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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
     Ajax was no scholar. At times, he was forced to wonder what he knew as the truth and what was false buried under lies and innuendo. He’d been asking himself that a lot lately. Hell, the world was changing all the time, wasn’t it? What was true one day got tossed on its head the next. That’s life. 
 
    But he had just discovered one undeniable truth. 
 
    Elfish women were fucking amazing in bed. 
 
    The cheap inn’s bed barely qualified as one. Ajax was keeping a low profile as he traveled. Especially now, considering what he was guarding and who he was hiding from. He had rented the most claustrophobic, private room at the inn, more like a hole-in-the-wall at the back of the storage basement. The bed was a small stack of planks a little wider than him with a hastily sewn together burlap sack stuffed with sand for a mattress. A copper penny had bought him a night; couldn’t beat that. 
 
    Then he had stuffed himself into a back bench in the common room and hawked down a large helping of venison with a decent enough carrot and dumpling stew. Decent enough, and the local ale wasn’t total swill. He’d drained a mug and been half-way through his second when Krizzilani made her appearance. 
 
    Dark elves were bad news. Common knowledge. And Ajax had met more than a few that all confirmed the reputation. Wasn’t totally the fault of each elf. Elves were fae, and fae aligned to the natural environment that spawned them. They could never quite escape the elemental nature in their blood, and dark elves aligned with the dark. The shadows. Hidden secrets and concealed blades. Didn’t make them evil, but a society built on that sort of thing was bound to be harsh and unforgiving. So were most dark elves. 
 
    No surprise then that this one entered the inn/tavern with the hood of her cloak pulled over her head. No surprise that she tucked herself into a seat in the back corner near Ajax. Dark elves weren’t attacked on sight except by sun and moon elves, but they were bad omens. If they were too open about walking around, they were sure to cause trouble. Either they’d be kicked out, or end up killing the one who tried. Then as soon as rumor told of a dark elf causing trouble, the nearest sun elf lord would whistle up his loyal gendarmes and ‘purge the blight’ from their kingdom. That never turned out well. 
 
    Krizzilani was trying to escape notice. She ordered with a whisper and didn’t say two words to anyone except the serving maid. 
 
    Then her golden eyes settled on him. 
 
    He’d been floored from that moment on. Her refined beauty, whispering-almost-haunting laugh, and quick wit had been captivating. She’d asked why he was hanging in the shadows with the rest of the outcasts. Ajax was a powerful presence, a relative giant among humans. He didn’t fit with the normal blackguard skulkers, fencers and thieves who clung to the shadows. He’d brushed off the question, saying he didn’t enjoy crowds. 
 
    He remembered her witty, suggestive answer to that. “So, you hate company?” 
 
    He’d managed what might pass for being clever, “I’m just selective about the company I keep.” 
 
    She’d tested him. “You haven’t chased me away.” 
 
    “For you? I’ve got all night.” 
 
    Things had gone very well from there. 
 
    The road was hard and lonely. For Ajax, that was on purpose. He wasn’t trudging through formerly hostile territory on a lark. He did have a purpose, even if he wasn’t totally sure how he was going to accomplish it. That didn’t make being alone any easier. 
 
    Her touches on his skin had been flirtatious. The idea of a bed down in the basement where no-one would hear a thing they did was tempting. 
 
    Which led them to this moment. 
 
    Ajax was laid out on his back, the braided mane of his thick black hair pillowed behind his head. His clothes were a forgotten memory, cast onto the floor a couple hours ago. The two lanterns shedding light on the cloistered room flickered ruddy orange light on his skin which was tanned from hundreds of days under the bright sky. The impressive crags of his muscled chest and python arms cast valleys of shadows between them, emphasizing his raw strength. 
 
    But his tinted skin was pale in comparison to the night-black silk that was Krizzilani. Straddled over him, she danced on him with erotic beauty. Her hands were tussling her stark white locks spilling off her head in a seductive wave of coiled braids. She was barely five feet, and her elfish bones and sleek fae physique made her light as a feather yet durable as iron. 
 
    Perfect for throwing around a bedroom until she screamed. 
 
    Right then, she was riding him with lustful energy, letting out cries of building orgasm. Ajax wasn’t far behind, struggling to hold out a little longer as her inner walls clenched around him in a wet vise unlike anything he’d ever felt. It had taken time for him to enter her, letting her adjust to his girth. Now, he couldn’t imagine his cock could feel any more perfect buried in anyone else. 
 
    Elves didn’t take humans or non-elves to bed. That was pretty much a law. They dared not sully their bloodlines. They dared not sully their reputations. Or a dozen other excuses born from their haughty superiority. Ajax was sure a few of them ‘slummed it’ once in a while, but it was hardly a common thing. But here they were, and he wasn’t going to spurn whatever strange urge that had overtaken Krizzilani to want this. 
 
    Ajax wasn’t falsely modest. He wasn’t fully human, a secret he carried close to his chest. That hidden heritage granted him a near-seven-foot tall stature. His manhood could stretch out a woman enough to make her gasp. But Krizzilani was wrapped around him like a second skin. Inside her, he felt like a fucking monster. That was wonderful for the ego, and her rising screams of ecstasy just made that better. Made him swell more, which sent her into a greater frenzy. 
 
    Reaching her peak, Krizzilani’s flawless, pert breasts bounced deliciously in front of his eyes. Her firm nipples crowned the mounds that were a touch too large for her body, a typical trait of elfish fertility. Her skin was true-black, tinted with inky blue, and now shone in the lantern like with the sheen of her sweat. Her eyes were closed in bliss as she rode him, the perfect image of petite elfish beauty. Her mouth parted with a gasp, then she let out a keen of pure passion as her efforts launched her into a shattering orgasm. 
 
    Ajax clutched to her hips and pummeled up into her with thrust after thrust. As she lost control, he unleashed his own lust to prolong her climax even more. She clenched harder around him in response, and it was his turn to lose control. Growling like his most primitive ancestors, he blasted a torrent of molten cum into her depths. Their juices mingled together into a steamy cocktail. They kept pounding at each other until the last drop of orgasmic fire went out. 
 
    She crumbled onto his broad chest in a breathless heap. Panting, her fingers stroked along his skin in tingling caresses, light enough to raise gooseflesh. 
 
    He grumbled, “Mmmm, that feels good.” 
 
    She sighed deeply. “Don’t get used to it. There’s a rule: dark elves don’t cuddle.” 
 
    “Hate to tell you this, but this feels like cuddling.” 
 
    She shivered on top of him in a lovely sort of way. “Mmmmm… can’t help it. You’re so…” 
 
    Unsure of why she paused, Ajax prompted her, “So?” 
 
    “Brutish.” 
 
    He snorted softly, making her rise and fall on his chest. “Is that so?” 
 
    She kissed his chest to take away the sting of the word. “Hush. You know I mean it in a good way. There’s a burly quality to you. Hard like the mountain stone. Beyond strength, but rather a core that feels like it couldn’t ever break. And you…” She managed to sound embarrassed. “…handle me. Elfish men are dexterous and clever and smooth and skilled in their bed-play. But this was… something else.” 
 
    He rumbled a chuckle, flattered despite his normal caution. Hard to ignore a compliment like that. Especially when he was still inside her, feeling the drip of their shared cum leaking down his shaft. “Bet you say that to all the males who couldn’t resist you.” 
 
    Answering first with a small laugh, Krizzilani sighed and snuggled her breasts into Ajax’s chest. He swept his arms around her in approval, tucking her in tightly against him. Peaceful silence washed over them. For a woman who didn’t cuddle, she did an amazing job faking it. 
 
    Into that silence came a soft tick, tick, tick, tick… 
 
    From a life spent in utter darkness, any sound drew a dark elf’s attention. Krizzilani was no exception. Her eyes opened, and she peered up at the wall. Hanging from a nail was the pendant that had, until very recently, been hanging around Ajax’s neck. The fury of their coupling had shaken the walls a little and made the pendant’s chain dance on its hook. It was slowly coming to a rest. The pendant was a small representation of a lantern, though a more ancient sort than the ones lighting the room. Ornate, crafted from black metal with a crystal core encapsulating a red gemstone to symbolize fire. It was ticking against the wooden wall gently before it came to a stop. 
 
    She scrutinized it sharply. 
 
    Ajax knew why. At least, partially why. All elves were sensitive to magic, and the aura surrounding the pendant was strong. He had made sure of that. It was also confused, like a dozen different magical auras crammed into a relatively tiny vessel so it became impossible to tell what the mystical power was for: to destroy, create, heal, detect, locate, conceal… a little bit of everything all at once. 
 
    After she extracted any information she could by herself, Krizzilani asked carefully, “That wouldn’t be dangerous, now would it?” 
 
    Ajax pretended to be unsure what she was asking about. Following her gaze to the pendant, he let out another rumbling chuckle from deep in his chest. Totally unconcerned. “Would I carry it around my neck if it was?” 
 
    She nestled back into him. “You are a human, aren’t you?” She said it matter-of-factly, as if to say that all humans normally wouldn’t know the true depths of the magic they messed around with when given the chance. 
 
    He didn’t take the mild insult to heart. It was born of a centuries old prejudice. Instead, he gave a non-committal grunt. He hated lying unless he had to. His knightly oaths didn’t technically bind him anymore, but his old habits died as hard as elfish racism. So he let her think whatever she wanted. 
 
    Taking his grunt as confirmation, Krizzilani said, “Humans do all sorts of odd things, especially when magic is involved. Comes from being mortal. No patience to learn correctly.” 
 
    Not trying to pick a fight, Ajax defended his father’s race softly but valiantly, “Or they know how to take better risks.” 
 
    Krizzilani took his comment in good spirits. She brushed her hands over him again. “I risked climbing into bed with you, didn’t I? What would my elfish sisters think, were they to find out I’d bedded a human?” She peered up at him with mischief in her eyes. 
 
    Ajax knew dark elves were rogues and not to be trusted, but… well, damn, the simmering heat behind her golden eyes had his phallus waking up inside of her all over again. 
 
    She felt him move, and her laugh was joyfully wicked in the warm bedroom air. “Guess I haven’t quite tired you out. I thought you were more ready for sleep than any man had ever been.” 
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    She issued a thick, sultry laugh. “A woman can tell when all the heat is gone from a man. That’s a sleep like nothing else.” She crawled up his body, and gave a soft sigh of loss as his thick spear slipped from her tight body. Then, she started to sink down his chest, kissing him along the way. 
 
    Ajax collapsed into the bed and unleashed a prolonged moan of drunken pleasure. The way she was progressing down his body was suggestive, but this couldn’t be what he thought it was! An elf sucking a human’s manhood between her lips? That is truly unheard of! On a whim or a dare, an elf might… might!… take a human to bed. But never in the wildest recounting by such fortunate souls did an elfish woman ever deign to take a human cock in her mouth! 
 
    Despite the brief surge fantasy, this time Krizzilani proved no different. Her mouth stopped on his stomach, kissing his rock-hard muscles while lingering low enough to scoop his shaft into both of her hands. Her clever fingers swarmed over him, rippling up and down his phallus, and then leaned in to glide her breasts against his heated skin. 
 
    He groaned in unabashed pleasure. He might never feel her mouth around him, but her sweet attentions were more than enough to stir his blood. She flashed him a devilish smile, and her fingers stroked lower, cupping and tingling his balls as she pumped him into greater fervor. 
 
    He wasn’t about to tell her, but her plan was backfiring horribly. Because sleep was the furthest thing from his mind! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
     Nothing lasted forever. Ajax had tried to prolong the dream as long as he could, but Krizzilani wouldn’t be denied. When she had finally finished him, the errant knight had been totally and utterly spent. As she predicted, he had been unable to keep his eyes open. In truth, with her lithe, night-skinned figure cradled in his arms, he hadn’t tried all that hard. 
 
    The sun was up now. There were no windows in the room, but he could tell with the village roosters crowing. Ajax reclined on the bed, giving himself a few more minutes to wake up. 
 
    Krizzilani was gone. Naturally. 
 
    So was the pendant. Equally expected. 
 
    A part of him was disappointed. 
 
    Not in her; she was a dark elf, and a little treachery was in her nature. In fact, since he had woken up alive, that meant she liked him. Her cunning fingers and a little stealth would have been enough to steal the necklace from him if she wanted to play it that way. Instead, she’d given him the night of his life before slipping away with her prize. All in all, she had been rather nice about the whole thing. 
 
    No, he was disappointed in his own choices. Oh, it felt worth it now! But he might feel differently when the time came for him to trick the next person. 
 
    He padded over to his backpack and pulled out a small cloth-wrapped bundle from a hidden pouch. Undoing the strings, he plucked out a perfect replica of the lantern-pendant. He gave it a smile as he swung it back and forth in the low light. “Your turn.” 
 
    When he had fled his homeland, he’d only had the gold to commission two of the fakes. Each one had an illusion more powerful than the last. If the first was stolen and the same thief came looking for the next one, the thief would believe the next one was genuine as it would appear stronger than the first. This was enspelled with an illusion that made it seem ten times stronger than the one Krizzilani had stolen away. If he lost this one, he wouldn’t have a decoy any longer. He couldn’t imagine an illusionist who could put a stronger fake-magic upon such an item. 
 
    He whispered the command word and activated the magic. Until then, it was invisible and mundane. The hidden ‘potential’ of the item surged to life. It was now masquerading as the magical artifact so many were after. He shook his head sadly. An artifact no-one should ever get their hands on. Especially not one of the power-mad, sun elf kings. 
 
    Leaving behind thoughts of the past, he pushed his few belongings into his pack and got ready to go. He laughed at his meagre possessions. He had been a knight in his past. But travelling in resplendent armor astride a stalwart warhorse in full barding wasn’t the way to slip through enemy lands unnoticed. He was deep in the territory of an elfish king who was an old rival to his own former lord. It was the easiest way to dodge his old king’s patrols. And he wasn’t famous, merely one of many human knights that served below the elfish gendarmes and their moon elf squires. There was no reason he would be recognized, as long as he wasn’t stupid enough to wear his livery and armor or go bragging about the proper privileges he was due as a knight of the realms. 
 
    Then again, Krizzilani had found him. Maybe this tactic wasn’t so smart after all? 
 
    Heaving the pack onto his back, he stomped up the stairs and over to the bar. A mug of water to slake his thirst, and he was ready for the road. Another day of walking, and he would be another day closer to the coastline where he could catch a merchant ship to lands even further from his old king’s reach. 
 
    He emerged into the half-sun, half-cloud of a warm spring day. Pleasant. A good day for walking. All around him, the light wooded region of Hergamar resonated with life. The village was carved out of the forest wilderness, though not using harsh tactics. The elfish lords of the realms demanded their subjects to learn to live in what passed for cooperation with nature. The tavern / inn was built near to the edge of town, on the meandering path leading from one side of the large woodland to the other. It was just wide enough for a cart to trundle along. 
 
    The approaches to the inn had been widened into a small clearing, large enough to hitch a half-dozen horses or a few of those carts. There was a well, a small blacksmith shop, and a couple other services close at hand to help out a traveler or support the inn as a business. 
 
    The space also happened to be the perfect size for a ring of seven elfish gendarmes to surround the entrance from all angles. 
 
    Ajax froze. Carefully, he eased his hands away from the two-handed sword strapped to his back and the half-sword belted to his hip. This wouldn’t be a fight. It would be a slaughter. His. They sent a full septus? I should be honored. 
 
    Sun elf gendarmes were staggeringly well-trained warriors that blended magic and steel effortlessly. They trained for a century before they were allowed to don armor outside of the training rings. All of these seven had the golden armor and bright yellow sashes of the King’s Own. That made them elite among the elite, and probably none of them less than a thousand years old. Elves didn’t go to war often; they respected their immortality, and didn’t waste it cheaply. Why die on an orcan spear when you had humans and their knights to do that for you? But they weren’t cowards, and their battle experience still far exceeded his own. 
 
    And now, he was surrounded by seven of them. Which, if this sun elf king was anything like his own previous king (and he certainly was, since they were steeped in ancient traditions that sun elves found nearly impossible to change) meant that this was half his personal retinue. 
 
    I really should be honored, though I’m not sure why he thought I was this dangerous. Ajax snorted. He wasn’t about to try and prove himself worthy of the reputation. That would only get him killed. 
 
    Picking out the leader was easy enough. If the added embroidery on his golden sash wasn’t enough, there was also the familiar shape hovering behind his shoulder. Ajax addressed the shadow that was Krizzilani, who didn’t look keen on being noticed, “Old sayings about the fury of women scorned don’t seem to fit here. Thought I did right by you.” 
 
    Krizzilani’s delicate yet razor sharp features deepened into a scowl. Most elves couldn’t scowl well; it didn’t suit the fresh beauty of their fae heritage. Dark elves were exceptions, and Krizzilani fired him a scowl even Ajax’s ogress mother would be proud of. 
 
    The gendarme standing partly in front of her spoke, cutting off any reply she might have given him, “Your words are more properly addressed to me, Errant.” 
 
    Ajax smirked at the name. It was the first time anyone had openly used it. There was no denying what he’d become. Odd that he didn’t miss being identified as a true knight of his old King’s realm. He had thought it would hurt more. Guess that’s what happens when you discover your King is a sadistic tyrant better off assassinated. Attempting to be civil, he did address the gendarme, “A name would help.” 
 
    It was the gendarme’s turn to smile pitifully at him. “I don’t often introduce myself to the canine curs who infest the village streets. Nor to my prisoners. But to be cordial, you may call me Dassereen.” 
 
    “Is that what I am? A prisoner?” 
 
    “I offer you the choice. Prisoner or corpse? King Lyvarress was insistent that we try to bring you back alive, yet was understanding if such a thing proved impossible.” His smile grew snide, daring Ajax to prove difficult. “I am not inclined to let you endanger so much as a finger of my fellow warriors, so I’m afraid any resistance at all will make your survival ‘impossible’. That would be…” He searched for the right word. 
 
    Ajax offered, “Regrettable?” 
 
    “Not that strong.” 
 
    “Inconvenient?” 
 
    The gendarme smiled. “Now you have it.” 
 
    Fighting is not a way out of this, Ajax was certain. He extended his arms in front of his body, as if ready for shackles. “I’ve always enjoyed cooperation whenever possible.” 
 
    Dassereen tisked, “A pity. To have come all this way and be denied proper exercise.” He gestured one of his men forward, who produced twin bands of heavy iron joined by a single link. 
 
    Ajax’s eyebrows rose, not quite believing they would actually restrain him. He had offered his arms in a symbolic gesture. Once they disarmed him, he was hardly a threat. He wasn’t even a flight risk! A band of elves could hunt him down in the forest-scape before he got a mile if he tried to run. 
 
    But all too soon, the cuffs were in place. More-so, they bound his hands low, hooking a clip to his belt so he couldn’t raise them above his navel. His two swords were soon confiscated and gone. Ajax doubted he would see them again. Elves had no respect for human weapons of war. It wouldn’t even occur to them that he might find them special or sentimental. 
 
    With no other fanfare, they led him out of the town. They made for a comical parade. The seven warriors were tall for elves, but that still left them shy of the five-and-a-half foot mark. He was twice their width, with shoulders and a bulk that dwarfed them each individually. True, any one of them could probably cut him to pieces. But to an onlooker who didn’t know, the sight of Ajax’s half-ogre stature being led from the clearing in chains by the septus would be amusing. Or, strange. Especially with the dark elf rogue slipping in and around them as they walked. 
 
    Krizzilani was clearly not comfortable; going with them wasn’t by choice. A few times, she mentioned how the task had been accomplished. She looked ready to fade away into the bushes. Each time, Dassereen flashed her a scathing look, reminding her she would not receive her payment until the prisoner stood in front of the king. He added that if she were to reject the good graces of the king, her forfeited payment might be the least of her concerns, for what mercenary rejects payment? The king would have to suspect her meddling in darker ways. Hunting her down to prevent her mischief would become a priority. 
 
