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Muscles corded on the man’s arms as he hauled against the rope. The sail turned against the wind, moving slow at first and then spinning faster as it lost its battle against the huge warrior. He eyed its progress and held it fast when he had it angled to catch the solar winds. “Tie it off,” he bellowed to the crew watching him.

They scrambled to grab the ropes hanging from the beams and secured them to the deck, holding the sail fast. He let go and nodded as it stayed in place, and then he turned and smiled to the deckhands nearby.

“Damn my eyes, Rosh, but I’ve never seen a man do that,” the ship’s first mate said from where he stood watching. “Then again, I’ve never seen a man the size of you.”

“That’s what she said,” Rosh offered.

“Ha! I bet there’s been many a she to say it, too,” Ming said.

Rosh opened his mouth to respond when he saw the door to the captain’s cabin open. Out stepped a tall woman with long, black hair that fell in curls halfway down her back. She wore a gray leather vest that left the valley between her voluptuous breasts on display and drew his gaze. Her arms were bare to her elbows, and from there, long black gloves stretched to her fingers.

A black belt rested on her hip and held a saber on her left and a whip on her right. She wore a black skirt beneath it that ended just above her knees and left the bottom of a holstered pistol strapped to her thigh beneath the skirt visible. A couple of inches of flesh on her legs were exposed as well, until her knee-length black boots began. The boots ended in points, both at her toes and in the almost three-inch-long pointed heel.

“I know I’ve said it a few times myself,” the raven-haired beauty said. “Took me this long just to walk without a limp.”

Ming’s eyes widened and his cheeks colored. “Captain,” he mumbled. “Rosh just—”

“I heard,” she said, her eyes glancing to the sail before returning to the grinning giant of a man.

“Captain, there’s a ship off the bow. Looks to be another one lost to the void.”

Volera turned and looked at the woman on the forecastle. She flashed her a smile and beckoned for Rosh to follow her as she headed for the stairs to the foredeck. “Let’s have a look.”

Rosh followed her and joined the lookout on the bow. He squinted into the void and shook his head. “Nobody’s moving. We close enough for them to drop?”

Volera studied the ship and then nodded. “I would guess as much.”

“You’d guess? Don’t you know?”

She sighed. “I know so little. I hoped finding you would restore my memories, but it’s only left me with more questions than answers.”

The lookout looked back and forth. “Vo—Captain, I thought you said you’d figured enough out? You were content.”

Volera pressed her lips together. “I thought as much, but why do the walking dead fall when I come near?”

“Not all of them do,” Rosh reminded her.

“No, the strongest remain and we must fight them,” she admitted. She turned to Rosh. “I know how to do things to them. How to hurt them and control them. How do I know these things? What was I? What am I? If I knew, maybe I could have saved your friend’s woman.”

Rosh studied her for a long moment. “You really want to know?”

She hesitated and glanced at the lookout.

“You said you were happy,” the woman said. “You said you didn’t need to know. What changed?”

Volera gestured at the derelict ship. “I don’t know, Anna. That happened. Again. It’s been happening. And before, at Crymner. It weighs on me. She did not deserve death. There was nothing to be learned. No judgment was needed on her soul.”

Volera turned back to Rosh and nodded. “It’s been almost two weeks and you’ve kept your counsel as I asked. I think, now, I need to hear it. I need to know—was I your wife?”

Rosh chuckled. “Wife? No. We never cared much for that. Seemed pointless, the way we was.”

“What way was that?”

Rosh shrugged. “We were...a match. You and me, together—there wasn’t nothing that could stop us. Well, almost nothing.”

She tilted her head. 

“You...you sacrificed yourself. Flew my ship—our ship—into the mouth of the mother of all dragons with a load full of fire powder. Knocked him down enough that he got stuck. Sucked him under the ocean in some ancient trap. But you...you was gone.”

Anna gasped and Volera blinked. “I...did that?”

Rosh nodded. “There was some of us fool enough to ride him through the air and fight him, but we couldn’t do enough to warrant more than a fly bite on a horse’s arse. Not till you done that.”

