I never had such a dalliance."

"I never said I wanted you do to that."

Volera fixed him with a disbelieving look.

"I mean, you was a demon. They do stuff like that, right?"

"Yes, they do. Yes, I did. But never since I met you and you made me yours."

Rosh sighed. "If, um, if you wanted to you sometime... you know..."

"Rosh?"

"I'm supposed to be the temptress, remember? You shouldn't tease me so."

Bekka snorted and shook her head. "The harbormaster's waiting for us," she pointed out.

"For something like that, he can wait," Rosh said.

"Oh Rosh... the touch of a woman is amazing," Volera said. "Soft, yet needy. Gentle, but firm and eager. They are delicate, but demanding. Such a contrast seems impossible, but the feel of a woman's lips. The touch of her fingers. The taste of her tongue... or her..."

Rosh nodded and watched his partner start down the rope ladder. "This is what I mean! I'd be a lesser man if I denied you of that pleasure!"

She glanced up, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "But, my love, I don't need it or want it anymore. You fill me and complete me in every way."

Bekka clapped the gawking man on the shoulder and moved past him to swing a leg over the side of the ship and onto the rope ladder after Volera.. "I almost thought you had her that time."

"Damn it," Rosh cursed. "Why do I keep falling for that?"

"If it's any consolation, I'd spend the night in her arms in a heartbeat," Bekka said.

Rosh's lips parted in a gasp. "You would? You're not messing with me?"

Bekka's black painted lips curved up in a wistful smile. "I'm not. She is so amazing Rosh. She is dedicated to you, heart and soul. If anything, you should accept that and stop seeking more."

"Oh, I know she is," Rosh said as he mounted the ladder and began to come down after them. "I'm the same."

"I know... and I cherish the love you two have. It is a constant amongst the chaos that is our lives that gives me something to count upon."

Volera and Bekka reached the ground and stood still upon it, each of them bending their knees and straightening them to help them acclimate to the solid ground. After Rosh joined them Volera turned to Bekka and smiled at her.

"We love you too, Bekka," she said. "I'd invite you to join us but while we would care for you in every way, it wouldn't be fair to you."

Bekka nodded. "I know. It brings warmth to my heart to hear you say it all the same."

"Hang on now, what's not fair about it?" Rosh argued.

The sound of the harbormaster clearing his throat drew Volera and Bekka's attention. Rosh ignored him and stared at Volera.

"Seems plenty fair to me," he added.

"She needs more than a dalliance," Volera said as though that should explain it all. Rosh opened his mouth to retort but she cut him off before he could, "We can discuss it later. I'll even draw you pictures if you like."

Rosh grinned. "I like your artwork."

Volera laughed and Bekka blushed. Art, to a former mistress of temptation and sin, would lead to a night so loud the crew on the bow deck would hear them.

Volera address the impatient harbormaster at last. "I am Captain Volera, of the voidship Trident. This is my first mate, Rosh, and my helmstress, Bekka."

He scribbled the names down in his book and asked, "That's it for you names? What goods do you seek to trade? Anything on the ship banned or forbidden on Kroth?"

"That's enough," Volera said. "What's on my ship is on my ship and none of your concern."

"See here now, Captain," the harbormaster huffed. "That may be true if you're in the void or outside national boundaries, but while you're here you're subject to the king's law!"

Rosh leaned forward and glared down at the self-important man. "You catch my name? Rosh. Same one that was here a few years back fighting alongside your king killing off that big dragon. We ain't here to trade, we're here to talk to your king and that wizard of his."

The man sputtered as he stared up at Rosh. The two guards reached for their swords and then thought better before drawing them. They didn't let go of their hilts.

"What, Alto's still the king around here, ain't he?" Rosh asked. "And that wizard, Kar, he's still here too? Wizards never die, do they? Not without a few feet of steel in their guts or chopping their heads off."

The harbormaster's eyes went the hilt of the sword visible over Rosh's shoulder. He swallowed and said, "King Alto still rules. If... if you seek an audience you'll need to be cleared to proceed and pay docking fees."

"And how much are the fees?" Volera asked.

"Depends on how long you'll be here. Five silver a day, with two day's pay needed up front," he recited.

Volera reached into a pouch and dug out a handful of gold coins. She held them out to him and dropped them in his hand. Her hand took on a reddish hue and her nails darkened and lengthened as he did so. She scratched his palm with their sharp tips after leaving enough gold in his palm for the ship to stay a month.

"Will that suffice?"

He swallowed loudly and looked between her retreating hand and his. Already hers looked as though nothing had ever been amiss. The tingle in his palm remained, urging him to itch it or, for some strange reason, taste it.

He nodded after getting some control over himself. "Yes, of course, my la— Captain. Do you need a guide to the castle?"

"No," Volera said. "I've been here before."

He nodded and backed away. "Of course. Enjoy your stay in Altonia!"

Rosh chuckled and shook his head. "Seems you still have a little bit of demon in you."

"You'll have to punish me later," Volera said.

Bekka sucked in a breath and bit her lip.

Rosh chuckled. "You can bet on that. Now let's get going and find out what you need to know. I've been waiting to make you my wife for three years now and one thing after another kept coming up. It's time we put an end to that."
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