    As such, while free to move, Krizzilani was in many ways a prisoner herself. She didn’t act the part, wandering in and out of the woods as if taunting the soldiers with what she might do. After a few hours, she bored of the game and drew close enough to whisper a few words to Ajax as he trudged along. “This was your fault, you know.” 
 
    Ajax snorted. “Oh?” 
 
    “Planting the fake was sort of clever, but you underestimated how fast we’d figure out the illusion. I can’t believe I didn’t see through the mask you placed over the real one.” 
 
    Not wanting to linger on the other fake hanging around his neck, Ajax mocked her, trying to drive her away, “Hope it was worth it. What are they paying you?” 
 
    “Ten gold bars and a royal seal for freedom of movement in the realm. There isn’t a magister in the land who would lock me up with that in my pocket.” 
 
    Ajax couldn’t help but be impressed. “Do you know what this is?” He couldn’t reach the pendant with his hands bound down low, so he jerked his thumb to point at it. “Have you any idea what a sun elf king might do with it?” 
 
    Any regret faded from her face. “I stopped caring about who was right when my own people staked me down to be killed for being different. Now, I look after myself.” She trotted off, deciding not to linger near him after all. 
 
    It was the last time she spoke on the trip; not just to him, but to anyone. 
 
    Ajax decided to spend the trip in silence as well. The gendarmes were not eager for conversation; the only responses he was likely to taunt out of them would be arrogant or violent. Neither appealed to him, and he wasn’t the type to poke a bear just to see it get enraged. Especially when the bear had permission to kill him if he pissed it off. 
 
    Instead, he satisfied himself with watching the terrain and remembering where they went in case he had to retrace their steps. He was capable enough in the woods and wilderness to move in a generally straight line. He could tell they were continuing west, right toward the port-city of Dunsmuir. It was his original destination; the only difference was he was now going there in irons. King Lyvarress’s crystal castle was said to overlook the city from on the cliffs above. 
 
    His own king, Tyranthelam, was technically in a state of conflict just shy of war with Lyvarress. The politics of the sun elf realms was convoluted. Iron-clad alliances could sour rapidly, and bitter rivals might swear allegiance to each other the next day. For a race that was otherwise steeped in tradition and had the patience of ages, it seemed contradictory. 
 
    Ajax had discovered the truth not long before. The elves viewed the wars of the realms as games. Entertainment to fill the endless years of their lives. They fought those wars with pawns; moon and forest elves, humans, captured orcs and other humanoid slaves. They were the puppet-masters playing games with the lives of their minions, watching over the world like a massive game board they intended to one day possess. As such, alliances and rivalries inside that game could be discarded easily. 
 
    Ajax scowled at the thought. Those highest of the elves gave no thought to the people involved. You could fight with a town across the border, and have killed the sons and daughters of the other realm for a generation, only to have them suddenly be declared friends and be expected to fight alongside them. Or worse, a commoner could just as easily be turned suddenly against longtime friends. 
 
    But there was very little choice. The elves were few in number, but their mastery of magic and unassailable fortresses of crystal and silver outbalanced the forces of men or orcs. Maybe if all the rest of the races of the world unified in a massive revolt, they might stand a chance. 
 
    Then again, maybe not. Quite the risk, and no non-elf leader in history had ever tried. 
 
    As such, being technically at war with this realm for his whole life, Ajax had never been this deep across its borders. He had only seen this road on maps, and had only ever seen Dunsmuir in drawings done by traveling artists. He wondered about the often-quoted majesty of the sea. It had promised a new life. Now, he might see it only to die shortly after. 
 
    He did his best not to let the irony of that kill him along the way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sight of the sea did not disappoint. 
 
    From the top of the cliff, the glittering blue stretched from one horizon to the next. He supposed that the expansive port-city of Dunsmuir nestled around its round bay was also impressive in its own way. But from this height, even the tallest structure looked squat and fragile compared to the huge, oppressive, yet beautiful ocean waves. 
 
    He was not given long to appreciate it. Indeed, Dassereen took petty delight in jabbing his sword hilt into Ajax’s side, prodding him inside and away from the vision of freedom. 
 
    The crystal palace of the king didn’t strike him with the same awe. 
 
    Oh, it was a glorious sight to anyone who had never seen the soaring towers, delicate archways and incredible blends of shaped crystal, spun silver, living whitewood sculptures and flawlessly cut white marble. But Ajax was numb from long experience. Sun elves had perfected this art centuries ago, and like so much else, they were slaves to their own traditions. They followed architectural plans that had been mastered and deemed flawless a few thousand years ago. What need was there to improve on perfection? 
 
    As such, Ajax was fairly certain he could navigate the corridors of this castle even though he had never walked its halls. Exact specifics might change, but he could get the general idea. Tradition demanded that the kitchens be situated about ‘there’, and so they were there. The grand audience hall should be ‘there’, and so it was there. 
 
    The only true differences were in the personal touches of artwork along the way. Personal flourishes accented the ends of staircase rails, and the tapestries hanging from the walls were unique. It was enough to tell Ajax that he wasn’t back in his homeland, while still leaving him with a strange feeling of unpleasant nostalgia; like he had run for days, but ended up right back where he started. 
 
    They ascended toward the Sun Tower, the central feature in every sun elf keep. Also known as the court of the king, built to capture and magnify the power of sunlight in a display of beauty and harmony. Sun Towers resembled cathedrals to the elder deities more than anything so mundane as a greenhouse or an audience chamber. 
 
    Sun elves cherished the sensation of being washed by the sun’s full power at the height of noon. For anyone else, it was nigh unbearable. Fortunately, they had arrived close to sunset. Fiery light still set the chamber ablaze with glorious streaks of red and yellow, but it wouldn’t roast Ajax alive. 
 
    Krizzilani flinched in physical pain when they first stepped into the room. The glory of the sun was anathema to her own heritage, and she struggled to walk across the floor in step with the ring of escorting gendarmes. 
 
    Gathered in the hall was perhaps a hundred of the sun elf nobility. King Lyvarress was holding court in their midst. Half of them at least pretended to hang on his every word, while the rest shared side conversations or prayed with glowing eyes to the fading sun that gave them their power. They were all dressed in ceremonial raiment, flowing white robes with color accents ranging from red to orange. Only the king wore bright yellow. 
 
    As the gendarmes approached, the crowd of nobility parted like the sea before a ship’s prow. Conversations ended, and those who had attended the king gave him space. Only two remained fairly close at his right and left hand: to one side, a sharp-faced elf with the keen attention of an advisor, and to the other a radiant elfish women whose features were similar enough to the king’s to make her family. The yellow of her robes came close to matching his, further proof of their link. 
 
    Lyvarress strode forward, forgetting decorum in favor of hunger for what he wanted. “Where is it?” 
 
    Dassereen hooked his sword hilt into the back of Ajax’s belt, dragging him to a halt outside of reach of the king. “Around his neck, Sir. You told none of us to touch it. We thought it best to prevent him from being able to lay hands on it.” 
 
    Lyvarress looked pleased, and he didn’t hesitate to give praise. “A fine idea, my loyal friend. The spirit that lies within the artifact will sense its new master. The sooner contact with this human is severed, the better. But it must be me who claims it.” 
 
    Ajax dared to speak. He heard the same arrogance in this king as in his own. He warned him, “This isn’t about mastery! If you treat the power with such disrespect, it will backlash upon you. Even Tyranthelam –” 
 
    Dassereem snarled from behind him, “– King Tyranthelam, you cur!” 
 
    “…even he had the caution and sense not to use the item before he had connected with it. But he couldn’t. Because he only thought with his pride!” Before the gendarme could shut him up, Ajax dragged himself to a halt. What are you doing, idiot? If he kills himself trying to use it, all the better! He tried a different tactic. “Why do you think I ran? I knew if he continued, the King would kill himself. You think I am not loyal? I saved him from his own ego.” 
 
    Lyvarress hissed a brief laugh. “What charming lies. But despite all your claims of virtue, I do not believe you are still held by the vows of honesty. No, you are a true Errant.” He smirked. “I have heard the whispers of my fellow King hunting his entire realm for a lost magic. I know very well that he would kill you a hundred times over to get it back.” He sighed. “But fear not. I am not here to send you back to face his judgment. You ran because you saw what I saw in him; he is a vicious and practical ruler who doesn’t suffer fools. You warned him, you say? No doubt when he heard your cringing, human sentimentality, he considered you unworthy of being one of his mud-knights. Did you run? Or did he banish you, I wonder?” 
 
    Ajax grinded his teeth. He hated that term. Human knights had faced down both orcan hordes. Rogue, rampaging monsters intent on destroying these crystal palaces or uprooting their precious forests and despoiling their pure oceans. Human armies died for them. Armies led by gendarme and moon elf squires below them, true, but only when surrounded by a ring of ‘mud-knights’ who took the brunt of the blows at the vanguard of mostly human forces. 
 
    Letting Ajax stew in his anger, the King twisted to face Krizzilani. “Then, there is you.” This time, his hiss didn’t contain an ounce of humor: only the poison of a viper. “I would have rewarded you. Instead, you decided to betray me.” 
 
    The dark elfish woman’s golden eyes flashes in the fading sunlight, shock etched over her beautiful features. “What? What are you talking about? I brought you the pendant –!” 
 
    “– the forgery! What game were you playing, thief? Did you not think I would notice? Even from this distance, I can sense the magic around his neck! It could not have missed your notice.” 
 
    Dassereen tossed him the weaker forgery. 
 
    That only fueled the King’s anger. Summoning a burst of sun magic, he annihilated the small piece of art in his hands. Dust drifted away from between his fingers. “How could this trinket have fooled you?” 
 
    “I swear, good King, that I acted in the best of faith –” 
 
    Lyvarress slashed the air, silencing her mid-sentence. “– oh enough lies! I find myself not even angry. More disappointed that you embraced the treachery of your kind so easily. Even a novice in the arts of deception would see that my reward was worth more to you. But greed conquered you, didn’t it?” 
 
    Krizzilani glared, rushing to object, “You can’t believe –” 
 
    Once again, he crushed her efforts. “– What I believe is that nothing is too dishonorable for a dark elf. A smooth death is too good for you.” He flickered a finger at two of his gendarmes. Instantly, they were at her elbows, latching on to her. “Take her to the dungeons. Torture any worthwhile information from her mind. Hidden treasures. Secret ways into secret places. One never knows what a cunning creature like this might have turned up. Then, execute her.” 
 
    She screamed in fury as they began to drag her off. In the outside world, she was capable, fast and intelligent. Here, she was a mouse in the claws of cats. Two more gendarmes closed in around her, and soon the squad had borne her off into the castle depths. 
 
    Ajax watched grimly as she was hauled away. Her screams shook him to the core. She had played a game on him, but this was beyond a fitting punishment. The death sentence proved this King was every bit as vicious as Ajax’s own former one. But he had no power here. Not even giving the King the truth would save her now. He contained the pain deep inside, not about to show weakness in front of these beautiful but heartless beings. 
 
    Lyvarress shifted back to the Errant, snapping, “You will reveal to me what you know of this pendant! I know there is a spirit contained within that holds power rarely dreamed of!” He gestured around to the elves of court. “They know I am on the cusp of greatness. A soothsayer has ordained my rise. This is the key to a new era in our realm’s prosperity.” 
 
    Ajax gestured with his bound hands. “I can’t stop you from taking the pendant. Is that not enough? Must I offer up the prize to a royal thief?” 
 
    The King fixed him with a cold smile. “Careful, human. Lest you try my patience past enduring. You were never worthy to carry it. A mud-knight sullies it with his touch. And now you are merely an Errant, adrift in the world.” He was more than a foot shorter than Ajax, but his bearing was pure confidence. He held all the power in this world. 
 
    But then, he withdrew his aura. Enough to give Ajax a chance to hear sincerity in his voice. “However, I know magic. And you are correct. Magic stolen might never merge with its new wielder. In time, I have no doubt I would unlock its potential. But it is far more potent when freely given. So now you will give it to me.” 
 
    Ajax heard a thread of worry behind the King’s voice. He isn’t as confident as he looks about unlocking the spirit’s secret. Ajax pushed back, “Have you inspired me in any way to bestow you a gift, King Lyvarress? A gift ripped from another’s hands is no gift at all.” 
 
    Lyvarress’s mouth twisted in thought. He drifted away, pacing pensively. His gaze hovered on his sister lingering in the background. Her white dress was catching the last bold blaze of sunlight, setting her afire like an angelic torch. She glowed in the near darkness like the answer to everything. 
 
    The royal elfish woman canted her head to one side, questioning his strange fixation. Her expressive mouth asked silently, “What?” 
 
    Lyvarress’s gaze darted to his advisor. 
 
    The severe elf gave an equally severe nod, reading the King’s thoughts. 
 
    The King drifted back around, measuring the Errant in a new light. Seeing him as more than a problem; rather, Ajax had somehow become a solution. “Do not all humans yearn after fortune and wealth and treasure?” 
 
    The strange question set Ajax back on his heels. “Not all.” 
 
    “Oh? What if I could offer you a fortune beyond wildest imaginings. That is within my power, Errant. I would not be a thief. Indeed, you have done me a service unlike any other. You are the reason this treasure is within my reach. You deserve a reward to match the service.” 
 
    Ajax barked a laugh in spite of himself. “The pendant is priceless beyond measure!” 
 
    “Indeed?” The King issued a light laugh. It was almost sinister as the last measure of sunlight faded at the same moment. Only torchlight remained surrounding them. Shadows were suddenly so much deeper. “Quite unfortunate. You may have felt differently with a cart laden with obscene amounts of gold strapped behind you. Alas, you cannot be bought so cheaply.” 
 
    Ajax’s jaw clenched. He would not have folded with an offer of gold, but he couldn’t ignore what that sort of wealth would let him do. The King was toying with his emotions. “I cannot.” 
 
    Acting a role, the King pretended to unearth a worthy idea. “Perhaps, if golden coins are not sufficient…” He wandered back, and extended a considering hand toward the elfish woman at his side. “…you might be tempted instead by the golden flesh of my sister.” 
 
    Ajax’s eyes widened, his mouth gaping open. Decorum failed him. Unbidden, his stunned gaze went to the ethereal woman who had until then been a part of the background court. 
 
    The King’s sister was frozen in her own surprise. For an elfish woman, she was tall, hovering around five foot and a small smattering of inches. Her arched eyebrows and almond shaped eyes were sharper than most, blessing her with an attractive but alien elegance. Each proportion was exactingly in place with her, flawlessly symmetrical; she was a porcelain doll given life. Her sun-kissed skin was lustrous instead of tanned, like a golden hue shimmered under the surface without spoiling her natural coloring. Her flowing blonde hair floated about her like a halo that refused to let the last of the sunlight fade from the room. 
 
    Then, the storm broke, and anger flared into her features. “How dare you speak of me like this? I am no whore to be given to suit your whims!” 
 
    Lyvarress kept his meticulous composure. His words were precisely chosen, meant to drive her anger hotter while maintaining his equilibrium. This was a calculated descent into crudity. “But you have made such efforts at beauty this evening! Who could argue that everyone in this room would want you? Hardly an accident, is it, Callistia dearest?” He gestured to her robes, tailored with an eye to breezy elfish fashion sense, her full breasts heaving upward with each angry breath so that her cleavage threatened to explode into view if the wrong button were to give way. Her dress-robes were no more daring than many other elfish women in the court, but her steaming emotions were making them seem more revealing. 
 
    Stung by the pinpoint strikes against her, Callistia struggled, not prepared for the callous attack. She flushed in embarrassment, not quite sure where to put her hands, knowing that covering herself would only add to his harsh words. “Because I have scrubbed myself fresh and wore my finest dress –” 
 
    “– and no doubt shaved where it counts?” Lyvarress mocked her. 
 
    The crass comment belonged in a gutter, not a court. It made Ajax cringe. There was no subtlety there; this was a deliberate attempt to assassinate her character. In a proper setting friendly to Callistia, her supporters would surely have rallied around her to defend her from such a cutting remark. 
 
    Instead, the nobles drank it up as they watched her flinch in emotional pain. Entertainment for their all-too-often dull lives. Ajax could see their thoughts emerging in their cruel sneers, especially her female rivals who were always fighting an uphill battle against the King’s sister. The King is burning his sister’s reputation. How can I play this to my advantage? Perhaps he might even make her cry. It was a terrifying sight to behold. 
 
    The storm in Callistia became a tempest. “What a vile tongue you have this evening, brother!” 
 
    He approached her with two lightning steps, grabbing her wrist. “You are my subject first, and sister second! Do you hear me? Refuse me, and I shall ensure you work the brothel you so clearly belong in.” 
 
    His vicious words continue to pummel her. Her gaze darted to Ajax, taking in the whole of his being in one sweep. Then, her focus was back on the King. “You can’t expect me to pleasure this brute! There is a beast’s aura about him!” 
 
    That made Ajax pause. Could she sense his hidden heritage? He was blessed it was not more obvious. As he matured into manhood, none of the sloping forehead, heavy brow and weighty ears of his ogre heritage had emerged. His lantern jaw, thick neck, block-shaped head and barrel chest gave him a baritone voice few humans could match, but they could be explained away as a primitive throw-back to a more rugged human past. Could she sense it somehow? Elves were mystical creatures, and orcs and ogres were their ancestral enemies. 
 
    Even as she said it, Callistia’s eyes were drawn back to Ajax. They moved past his face, roaming along his powerful body to read the raw aggression lurking in his warrior heart, tempered by the manners hammered into him during his time as an elfish-trained mud-knight. He was the vision of controlled strength, and Ajax had the sense that her gaze lingered on him despite her best efforts. That his brutish strength spoke to the core of her in a way she might not admit outside the privacy of her own soul. 
 
    The King noticed her distraction and scoffed at her. “Maybe rutting with humans appeals to you after all?” 
 
    Callistia snapped from the moment, glaring at him. 
 
    Before she could speak, Lyvarress said snidely, “Then again, there are others ways. If this hapless Errant cannot excite you enough to let him enter you, then call your chamber maid to the bed with you. What you find so charming about a moon elf is beyond me, but I hear she has served you well over many a night.” 
 
    A thrilled murmur raced around the room as the King confirmed one of the juiciest rumors of court. It didn’t matter if there was truth to it. The King had spoken, and thus is was real. Dalliance among other sun elves was fun and produced wonderful rumors, but sex-play with a moon elf? It was not as shocking as taking a human to bed, but they were still unworthy. Especially for royalty! 
 
    Ajax broke free of his paralysis, done with letting these events spiral out of his control. He interjected, “What if I reject your gift? Have I no choice in the price for my treasure?” 
 
    The King spun back, stunned that he would dare speak and break into his game. “Be extremely careful, Errant. If you are dead, you have no claim to the spirit artifact. I seek to reward you as the rightful owner, but I will feel no shame in killing you in a duel to defend my sister’s honor?” 
 
    Ajax nearly laughed. Defend her honor? You’re destroying it as we speak! But he realized the King had built this trap with multiple layers. Down nearly every path, Ajax could walk into his death. 
 
    Ignoring the paradox, Lyvarress continued, “Is not the value of my sister’s virginity and the privilege of laying with a scion of the sun on par with any magical trinket? You will accept her, and she will delight you until the sacred sunrise rituals we cherish. Then, when the sun is high, you will give me the secret to the pendant as proper compensation. If you do not, then you will have shamed me. You will have stolen from me the great gift of my own blood’s blood. Deny me, and as the light fades at sunset tomorrow, I shall re-invigorate the sacrifices of old to the forgotten gods. I am sure they are rather hungry after all this time. Enough to devour a heart even as large as yours.”  
 
    He leaned in and whispered fiercely, “Bend to my will, you human insect. The war for this magic is above you. It always was. Take what is offered and give me what’s mine. Then I will cast you back into the rough wilderness where your kind belongs. You can run from Tyranthelam’s gendarme for the rest of your pathetically short life.” His regal eyebrow arched. “If not, then you are my enemy. My enemies tend to die.” 
 