“I saved you,” she whispered. “And I died.”

“Yes. You could die. You did. Die, I mean,” he said. “There was a time when you couldn’t. At least, not easy like.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I couldn’t die? But...how?”

“You wasn’t human. Or mortal, I guess.”

Anna’s jaw dropped farther. “Not human? What...”

Volera lifted her eyes and stared off into the distant stars glittering in the void. “I feared as much.”

“Feared?” Anna asked in a whisper. She swallowed and asked in a stronger voice, “What are you?”

Rosh looked at Volera, his lips pressed tight together.

Volera nodded. “Tell me. Anna is...my friend.”

He nodded. “When I first met you, I was on a world I don’t remember the name of. I’d just won a war for some king and they took me to his palace to celebrate. Except the prince wanted the crown, so he had his parents assassinated. I walked in on it, and they came after me too.”

Anna stared at him. “The assassins?”

Rosh nodded, but his gaze never left Volera. “They weren’t people; they were something else. Something from another place. Another realm.”

Volera’s lips parted.

“Some kind of lesser demons—I never knew what they was. They was led by a powerful demon. A Fury. A demon that no man could stand against.”

Volera nodded and said, “Except you. You said we fought for days until you beat me.”

“That was later,” Rosh admitted. “But yeah, I beat you then too. That made you mine, except I didn’t want you. I didn’t want nothing back then. When we fought later, it was to set the record straight.”

“What’s a Fury?” Anna asked.

“A demon,” Volera and Rosh said at the same time. She continued when he raised an eyebrow. “They are warriors and seductresses. A succubus is merely a temptress; a Fury has the martial strength and greater powers should her prey be beyond her ability to seduce.”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t know what any of that is. I’ve heard of demons, but...well, I don’t know anything about them. I wasn’t even sure they were anything more than something priests told people to scare them into believing their teachings.”

“Oh, they’re real,” Rosh said. “And Volera was one of them. Except she stopped being one when she was with me.”

Anna’s forehead furrowed. “You can stop? Isn’t that like someone stopping being human?”

“It’s complicated,” Volera mumbled as her eyes dropped to the railing on the bow. She searched her memories instead of the smooth wood. “She—I—would have had to sever my ties to the other realm. Lose my powers and live as a mortal. I’m not sure how, though; to be mortal, I would need a soul.”

“You got one. Willa’s. She—”

“Willa!” Volera breathed. “I...I know her. She was good. Pure, but filled with pain.”

Rosh nodded. “That sounds right. A lot of that pain was my doing.”

Volera shook her head. “You gave her some, but there was more joy than pain on your account.”

Rosh grunted. “Well, anyhow, she died in your arms. Not your fault, but you worked some demon magic and took her soul into you and saved my boy in the process.”

“Yes...they had a bond, Willa and Koda. I see it.”

“You see it?” Anna asked. “You mean you remember it?”

Volera frowned. “Not exactly. It’s more like I see it happening to someone else, but not me. Yet at the same time, I can feel it like I was there.”

Anna’s brow furrowed in confusion.

“Anyhow, you had power still,” Rosh went on. “Not as much, though. You had to learn how to use it again. Like Xander did.”

“Xander? Oh, the wizard on the Voidhawk.”

Rosh nodded. “Except you look good in a dress.”

Anna smirked.

“And I died...to save you?”

“That doesn’t sound like something a demon would do,” Anna pointed out. “They’re supposed to be evil and cruel.”

Rosh stared at Volera. “You learned to live different. To live better.”

Volera gasped. Her fingers tightened on the railing.

“Are you all right?” Anna asked.

Volera glanced at her and then looked up at Rosh. “I had...I saw something. A vision, maybe. I was bloody and dying. Flesh torn and bones broken. Yet I stood before myself. A giant version of myself.”

When she fell silent, Rosh asked, “That’s it?”

She hesitated and then nodded.

“Don’t know what that means,” he admitted.

Anna shook her head. “What I don’t get is how you’re here. If what Rosh said happened really happened, you died.”

“It happened,” Volera said. “I don’t remember it, but it feels right.”

“And you’re back,” Rosh said. “And you’re as strong as you ever was, maybe more. What I saw you do back on Crymner—you haven’t had that kind of power since you was a Fury. Maybe not even then.”

“I can be hurt,” Volera pointed out. “And my power comes to me with need, not with knowledge.”

Rosh shrugged. “You always could get hurt. But you would heal yourself as fast as I do, maybe faster.”

Anna looked back and forth between the two of them.

“So what’s it mean?” Rosh asked. “Are you a demon again? Did a wizard summon you to do something?”

Volera shook her head. “No. At least, I don’t think so. The first person I met was a wizard, but he seemed as confused as I was.”

Rosh scowled. “Wizards. Can’t trust them.”

“No, he was genuine. I’m sure of it. I’d think I’d know if he had some magical claim to me.”

Rosh grunted. “Anybody I know?”

“I...I think so. A man named Kar?”

Rosh nodded. “Yeah, I know him. He’s on Kroth and serves King Alto.”

“Kroth?” Anna asked. “Where’s that?”

“Several weeks’ sail,” the warrior said. “Dex worked out a trade deal with them. The other captains making coin on that route owe him a cut. Nobody else knows they got a voidport there. It’s on the planet, not on a moon or in the void above.”

“Kroth was where the ship I was sailing on came from when the Trident attacked us,” Volera said.

Anna laughed. “And when you decided to take over the Trident and make it your own.”

“And now it seems I owe you a ship, Rosh,” Volera said.

Rosh stiffened. He looked around the deck of the Trident and frowned. “This is a pirate ship.”

“So?” Volera asked. “They’re not the typical sort of pirate, I made sure of that.”

Rosh shook his head. “I ain’t a pirate. Not no more.”

* * * * *
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“Captain!” the black-skinned woman on the forecastle called out. “Another ship off the bow.”

Dexter turned from the locker that held spare rope and supplies and tried to peer over the raised deck off the bow of the ship. His line of sight was broken by the ship, forcing him to abandon the barrel of parts he’d been going through. He climbed up the stairs and walked across the forecastle, ignoring the quick glances of his crew.

The ship was a flat-bottomed galleon, meant for hauling large amounts of cargo that could be loaded and offloaded easily. Typically they had armed escorts, since they had little in the way of defenses and a lot in the way of crew. This ship had one torn sail that barely flapped in the solar breeze and another that was turned wrong, letting most of the wind slip past it.

“Another ghost ship,” he mumbled.

“Aye,” she said. “Looks like it. Where’s their escort? I’ve not known a fat-bellied ship to be without them.”

Dexter shrugged.

“No guesses?”

He glanced at her. “Probably left off when they saw the dead rising. Only takes one walking corpse to gut an entire crew. They’d be best not to risk being boarded by that sort of disaster.”

Tasha nodded, pretending as though his speculation was a revelation to her. “I don’t see any movement on the deck. Should we board? See what they’re carrying?”

Dexter stared at the ship floating amid the stars. It was the third one they’d come across since they’d seen to it that the refugees from Crymner returned to their city.

“Captain?”

He glanced off the port side of the ship, where the Trident sailed a few hundred yards away. “Let’s see what the Trident aims to do. We’ll follow their lead.”

The Voidhawk’s first mate stared at him. “When have we ever followed the lead of another ship?”

Dexter ignored the challenging tone in her voice. “People tend to stay dead around Volera. If she’s had fill enough of helping herself to the worldly possessions of folks who don’t need them no more, we’d best not risk our necks needlessly.”

Tasha pressed her lips together to keep from frowning. “Sir, aside from Jia and Koda, we’re all more than capable of taking care of ourselves.”

Dexter stared at the ghost ship growing larger off the bow. “Taking care of yourself is fine, but sometimes you need other people to take care of you too.”