    Ajax glared back, eyes sparking like flint. “Tyranthelam couldn’t unlock the secret in a decade. If you kill me, you will have nothing.” 
 
    Lyvarress intoned, “It is in my blood to rule this world. Not his. But if it takes me a decade, then what of it? If not a decade, then a century. For what is time to my kind?” He reached up and ripped the pendant off Ajax’s neck, bruising him as the thick cord reluctant snapped. 
 
    The King stalked back over to his sister and hissed a final warning, “I shall weigh your actions as I weigh the heart of my own gendarme and knights. When I commune with this spirit for the first time, it must be with the clear conscience of having sacrificed something important enough to be worthy of gaining this prize. You are my sacrifice. Come morning, if he has not possessed your body, then your betrayal will be treason.” In a swirl of robes, he vanished. 
 
    The court was a-buzz. Normally, when the King left, the other nobles began to fritter away almost immediately to seek new amusements. But now, the crowd remained rooted in place, watching the drama of what would happen in the King’s absence. They were sharks looking to feast on the Princess’s pain. 
 
    Callistia steeled herself under their gaze. A significant part of her looked ready to leave in defiance. Ajax couldn’t imagine all the pressures that battled in her mind. All her long life, making contacts and friends and alliances. Her brother’s public, callous abuse of her trust was threatening to unravel and taint all of it. Some would judge her for obeying him. Others, for surrendering her purity. Yet still others for whether her courage failed her, and even that…what sort of courage? The courage to do as her King and sovereign demanded? Or the courage to reject his unreasonable demand and risk the label of treason? And that was merely what Ajax could cook up in his brain. 
 
    When she moved, it was not to flee. She took very precise, very measured steps toward Ajax. She approached until standing only a couple yards in front of him. Pride clung to every inch of her. 
 
    To Ajax, she was intensely perfect. Unattainable. Above him in a way that was impossible to climb. This went beyond attraction. He could feel his desire, but it went further into admiration. He couldn’t imagine anyone taking this embarrassment with such sculpted grace. 
 
    Callistia’s eyes sank down Ajax’s body again, then stopped at his mid-section. For a brief second, Ajax thought she was seeing the painful bulge threatening to rip the seams on his thick-cotton traveling trousers. That made him flush a little, feeling on display. But whatever she may have seen, her intent shifted to elsewhere. She gestured at the iron cuffs linking his hands to his belt. “I believe the purpose of those has ended? Remove them. He’s our guest being granted a boon by the King, not a prisoner.” 
 
    Dassereen tilted his head up, looking down his nose at her with a cunning, half-concealed smirk. “Perhaps he should keep them on. I think only for your safety among the pillows.” 
 
    An eyeblink later, she was in front of the gendarme. Her speed was blinding. Yellow-white motes of light hovered in her aura and along the path she had traveled. Her fore-finger was raised under Dassereen’s chin, and her razor-sharp, yellow-enameled fingernail was pressed to the soft flesh of his throat. “What makes you think you have the right to address me with such insolence? My brother is King. You… are not. Am I clear?” 
 
    Swallowing carefully, Dassereen tilted his head in a slight nod – all he dared do to avoid blood being drawn. Whatever threat she posed, it was enough to put the seasoned gendarme back in his place. He gestured to the others, “Remove the restraints.” 
 
    They obeyed, and a few seconds later, Ajax was free. He rubbed at his wrists and flexed his powerful arms. One of the gendarme didn’t move swiftly enough back, so Ajax growled at him. He wasn’t in any mood to put up with them crowding him. He had seen past their elegant facades. These elves were as petty as any human lord in their minor courts. The gendarme withdrew, sensing the danger of a cornered animal who was not really under anyone’s control. 
 
    Callistia’s hand fell, though her glare remained on Dassereen for a long while. Then, her perfect façade returned. Drifting again with stately grace, she turned to face Ajax. “Shall we retire to somewhere more comfortable? This is not an affair suited to an audience.” 
 
    Ajax measured her back. He could see the strain in her face and the slight twitch along the edges of her movements. Not so perfect after all; chaos and turmoil roiled inside of her. He couldn’t even imagine her grief, but he sympathized as best he could. Trying only to make this easier on her, he answered with a grave nod. “The choice is yours.” 
 
    The statement brought her a dark flash of humor, as if thinking, Despite all evidence to the contrary. She said, “Then follow me.” She floated on elfish-light steps for an exit leading out of the Sun Tower and into the royal apartments. The King’s supporters leered as she led Ajax away. 
 
    Ajax did his best not to give them more reason to gossip. He gave her space and cast his expression in stone. No eagerness. No lust. Difficult, considering the hardness of his shaft. It was a constant fight to keep his eyes from the sway of Callistia’s sculpted buttocks beneath the folds of her robe-dress. Even behind the flowing fabric, he could imagine the lithe sensuality of her body. 
 
    He cut off his own lust harshly. No. I will not add to her pain. As soon as we are clear of this farcical gathering, I’ll vanish. I won’t hurt her even more. I already have one sun elf king hunting me. Why not two? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
     At first, they walked sedately. But as they put distance from the tower, Callistia started to pick up the pace. She seemed to care less and less about her posture and demeanor, nor about maintaining a speed that her ‘guest’ might find suitable. She wasn’t trying to lose track of him. But the pressure was mounting to get into privacy before she exploded. 
 
    A set of double-crystal doors opened as she approached as if by magic. Considering who this is, it probably is magic, Ajax suspected. They crossed into a palatial room that blended a bedroom with an expansive sitting area and dressing room. Massive windows stretched across the entire face of the castle, without any visible seams or support structures. Glass-work like this was impossible for humans, once again showing off the skills and artistry of elves. They were on the side of the castle facing the cliffs over the ocean. Looking out the windows was like standing on a drop that plunged a several hundred feet into the waves below. The vista was incredible, and Ajax wished he had the time to appreciate it fully. 
 
    However, the emotional drama playing out in the center of the room was too powerful. And it rightfully deserved his attention, given his place at the core of it all. 
 
    Callistia turned and flicked her hands. Her rage gave her magic a little extra force, and the doors closed with a resonate clash halfway between a bell tolling and steel smashing. Not caring that a foreign, (secretly half-) human knight would hear, she unleashed her frustration at full volume, “That arrogant, condescending bastard!” 
 
    From deeper in the apartment, emerging through the door to a closet as large as many human cottages, another elf emerged. “Milady? Are you well?” 
 
    Ajax was confronted with another beauty, born from another elemental source. As much as Krizzalani was a product of the dark and Callistia was a herald of the sun, Ajax could see the heritage of the moon in the approaching maid. Her skin was pearl white pale with a sapphire undertone, enough that she nearly glowed in the low light. Her black hair stood out in stark contrast; strands made from the night sky surrounded her lunar-bright face. The majority of her black hair was as long and as stark in color as Ajax’s own. But amidst the black of her hair, sparkling motes twinkled faintly as they caught the firelight. She was barely any taller than Krizzilani had been, but where the dark elf had been intense and focused, the maid was spritely and bounced. Ajax could easily see this maid getting into mischief, but it would be meant for laughter rather than evil. 
 
    Moon elves were among the most common, with forest elves being the other. Or, perhaps sea elves, though they lived so much below the waves that they were rarely seen. Sun elves used moon elf families to rule smaller duchies and outlying cities, overseeing human nobility. Sun elves technically owned those lands, but they hated leaving their crystal towers for long. Moon elves were the ones who exercised the realm’s power day to day. Or, when here in the castle, acted more directly as sun elf servants and squires to the gendarmes. After all, sun elves did not wish the stench of humans this close to them, and moon elves were ‘tolerable’. 
 
    Ajax thought the maid was far more than tolerable. She was wearing a simple cotton dress worn off her shoulders and draped to below her knees, but let her move freely. That plain attire couldn’t quench her natural, silvery radiance. What was more, her concern for Callistia was immediately evident and totally genuine. After watching a court feasting on her pain, Ajax couldn’t help liking this moon elf instantly for her loyalty and kindness. 
 
    Callistia drifted over to the windows, gazing out onto the wide ocean and the huge silver moon hanging like a deity over the water. Wisps of cloud were mild shadows against the power of that radiant light. The unearthly vision was worthy of inspiring the dreams of artists. It calmed her rage, but didn’t soothe it away completely. “My brother decided this was the day, Helleanna.” 
 
    The maid came up short, her pale hands covering her mouth with lips that were tinted a deep dark-ocean blue. “Oh, no!” 
 
    Callistia hung her head in sorrow-filled pain. “I didn’t know what form his attack would take. Only that it would come. What he chose… was abhorrent.” 
 
    Being referred to as a horror stung Ajax’s ego, but he couldn’t bear to object. She was right. He swore a part of Callistia had been attracted to him on some level, but any mutual attraction was lost in the crude game being played. 
 
    He had already hurt the egos of so many elves. He didn’t stand on ceremony here. Not waiting to be spoken to, Ajax rushed to say what he hoped would solve this pain for her. “Lady Callistia, there is no need for this.” He debated telling the whole truth, but not yet. She was desperate, and he could not risk the real artifact even to save her from pain. For all he knew of her, she would offer it back to her brother to salvage her place in court. He thought she was of more noble character, but… well, in her mind, he was ‘only human’. It was a gamble he could not take. 
 
    But while he could not risk the artifact, he could certainly risk his life. “I know I am the heart of this problem, and you may not want to hear my voice. But please listen.” He appealed to the moon elf she had called Helleanna. “Servants know the true paths through their castles. They know where people move and when. You could take me from the castle without being seen. Yes?” 
 
    Helleanna was caught off-guard by the bold human towering over her. She might be a servant, but she was also one of the privileged fae. Moon elves were still held in far higher esteem than any human, especially a random human prisoner in rugged travelling clothes. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I was once a knight of a nearby realm. If I dare speak against another royal sun elf, he was a brutal ruler. I never realized how terrifying he was until I faced his anger. Now, I’m an Errant trying to protect a magical artifact that your King… that all sun elf kings… might kill to have. But there is a secret to its magic. I was not lying when I told him it could take decades for him to awaken it. Take me out of here! I can leave, and run from two kings instead of one.” 
 
    For a brief, brief moment… Callistia was tempted. The hope of salvation shone in her eyes. 
 
    But it faded as reality crushed in on her. Her gaze fell to the floor’s rug-covered marble. “Shame fills me for the dark way I have treated your kind in the past. Your offer is sweet, and perhaps it comes from a good heart, Sir Knight. But it is impossible.” 
 
    Ajax melted a little as she granted him the title that he had forfeited to protect the spirit of the pendant. He was beginning to see why her brother might be threatened by his sister. “I beg you to reconsider. I would be lying if I wasn’t…deeply conflicted. If I can be bold yet again, I would say that to be with you is a dream I would gladly embrace.” Concern bloomed on her face, but Ajax rushed to say, “But it wasn’t his to give. Not in my eyes.” 
 
    This time, a true smile of appreciation dawned on Callistia’s face. That, too, died quickly. “I’m afraid you are wrong. It is.” 
 
    Helleanna had to ask, “What has happened?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Callistia managed to relate the tale without gnashing her teeth. As she finished, bitterness was rich in her tone, “I have always expected an arranged marriage. Our culture demands it, and I expected my brother to use me as either a political edge or a means to end a war. I even expected that he would match me with a rival that he knew I despised to prevent me from actually forging a real bond between the two realms. Instead, he intends to discard me before I become dangerous to him.” 
 
    Helleanna objected, “You are no danger to him!” 
 
    “He views it differently, it would seem.” 
 
    Ajax insisted again, “You could not be blamed were I to vanish.” 
 
    For the first time, Callistia faced him more directly. She didn’t hide behind an apology to his entire race. She addressed him as a person. “Yes, he could. Do you understand the two games being played here, Sir Knight?” 
 
    Ajax held up a pleading hand. The title stung, and being the weapon that would destroy her honor didn’t make him feel any knightlier. “Please, My Lady, call me Ajax. It is my name, and to be honest, I care less and less about a knightly rank given by a sun elfish lord.” 
 
    Helleanna’s swept eyebrows rose even further at the bold comment, surprised at his courage in front of a princess. She could order his death for such a statement. 
 
    His risk was a safe one. Callistia huffed in quiet humor. “Ajax it is, then. Mud-knights –” 
 
    Ajax’s strong, craggy facial features tightened with reflexive displeasure. 
 
    Callistia did not miss it. “–… which I realize now must be an insult all its own.” 
 
    “One we bear. We have our reasons, My Lady. For the price of suffering the insults, we gain the chance to protect our own. If we fought on our own, the death toll would be far higher. But with the backing of elfish steel and magic, we can fight off entire hordes if necessary. We are all selfish in that way. Sun elves see it as defending their crystal castles. That much is true. But human cities of stone and mortar are also saved from falling into ruin.” 
 
    Both of the female elves had grown soft, half-enchanted smiles. It was Helleanna who said, “I never thought I’d hear words like that come from a brute like this.” She narrowed her eyes in jesting suspicion, “As big as an orc, but as well-spoken as an elf. Quite a combination.” Heat stirred behind her eyes. 
 
    Ajax didn’t miss it. An echo of what Lyvarress had said came to him. Take the moon elf to your bed as well. An intoxicating blend of new fantasies rushed through him, making it hard to keep a level head. 
 
    Callistia shifted the conversation back to her first question. “Ajax, do you see the games my brother is playing?” 
 
    Ajax nodded. “He is pressuring me to give him secrets freely, and in a fashion that he can claim innocence in how he obtained them. Even if my old king demanded the artifact’s return, your king could claim rightful ownership. It wouldn’t matter that his whole court was witness to him forcing this agreement on me. Or that his gendarme hauled me here in chains. Or that he broke the pendant off my neck to take it. He can paint history however he wants and never tell a lie if I give in.” 
 
    Callistia nodded. “And there is the second. One you would not understand because you have not been here.” 
 
    Ajax guessed, “He wants to cripple your reputation. Why?” 
 
    Saving her mistress from praising her own virtues, Helleanna answered, “She is incredibly popular within the realms. Despite what you saw in court, she does have her own supporters there. But more-so, she has the respect of the other elfish clans on our lands. I give you my oath, I do not serve her by force or by decree. I would give my life to save hers a hundred times over if I could.” 
 
    Callistia sighed, thanking Helleanna with a fond stroke on her shoulder. “As you may suspect, my brother does not share that same respect from the people. The realm fears him. They are also aware of the prosperity he has brought to these lands. He is not heavy with taxes nor harsh with his laws. I know our people, and in truth there are no grand rebellions against his leadership!” 
 
    Helleanna added, “We look to the other realms, like Tyranthelam’s, and pity the yoke you live under. Ours seems light by comparison!” 
 
    “But my brother is lately infected by suspicion and doubt. I blame Jurrmonglavor, the viper of an advisor who came to these lands two decades past. He whispers nothing but poison and politics and putrid ideals. I hate him.” Callistia once again tried to relax away from the fury threatening her good sense. “Do you see, Ajax? The King’s magic in truth-seeing is formidable. I do not have the skills to hide from what he would see. Especially not with something so fundamental as this. If I deceive him, he will call me traitor. And if I am a traitor, so is everyone who has called me friend. Even those without connection to me would be at risk. He could name anyone to be my creature at court and purge them. Witch-hunts would be mild in comparison. The entire court would be under his boot, and I would be equally ruined. While you might be willing to flee, I am not willing to pay that price.” 
 
    Ajax searched for an answer, “You could tell your friends to cut their ties with you. Sever any links and prove your isolation –” 
 
    Callistia held up a hand to stall his protests. “– All in a single night? I have until the sunrise rituals to surrender myself to you. What can we do in a single night to disprove a rebellious rumor that does not actually exist? He needs my reputation ruined, and he will have it.” She clenched one of her fists in helpless anger. “There are other ways he may have done so.” 
 
    Helleanna nodded, her lips twisted with anger. “A spiteful move, using your cherished beliefs.” 
 
    Ajax tilted his head, “I am missing something?” 
 
    “As you know, the elder god-beings are long faded. But the elemental powers elves worship have…texture. For sun elves, the scourge of fire has two faces: that which burns with pain and that which burns into purity. Many sun elves are known to enjoy the bite of a lash. You have fought beside the gendarme; you must have seen them rise into near-frenzy when wounded in battle?” 
 
    Ajax nodded gravely. “An imposing site. I’ve seen them go from cautious to reckless in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Callistia added then, “Purity can be equally compelling to us. Do not think of them as rules. Is there any rule that I must be virgin until I give myself to a husband? No. But it feels right. I knew my chances of finding love in whatever match my brother arranged for me was slim. But at least my soul would be soothed by entering with a chaste body. Other sun elves would respect that.” 
 
    Helleanna added, “And hate your brother even more if he gave you to a monster.” 
 
    Callistia sighed once more. “It is all linked. I wish I did not care so much, but I do.” Her lips actually trembled as they rose to Ajax’s. “Thus, he gave me to you. A bold statement, for there exists no realm where an elfish princess would be given to a human in marriage. Having you spoil me removes any doubt that the one who claims my body will also claim my betrothal.” 
 
    The primal beast that dwelled in Ajax’s heart wanted to break things. The ogre heritage down one side of his family tree wanted to claim her then and there. He couldn’t deny he wanted her. But more than her body, he could see loving this elfish woman for her compassion and thoughtfulness and intelligence and anything else buried inside her. Can I only be a weapon used to break her? Can I not be her shelter in a storm? 
 
    Callistia took a final, heavy sigh and met the Errant’s eyes once more. Daringly, she reached up and placed a warm hand on his chest over his heart. “I am sorry you are part of this.” 
 
    Ajax shook his head, “How could you be at fault? You want love, or at least connection. We met in that cursed tower an hour ago. Hardly time to erase generations of prejudice.” 
 
    Helleanna watched the two connected. She licked her soft lips, and a small spark of an idea lit her eyes. “What if… there’s an answer to this riddle?” 
 
    Callistia gave her a puzzled look. “Riddle?” 
 
    Even more eager, the dressing maid spelled it out, “The King can divine the truth. But he will ask the questions he wants.” Her look begged forgiveness from her mistress. “You can guide his questions. Speak before he asks, and let him read the truth he wants to see in the words you choose to cloak the truth.” 
 
    Callistia shook her head, “I cannot be vague enough to pass off what did not happen as real. He will want me to admit it. To hear me saying I sacrificed myself to Ajax to meet my brother’s whim.” 
 
    Helleanna looked sad, wishing she could do more. “My idea can’t save you from that embarrassment. Whatever happens, you are going to stand in front of him and be hurt. Damn him for causing you that much pain. I think only of the future. And… you have never cared about politics, My Lady! You don’t care! But your soul cries at the loss of your purity, so that is what I would have you keep.” 
 
    Callistia objected, “How? He will know if I have held myself precious. You cannot take my place in this!” 
 
    A totally subconscious growl echoed from Ajax’s chest. His leather codpiece creaked a little as his erection threatened to punch through the leather. 
 
    Helleanna noticed both. Her smile showed a little of the mischief inside her. “Our knight might approve of the idea.” 
 
    Callistia rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I cannot lie come sunrise!” 
 
    Helleanna nodded, “And what would happen if the first thing you said to your brother was that you hated him? Hated him for letting this human…” Her eyes begged forgiveness of Ajax for reverting to old, harsh views. “…ravish you in the dark of the night?” 
 
    Callistia closed her eyes, begging for patience, then opened them again and showed her frustration. “He would think he had won. He would have no need to ask anything else. Unless he could feel a lie behind the words.” 
 
    Helleanna looked triumphant. “My thoughts exactly. He would have no need to ask more. And so he would never know that your purity remained utterly intact.” 
 
    Ajax squinted in confusion. “What?” 
 