“Captain—Dexter—we all think the best of you, most especially me. Sir, you should have taken me with you, not Jenna.”

Dexter squeezed his eyes shut for a long second before he opened them and turned on her. “Thank you for your honesty. What’s done is done and there’s no undoing it. We move ahead, and we take care of ourselves the best we can.”

Tasha nodded. “Of course, Captain. I’m sorry to intrude.”

He turned to the Trident sailing beside them. “Forget it ever happened. Let’s talk to Rosh and Volera and then we’ll sort things out.”

She pressed a fist to her chest and turned to relay the orders to the crew. Halfway across the deck, Dexter called to her, stopping her.

“And don’t forget, there wasn’t a man, woman, or child currently on this ship who could beat Jenna in a fight with one hand tied behind her back.”

Tasha bowed her head and turned around, thankful her skin was dark enough to hide her blush.
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Rosh waved from the deck of the Trident but Volera called across the twenty feet of void where each ship’s atmosphere extended into the void. “Another ship left to drift, nothing more.”

“Aye. Can you sense if there’s anyone left on it? Or anything?”

Volera frowned and closed her eyes. She turned to face the ship and then let them open. Dexter was too far away to be certain, but it looked like her eyes had turned into black pits. After a moment, she blinked and turned back to him. Her eyes looked normal. “I can’t tell; it’s too far. Spirits are not bound by the limits of air around our ships, but it’s hard for me to sense anything beyond it unless it is extremely powerful or I know what I am searching for.”

Dexter took a moment before he asked, “What do you think?”

“Big ship,” Rosh offered. “Not likely to sail without a load to haul.”

“We’re going to board,” Volera said.

Dexter took in a heavy breath before he let it out. He nodded. “All right. We’ll come along the port.”

“And we’ll take starboard,” Volera said. She turned and spoke to her first mate, ending the conversation between captains.

Dexter returned a final wave to Rosh and then turned to see Tasha standing at the ready. Somehow she’d found time to change into the Golden Lady, the renowned warrior legendary for her golden-hued plate armor and sword.

She smiled at him. “Shall I take us in, sir?”

“You heard everything?”

“Port side.”

Dexter nodded. “Logan, Bailynn, Keshira, and Trilliana are with me. You’re to guard the ship and stand ready to deal with anything if we can’t. And get the ship away as fast as you can. Keep Bekka here in case...if there’s any help needed from the ’Hawk.”

Tasha stiffened. “Captain, if there’s trouble, I should be where the trouble is. At your side. I can—”

“You run the Voidhawk,” he said, stopping her. “You can make it dance and sing through the void for all I care, so long as you make it do what I tell you to make it do. You know the crew and how to get the best out of them. That’s your job as first mate. This ship, not some derelict we find floating through the void. You want a different job, that’s fine, but you’re stuck with this one until we get to a port where you can quit and find a new ship to sign on with.”

The muscles in her cheeks clenched. She nodded and clanged a golden gauntlet to her breastplate. “Aye, Captain.”

He started to turn away and then stopped and looked back at her. “Make sure my daughter’s off duty and below deck too.”

“She’s tending the port wing sail. She’s needed there,” Tasha insisted.

Dexter glared at her. “You want to get them golden britches hiked up where they ought not go on my account, that’s fine, but you don’t get to take out your frustrations on my daughter.”

“Sir, the best thing for her is keeping her busy, especially when her father is off on an unknown ship without proper protection,” she stated. “She’ll be safe and I’ll be between her and any threat that might come. It’s too soon after... Look, if you lock her away to protect her, it’ll drive her mad.”

Dexter searched her brown eyes for a long moment. Long enough to notice that her armor brought out the gold flecks in her eyes. He nodded. “Hard to believe you got Rosh’s blood in you. And not just because you don’t have the same skin.”

Tasha’s eyes darted to the Trident as it sailed toward the derelict. “There are so many generations between us, I wonder myself at times.”

“Ten thousand years is a lot of history,” Dexter agreed. “But I see it in how thickheaded you can be when you’re stuck on something.”

“Like doing what’s right for my niece,” Tasha said, pointing out that Jianna had always called her Aunt Tasha even though they had no blood between them.

The captain looked away. “You’d best hurry or the Trident will get the first pick.”

Tasha forced the smile off her face and turned to shout orders to the crew.

Dexter watched their target get closer as the Voidhawk turned and dropped her bow. They drew even with the derelict as the Trident slowed on the starboard side and her crew made ready to toss lines and secure themselves against it. The Trident was nearly as long as the cargo ship, and almost a third longer than the Voidhawk. That left the Trident needing more crew and moving slower in the void, but able to carry more cargo.

Dexter turned his eyes on the abandoned ship and found the name painted on the hull: Sheva’s Stallion. Dexter had no idea who Sheva was, nor why a voidship would be named after a horse. He focused on the deck and searched it for signs of trouble. Other than the broken sails and clutter on the deck, he saw little to explain it. There were no bodies and only a few stains worth noting.

Lines were thrown and the Voidhawk’s sails lowered, allowing Sayara to use the magic of the ship’s helm to snug it up against the side of the Stallion and hold it fast. Dexter walked down to the main deck and nodded at Tannon while he finished lashing the starboard sail tight to the side of the Voidhawk. He joined the boarding party he’d called for and stood next to Logan and Bailynn.

“Expecting trouble?” Logan asked.

“Always,” Dexter said. He checked that his sword was free and ready to be unsheathed and then drew his pistol and made certain it was loaded and ready to fire.

“Captain,” Trilliana, the elven sorceress turned self-made construct, said after he holstered his pistol. She waited for him to glance at her and offered a thin smile. “I’ve been working on something, with Xander’s approval, of course. An enchantment to put on a pistol.”

Dexter’s eyebrows drew together. “An enchantment? Like the magic in my sword that keeps the edge sharp and the blade clean and unbroken?”

“Only in the broadest sense. My specialty has always been elemental magic, most especially fire. I got to thinking about what a minor bit of power it would be to spark the fire powder in a pistol, rather than relying on flint striking steel or setting a cord.”

Dexter glanced at the final preparations being made and saw Rosh and Volera preparing to step onto the Stallion’s deck on the starboard side. Dexter grunted, “You’ve spent too much time with Xander. Speak plain, clear, and to the point. We’ve a job to do.”

Trilliana bowed her head and then had to pull her golden hair away from her eyes when she lifted her face back up. “I’ve been working on some prototypes. Would you like to try one? Later, of course—not now. You need only pull the trigger and a touch of magic lights the powder. I’ve been working on making them easier to load too, with an open chamber that is locked down before firing.”

Dexter nodded. “Yes, that sounds useful. Remind me...after.”

She grinned. “Yes, sir!”

Dexter turned to the healer and his assistant, Bailynn. She was human but had been touched by dark elven magic early in her life, causing her to mature with some fae influences that made her slender, short, and look eternally youthful. The magic also made her unnaturally strong and deadly in hand-to-hand combat. Coupled with the magical gloves she wore that allowed her fingers to act as talons that could cut like an axe chopping through wood, she was as unlikely a combatant as her beloved. Logan’s calling was that of a healer with a natural talent similar to that of a sorcerer. What was not so natural about him was the curse of becoming a savage wolf whenever they landed on a world that had a moon that would turn full.

The final member of the boarding party was Keshira. The raven-haired woman stood tall, nearly as tall as Volera, but the similarities ended there. Keshira had been built, not born. A wizard specializing in creating breathtaking constructs he called pleasure golems created her. Dexter had mistakenly released her from her prison and bonded her to him. He’d managed to break the bond, after several years and countless attempts, but the pleasure golem stayed on in spite of her newfound free will. Now that Rosh sailed with Volera, no one on the Voidhawk could match her strength or endurance.

“We’re bound fast, Captain,” Tasha announced. She took up a station at the rail and said, “I’ll not move from this spot until you’ve all safely returned.”