    Callistia thought her daft. “You make no sense!” 
 
    Helleanna was almost smug, forgiving them for missing it. “Elements preserve me from the gentle innocence of knights and sun elves.” She flashed a wicked smile. “When he ravishes you, he will do it in the darkness of your ass.” 
 
    Ajax’s throat went immediately, painfully dry. She can’t be fucking serious! 
 
    But she was. Helleanna pressed despite the shock on Callistia’s face. “He will demand to know if the human has taken you. The answer… an honest yes. He will want to know if you gave him a night like no other… an honest yes. He will want to know that an elf has given a human a precious part of herself… an honest yes. And through it all, your purity would remain!” 
 
    Callistia’s unruffled poise was cracked. “Th… I…” 
 
    Through Ajax’s lust, there were practical concerns as well. He pushed down the animal inside, saying, “It will hurt.” 
 
    Helleanna slipped closer, and reached out to place her own hand on his hip. Now both of the elfish women were connected through their touch. Ajax wished he had less clothes in that moment. There was a lustful heat growing stronger in Helleanna’s ice blue eyes. “Yes. At the start. But I told you about sun elves. Not all of them embrace pain through the heat of battle.” 
 
    A true blush rose from under Callistia’s dress. “Helleanna, you go too far!” 
 
    The moon elf pretended at submission, bending to the princess’s will without surrendering her intent. She turned toward her mistress and clung to her side. Helleanna leaned in and whispered in her ear, “I won’t abandon you. I’ll be here to… ease your passage, My Lady.” 
 
    Ajax was torn in two. Want and concern in equal measure, and both alone were enough to threaten to break his mind. He coughed out, “I am layered in the filth of the road. I’m not fit to be with you! I had thought surely you would let me flee. I did… not think…” 
 
    Slowly, Helleanna curled her hands to capture each of theirs. Walking backward, she drew them toward the crystal partition at the far end of the room. A whiff of steam issued over the top. “Fortunate, then, that I had prepared a bath for My Lady to soothe her after the stresses of court.” 
 
    He held his tongue, wondering what bath was going to hold him? The steel tubs he saw at inns were laughably small. He tended to bend them at the seams with his weight. But he allowed himself to be drawn forward by the seductive moon elf, who shifted her lustful eyes back and forth between the mis-matched couple. 
 
    They came around the partition into another vision of heaven. A huge marble bath rose from the floor’s foundation. Large enough to fit a dozen people if they squeezed, it was more akin to a private hot-spring than a bath. 
 
    Helleanna relaxed her hold on their wrists, and asked innocently, “Which of you shall be first?” 
 
    Callistia was still in mild shock. 
 
    Ajax was locked in place; not with pride, but honor. He didn’t dare accept until asked. 
 
    Helleanna’s smile never wavered. She had expected this. “Fine, then it will be me.” Her fingers reached up and drew the strings that held her dress together. She enjoyed fine clothing as much as the rest, but she had expected a quiet night with her mistress. The loose cotton dress barely clung to the outside of her shoulders. A few shrugs, and the fabric fell to the ground. 
 
    She wore nothing else except moonlight. 
 
    It suited her. 
 
    Ajax didn’t fight the impulse to scour her whole body with his eyes. Her breasts were lush, large and firm. The aereole stood out prominently, already hard with anticipation. Ajax had wondered at her deep blue lips before, wondering if they were painted with color. Now, he saw that her intimate flesh matched; both her nipples and the soft folds of her sex visible between her thighs stood out boldly from her pale flesh with a dark sapphire hue. She was still slim in the manner of elves, yet her hips swelled with a little more prominence which then curved into the shapely lengths of her legs. 
 
    Wrapped in white-silver light that made the sparkles in her hair dance, she chose to reignite an old flame before starting a new one. Her bright eyes fell to her mistress. “Do I still inspire you, My Lady?” 
 
    Helpless before her flirtation, Callistia let out a fluttering laugh. Much of her tension flew with it. “Oh, my sweet maid. How could you not?” She floated forward into the moon elf’s arms. Their arms unfurled and they merged into each other. Their lips met tenderly, then with added passion. 
 
    Ajax had the deep suspicion he had been momentarily forgotten. A wry smile crept to his lips, and he found that he didn’t mind. He didn’t know why the rest of the elfish court would judge these two so harshly, for their loving embrace was the most glorious addition possible to the ocean-scape behind them. Who couldn’t appreciate this? 
 
    As they kissed, Helleanna had not forgotten her purpose. Her nimble hands plucked at the delicate pins that held the princess’s dress closed, then drew open the final sash. Her naked body slipped inside Callistia’s now opened dress. Her arms glided along her lady’s golden skin, caressing and urging the silk dress off until it spilled down to join her cotton one. 
 
    Ajax was seeing Callistia from behind, and noticed that her back was bare. Her perfectly sized breasts were perfect for Helleanna to cup in her palm, and small but pert enough to stand without support when lounging around court. He could also see the princess’s small clothes clinging to the taut, firm flesh of her behind. They were crafted of elaborate white lace and sculpted to hug her hips, then dive between the cheeks of her buttocks, leaving much of her skin exposed. 
 
    Moving with deliberate yet intense passion, Helleanna sank down toward her knees, kissing as she went. Her mouth captured Callistia’s nipples long enough to make the princess shiver in the castle air, then purred as Helleanna went lower. She kissed down over the princess’s flat stomach. Her fingers carried the panties down, stripping them away down her mistress’s legs until they were discarded. Ajax couldn’t see, but from the sound of Callistia’s wanton gasp, the moon elf’s kisses did not stop until she had licked along the sun elf’s slit. 
 
    Pulling back, Helleanna beckoned the sun elf to follow, then stepped carefully into the hot bath. “Cleanse yourself, My Lady.” The sun elf sank into the steaming water, letting it boil away her miseries and concerns. Helleanna raised her focus to the Errant. “Join us when you’re ready.” Her hand closed on a wedge of soap. 
 
    Callistia smiled up at her. “You’ve done enough to inspire him, I think. Perhaps it is my turn.” She turned in place and stood within the water. Putting her back to her maid, she pushed her long blonde tresses over her shoulder. Standing exposed now in the light, Ajax was treated to the flawless lines of her naked body. What he imagined beneath the robes fell far short of the reality. Water dripped from the tips of her breasts and clung in beads all along her sun-kissed skin. “Wash me, my maid.” 
 
    “With pleasure, My Lady.” Helleanna’s arms curled around her from behind. Whipping lather from the soap, she spread the foam over her mistress’s creamy skin. Legs, arms, tummy and sides were all tended. Her breasts became soapy mounds that Ajax yearned to explore. Helleanna’s touch became naughty, gliding between the princess’s thighs and massaging her intimate flesh. 
 
    Then, her touch went from naughty to wicked. The maid lathered soap onto the tight shape of Callistia’s behind, then dipped between. The princess’s eyes widened, her mouth formed an expressive ‘o’ and she shivered out a stunned gasp as Helleanna worked fingers around the tight pucker of her anal rose. With one hand, Helleanna stroked her sex while the other cleansed her mistress’s behind, igniting all the sizzling little nerve endings that the princess had never tended with such sexual purpose. 
 
    Ajax couldn’t stand it any longer. 
 
    He clawed open his shirt, ripping it a little in the process. Fasteners popped and were lost in the corners of the room, but he didn’t care. Tugging open his trousers came next, though he left his small-clothes on. His tree-trunk legs flexed with power as he stepped to the side of the bath, his obvious arousal covered but not hidden by a meagre flap. 
 
    Ajax took one stride over the edge. Bold, almost aggressive as he surged into the water. 
 
    The elfish women followed the ripple of his powerful legs and interplay of his warrior muscles. Ajax had no doubt elfish males had their own allure, but the simple act of stepping over the marble slabs was a statement. No elf had legs that long. He filled the one end of the bath like a massive galleon swamping a tiny harbor. Helleanna’s hands stroked with added vigor, and Callistia clutched at the sides of the bath to steady her shaking knees. 
 
    He hadn’t been lying about having miles of road caking his body. Part of the bath’s magic was a swirling current that sucked away soiled water and replaced it with new. He could feel the current below the surface. Any fear of turning the water into a vile soup vanished. Ajax sank into the steamy water and groaned as the glorious heat penetrated his muscles. He continued down until everything but his head was submerged, then canted his head back to dip his thick, black braids in. 
 
    He counted out a long ten-count for a proper soak, then pushed off the bottom and stood. Water sluiced off the ridges of his muscles. He shook out his hair so it hung in a wet pleat down his back. Then, refreshed, he opened his eyes. 
 
    Both of the elfish women were enraptured with him. His hulking power was utterly different from everything they had experienced with their elfish lovers. He weighed more than both of them combined, and he loomed above them like an elemental force of lust come alive. 
 
    Once sure he had both of them fixated, Ajax allowed himself a proud smile. Then, he reached down and tore away the drenched undergarments. The depth of the water ended mid-thigh for him, which meant his equally proud cock stood out shamelessly above the surface. Bulging. Throbbing. Needing. 
 
    As one, the women whispered soft, “By the sweet –” 
 
    Callistia finished, “– sun.” 
 
    Helleanna simultaneously cursed with her own heritage, “– moon.” 
 
    Ajax took a step forward, churning the bath’s surface. 
 
    Callistia actually whimpered, trembling in the hands of her maid. 
 
    Ajax heard a blend of anticipation and fear in that sound. 
 
    Which made him pause. He remembered what Helleanna had said; a part of Callistia’s sun elf’s heritage might want the tang of fear and thrill that a rough cock held. But there was a line between being handled well by a known lover and being taken by someone you didn’t trust. 
 
    Until he was sure what she was ready to give herself into his trusted care, he wouldn’t… couldn’t… become the ruffian in her dark sexual fantasy. 
 
    That didn’t mean he couldn’t sweep her off her feet. 
 
    Ajax crashed through the water a little closer, then sank his torso under the surface. His massive arms dove between the princess’s legs, scooping her into his unyielding embrace. She was a feather next to his strength, especially with the aid of the water. Helleanna’s touch gave way as he surged Callistia upward and seated her on the wide marble slabs of the bath’s edge. His hooked arms bore her legs up and to the side, laying her core bear to his hungry eyes. 
 
    There was no subtlety in his embrace. He was the powerful wolf, and she the female he intended to claim. His mouth devoured her in a fierce rush. His tongue plunged deep into her folds wet from far more than bathwater. Unleashing a small snarl, his teeth captured her pleasure nub and bit hard enough to make her scream from the mingled pleasure and pain without doing any lasting harm. The anticipation had primed Callistia well, and his intense assault on her senses fired her whole core into a volcanic orgasm. Hot cum flooded his tongue and Ajax gloried in the sun-dappled taste. 
 
    Parting from her sex, he crawled up between her legs and captured her mouth with his. Their kiss was ferocious, his hunger merging with the lingering heat of her climax-fueled desire. Ajax ended the kiss with building authority, looming above her as the dangerous lover he was. “Do you want this?” 
 
    Callistia managed a strangled mewl of helpless need. 
 
    Ajax let loose another primal growl, letting her feel the vibration of it through their connected bodies. His throbbing cock was laying against her sex, grinding a hot line up and down in the sweetest of savage torments. “Do… you… want… this?” 
 
    “May the sun save me… yes!” she yelled as reason and discipline slipped away. 
 
    He crushed his lips to hers one last time, then withdrew. His hands took a strong hold of her and lifted her off the bath’s edge. She gasped as he moved her with such effortless control, trembling in nervous anticipation as he turned her in place and bent her over the marble slab. The taut flesh of her behind was presented for his approval and begged for attention. 
 
    Ajax saw Helleanna perched nearby. Her lips were wet from licking them, and her hands were fondling her own breasts and slit as she watched her mistress get handled by the Errant. The moon elf realized suddenly that she had become his focus, and she went dead still like a mouse under the eyes of a tiger. 
 
    Ajax chuckled deeply, extended a hand and clenched hold of her night-black hair. “You’ve served her in the past?” 
 
    Breathless, the maid gave a tiny nod. 
 
    “Then serve her again. Make her ready.” He applied smooth power to his grip, not yanking… no, rather guiding the maid very deliberately downward, using her hair to press her against Callistia’s upturned ass. 
 
    Helleanna squeezed her breasts into the back of Callistia’s thighs, and the maid’s arms curled around her legs. Stroking her hands inward, she passed tingling fingers in luscious caresses over her mistress’s clitoris. Her mouth was far more wicked, kissing over the tight swell of her ass cheeks so recently cleansed by her own soapy attention. Her tongue brushed over the crinkled flesh of her anal bud, making it moist and ready the tight entrance. Callistia moaned and rolled her hips, pressing back against the lavish touch sparking alive nerve-endings that she hadn’t even known existed for such pleasure. 
 
    Ajax was treated to his own slice of the heavens. The two elfish women were cupped against each other, both bent over under the steam. Helleanna’s ass was a rounded beacon to his desire. His massive hands splayed out and grabbed large handfuls of her delicious pale-blue skin. Though her mouth was buried against the princess in naughty effort, the maid moaned her approval and pressed back into his grasping hands. 
 
    Needing no more encouragement, Ajax nuzzled the plump tip of his shaft against the slick wetness of her sex. She was willing and eager, but Ajax went slow as he pierced forward. Her slender body was every bit as tight as Krizzilani’s, her elfish heritage not meant for a huge half-ogre cock to split her open. 
 
    Or, Ajax thought with an erotically evil smile, being an elf makes her perfect for it! 
 
    Her muffled cry of need seemed to suggest the latter. Wishing her no harm, Ajax penetrated her with a long, ponderous, yet unyielding thrust. She clung to her sun elf mistress in desperation, once biting the flesh of her ass to fend off the sweet, sweet agony as she was fucked open like never before. 
 
    Buried as deeply inside her as their bodies would allow, Ajax leaned over and growled behind Helleanna’s ear. “Can you take it, moon elf?” 
 
    Her mouth came away from Callistia’s moistened skin with a ragged draw of breath, and she cried, “Yes! Oh moon above, fuck me you monster!” 
 
    She couldn’t know what he was, yet the inner ogre inside Ajax rumbled to eager life. Most elves would say it was bad enough she was letting a human ravish her from behind. But if they knew it was one of the dark-bloods penetrating her body and about to ‘defile’ her with his ‘brutish’ seed? He would be sentenced to death by any elfish lord who ever lived. 
 
    None of that mattered as he heard her beg. 
 
    Setting his feet on the slippery pebbled floor of the bath, Ajax began a series of deep, rocking thrusts. The water sloshed about them as he took his pleasure, rumbling deep chuckles as Helleanna mewled lustfully in response. He wasn’t touching the right places in her. He was touching all the places. His laughs became growls, and he shifted to harder, faster, harder, faster, harder, faster strokes until the moon elf keened through a howling climax. 
 
    The ripple of her inner walls along his length nearly pulled him over the edge. He only held off the unearthly pleasure because he knew what was to follow. He still groaned in disappointment as Helleanna fell forward, separating from him, exhausted from being pinned between her mistress and the huge Errant. 
 
    Helleanna lounged against the side of the bath and issued a throaty laugh. “Oh that was wonderful…” She curled her arm around Callistia’s nearest leg, her fingers questing upward until she was once more stroking her mistress’s clitoris. Her clever eyes dared him to do as he claimed he would. 
 
    Callistia whimpered at the contact, her hips swaying gently in rhythm to Helleanna’s touch. The winking eye of her anal rose shone wet in the moonlight. A tiny point of darkness that seemed far, far too small for Ajax’s lurking, cum-drenched cock. 
 
    Beckoned by the two of them together, Ajax ploughed forward through the water. Now standing behind the gold-tinted skin of the princess, he took hold of his phallus and wedged himself into the cleft of her firm behind. The connection with his throbbing cock sent the sun elf to panting. Her hands planted against the marble edge, bracing herself. 
 
    Ajax rubbed hands into her flesh, then massaged a line down her spine. “Relax, treasure.” He didn’t know why he picked that pet name, only that it sounded like she was both beautiful and of value. Precious in every way. Rare. Desired. “You need to relax.” 
 
    Callistia’s panting slowed, though grew deep with added desire. “Such a knight you are.” 
 
    But she relaxed. At that precise moment, he leaned his soaked, engorged tip against the helpless, quivering ring of her ass. The grease of Helleanna’s juices let him penetrate deeply, slowly… consuming her. Her flesh was sinfully tight butter that melted around him.  
 
    Callistia’s hands became claws on the edge. Her head drooped and her breath became a sibilant hiss. “Oh, by the elder gods, you’re stretching mm… mm… meee…” She lost her ability to speak. She devolved into guttural, primal sounds as she tried to survive until he pierced her completely. 
 
    Helleanna murmured lushly as she watched Ajax mount her, “Do you have any idea how incredible you two look together?” The spirals of her fingers on Callistia’s clit grew more intense. 
 
    Taking the moon elf’s praise as encouragement, Ajax drew out and plunged into Callistia with a single, demanding thrust. 
 
    She whimpered. Her fingers whitened as they clenched down. 
 
    Dragging himself outward against the tight grasp of her ass, he plunged in again. A second hard thrust. 
 
    The sun elf sobbed with pain and need combined. 
 
    With a vibrating growl, Ajax pounded into her with iron-hard shattering thrusts, showing no mercy for the first time. 
 
    Callistia screamed and came apart around him. She spurted cream onto Helleanna’s feverishly circling fingers and shook uncontrollably around the cock spearing her darkness. The orgasm made her muscled tunnel undulate around Ajax’s shaft, milking him over the edge of his own slice of ecstasy. Thick, ropey cum erupted and painted her inner ass with his heat. The added slickness gave him the freedom to pump another three times into her core, prolonging the haze of dark pleasure for both of them until the fierce moment collapsed in on itself. 
 
    The water around them stilled, and they clung to each other under the moon light. 
 
    Just… breathing. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ajax awoke wrapped in a moon elf impersonating a blanket. Helleanna murmured in her sleep, nuzzling against him a little closer. Her arms and legs were arrayed to touch every inch of her skin to his wherever possible. The end effect was her laying pretty much on top of him, with her dark hair scattered across his chest in a wave. 
 
    He was well aware that as soon as he got up, he would be running for his life. He was lingering in a strange, fragile place where threats against him had not yet risen. The elfish lords were still toying with him, playing their game. They wanted to see him squirm, and until he appeared to give them the satisfaction, he had time. 
 
    It went without saying that he had little reason to get up. 
 
    So, he sank into the feathery mattress and gave himself the luxury of a few more minutes’ rest. The day was going to be long and deadly. Why not start it out in the best way possible? Let it get worse from here. If I get to sunset again without dying, it’ll be a victory. 
 
    He considered the room around them. Amusingly, though meant for a mere body servant, it was still five times larger than any room at even an expensive inn catering to wealthy merchants. The mattress would satisfy most human lords, and was certainly more comfortable than anything he had regularly slept on. The décor was simple, befitting an elf whose identity was wrapped up in being Callistia’s servant. Helleanna was her own person, her own style, but this room was not her real home. He suspected she spent far more time in her mistress’s bed. 
 
    Ajax would have preferred to remain in Callistia’s room with both of them. But after they had spent a couple hours cradling each other, drifting down from the surreal eroticism they had shared, Callistia had quietly asked him to save her the embarrassment of the other servants finding him in her chambers. She knew her brother would send servants early, hoping to catch them in an exposed moment. Deviant descriptions would be the juiciest gossip. Ajax honestly believed she wanted him to stay, and he wanted to be there to tend to her longer. But he had relented, and Helleanna had happily taken him down into her bed as her new favorite pillow. 
 
    The windows of the room were thin, mere slits in the thick crystal walls when compared to the majestic style of the ones in Callistia’s apartments. But a band of sunlight was peeking through, heralding the dawn and telling Ajax the hour. Helleanna purred again in her sleep as the sunbeam caressed her. She stretched softly against him before settling into a new dream. 
 