Dexter nodded and turned to sweep his eyes across the Voidhawk’s deck and gathered crew. They stood at their stations, ready to act at a moment’s notice. Even his daughter, growing tall in spite of her mixed heritage of human and elven blood, was poised to act. Her face was blank but he could see the redness in her eyes from not enough sleep and too much crying. He swallowed and turned away lest his own eyes betray him.

“Let’s go,” he said. He lifted a leg and straddled the rail of the two ships, and then stepped onto the Stallion’s deck and drew his pistol.

“Looks abandoned,” Rosh called from where he and Volera stood at the mainsail. “Lines weren’t cut—they were just tossed aside.”

Dexter joined them and asked, “Anything we need to worry about?” His eyes were no Volera.

She blinked again, confirming his earlier belief that her eyes went as dark as midnight when she used her power. He wasn’t certain if her pupils were dilating that much—if that was even possible—or if there was some other dark magic in play.

“There are no bound souls nearby,” Volera said after she blinked again. Her eyes fell on Trilliana and Keshira. “At least none that should not be.”

Trilliana glanced at Keshira and earned a smile from the pleasure golem. Unlike Keshira, Trilliana had turned herself into a construct through an elaborate magical ritual that was as much a gamble as it was magic. She felt she had no choice: either she had to make her body immortal or she would end up insane after her time spent in the City at the Edge of Forever.

“Start at the bow or stern?” Rosh asked.

“There’s enough of us to do both,” Volera pointed out.

“Logan and Bailynn, hold the deck,” Dexter said.

Logan frowned. “Captain, there’s nothing to hold.”

Dexter took three steps and kicked over a barrel. It rolled out of the way and revealed a short sword lying on the deck. “You never know what you might find.”

Bailynn’s cheeks flushed but Logan still looked unimpressed.

“Keshira, Trilliana, take the bow quarters. I’ll go with Rosh and Volera to the stern.”

Volera smirked. “Don’t trust us to let you know what we find?”

Dexter returned her smile. “The Trident is known for helping merchants and sailors alike realize their deepest, and unknown, charitable desires.”

Rosh scowled even as Volera laughed. “Not to worry, Captain. Rosh is already doing his best to mend the Trident’s wicked ways.”

Dexter looked at Rosh. “You are?”

Rosh shrugged. “A man can’t keep what he’s got—that’s on him. Don’t mean I think it’s right to take something from someone who worked to get it.”

“I respect that. What about you? You never had a problem putting a man down, but you never cared much for wealth either.”

“That’s odd. I haven’t put much thought to wealth. If I need something, I find a way to get it. My crew expects it, so I’ve continued to provide it. I know what you say about me is, or was, true, but now I prefer to avoid killing unless I know the time is right.”

Dexter blinked. “There’s a time for killing? You prefer to break your fast first, since it’s harder to do on an empty stomach?”

Rosh chuckled.

“It’s difficult to explain,” Volera said. “You will need to trust me when I say I can feel the souls around me. Some deserve to die and some are ready. Others are not. That’s the best I can explain it.”

Dexter grunted. “I see. What sort of—no, never mind. I don’t want to know.”

“That is wise of you,” Volera said.

“I’ve acquired an overabundance of wisdom, it seems. Don’t mean a thing if I don’t use it when I ought to.”

“She said there ain’t none of them zombies about. Let’s get to it,” Rosh said.

Dexter nodded and followed the large man to the door in the sterncastle that led to the interior of the ship. The door was shut but swung open when Rosh touched it. A quick glance showed the lock had been torn free of the frame.

“Logan, be ready if we call,” Dexter said over his shoulder after witnessing the results of obvious violence.

“Slaver?” Rosh asked. “Maybe that’s where the crew went?”

“Slavers would take cargo too,” Dexter pointed out. “The cargo doors on the hull are still closed. A ship like this usually carries livestock or something too heavy to lift up and lower through the deck.”

The three of them spread out and searched through the room, opening crates and scanning rolled-up charts. In moments, they moved on, checking rooms to either side and finding small cabins. They went through the cabins and found nothing of worth aside from the locked captain’s chest that was bolted to the floor. Rosh smashed the lock and flipped the top up, revealing a few bags of coins in the bottom along with a handful of smaller pieces of jewelry.

“Ooh, I like this,” Volera said as she reached in and pulled out a pendant that hung on a silver chain. She lifted it up and studied it as it swung, counting the legs on the obsidian spider with the glittering ruby chips for eyes and at the end of each spindly leg.

Rosh took it from her and waited for her to gather her hair up out of the way before he pulled it around her neck and closed the clasp in the back. She let her hair fall and he stepped around to look at her. The spider’s legs had been fashioned so that the rear legs spread out and the front legs were angled together as though it was diving into her cleavage. The ruby tips brushed the mounded flesh of her breasts and made it look like it was crawling into her bodice.

“That’s creepy,” Dexter said.

Volera grinned. “I love it.”

Rosh looked at Dexter and shrugged. “Pick your battles.”

Dexter chuckled in spite of the unknown threat of the ghost ship. “That never ends. Well, almost.”

Rosh winced as Dexter’s smile died and he turned away. The burly warrior looked to Volera and saw her watching Dexter with a soft look that he’d never seen before. She lifted a hand to reach for him but not before he stepped away.

“There’s a ramp below deck outside,” Dexter said.

Rosh and Volera shared a pained look that turned to a sad smile on her face. “So much of me has changed,” she whispered. Her hand rose and her fingers brushed against the shirt that struggled to contain him. “But then there are times where I feel like I’m where I should be. Beside you. With you.”

Rosh smiled and reached up to touch her new necklace. He ran his finger along the swell of her breasts and brushed it against the amulet. Volera’s lips lifted and her eyes dropped, watching his finger.

“Ow!” Rosh hissed as he jerked his hand back. Two drops of blood appeared on the side of his finger, causing him to look at her. “Did you do that?”

Her eyes were widened and her lips were parted. She shook her head and reached down to pick the spider amulet up. She was careful as she studied it. She frowned as she peered at the tiny fangs on its mouth. They were slivers of ruby, smaller than the eyes or the chips at the end of its legs.

“Burns,” Rosh muttered as he stared at his finger. A few seconds passed and then he grunted. “There, it’s gone.”

“It’s gone? It doesn’t hurt anymore?”

“Doesn’t hurt,” he said. “Healed up quick. Would have been quicker but for that burning.”

Volera frowned. “You must have touched these tiny fangs. I didn’t even see them before.”

Rosh looked at the pendant when she held it up. He grunted. “Must be.”

“Hey! Let’s get this ship secured before you two take to christening the bunks,” Dexter called from the doorway.

“Dex, it ain’t like that,” Rosh protested.

“I heard something about a tiny prick,” Dexter replied. “Figured it had to be you.”

Rosh scowled and took a step forward. Volera’s hand pressed against his chest, stopping him in spite of how easily he could have pushed her out of the way. She slid her hand up and around his neck, and then pulled him down to press her lips against his. Her tongue slid between them and tasted him, leaving him staring into the void after a few seconds.

“Come, let’s finish this,” she said.

Rosh blinked. He watched her as she walked out of the room ahead of him, her hips swaying with clear intent. “I’ll finish it,” he mumbled and followed behind her.

* * * * *
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Dexter paused at the top of the stairs that led below the main deck to check on Rosh and Volera. Volera walked through the doorway, her red lips moist and parted. He turned away, not wanting to see any more. He didn’t want to be reminded of the difference between a man and a woman.

He had no further to look than his own crew if he sought beauty. Keshira had been created to be ageless and perfect. A vision of beauty, femininity, and sexuality. Even though her survival was no longer bonded to Dexter, she still felt a connection and a desire to please him that excluded almost everything else.