    The silken movement of her skin against his aroused Ajax fully from sleep. Rolling her to her back, he tucked in between her legs. His knees crept under hers, urging them outward. The moon elf let out another soft purr, instinctively spreading her thighs. The purr became a moan as his plum-shaped glans glided through the folds of her sex. Stirring to awaken her desire, Ajax soon eased himself into her tightness as it began to drip with instinctive need. As much as her petite body would allow, he surged in deep and filled her. 
 
    Her long gasp was music to his ears, made better as her full breasts rose with her arched back and sudden intake of breath. Her nipples went hard as her racing heart pumped blood through her in a rush. Her fingers clenched into the sheets, and she moaned, “Ohhh, yessssss… I need to wake up like this every morning!” Her words trailed off into a throaty laugh, then devolved further into another sexy moan. 
 
    Leaning into her, Ajax lavished attention on her breasts, then reached further up to capture her mouth in a lustful kiss. As their tongues wrestled, he slammed the whole bed against the wall as he pounded into her with heavy, bear-like thrusts. 
 
    Needing more air, Helleanna broke off their kiss so she could scream wantonly into the air. 
 
    The door flew open, and two other moon elves bustled in. Both were other female servants who lived in the surrounding spaces. One blurted out in honest concern, “Helleanna? Are you alri – urrrk!” 
 
    She was cut off as she absorbed the image of the maid’s parted legs and the hulking human Errant between them, piercing her to her soul with crashing thrusts. 
 
    Helleanna’s head fell to the side, her grin wide and lost in pleasure. “Want a turn, Sabellala?” 
 
    Both of the other servants went beat red with blushes, hastily closing the door and fleeing. 
 
    Ajax boomed a laugh. “You are a wicked, devilish sort of woman, aren’t you?” 
 
    She grinned, wrapped her arms around his neck, and said, “Just the way you like it?” 
 
    He did his best to show her. 
 
    An hour and a few orgasms later, the two of them began to think about crawling out of bed. 
 
    He tugged and pulled his long braids back into a semblance of order. There was a reason he pleated his hair; mornings were bad enough without worrying about a rat’s nest of tangles. He loved the feel of a woman running her hands through the jumble of his locks, but there was a cost to pay. For now; he was best served leaving them in the interlocking braids he had now. One day, he would pay the toll for leaving them woven for so long – three or four days of combing or maybe just a set of shears and be done with it. But not today. 
 
    He chuckled deeply, “Now that we’re the scandal of the castle, time to think about what comes next.” 
 
    Helleanna pulled on a pair of soft suede shoes, the final element to her practical servant attire. Once more, she was dressed in simple beige garments with black trim, a dress that flattered her yet ensured she would fade into the background next to the glorious outfits of the sun elves. “Next? Next, you give the King his due and walk away before he decides to kill you for having defiled his sister. He is as variable as the wind and not to be presumed harmless. And for me? Next is comforting Callistia. We may have saved her virginity, but not her reputation. She’ll be the mockery of the court for some time to come. She’ll need her friends, and there will be fewer of those each day.” 
 
    Ajax finished lacing his own leather traveling boots. He agreed, “I won’t put anything past this King. Believe me, lass, I never expected to leave this place alive. If I give him the secret, he’ll delay, hoping he might drag more details from me. Then he’ll raise my hand in celebration to the court and the mob and play friends: long enough that he can claim he meant well in this whole nasty affair. Then when I’m done being his show pony, there’ll be a knife waiting for me in a dark room.” 
 
    The moon elf’s lips twisted into a mocking smile. “Seems you have been to an elfish court before.” 
 
    “Far too often. How can you stand the abuse? You’re not human, but I know the fate of moon elves in these courts is not much better. Why else do most of them choose to live out in the countryside as the noble rulers of humans? Lonely it must be, but better than being looked down upon by sun elves all day long. And forest elves take it further, refusing to be among the sun elves at all, keeping to their trees and policing any foolish human who dares to hunt under the branches. Yet you stay?” 
 
    Helleanna shrugged, finishing the buckling of her dress snaps. “In all dross, there is some gold. Callistia is proud and arrogant and even waspish at times. She is a sun elf princess, raised for centuries to believe she is special and afforded every luxury to prove it. But there is warmth and sunshine in her soul, and I long to soak in that radiance every day. When she praises me, my whole soul glows.” Her eyes grew a little enchanted. 
 
    Ajax grunted and smiled. “You love her.” 
 
    Helleanna let out a sigh. “I guess I do. All I know is that it’s worth it to suffer these daily insults for the chance to stay at her side and defend her.” 
 
    A morsel of a thought occurred to him. “Would you follow her if she were to go? Married off, for instance, to some sun elf lord in another land?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “It hurts me to think of you both here, among those who cannot see your value. I saw Callistia threaten Dassereen. That was no idle threat. She has power beyond her title, doesn’t she?” 
 
    Helleanna nodded. “All royal children train in many arts. Her skill with lightning magic is beyond compare. She could have seared his mind before he drew his first blade.” 
 
    “Useful for a life on the road.” 
 
    That caught the moon elf off-guard. She then laughed nervously. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    Ajax leaned forward in his seat, “Why would I? ‘Tis true.” 
 
    “We explained last night why she couldn’t leave!” 
 
    Ajax returned a cunning smile. “Last night she was a traitor if she failed to appear for the sunrise rituals. But the rituals are nearing their end. The questions will be asked and her answers will forever silence anyone who calls her traitor. As far as they know, she gave a most precious, personal treasure to feed the King’s command. What more could they ask?” 
 
    “He will not forgive her if she walked away. She is valuable to him, even broken. In fact, she might be more valuable broken if he thinks she can be manipulated more easily.” 
 
    It was a solid point, and set Ajax to thinking. His heart could not stand the idea of leaving Callistia behind. He had wanted her from the moment he saw her. Having possessed her for a single night, he knew it was nowhere near enough. Helleanna’s wellspring of life and energy was just as tempting. Knowing that the two would always walk the same path together, inseparable, only made him want them both even more. 
 
    A new idea rushed up to greet him. “Then I shall kidnap you both.” 
 
    The mad idea got Helleanna laughing. “Wh-what?” 
 
    “Think on it! If Callistia wishes to leave, she couldn’t. She’s trapped here for the sake of those who the King would hurt in order to punish her for leaving. Right? We can use that against him. If they believe her kidnapped by the very human your King gave her to, sympathy would win her even more friends. The King’s desire for power was why she was fed to me, which awoke my horrid lust and caused me to make off with her… and, of course, the maid which I needed to silence lest she tell everyone what I had done.” 
 
    The idea was crazy, and with a hundred ways it could go wrong. “I don’t know if they’d believe…” Helleanna drifted off, stopping herself. 
 
    Ajax could see the reason in her eyes. She wants this. She wants to be gone. To walk the world. And to do it with Callistia at her side. She wants to free her mistress from the pain of this place. She wants to believe this could work, not convince herself that it is impossible. He pressed the idea, “Eventually the game will fall apart. But not right away. And her friends will understand what she did and why. By the time the story falls apart, they will have distanced themselves from her or left themselves. That will give them the time they didn’t have last night to get safe.” 
 
    Helleanna darted from her chair and went to her knees in front of him. She clasped his hands with her own, desperate to accept the idea but fearful of the danger. “They’d hunt us. No, they’d hunt you! Whatever they believe, they could never let you escape with their golden princess!” 
 
    Ajax huffed, once again reminded of the other secret he carried. He imagined the Lyvarress’s fury when he finally pierced the illusion surrounding the pendant and realized he held another fake. “The king will hunt me. That much is inevitable. His anger will be terrible. Adding one more reason won’t matter.” 
 
    The wheels turned in Helleanna’s mind. Then, she was back on her feet, tugging on his wrist. “Come. We need to see My Lady. You’re tempting me beyond all reason, my brutish Errant, and I need her wisdom before I help you kidnap her for real!” 
 
    Letting out one more deep laugh, he rose from his chair and followed. Together, they strode purposefully through the halls, evading any sign of the sun elves or their gendarme. For all Ajax knew, they were already looking for him. He was to provide the secret to the King at high sun, but that didn’t mean they would leave him untended and free to roam their castle. Considering what Ajax was talking about doing, they were right to be suspicious. 
 
    They slipped into the Callistia’s apartments unseen. She was already there, and had already removed her morning sunrise garments in favor of a flowing white dress that was equal parts beauty and airy for movement. The morning sun was streaming through the massive windows, reflecting off the ocean water brightly enough to make Ajax’s eyes sting. 
 
    Abandoning any decorum, Callistia rushed to Helleanna and embraced her in a warm hug. “Where have you been? I’d thought you dragged to the dungeons with Ajax or worse!” 
 
    Ajax felt a little touched by the sound of concern in her voice. It wasn’t much, but to hear even that much worry about a moon elf and a human from a sun elf royal was as refreshing as it was strange. 
 
    Helleanna hugged her back, asking, “What happened? Did the King accept your sacrifice?” 
 
    Tucked as they were into each other’s arms, Helleanna couldn’t see how Callistia’s eyes closed in suffering. Ajax could. The moon elf certainly felt the princess’s arms tightened even further around her. Aloud, the sun elf sobbed, “He was horrid. Yes, he believed me. So easily. He wanted me spoiled. Even if he thought I was hiding anything, I doubt he looked twice to find it.” Her voice trailed off to a whisper. “When we had a moment alone, he told me that since I have the taste of a whore’s life, he could use it as a weapon in his arsenal. With allies who will not meet his terms or for treasures he must possess, he can…” She shivered, remembering the King’s exact words, “…he can ‘get them into bed with him by using my eagerness in my own bed to sway them.’” 
 
    Not waiting for Helleanna to broach the subject, Ajax’s anger compelled him to speak. “Then don’t stay here!” 
 
    The princess’s eyes clicked open, unraveling a little from the embrace. “What are you saying? This is my home.” 
 
    Hearing the weight of sun elf tradition bearing down on her, Ajax fought against it. “Is it, Callistia?” He deliberately did not use her title, separating her from the court in his mind. “What family and what home is this, where they will use you as an unwilling whore to feed their greed? I am not saying humans are all that much better. I have heard of marriage deals where young daughters are given to lecherous old lords for the prize of gold and a few extra acres of land. This is no different.” 
 
    “Leaving would be a slap in the face of the King.” 
 
    “He would deserve one!” He rushed on to say, “But it isn’t necessary. You told me why you couldn’t openly defy him. But we have a way for to leave without being blamed for it.” He traded a last conspiring look with Helleanna, then said, “I’m going to kidnap you.” 
 
    Callistia’s mouth dropped open. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “Far from it. Don’t pretend your brother would ever let me leave alive. Even if he kept the magic, he could deliver my skull to Tyranthelam as a way of forgiveness and warning to any other human who dares defy a sun elf lord. It was inevitable that I would run. They are watching and waiting for me to do it. But they never expected that I would have the aid of two elves in my escape. Without you, I would likely die far short of the castle gate. With you, we could be miles away by the time they even realize I have gone.” 
 
    “But why would you take me? It would only serve to anger him more! He would see the ruse.” 
 
    “What does it matter? Perception is reality. All that matters is the story! Besides, there is a fine reason for me to take you away.” 
 
    Helleanna grew a lascivious smile. “Having tasted our flesh once, you can’t help but ravish us all the more?” 
 
    Ajax chuckled. “That wasn’t the idea.” 
 
    She pouted playfully. “Oh? What a pity.” 
 
    Callistia watched her maid, then rolled her eyes with a laugh. “He had you again this morning, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Such tales are for private, My Lady!” 
 
    Laughing softly, Ajax cut through their banter as time was short. “What I truly had in mind was my own safety. I will leave a note, written on your own stationary so there can be no doubt I had access to you. On the note, I will claim I have taken you as assurance of my own safety. I will claim that if he allows me to cross his lands and leave unharmed, I will return you to him.” 
 
    The princess laughed, “He won’t believe that!” 
 
    “Nor should he. After all, I made off with you to possess you again and again, right?” He let a little of his real desire for her show. It was enough to make her flush and Helleanna to smile heatedly. He went on, “But again, it doesn’t matter. He was always going to chase me. I dare not give him the magic secret. In the end, he will follow us. We need only reach a place his power cannot touch us.” 
 
    “I am not sure there is such a place,” Callistia warned. “His anger can be like a hurricane.” 
 
    “Then we’ll weather it.” 
 
    Callistia’s gaze went to Helleanna, searching for the moon elf’s feelings on the matter. She was clearly tempted, and knew the maid would follow her. 
 
    For her part, Helleanna merely nodded encouragingly. 
 
    Sensing her temptation, Ajax nudged her further, “The world is wide. I never knew how far it went until I walked to the horizon. Here, you are nothing but flesh to be fought over. But I can offer something more.” 
 
    Both elves opened their eyes at the curious statement. They sensed he meant more than just his affection. 
 
    Not daring to say too much, Ajax said, “I am a broken Errant for a reason. I carry a burden. I am at the start of a quest that I need to see through to the end. Trust me when I say that I am on the side of virtue in this tale. I know you have talent. Being hunted by your King is the least of my worries. Help me, and I promise I will share with you what I am fighting for. Perhaps, I can give you a new purpose. An honorable one.” 
 
    Callistia’s face brightened once more as he painted the portrait of a grand adventure. “Once again, my good Errant, you make it quite impossible for me to say ‘no’. I find myself uncertain as to what should come next.” 
 
    “Why, next, My Lady? First, you allow me access to your parchment and ink. I’ll pen the note. It may infuriate him even more as I will write it in elfish characters with my distinctly human flair.” 
 
    Helleanna covered her mouth to stop from giggling. “You really do want to die, don’t you?” 
 
    “What can I say? Being vile to his sister has earned him a black spot in my heart.” He tried not to notice the warm look Callistia favored him with. “Then, Helleanna is going to describe for me the path I can take out of the castle. I am familiar with Sun Elf castles, but I don’t have time to get lost. I’ll need to know every twist and turn so I don’t stumble along the way. And I need to know of possible exit routes that the gendarme won’t expect.” 
 
    The maid nodded her ascent. “I know of at least one, perhaps two.” 
 
    Callistia asked, “And once free of the castle? What path shall we follow that the King’s horses can’t run? Or that the gendarme can’t track us down?” 
 
    “Any path we take is a risk. I’m going to bet on an old ploy. Hunters tend not to believe their prey will be bold. They expect prey to run. To make mistakes and favor speed and distance over cunning.” 
 
    “A fair assumption.” 
 
    He pointed out the windows toward the port-city of Dunsmuir. “So instead, we hide there. Use the sea as our means of escape.” 
 
    The idea sparked another in Helleanna. She grew excited, “I know of someone who can help! And who might need our help in return! We can exchange favors.” 
 
    Ajax approved, glad they would not have to resort to gold for payment. When one man could be bought, they could be bought by another with even more gold. Traded favors tended to last. 
 
    Callistia asked, “Anything else, then?” 
 
    Ajax grew more serious. “A weapon. They have taken mine.” 
 
    The princess’s eyes closed in pain. “I would not have my people hurt.” 
 
    He was touched by how much she cared, even for those so eager to see her fall. “I will not do so willingly. I am not here to be an assassin. But I would have fled regardless, Callistia. If I had to, I would have stormed the gates. Help me, and hopefully far fewer will die.” 
 
    Helleanna suggested, “The route from the castle could take us via the armory.” 
 
    Ajax grunted, uncertain. “If needs be, yes, but such places are often watched and guarded. Not easy to gain entrance without being seen.” 
 
    Callistia exhaled slowly, adjusting to the idea that the castle was no longer her home. Indeed, might be a hostile place that wanted her ruined. “Give me a few minutes. I have an idea. You’ll have to trust me in this.” 
 
    Ajax’s mouth spread into a wide smile. “Given what I am asking of you, a little trust is a small price.” 
 
    She floated from the room. In her absence, Helleanna provided him the parchment he needed, and Ajax penned the note. The maid watched him shape the flowing script with deliberate crudity. “You can craft the letter far better than that.” 
 
    Ajax admitted, “All ‘mud-knights’ learn what is necessary to survive in an elfish court. You are worried that I might kill elves as we escape. But honestly, I’m more worried one of my brethren will rise in front of me. I know what human knights go through. Slaying one of them who is serving Lyvarress just to benefit his family would be… difficult for me.” 
 
    They finished the work just as Callistia returned. She bore with her a blanket-wrapped bundle, which she placed on a long table. Tossing off the fabric, she revealed the weapons below. 
 
    Ajax approached with a sort of awe. The most impressive was a long, thin, curved blade affixed to a handle made of polished bone. The blade itself was patterned silver and steel, folded together so that strength built on strength within it. The edge was along the inner curve, like a scythe, though the shape was more akin to a sword. The handle was nearly half a quarter-staff in length, shorter than the whole blade, but meant for a two-handed swing. Long enough that even his meaty hands could grasp onto it comfortably. “What is this?” 
 
    “A rhomphaia. Its name is Skyreaper, one of my brother’s favored blades.” The normally refined princess allowed a touch of mischief to show on her features. “If we are to be hunted, may as well be for every reason imaginable. Taking this from his wall will rouse his ire.” 
 
    Ajax wasn’t totally sure he wanted the King that angry, but he suspected Callistia wanted to strike back at him. She deserved the revenge, and he decided he had no problem helping her with it. Besides, if it meant he could wield this gorgeous blade, then it was worth a little risk. He noticed a half-sword and a kukri knife in the folds of the blanket, also fine quality weapons with the same bone hilt. “This is a set?” 
 
    She nodded. “Made from the remnants of a griffon, the first one that Lyvarress trained from an egg until it died. They live for around 300 years, and they were pair-bonded much of the time. In his youth, the King was one of the best sky-riders in the realm.” 
 
    Oh, he is going to hate me, Ajax grinned inside. 
 
    Callistia stroked along the outside edge of the rhomphaia. “They are sharp beyond measuring, and will cut through steel and stone as easily as hemp or grass. Proper weapons… for a knight worthy of them.” She shared with him a smile that showed her belief in him. 
 
    Helleanna placed a warm hand on his other shoulder, bracketing him. “They could not be wielded by anyone more worthy, in my opinion. You’re risking your life for us, no matter what you say. Thank you.” 
 
    Ajax fought past the welling emotion in his throat. “I have no words.” 
 
    Callistia patted his arm. “None are needed. Other than to finish the conversation we started. We have our path, and we have the means to fight free. We know what is next. But now, the question is… what step do we take first?” 
 
    Anticipating the reaction he would get, Ajax smiled and said, “First? Why, My lady, first I must tie you up.” 
 
    Helleanna let out a gentle peal of laughter. 
 
    A little more scandalized, Callistia objected gently, “Is this for your fun, Sir Knight? Your kidnapping of us is not for real! We come willingly, you know.” She ended with a light tease. 
 
    Ajax inclined his head in a small bow, acknowledging her joke, but continuing nonetheless, “If this goes flawlessly, then it wouldn’t be necessary. But if anyone glimpses us, seeing you running free and unbound will break the illusion. Our ruse would be useless.” 
 
    Helleanna reasoned, “And when we meet anyone, if we are restrained, perhaps we can leave them alive. If not, then any who see us must be killed.” 
 
    The two arguments convinced Callistia. She sighed, “So be it. What of Helleanna?” 
 
    Ajax’s smile grew a touch heated. “She must be tied as well. And since I must carry you both…” His large hand opened against both their backs and guided them into each other with a firm push. He took no small delight in seeing their breasts press together through their dresses. As lovers, their arms came instinctively around each other and their legs mingled. 
 
    Callistia’s surprise showed again, though she did not pull away. “What sort of wicked man have we gotten ourselves mixed up in?” 
 
    Helleanna’s face lit with a mischievous grin. “Our very own brute.” Then, she leaned forward and kissed her mistress deeply. 
 
    Binding the two moaning women together was difficult with the distraction. Ajax would be lying if he said his touch remained professional the entire time. The elfish women weren’t fooled, and they reacted by shifting against him and beckoning his hands to touch more and more intimately. 
 
    When we get out of here, Ajax swore to himself, these two are going to reap the reward from all this teasing. For now, he restrained himself to only a few more caresses and gropes. Soon, he had them tied into a package he could lift and carry easily enough over one shoulder. He left multiple knots that could be quickly undone, many of them in reach of the women’s own hands. If trouble brewed, they should be able to escape if needed. 
 
    Taking a final breath to steady himself, he asked them, “Are you ready?” 
 
    Callistia gave Helleanna one last loving kiss. “Yes.” 
 
    He fixed the last element in place, the white gags between their lovely lips to technically silence their cries. He did his best to banish the mental image of holding the back of those gags, muffling their cries as he rode them from behind. Later… much later. Live first. 
 
    Tilting them up onto his broad shoulder, he settled their light weight in place. Checking into the servants’ side corridor, he trundled them off, heading for the bowels of the castle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    As usual, things went wrong almost immediately. 
 
    He rounded the first corner, and ran smack into the arms of another moon elf servant making the rounds. The young elf looked like a page, his arms spilling over with missives and other parchments. His gaze tracked up past Ajax’s broad chest until they locked eyes. The elf’s went wide, and he emitted a tiny little, “Meep.” 
 
    Ajax felt for the lad; fate wasn’t being kind to him, that was for sure. He heard his elfish ‘prisoners’ making protests through their gags. They need not have bothered; he wasn’t going to slay the lad for innocently walking around the wrong corner. Ajax smashed his sledgehammer of a first into the boy’s face, dropping him like a stone. Dragging him by one boot, he shucked the lad into a nearby storage closet, then jammed his knife into the locking gears and twisted. Hopefully, it would take him a good couple of hours to summon help or get himself out. 
 
    He huffed, “Hope that’s the worst of it.” 
 
    Helleanna made a sound of sympathy for the lad, but was clearly pleased Ajax had not jumped to stronger violence. 
 
    Ajax smiled inwardly. He was fond of them, but he had to remember: elves thought of humans as little more than orcs. A little more pleasant, perhaps more docile. But they expected boorish behavior. These two might have shared his bed and think relatively highly of him, but it would take time before they would reverse their instincts regarding all they were taught about humans. Not their fault; it was just the world they lived in. 
 
    Striding onward, he took care to check cross-corridors and pause at the top of stairs. Slowly, he worked his way down through the levels of the castle. At first, he dodged a few sun elves. Soon, he had left behind their normal haunts. Favoring the areas where nobles never tread, he saw only moon elves and a rising number of humans. 
 
    He paused at the summit of a narrow set of steep stairs. This was the only real choice along this path. Helleanna had described them: ‘Continue down the hall, and you will spill out into the courtyard. It is open, but there will be other humans to mingle with. Sun elves never come here. But there will be hundreds of eyes. Taking us through there will be a challenge. And even after you pass the gate, the wall guards will be watching as you cross the cleared area before entering the forest. But you might find carts to hide in, boxes to stow us in, or various other ways to slip outside.” 
 
    She had continued, “If you go down the stairs, it will lead to the dungeons. Murky and dark, but much fewer walk there. But the maze of twisted corridors may get us lost. The choice is yours.’ 
 
    Both were possible. Both held their dangers. 
 
    Ajax was not a man to regret his choices. Success hinged on not being seen, and he wasn’t scared of dark places. He turned to the stairs and strode down them, his long legs taking them two at a time. Crystal walls quickly gave way to shaped bedrock worked by elfish earth elemental mages centuries before. The stairs dumped out into a cloistered corridor tunneled out of the rock like a rat’s warren. 
 
    He wasn’t alone. 
 
    It was a chance meeting. No alarm had sounded. Pure bad fortune mingled with equally bad timing. The knight facing him was imposing for a human, though half-a-foot shorter than Ajax. The knight was not in full battle dress, but the chain-mail and scattered plates on his shoulders and hips was a decent shroud of protection. 
 
    Worse yet, he was no stranger. His dun-brown hair and hollow eyes were damned familiar. 
 
    Ajax lurched to a halt, not quite believing what he was seeing. “Adamat?” 
 
    The other knight’s eyes bugged out, filled with surprise. 
 
    But no confusion. 
 
    He knew I was here. Fucking bastard! Adamat was a mud-knight of King Tyvanthelam. He couldn’t be here. Shouldn’t be here! 
 
    Adamat’s expression swept from surprise into a sneer. “You’re making a habit of sneaking away, Ajax.” 
 
    “You did this! You’re the reason I’ve been hunted from the day I crossed into Lyvarress’s realm! You sold me out to a different king!” 
 
    The turncoat knight’s sneer now twisted into a fierce grin. “And think of the reward when I haul your ass into the Sun Tower today.” His chest swelled, getting ready to shout for the guards. 
 
    Ajax snarled and launched a vicious kick into his ribs. The other knight wasn’t ready for the sudden violence. Two of the fragile bones cracked. Any breath he had was robbed. Following through, Ajax shouldered him to one side, crushing him against the wall… 
 
    …and saw two more human knights walking out from a cross corridor. They had not been close enough to hear the first, furtive exchange. But they couldn’t miss the half-ogre’s looming presence, the two elfish women swing over his shoulder, nor the pained groans of Adamat pinned against the wall. 
 
    Miserable timing. Ajax knew that the sleeping quarters of the mud-knights tended to be deep inside sun elf castles. He had lived in a warren like this whenever he stayed in barracks. He knew the layout, and had hoped to slip past. Was this a shift change for wall duty? Or were they simply heading out on a mission or an assigned task or to join a raiding Fist under the command of a moon elf squire? It hardly mattered. His whole flight was about to go straight to the elemental fury. 
 
    At least my conscience is clean. Didn’t want to kill any knights, but fate’s decided otherwise. But I’ll take pleasure in slaying this treacherous fucker. With that vicious thought, Ajax tugged free the bone-hilt kukri on his belt and stabbed through the turncoat knight’s chainmail like it was paper. The blade plunged in just below his ribcage, leaving behind a fresh gout of blood as Ajax pushed off him. 
 
    Adamat slid down the wall, gurgling around the hole in his collapsed chest and trying desperately to hold the wound closed. “You’re dead, Ajax! I’ll see you hung!” 
 
    Ajax didn’t know if the wound was lethal, but he could hope. There wasn’t time to make certain. He stormed down on the other two knights who were fumbling in the tight corridor to draw their longswords. 
 
    Bad choice, he smirked. Jamming his knife home, he unsheathed his half-sword. He couldn’t afford to parlay with the inexperienced knights. Odds were good that they would prove loyal anyway, hungry to make a name for themselves with the elves. Such favor was always fleeting, but Ajax had once treasured the kind words, gold and favor dribbled down to him from Tyvanthelam. Was I really so pathetic as this? 
 
    Time was short, so he struck hard. His first slash sheared through armor and flesh, opening the knight’s torso like holiday ham before the man’s sword even cleared its sheath. Slamming the dying lad with a kick to clear the battle space, Ajax turned on the second. 
 
    This knight had managed to get his blade out. He struck ably enough, but he swung at the side away from the elfish women, perhaps scared of hurting the hostages. 
 
    A valiant thought, but it was going to get him killed. Ajax took the advantage. He parried the strike, chuckling darkly as a piece of the other knight’s sword was chipped away by Ajax’s magical griffin half-sword. Trusting in his blade’s power, Ajax reversed his block and chopped right at the other knight’s sword rather than trying to slip around his defenses. He cut through the man’s steel, then carried the swing deep into his neck, cleaving collar bone and spinal chord together. The knight crumpled, dead before he hit the ground. 
 
    Breathing deeply from the sudden exertion, Ajax listened into the silence that followed. He heard a few questioning shouts. Others had heard, but didn’t know what was happening or where. Search parties would be out soon. 
 
    Returning his sword to its home, Ajax gave a quick stroke of reassurance to his charges. “The chase is on, you two. Hold on tight. I fear the trouble ain’t yet ended.” 
 
    Behind him, too far away to hear Ajax’s whispered words, Adamat gurgled after him, “…d-dead… see… see you dead… mark me!” 
 
    Ajax left him to choke on his own blood. He didn’t owe Tyvanthelam anything. Not anymore. But a traitor to a tyrant was still a traitor. Ajax had stormed out, taking one of the King’s most precious items along the way. But Adamat had eaten his food and taken the King’s gold all while selling information to his rival. He had sat around the dining table with the other knights as brothers, knowing the information he was giving away would get some of them killed in the next skirmish. That… that, Ajax could not abide. 
 
    For the first time in his escape, Ajax ran. He couldn’t let any searchers see where he was going, or he would be fighting off pursuit the whole way. The pattern of the labyrinth might be confusing to a total outsider, but as it turned out, it matched the layout of Tyvanthelam’s castle almost perfectly. He left behind the shortest path Helleanna had described to him. This part he knew. This part, he could improvise. 
 
    Turning a few extra corners to cut off sight-lines, he found three guards standing in front of the portcullis blocking the entrance to the dungeons themselves. All were on edge, considering the noise filtering toward them. But they were too far off to know what was going on. Neither was ready for an assault. That wasn’t their job. They were there to keep the prisoners in, not to prevent a raid. 
 
    Ajax surged into their midst. He grabbed one of their clubs, happy to give them one less weapon. He cracked the first across the jaw with the thick wood, then pummeled the second with the butt. 
 
    The third started to scream for help, but Ajax dropped the club and choked him with his meaty hand. Slamming him twice against the wall, the guard’s skull bounced off the stone hard enough to knock him out. By then, the second was recovering, but staggered in a daze. Ajax hammered him with punch, ending his resistance. 
 
    Grunting in satisfaction, Ajax turned the spindle to crank open the gate. It squealed a little, but hopefully not enough to summon anyone from below. Once high enough to creep under, Ajax shoved the guards through one after the other. They rolled awkwardly down the spiral stairs, hopefully not taking too much more injury. A risk worth taking, he thought. He knew the type of person that drew dungeon duty. He was sure they had enjoyed inflicting their fair share of pain on the King’s behalf. They could suffer a little in turn. 
 
    Reaching back through the gate, he unhooked the release. The gate rattled back down into place. Ajax wedged two clubs into the gate recess on his side, hoping it wouldn’t be visible. They would jam the gate shut. The puzzle wouldn’t delay anyone for long, but every minute counted. 
 
    Stomping over the fallen guards, he took their sets of keys to ease his passage and delay them further if they managed to follow. He regained the path Helleanna had laid out for him, murmuring to his ‘captive’, “You two doing alright?” 
 
    Both returned mumbled approximations of ‘yes’. He could hear a little pain in the replies. They had probably taken a few bruises from the fighting. Carrying them through battles wasn’t comfortable for any of them. 
 
    He rumbled a deep chuckle, “Sorry for the mayhem. We’re almost clear. Once we’re past the castle tunnels, I’ll cut you free. No sense keeping up the ruse after that.” 
 
    He considered cutting them free immediately, since the odds of running across anyone who could describe what they were seeing was rapidly becoming zero. That changed as he reached the first pit of cells. He realized there was going to be an audience after all. 
 
    The space in the center was open, shaped from a natural cavern, resulting in several tiered platforms connected by carved steps. The cells were scattered about, some high and some low. The worst were down in the pit’s lowest level, half-swamped by the dripping water in this foul place. Others were up higher, dry but so tiny that the prisoner couldn’t even stand. It all depended on what way the castle’s guards had decided to torment the prisoner to suit their tastes. Several more tunnels broke off and disappeared into darkness. 
 
    He scoured his memory, for the first time needing to go completely by Helleanna’s directions. He had never been to Tyvathelam’s dungeons. Even if this followed some pattern, he had no experience to draw on. 
 
    The moon elf hissed on shoulder and mumbled, “Hecund dier, on da ‘eft!” 
 
    He figured out what she meant. But before he could step off, a ragged moon elf in burlap clothes reached out from inside a cell. Grasping at Ajaz’s shoulder, the male elf pleaded, “You’re stealing them. Take me away too!” 
 
    Ajax barked back at him, “Unhand me or lose it!” He stepped away and kept to the far side of the path to stop anyone else from pawing at him. In the dozen cells, there were perhaps five other prisoners, all of them in a similar state. The beige burlap clothing was purely utilitarian, little more than potato sacks with holes cut out. But they were clean and whole, probably replaced daily from the look of them. None of the jailed elves were mistreated, whipped or starved. 
 
    His sympathy wasn’t aroused. They may have run a-foul of a bastard like Lyvarress, but they were still being treated like elves. Detained, but not abused. He suspected other corners of the prison held humans being treated far worse. It didn’t bear thinking on what he might find in the cells intended for orcs. The elves thought of the underworld as ‘the elemental fury’, the impossible storm below the world where light and dark and fire and steam all mingled in a destructive force that consumed anything it touched. Destruction standing in opposition to the power of creation. He figured those dungeons would make any orc beg to kiss the fires beyond death. 
 
    He was about to depart the pit when the practical half of his brain produced an idea. 
 
    Turning to the last cell, he summoned the elf inside. By the look of her, her greenish-hued skin and deep red hair pronounced her to be a forest elf. Being trapped inside rock and darkness for so long had been more punishing than on the moon elves. At least they admired darkness as part of their elemental nature. “Can you hear me, woman?” 
 
    The forest elf didn’t unfurl from her ball completely, but she did peek out from over her knees. 
 
    Ajax dropped one set of guard keys not far outside her bars. He saw a food bowl, a crude blanket… fury, even her own sack-clothing might be enough to sweep the keys back into her grasp if she showed the least bit of ingenuity. He fixed her with a threatening gaze. “Free the others if you want. Get out if you can. Say nothing of me.” It was an offer, a dare, and a warning all at once. 
 
    He didn’t stay to see if she took the chance. Escaping her cell might lead to her death as easily as her salvation. Staying put and suffering her sentence might be better. He left her to decide her own fate. 
 
    Ajax ploughed on, charging past two more openings into other pits without stopping, glad he could bypass them. Launching down another set of steps, he emerged into a new pit. A single guard was there, standing in front of a cell with a human occupant. The guard was taunting the human with a water jug, holding it out only to withdraw it before the thirsting woman could snatch it up. 
 
    Laughing hard, he caught the sound of approaching footsteps and turned just in time to catch Ajax’s boot to the nose. Cartilage crunched and blood gushed. He howled in pain, but not for long. Ajax grasped his hair and rammed his head into the nearby wall. The guard didn’t get back up. 
 
    Mild concern came from Callistia. “M’y ‘ave ‘illed ‘im. N’t ‘reathing I t’ink.” 
 
    Struggling through the mumble, Ajax gave the guard another look. Hard to say if he was breathing in the torch light. Once again, after watching the man torment the woman in the cell, his sympathy didn’t go very far. “If he wakes, he wakes.” He held out the water jug to the prisoner and smiled. She gave him a nervous smile back, and it was all the reward he needed. Then, he held the second guard key ring through the bars to her. “Use it or not. Your choice. But I can’t stay. Hear me?” 
 
    The woman nodded, turning the keys in front of her eyes. Possibilities ran inside her mind. 
 
    Leaving her with the decision, Ajax raced off again. He’d sowed enough confusion that they might just have a chance to pull this off. Bounding down another set of curving steps, he knew by Helleanna’s description that they were near the underground river that could help them escape. 
 
    A loud whip’s crracck-snap echoed off the tunnel walls. That was followed by a sobbing scream. 
 
    Ajax lumbered to a halt. What the hell? 
 
    There was another crracck-snap from the same whip, then followed rapidly by a different note. The second was a heavier bull-whip, the finish more palpable and thunderous with its thuuddd-crrrrraccck-boom! The female’s scream broke between the two punishing blows, trailing off into soft crying. 
 
    He shouldn’t. Time was short. He didn’t have time to investigate. He didn’t have time to play the bloody hero. 
 
    His feet wouldn’t move, though. He just couldn’t force himself to put one in front of the other. 
 
    Callistia and Helleanna both hummed questions at him, wondering why they weren’t taking the last steps toward their freedom. 
 
    He closed his eyes, then shook his head. “Apologies, ladies. But the knight inside never quite dies, I’m sorry to say.” He turned into the side-tunnel and strode purposefully toward the sounds. 
 
    He didn’t rush in recklessly. Having heard the whips, he knew these guards would be armed. His best weapon was surprise, and he wasn’t going to expend it recklessly. Besides, if he was going to see some murderer getting their just fate, he was going to walk away. 
 
    The pit wasn’t all that different than the others. It was smaller, almost intimate in the worst of ways. He was at the only entrance, other than the well-hole that could dip a bucket through the stone into the nearby river. There were only three cells, none of them occupied at the moment. This was the place where the most wicked prisoners were kept. The ones the King truly meant to punish. The central area between the cells was a nightmare of horrid instruments of torture. From an elaborate rack to a simple sawhorse over which to bend and beat someone, a creative person could do terrible things here. 
 
    Hung from the ceiling in the center, Krizzilani dangled with her hands lashed above her, resting on her knees and unable to fall further. She could have stood had she the strength, but that had been long since lashed out of her. The dark elf was wearing nothing but linen small clothes clinging to her breasts and the gap between her legs. The clothe might once have been creamy white, but was now smudged grey with filth and sweat. Her night-black skin was flogged hard, the near-black welts mercifully hidden by her natural coloring but probably no less painful. Her flowing white hair, previously braided and bound intricately was now a tragic mess hanging limply around her shoulders. 
 
    Two human guards stood back from her, each bearing a whip, one heavy and one light. As Ajax watched, the latter taunted her again, “Sort of hard to keep track of the hours down here, eh elf? When was the last time we actually asked you a question?” He laughed and snapped his whip a couple times near her face. He didn’t quite connected, but made her flinch away desperately. The only part of her body not yet touched was her smooth face. Hitting her there might risk damaging her eyes, mouth, or any of her other delicate senses she relied upon to survive. The thought of losing any of that made her whimper. The threat and the reaction were far better for the guards than doing her actual harm there. 
 
    So far. 
 
    The guard laughed at the flinch and answered his own question, “See, it doesn’t matter! Cause yer here till the end of time, so I wouldn’t bother counting it! Sucks to be immortal now, doesn’t it, bitch?” 
 
    The second one held up a hand, asking for a pause. “Wai-wai-wait! Let me see if I can get a good wind up. If I hit her just right, maybe I can make her jump clear off the ground. Gotta get a good wind-up though.” He started to space himself back, searching for the perfect distance and angle and seeking where to place his ‘masterpiece’ blow. 
 
    Ajax hung his head. He wasn’t fighting with himself. He already knew what he was going to do. He just didn’t know if his current ‘hostages’ would understand. Deciding it was only right to give them a choice, Ajax swept the two elfish women off his shoulder and laid them on the stone. Motioning for them to be silent, he tugged off their gags, then immediately got to work on their bindings. 
 
    Callistia scrunched up her face, “What are you doing? 
 
    Ajax answered simply, “I can’t leave her to this.” 
 
    Helleanna raised her head as soon as she had the range to do so, peering into the inner pit. “You stopped for a dark elf?” 
 
    Callistia added with even more emphasis, “The dark elf who betrayed you in the first place!” 
 
    Ajax growled, “I know it better than either of you. It was that fool Aramat who sold my name to the King. She just took the bounty and did what rogues like her do. Can’t blame a lion for eating a deer, can you?” 
 
    Callistia rubbed her shoulders to ease some of the ache. “No, but you don’t have to free every lion from every cage you find them in!” Her voice stayed low, not giving them away despite her clear displeasure with the idea. 
 
    Ajax went still, deliberately gazing into her eyes in a way that would demand honesty. “I know the grief that stands between your two races. I’ve lived around elves long enough to know how deep the hatred goes.” 
 