Then there was Volera. If Keshira was perfect, Volera was...divine. Yes, divine was the perfect word. In the right light, her reddish skin glowed. Her eyes, when they weren’t black pits into the abyss, had a depth and a beauty to them that could stop a man’s heart. Her hair fell in perfect curls at all times, even in the midst of a fight. Looking upon her body was not a task for a weak man; she had proportions that could make a monk forget he’d ever taken a vow of celibacy. Only the ever present threat of Rosh and her own considerable talents in taking care of herself ensured that she need not worry about over-amorous strangers.

Dexter began walking down the steps when he caught a sight in the corner of his eye that shouldn’t have been there. He jerked his head, looking again, and stared at the empty forecastle of the Voidhawk. He blinked and then shook his head, willing his heart to start beating again. For a moment, he thought he’d seen Jenna standing at the rail, watching him. Watching and waiting for him to come back, safe and sound.

He swallowed past the lump in his throat and made his way below deck.
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Chapter 3
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Dexter led the way through the upper deck toward the stern of the ship. The stains of dried blood marked the walls and floors. Weapons and scraps of clothing were scattered on the floor amid the barrels and crates of supplies. He kept his pistol pointed ahead of him as he walked.

They slowed as they reached an open doorway in a bulkhead. The stench of rot and death wafted out of it, causing Dexter and Rosh to gag. The door wasn’t merely unlatched; it was missing entirely. The frame and wall around it was scratched and bloody, adding evidence to the fate of the crew. Dexter stepped through and spun to his right and left, preparing as best he could for an ambush. He found pieces of the door lying on the floor, along with the remains of the crew.

Bodies lie heaped against the far wall. They were piled two and three deep, showing that they’d been struggling to breach the final door ahead of them. Sections had been gouged away and broken open, but not enough to force entry. Something lay on the other side, barring their entrance.

“This is madness,” Dexter muttered as he waved his pistol back and forth over the pile of corpses.

“They’re dead now,” Rosh said. “Don’t mean they won’t come back, though.”

“Burn it,” Dexter said. “After we leave.”

“Aye, we will,” Rosh agreed. “We haven’t seen to their cargo yet though. We didn’t come all this way for no more than a spider necklace and a few bags of gold.”

“That hatch is behind us,” Dexter said. “I saw it in the floor near the stairs.”

“Let’s see what they was so keen on getting to and then we can find out,” Rosh suggested.

“If that many zombies couldn’t break down that door, what makes you think anything short of the Eternal Dragon could?”

Volera gasped, drawing the attention of both men.

“What is it?” Rosh asked her after several seconds passed where she didn’t move or speak.

“What Dexter just said,” she whispered.

“Eternal Dragon?”

“Eternal. There’s something about it. Something I think I should know.”

“That was the dragon we trapped,” Rosh said. “The one you sailed my ship with a belly full of fire powder into its mouth.”

She shook her head. “No, it wasn’t.”

“I beg to differ,” Dexter said. “We’ve got it on pretty good authority that it is.”

She nodded. “Well, yes, in a sense you’re right, but it was only an incarnation of the Eternal Dragon. An avatar.”

“Thork said something like that,” Dexter agreed.

“Something like that,” Rosh echoed.

Volera looked puzzled. “Thork? Who’s that?”

“You’re better off not knowing,” Dexter said.

Rosh nodded. “Called himself a swamp troll shaman.”

She snorted. “Trolls.”

Dexter smirked and turned back to the stinking pile of gore before them. “You really think you can get through there, Rosh?”

Rosh stepped around Dexter and pulled some of the corpses out of the way. Their bloating skin sloughed off in his hands and made him scowl. He kicked a few others, splitting them with the force of his blows and finding a way to make the room smell even worse. With his hands and legs covered in gore and ichor, he made his way to the door and found the latch had been torn off. He shrugged and gave it a gentle push.

The door held fast.

“Blocked,” he said. Rosh tried to peer through the cracks in the door to see what was on the other side but couldn’t make it out. He scowled and backed up, and then drove a foot into the door. Wood cracked as the wood holding the latch splintered, but the door only budged a few inches.

Rosh growled and kicked it again.
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