    He pointed into the chamber, “But you tell me you can walk away from any woman at the mercy of those two, left here by your King to tie up a loose end in this damned affair. She’s as much a victim in all this as you or I, and I’m not leaving her with these two pieces of filth.” He didn’t mention the night he’d shared with Krizzilani. It would be hard to explain: how the dark elf could have taken what she needed, but instead had treated him to his first night with an elfish woman, fulfilling fantasies he never even knew he had. She’d done right by him, and he wasn’t going to leave her to a death like this. 
 
    Callistia was about to snap back with reflexive racial hatred. 
 
    Helleanna placed a calming hand on her shoulder. The two were fully unbound now, kneeling side by side. The moon elf gave her a smile of support, believing in her. Believing that her sun elf love could look past boundaries in the same way she had embraced her maid despite her heritage. 
 
    Callistia’s natural anger eased. Her hands twined with Helleanna’s, gathered her breath, and answered Ajax. “No, I can’t.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth from a poor Errant like me, choices like this make me glad I’m helping you.” Ajax laid his own heavy hand atop their linked ones. “You can run onward if you like. Make sure you’re clear while I deal with this. Or stay.” 
 
    Callistia’s eyebrow raised in cool appraisal. “Or… help?” 
 
    Ajax rumbled a dark laugh, “I’ve been told you could probably roast me before I had a say in the matter. Not saying you couldn’t handle these two bastards. But remember the story, princess. Seeing these two burned down by your magic will only spoil the image to the King.” His smile grew genuine. “But the offer means everything.” 
 
    The sun elf princess nodded her thanks. “We’ll stay until it’s finished. We’re in this together, to the end.” 
 
    Helleanna affirmed, “To the end.” 
 
    Ajax cupped her cheek, and the moon elf nuzzled him back fondly. 
 
    Their concern for each other renewed, Ajax crept back to the entrance and measured the distances across the room. He had no fear of dying at the hands of these two. But there was a chance they might decide to kill Krizzilani or use her as a shield. 
 
    When ready, he pulled his kukri from its hold. Gripping it by its tip, he flicked it across the room in a flash of silvery steel. The weapon planted right in the upper chest of the second guard, who was even now winding up for his grand strike. The guard stared down at the hilt protruding from his ribs, choked, and then toppled backward. 
 
    The other guard was stunned. His hands fell to the side, and he actually asked the other guard, “Jurl? Are you alright?” 
 
    Feeding his anger, Ajax bulled his way out of the tunnel’s shadows. Drawing Skyreaper in one smooth pull, he snarled, “Go join him and find out!” Raising the rhompaia over his head, he chopped down with enough force that he split the man from the crown of his skull right down into the depths of his belly. The two halves of him folded outward grotesquely, gushes of blood spilling over the floor. 
 
    Helleanna drifted into the room behind him, whistling. “Well that was horrifying.” 
 
    Ajax grabbed a rag and wiped clean the blade and his face. “Better than these two deserved. Vultures.” He returned the blade to its home, then shifted over to cut Krizzilani down. “Can you catch her as she falls?” 
 
    The two elves did precisely that, trying to ignore the smears of her near-black blood staining their dresses. The ash, rock-dust, and grime of the dungeon area had already done enough to ruin them, but it still wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    Krizzilani’s eyes flickered open as she felt the strain on her arms vanish. She squinted in puzzlement as her hazy vision glossed over the elves, then widened as they took in Ajax’s huge form. “You! Why…” Her strength gave out. As if the sight of him had relieved her of the need to be strong, she surrendered herself into his arms and passed out. 
 
    “Aye lass, take your sleep. We’ll get you out.” He said to Helleanna, “See any injuries that will kill her by moving her?” 
 
    The maid inspected along Krizzilani’s dark, bare skin. “A few that might grow foul if not stitched closed, but that is a lingering death that’ll come later.” 
 
    “So, we’re on a clock. Understood. For now, let’s go. Grab the torches. There won’t be any more wall sconces past this point.” Certain elves could see in far less light. Sun elves were even blinder than humans in the dark, while moon elves needed only a touch of starlight. Dark elves could wander around in total darkness quite happily. Right now, torches were the safer bet. Using utmost care, he curled Krizzilani into his arms. Together, they trotted back to the entrance and resumed their path into the lowest bowels of the castle’s underground. 
 
    They soon hear the turbulence of the river. Following the sound, they entered a long cavern that undulated up and down around the bubbling path of an underground river. The elfish stone shapers had expanded the original shape of the cavern to see as much of the river as possible. Stone shafts came from the ceiling above, dipping into the river. Those were well shafts coming from the castle above. There was perhaps a dozen of them, each able to raise water into a different part of the castle complex. This cavern had been crafted so workers could seek blockages and unplug them. It just so happened to offer a chance of hidden escape as well, a fact the designers had never considered. 
 
    Callistia looked at the downstream direction. Ten feet after the final well, it pierced the side of the mountain and vanished. “I have no idea how long until we will be able to take a breath once we’re under that.” 
 
    Helleanna assured her, “It isn’t far.” 
 
    Ajax’s eyebrows rose. “You say that like you know.” 
 
    She grinned impishly. “A bit of an old game among junior moon elves. The river has a fast current and it flows into the ocean. At the end is a waterfall, fifteen feet to the waves. The hardest part is dodging the rocks. Don’t go deep. Take the pain of smacking the water flat. Spread out and hit the surface so you stop.” She pointed at the river. “While you’re in there, don’t fight the current. Swim with it. Get as much speed as you can and launch off the end. The feeling is incredible… at least, when you aren’t running for your life and scared out of your mind.” 
 
    Ajax let out a belly-rich laugh, the first he’d had in a while. “At least it’ll make anyone chasing us think twice.” He laughed once more, shaking his head. “Alright, after the plunge, swim toward the city. We don’t have the skills to lay a false trail that will fool the gendarme and the realm’s rangers. Our only hope is to reach the cobblestones of the city. We’ll come up onto the docks and vanish into the city. You’re sure you know someone who can take us in?” 
 
    Helleanna nodded again. “I’m sure. For how long? That’s a guess. But we’ll be able to hide for the night and make plans. That’s assuming they don’t hunt us down. We’re still following your hunch they won’t check the city immediately.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. “This whole thing’s a gamble. And time is not our friend. No sense in waiting. The water isn’t getting any warmer.” 
 
    Helleanna smiled. “If it makes you feel any better, the ocean is wonderfully warm this time of year.” 
 
    Callistia added her own. “Like clear blue crystal in the sunshine.” 
 
    Ajax laughed. “Fantastic. Remember, stay close to the rocks. If the water is that clear, a vigilant eye might see us from above. Just one more gamble.” He held Krizzilani close. “Be glad you aren’t going to be awake for this.” 
 
    They took deep breaths. Then, as one, they jumped. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ajax felt the current accelerating as they approached the cliff-face. There was a dive in the tunnel, removing any hope of a slow exit. According to what Helleanna had said, this was a good sign, no matter how wrong it felt to go faster when you were blind. 
 
    He curled around Krizzilani, not about to let her smash into any rocks. He held his hands over her lips and nose to stop her from unconsciously sucking in any water. She was in more danger than the rest of them to be sure. If this doesn’t wake her up, nothing will. 
 
    Resolving to not let go of her, no matter what happened, Ajax braced himself… 
 
    Then he was airborne. Spat from the tunnel by the rush of the river, he sailed out over the ocean and crashed into the rolling surface. He remembered Helleanna’s advice about shaping his body, but he was focused far too much on keeping his dark elf passenger safe. He would hit the water like he hit the water, and he’d have to deal with the consequences. 
 
    The impact was punishing, and the current generated by the waterfall smashed him into at least one of the seabed rocks before it let him broach the surface. He exploded past the waves and sucked in air like a laboring whale. 
 
    Callistia had fared a little better. She was not as hardy, but didn’t have a passenger and far less mass. By the time he was on the surface, she was already treading water and drifting slowly in the direction of the city. 
 
    Helleanna had come through the best, mostly from her experience having done it before. She was waiting for Ajax. Giving him a couple seconds to recover, she slipped closer and peered into the dark elf’s face. “Can you hold her up?” 
 
    Ajax nodded, watching as Helleanna placed her lips to the dark elf’s own. Strange place to go for a first kiss… 
 
    But rather than kiss, Helleanna used her lips to pry Krizzilani’s open, then blew a strong breath into her lungs. Then another. Ajax had heard of the elfish kiss of life before, but never witnessed it. The moon elf tried twice more, and then Krizzilani began coughing explosively, forcing all the water she had swallowed from her lungs. 
 
    Ajax was amazed. “You’re a talented woman.” 
 
    She grinned at them as they clung together in the water. “Sun elves don’t let just any moon elf tend to their princesses. I’ve been training to save her life no matter what befalls her for more than a century.” She tilted her head toward the city. “Can you get the dark elf all the way there?” 
 
    Ajax shrugged, “I’m not the best swimmer, but it’s not far. We can trade off, though.” 
 
    “We’ll have to. Whether this dark elf can swim or not, she’ll be weak as a kitten for a few hours after nearly drowning.” 
 
    “And the whole fact that she was nearly beaten to death.” 
 
    “That, too.” 
 
    Callistia led them. The day was passing full noon, and the bright sun was blinding as it reflected off the water. Her eyes could handle the glare, adapted to it as surely as the dark elf could see in the black. At first, she kept watch for any boats. As they drew closer, she tried to pick out a remote place along the docks with less activity. Ajax and Helleanna came behind, sharing the burden of Krizzilani along the way. 
 
    They reached the docks, picking their way past the sludge and slicks of pollution in the water. They found an out-of-the-way ladder and pulled themselves up onto the end of an abandoned wharf behind some equally abandoned and decaying crates. No-one came shouting at them or demanding to know who they were. 
 
    Ajax whispered, “Now’s the time, Helleanna. Is your hideaway far?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not more than a few blocks. Would be better to do it in the cover of darkness. Sun elves don’t come into these quarters unless they are boarding a ship, usually as part of an entourage. Dark elves are even rarer. They won’t stop Callistia, but they might notice her.” 
 
    Ajax growled. “We can’t stay crouched behind this rotten wood all day. Someone might stumble on us, and then there’d be questions. And Krizzilani needs tending.” 
 
    Helleanna suggested, “I could get to my contact fast, then come fetch you all with a cart. We’ll make it look like we’re clearing away this debris. The dockmaster will thank us rather than yell at us.” 
 
    Once more struck by the practicality of the moon elf, Ajax smiled and said, “Sharp idea, lass.” He looked to Callistia. 
 
    There was an odd look to the sun elf as she watched the two. Helleanna might be her maid, but there was clear deference being paid to Ajax as well. Her expression smoothed into a smile, as if deciding that she could accept where things were headed. “You have my leave, Helleanna. And my thanks.” 
 
    The moon elf maid flashed them a grin, then skipped down the wharf, trying to look like just one more innocent moon elf sent into the city on a task by her mistress. While the population was predominantly human with a smattering of minotaurs, gnolls and other tribal races, moon elves on such missions were common enough. 
 
    Ajax did what he could to make Krizzilani comfortable, then asked the sun elf, “How’d you two find each other?” 
 
    Callistia followed Helleanna’s spritely form disappearing into the crowd. “I wish there was a grander story about finding a missing part of my soul. But she was assigned to me by my parents before they passed beyond the Veil.” 
 
    Ajax asked gently, “Did they die?” 
 
    Callistia shook her head. “No. Again, there is nothing so tragic in my past. It is a secret we rarely share with humans, but the call of the elements grows stronger over the years. Eventually, all elves hear the summons of the Fae Realm so strongly that resistance becomes impossible. We travel past the veil between this place and that and merge with the Wyld World. There we live a more savage life until the Fury takes us.” 
 
    “How long does that take?” 
 
    “The youngest I have heard succumbing to the call was into their eleventh century of life. And no elf in legend has lasted longer than two millennia in this mortal place.” 
 
    It was fascinating, a discussion less than a handful of humans had the privilege of sharing with one of elfish kind. 
 
    Callistia went on, “There is a touch of madness in my brother. He thought my parents departed too early. He believed them selfish, unwilling to fight the call. We were both so young, as elves measure such things. And our realm was in what we consider disarray. He was partly right. I remember them. They were carefree and unfocused. Poor leaders and worse administrators. It is difficult to find any kindness in my heart for Lyvarress, but he has changed this realm from a mess into one of prosperity. His iron fist might chafe, but fewer people starve.” 
 
    Ajax nodded, not objecting. He would not spare any kind words for the King who had tried to steal his precious cargo, but he knew Kings were complicated people. And ruling a realm was not simple. Aloud, all he said was, “Fair enough. Yet you will forgive me for not forgiving him for his intentions toward you? Whatever good he has done cannot offset twisting you into his royal whore.” 
 
    Callistia’s smile turned cold. “Nor will I forgive him. I’m here with you, Ajax. I might see the good he has done, but I am not blind to the evil he intended for me.” 
 
    Ajax gave her a firm nod. “Good.” At the end of the wharf, a cart clattered into place, blocking the end. Two drivers held the two horses in place, while a couple footmen jogged up the wharf. “Is that for us?” 
 
    Helleanna hopped from the cart, answering his question. She called to the workers, “There is the mess, goodmen! Grab hold and clear it away or my family’s ship won’t be able to make port tomorrow eve!” 
 
    Her words didn’t give any hint, but the workers had to be in on this game. None of them blinked an eye upon finding the gigantic former knight, a dark elf and a sun elf princess lurking among the wood. Ajax wasn’t inclined to trust them, but he had to believe Helleanna knew what she was doing. 
 
    The workers set about their task. Ajax got up and ‘joined’ their crew halfway through. Callistia slid up against Krizzilani, keeping her warm and watching her for danger. Ajax and a couple others plucked up the broken crate around them, using it like a stretcher which they stowed in the cart. They took the time to finish the entire job, wasting only a couple more minutes before the drivers were lashing the horses and taking them toward whatever sanctuary Helleanna had arranged. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Helleanna had said, the refuge wasn’t far. Set back a few streets from the docks, the compound was a collection of sheds and training areas. It had the feeling of a soldiers’ barracks, but the training grounds were filled with ropes run through pulleys and blocks, platforms and huge ballistae. 
 
    Ajax scowled, “What is this place?” 
 
    Helleanna whispered, “The operations compound for Commodore Rasharann. He’s a moon elf loyalist commanding a squadron of four interceptors; those are the pirate hunters and skirmishers of the sea. When the sun elf Admiral Vhalevaris got separated from his battle fleet in a fog, then Captain Rasharann harassed the enemy force of King Nuallanar’s realm, even killing the enemy commodore during one exchange until our forces reunited. He was given this small fleet as a reward and promoted to his current rank.” 
 
    That didn’t make him feel much better. “Why are we coming to the manse of a hero of the realm while we’re trying to hide?” 
 
    She grinned back. “Trust me, my knight. I’ve not taken leave of my senses.” 
 
    The cart didn’t enter the main complex through its central doors. Instead, it creaked into an alley leading down one side and pulled up to the much humbler servant and kitchen entrances. There was also a shallow stairwell leading into the basement larder. 
 
    Helleanna called to all the men helping. “My thanks, all of you. Grab the box with the injured and help us inside. The lady of the house wants a word of thanks with you all.” 
 
    The workers clapped themselves on the back and looked more than happy to go along. Muscles flexed as they grabbed hold of the crate and carried the two elfish women inside on their makeshift stretcher. The storeroom inside was lit haphazardly by lanterns, filled to the brim with every manner of rice, grain, water kegs and other stores necessary to fully stock a warship of the realms. The crowd of workers bustled the crate over to a stack of potato sacks and set it down. 
 
    From the dusk at the edges of the room, a woman’s silhouette appeared. “You’ve done us a great service, my friends.” 
 
    Ajax watched her emerge from the shadows. Her luminous, silvery eyes were visible first, shining forth inner light. Her voice was music, seeping into the corners of his mind and relaxing any traces of tension or suspicion. Instinct awoke, and his iron will clamped down on his memories and thoughts that suddenly seemed so fragile and vulnerable inside his mind.  
 
    She continued to speak, “How shall I thank you?” Her tone was smooth, following a lullaby rhythm that could so easily lull a man into a dream. 
 
    Ajax was resisting the effect, but he was also not the main focus. That much became quickly clear. Helleanna had herded the workers toward this new woman, and had them standing in a loose group right in front of her. 
 
    Walking around them, the strange woman swayed in a slow, somehow predatory circle. There was an alien flow to her walk, too fluid for any woman the Ajax had ever met. Her hair was a blend of rich browns and floral green highlights, piled loosely around her head as if meant to be drifting in the ocean rather than hanging limp in the air. Her lithe figure was the ideal for a swimmer, long and lean. She was the tallest of the elves he had met thus far, a little more than halfway between five and six feet, a gift of having lived much of her life drifting weightlessly rather than walking on solid ground. She shared the elegant edge of elfish features, a reminder that she was a creature of the fae and not the mortal world. 
 
    She gestured toward the men, revealing fingers joined by webbing. Together with the temporarily sealed gill slits along her neck and collar, her sea elf heritage could not be mistaken. Answering her own question, she spoke again in that eerily penetrating way, “I know. Take this.” She offered the nearest of the men a small pouch. “Enough silver to drink away your troubles for the afternoon. Go on, now. I’ll ensure my husband’s task-masters are aware that I have given you leave for the day. Speak not of this. The matter is a private one. You saw nothing but a cart, and your service was but to clean away the garbage left behind.” 
 
    The charm spread to her smile, and a trace of power hovered around every word. “Never remember this again.” 
 
    The workers staggered a little. Shaking their heads and wobbling as they turned, the men stumbled back into the afternoon sunlight. They were silent until they reached the cart. Then, as one, they started to chatter again. Their laughs returned, and a few were heard to say, “Can’t believe it! A bag of coins for a little tidying up! We must be living right, boys!” 
 
    “Who gave you the pouch? Couldn’t have been the task-master.” 
 
    “Oh, ahh, not sure. Think it might have been the watch captain. 
 
    “Hey, whatever. Let’s just get this crap to the dump and get on with some drinking!” 
 
    The cart soon rattled away. Helleanna tugged on the doors to the basement, sealing them inside. 
 
    Silence descended, leaving them alone. As soon as her work was done, Helleanna rushed over and hugged the sea elf as tightly as two old friends should. The moon elf laughed, “Oh marvelously done, Jyliansa!” 
 
    The sea elf pulled back, offering up a heart-felt smile. “You’ve stayed away too long. You don’t venture down into the city often enough anymore.” 
 
    Callistia raised her head from the broken crate, brushing away the dust gathered on her damp clothes. She ended up turning most of it to smeared mud instead. “I’m afraid that is largely my doing.” 
 
    Jyliansa immediately drooped into a respectful curtsy, hardly the match for a noblewoman in a court built on land, but refined enough for a sea elf to whom the action was foreign. “I could hardly begrudge you her company, Princess Callistia. Her friendship has often been my sole reminder that there is goodness in the hearts of land dwellers.” 
 
    Callistia smiled fondly at her maid. “She has that effect on many.” 
 
    Ajax rumbled his question, no longer silent, “Those men. They will remember nothing?” 
 
    The sea elf swiveled to face him, appraising him and seeming to like what she was seeing. “What strange events would bring a human warrior into my home in such company?” She shrugged that question away for now, and answered his instead. “They won’t. The power is often called the Siren’s call. We elves of the sea can soften the memories and minds of those unwitting and unready.” Her smiled grew mischievous. “I dare say your thoughts would be far more difficult to cloud.” 
 
    Ajax echoed again, “They’ll nought remember us?” 
 
    “Nothing at all. They moved some crates, and were rewarded for their efforts. The sight of our Princess, her maid, and her knightly companion will melt away like sea foam.” 
 
    Honestly impressed, Ajax offered her a respectful bow. “This is a clever hiding place. Any search of the city will surely pass over us. No one would suspect that we’d be so brash as to hide in the home of a King’s high officer. You’ve saved us a great deal of trouble, My Lady. But I fear every minute we linger, we place you in danger. Eventually, sailors will come to load ships from these stores. You can’t shift all their memories and keep us living here like ghosts.” 
 
    Jyliansa awarded him a nod of agreement. “Quite right, Sir Knight.” 
 
    As with the others, he objected mildly, “I have lost claim to that title, whatever Helleanna may have told you. Please, call me Ajax.” 
 
    Jyliansa laughed lightly, “She told me as much as she could. She mentioned you were once a mud-knight but have since abandoned that title. But not why.” 
 
    Callistia interjected. “He has not yet realized that the title can be given by any of noble blood. The greater the name behind the title, the greater the knight.” She favored Ajax with a smile. “You have lost your blessing from your old lord, and my bother would rather kill you than honor you. But can you accept my blessing? Will you be my knight?” 
 
    Ajax wasn’t faking as he went to a knee in front of her, formalizing the ritual. “If you will be the lady I am sworn to protect.” 
 
    She laid a hand on his shoulder. “Only if you agree to protect anyone I hold dear.” Her eyes flickered to Helleanna. 
 
    His own smile appeared. “With an open heart.” 
 
    Helleanna swept over and hugged him from behind. “My knight!” 
 
    Ajax rumbled a deep chuckle, shaking his head in disbelief. Well, I’ll be damned to the fury. He rose back to his feet, happy to let Helleanna cling sweetly to him as he did. He faced Jyliansa again. “Then perhaps you are not wrong after all.” 
 
    Jyliansa nodded in satisfaction. “Which changes nothing about how long you can remain here. Eventually, my betrothed would find something suspicious and inspect for himself. His mind is not weak, and he takes lessons on mercy from his sun elf King.” 
 
    “Your betrothed?” 
 
    The sea elf let out a prolonged sigh. “Commodore Rasharann, of course.” 
 
    Callistia explained, her lilting voice laying out the history with impressive flair, like recalling a story would eventually end up in the lasting legends of their realm. “Remember how the Commodore saved the life of my brother’s Fleet Admiral? When asked what he wished for a reward, anything from a promotion to a castle, Rasharann had only one request. A fragile truce has existed between our realm and the sea tribe that controls the ocean waters along our coast. He once attended a parlay session between our two royal families. He was a first-mate of the fleet flagship at the time. During that meeting, he laid eyes on the daughter of the Tribal Chief, who he later discovered was named Jyliansa. Infatuated with her, it is said he sent many missives during his time at sea, using any excuse to contact the sea elves and hope for a reunion. He hoped to win her attention, her heart, and eventually her hand in marriage.” 
 
    Jyliansa blew a dismissive sound. “What arrogance. We roam free among the waves, paying homage to a tribe chief. The ways of land dwellers are not our. Perhaps he thought to trade me for a few of the bulls in his hold.” 
 
    Callistia carried on after her indignant rant, “At first, only messengers answered him. Then, perhaps finding his persistence annoying, the summons he dropped into the deep were not answered at all. Then, the fateful day he rescued the Admiral came. Seeing his chance, he asked for the King to arrange for a match between him and Jyliansa. Rasharann lauded this as a chance to strength the bonds between our two peoples.” 
 
    Once more Jyliansa made a dismissive pshh. “As if the drifting lives of the sea elves needed such bonds. We live free, and pity to the surface king who tries to put a yolk on our people.” 
 
    Ajax noticed the flaw. “Your father did not see the matter in the same light?” 
 
    Jyliansa groused, her pretty features twisted into a scowl. “He said that while we might never be conquered, there was much we traded with the land. Things we would miss, and things that would be difficult to hunt or take. He sold his daughter into slavery so that he could have his fine gems and strange meats to eat. In the end, I was traded for chattel.” 
 
    Callistia was honestly sympathetic, having faced the same fate. “I have heard tell of good matches that have come from such dark beginnings.” 
 
    The sea elf hissed. “Not between us. The Commodore is a jealous man without an ounce of trust in his heart. I begged for my father to find another way, but he insisted I come. That would have binded me to the Commodore as surely as anything. If he had given me freedom to roam, perhaps I could have accepted the union and one day… his affection. But instead, he forbade me from leaving. He told me I could never dive into the ocean from this realm’s shores. I swore I would return if he would only let me breathe the sweet water. He has refused my every plea.” She hissed at herself. “I would leave, and damn his eyes, he said a curse is upon me. I do not know if he truly has the magic, but I have yet to be desperate enough to risk my life and make the dive off the pier.” 
 
    Helleanna moaned in sorrow. “How long until you speak the words of marriage?” 
 
    Jyliansa all but snarled, baring her teeth. “And give him my hand and body? May death come first. My father knows of my heart, and he has evaded any effort to set a date for a ceremony he might attend. I am trapped between two worlds, unable to leave and yet unwilling to commit to this realm forever. My father, however furious he might be that I am cursed to the shore, dares to pull back his promise and enrage a sun elf king.” 
 
    Callistia sighed. “Perhaps we share more in common than our noble blood.” 
 
    Jyliansa acknowledged, “It is a strange thing to see you here.” 
 
    “The trials of the court have grown too terrible for me to bear. This knight claims to have set forth on a quest, both noble and arduous. He has laid out his life to see me this far, and claims he will shelter me no matter the storm. And there will be a storm, for he holds the key to a magic my brother wishes to possess. We need safe harbor for the night. But then, passage from the city on a ship with a captain we can trust.” 
 
    Caution entered the sea elf’s reply. “What ship would take on such a burden? And what friend would you condemn like that? The King will sink any vessel that dared help you.” 
 
    “Then we need a ship of our own, and a crew to sail it. Or, perhaps better, a teacher who can show us how. A fast ship, but small enough to handle among us.” 
 
    “You ask for no small thing. Every ship has its captain or owner, and they are guarded jealously.” 
 
    Helleanna stepped in, “I brought them to you, Jyliansa. This is on me. If I was not so desperate, I would not strain our friendship like this. But it is no callous request. My Princess’s life depends on it.” 
 
    Taking a long breath, Jyliansa answered, “If it must be this way, then I shall help you. Give me the night. Let the first rage of the King blow over. He will summon hunting parties, and the town will be emptied of many watchful eyes. Be ready to leave with the dawn. Our departure will not be missed, so we will have to be swift and expect a fight. All the fury will boil after us into the sea in pursuit.” 
 
    She retreated into the shadows and vanished back into the manse. 
 
    Behind them, Krizzilani coughed in pain. 
 
    Helleanna turned and darted to her side. “She’s awake, but there is much to do. Hold her? I must stitch these wounds before they fester.” Unspooling some gut-line and affixing it to a needle, she got to work. 
 
    With the first prick, the dark elf’s eyes bolted open in terror. 
 
    Ajax held her firmly while Callistia struggled to contain the wild thrashing of her legs. Ajax filled the dark elf’s vision. “Peace, Krizzilani.” Blazing questions filled her eyes, and Ajax rushed to answer them and spare her the breath, “Your tormentors are gone. We are mending your flesh to stop any rot. It’s me. Hear my voice. You know I wouldn’t lie.” 
 
    Her struggling ceased and she settled back onto the crate bottom. She sucked in a few ragged breaths, trying to ignore the pain of the needle sewing her skin shut. Gritting her teeth, Krizzilani hissed, “Do I really? You’ve tricked me before and nearly cost me my life.” 
 
    Ajax’s eyebrow crept upward, a mute and amused challenge. “After you stole a priceless treasure then betrayed me to a mad king?” 
 
    The dark elf snorted. “The pendant I took was as much a treasure as my last stool.” 
 
    Ajax’s chest vibrated with a deep chuckle. “Such language! And you insult the craft of the illusionist who ensorcelled it. He did fine work that fooled everyone better than I hoped.” 
 
    “And nearly got me killed.” Her anger frittered away, knowing she really had no claim to innocence in all this. 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “There is an old saying about living by a sword and then dying by it. Seems to suit a dangerous game of lying equally well.” 
 
    “But you pulled me out of that fury hole.” She clearly wondered why. 
 
    Ajax didn’t both with complex answers. He simply said, “No one deserved that.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement came from the other two women. 
 
    Krizzilani went still, peering down at the others. A sun elf and moon elf, joined with a human in trying to heal her, honestly believing that risking their lives to save a dark elf had been a worthy cause. Silence came as emotion tore away any sarcasm or distaste left inside her. In the end, she merely whispered, “Thank you.” 
 
    Ajax rumbled his approval. “It was only right. There are no chains on you. But we seek to leave these shores, and right soon. Lend us a hand, and we’ll do right by you. Leave when you wish as long as you don’t give us away. But tonight would be a poor night to flee. They’ll be scouring the forests for leagues in every direction to find us.” 
 
    Helleanna added, “And for now, you need rest. More so than the rest of us.” 
 
    Krizzilani considered that for a long moment. Then, she said, “On one condition.” 
 
    Ajax once again raised his eyebrow, amazed she was bold enough to set terms. “Which is?” 
 
    She grinned. “You find me some clothes I haven’t bled on so much.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Krizzilani wasn’t the only one who needed new clothes. Their fight in the castle dungeons followed by the long swim and then hiding in the dusty storeroom had rendered all of their clothes into ragged messes. Ajax’s leather trousers and rugged shirt had held up the best, but he could feel the grime against his skin. 
 
    Fortunately, they didn’t have to wait for Jyliansa’s aid. Scrounging through the storage room, they found stacks of utilitarian clothing intended for ships’ crews. Trousers and shirts for men and plain dresses with loose skirts for women. They were beige, breathable, unimaginative, but allowed for free-enough movement. Cheap to produce by the hundreds. 
 
    They also located a wash basin and the well they could dip for water. The resulting bath wasn’t even in the same realm as the opulent bath Ajax and the two elves had shared the night before, but it let them wash away the worst of the filth before donning their new outfits. 
 
    While exploring deeper, they found a single window that opened into the inner training compound. Most times, they steered clear of it. The danger was obvious. Once in a while, one of them ventured over to catch word of loud orders being shouted. The first few times, it was a call to change the guard. Nothing more. Then, there was a summons to action. It was more frantic, and the stomp of feet felt like every warrior, hunter and sailor in the whole manse was being roused. 
 
    The hunt for them was on. 
 
    An hour later, relative quiet descended. Callistia wandered back over to the window. 
 
    Ajax was giving a wide berth to the end of the storeroom that had become their temporary hide-out. Krizzilani and Helleanna had refreshed the bath, and were working at cleaning her wounds again. The knight had been intimate with both, yet he wasn’t sure that gave him the privilege to linger around while they stripped and bathed. 
 
    Deciding not to press, he had drifted away. The sight of Callistia drew him toward her. As she lingered near a window, a small shaft of light was reflecting off her skin. Ignoring the common sense of hiding, Callistia remained in the shaft of sunlight, closing her eyes in pleasure. 
 
    Ajax settled nearby, leaning against a wall. “Second time I’ve seen you in the setting sun’s light. It becomes you.” 
 
    Her eyes didn’t open, but amusement touched her features. “I suspect the rest of this night will not be nearly so memorable as the last. Despite your charming efforts.” 
 
    Ajax enjoyed the fantasy of seducing her, but agreed this was not the time. Cries of passion would summon death from the manse above quickly enough. Having Rasharann break in to find him coupling with the sun elf princess might provoke the Commodore into giving him one of those fabled ‘fates worse than death’. 
 
    Callistia’s eyes then opened, a warning mingled with regret lurked inside them. “Even when away from here, you would be wise not to try.” 
 
    Hearing her say that hurt more than Ajax thought it would. Of course, it shouldn’t. The very idea of a sun elf bedding a human was ridiculous. What they had shared was the only defense they had against the outrageous actions of a mad king. But it still hurt to hear. 
 
    She pressed, “You see it, don’t you? Even if I run, I am still a sun elf princess. I am still the scion of this realm. I still want to find my match, and for that… more than ever… I need my purity.” 
 
    And why does she sound like she is doing her best to convince herself? Ajax wondered. He answered her, “Of course I see it. You’ve come to help me. In exchange, I’m taking you away from here. But you heard what I said to Krizzilani. We’ll stay together as long as it makes sense. There are no chains on any of us. None of us started out to become vagabonds forever.” He smirked a little. “Except, well, maybe the dark elf would be happy with that.” 
 
    Callistia smiled in gentle amusement. “Helleanna could happily wander. Her spirit is bright.” 
 
    Ajax laughed too, but shook his head, “She’ll go where you lead. But I understand you want to one day find a new home for you two.” 
 
    Callistia tilted her head. “But not for you?” 
 
    Ajax was caught off-guard. “Hmm?” 
 
    “You served your last lord well until he betrayed the belief you placed in him. I have to believe there are sun elf lords worthy of our respect. Worthy of my devotion, even if not my love. If I found such a one, would that change your mind?” 
 
    “If you did, you would consider giving yourself to him?” 
 
    Callistia’s face fell with sadness. “If I were so fortunate, yes. But my fallen state may make such a thing impossible. Only if he can see past the misery that brought me to his doorstep, then he might win my hand.” 
 
    Ajax pictured that. 
 
    Then, returned a sad smile of his own. “Then no, Callistia. I would not stay. I’ll guard you with my life as long as we are together. Never doubt that. But when I finally bring you to a new home, I could not bear to stay.” 
 
    Callistia challenged him, “Because I wouldn’t go to your bed?” 
 
    Ajax shook his head. “Make no mistake, Princess. I want you. From the moment I saw you, and I’m not sure I will ever stop. But no, if you found another’s arms because you loved them, I would wish you well. I’d leave because I couldn’t bear to see you give yourself to any man you don’t love because of tradition. No matter who you found, I couldn’t help but think a part of you would be doing it because that is what is expected of you. Always tradition.” 
 
    She insisted, “It has to be. Immortals cannot do any less with our bloodlines!” 
 
    He nodded in pain. “Aye. As you’ve said. And who am I to say otherwise? But don’t ask me to stand by and watch you do it. Not after we fought so hard to get free of this place. That would drive me mad.” 
 
    He turned and left her there standing in the sun. Heart-breaking in her beauty. Impossible to hold again. He was not a man who enjoyed regret, and following the path of fantasy surrounding her could only lead to more of it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
     The distance was less than a hundred feet, but the trip to the docks was the hardest part. Every shadow could hold a lurker. It didn’t even need to be a soldier. Any random townsfolk bellowing in surprise would give them away. 
 
    Helleanna led the way, deflecting a few late-night wanderers. There was a curfew in place, and she used her elfish heritage heartlessly, berating the humans for ignoring lawful commands. Next, she ran off a pair of drunks who might have crowed a warning. 
 
    Krizzilani hadn’t been pleased with remaining near Ajax in the back. “Should be me out front in the dark,” she had insisted. Seconds later, her legs had seized up with a spasm of lingering pain. 
 
    They had all noticed, and even she admitted this was not the time for risks. Ajax had consoled her with the promise, “If we are ever fleeing for our lives in the night again, you’ll be on point.” 
 
    And so, they went, with Ajax half-supporting their dark elf ward with Callistia and Jyliansa creeping along by their sides. They veered away from the decrepit dock they had first climbed upon, aiming instead toward the wharfs controlled by the realm’s navy. 
 
    Settling in behind some storage barrels, Jyliansa pointed to the closest of those docks. “Do you see her? Dark blue hull with the white accents? That’s the Wavesword. Fastest ship on the seas.” 
 
    Ajax growled. “A difficult target.” 
 
    “On any other night, perhaps. But most of the crew is out on the King’s hunt. And there are two factors that make her the best choice. The first is that she’s armed, unlike any merchant sloop you might steal.” 
 
    Ajax gave a grim smile. “Aye, it will be nice not to be helpless.” 
 
    Helleanna whispered, “And the second?” 
 
    Jyliansa explained rapidly, “Navy ships are meant to survive deep into a battle. Fortified along the hull, and with extra pulleys and lines run so that if most of the crew is dead, the ship might yet flee or fight. Not to its full potential, but not adrift and stagnant, either. We can handle it between us.” 
 
    Ajax caught her use of the word. “’We’, is it?” 
 
    Jyliansa was quick to say, “You need my help to set the sails. None of you have the talent, and there is no-one else you can trust not to betray you in a moment of weakness.” 
 
    Helleanna asked, “But what of your oath?” 
 
    Ajax realized the loophole. He laughed as loud as he dared in the night. “We’ve given you the way, haven’t we? You told him you would not dive into the ocean from this coast. But you never promised him that you wouldn’t sail away on the surface.” 
 
    Jyliansa was almost embarrassed as she fought down a manic grin. “Just so. If there is a curse, then this is my way past it. I remember a time when I would not split such hairs. But though my father won’t risk the King’s ire, I won’t be trapped here. I will not be their sacrificial lamb any longer.” Another small wave of embarrassment swept over her. “If you will have me with you, Princess.” 
 
    Callistia gestured toward Ajax. “Though he is my knight, this is his quest. As much as you, I am here as a refugee sworn to help him succeed.” 
 
    Ajax was surprised at the gesture. To defer to him instead of her royal rank was a huge gift. “Enough talk, or they will find us here jawing in the dark.” Nothing else needed to be said. The decision had been made the moment Jyliansa had concealed them from the guards inside her own home. She was one of them. 
 
    Jyliansa unsheathed a hooked knife, and her grin was just as wicked. “You shan’t regret it.” 
 
    Krizzilani also took hold of herself, grasping two of the throwing knives she had taken from the storage room. “Time I started pulling my own weight.” She looked annoyed at herself for being so weak for this long. 
 
    The two melded into shadows and set off toward the wharf. 
 
    Not long after, the guard standing at the head of the jetty was tugged into the darkness with a strangled “urrrk!” 
 
    Ajax left his hiding spot and loped down the wooden planks. There were four ships tied up to the long wharf – they were similar in class, probably the four ships of Rasharann’s interceptor squadron. There was a deck watch on each, but none of them were being alert. After all, this was home port, where the most exciting thing to happen was to have a drunk sailor attempt to stumble on board with a whore on each arm aiming to use the lower decks for his fun. 
 
    Keeping his steps soft and staying well away from the lanterns spaced down the dock, Ajax made his way to the gang-plank leading up onto the Wavesword’s deck. He paused again, listening into the wind and scanning the dark. 
 
    He thought he saw a blurry shadow crawling up the bow-line. The spidery shape was holding a knife in her teeth and bent on causing trouble. As nimbly as a squirrel, she was over the bow rail and onto the ship. Ajax moved a second later, racing onto the ship so he could help face whatever resistance they found. Krizzilani was his dark shadow, coming right behind him and then darting off toward the stern. 
 
    Ajax wasn’t fond of attacks in the dark, preferring an open battle. But they were at a woeful disadvantage. They didn’t have time for niceties. He rounded the main mast and found two marines sharing stories over a cup of coffee. A single swipe of Skyreaver ended the first. A meaty fist to the face stopped the second from shouting, then he buried the sword to the hilt in his chest, finishing the job. He stalked onward. The upper decks were clear, so he headed into the hold below. 
 
    He was barely clear of the steep ladder when three sailors ambled from the back hold. Fortunately, their first instincts were to gasp in surprise rather than scream in terror. Neither would have kept them alive, but screams might have helped save the ship. 
 
    Taking the advantage, Ajax ploughed his shoulder into the first, crushing his lungs against a support pillar. His sword cleaved the second’s head off his shoulders in one swipe. The last struggled his sabre free, aiming to make a fight of it. A throwing knife lodged in his throat before he could bring it to bear. He tumbled to the ground in a gush of blood. 
 
    Ajax looked over his shoulder as his dark elf shadow rejoined him. “Well thrown.” 
 
    “Benefits of a life of misdeeds.” She flashed a white-toothed smile from behind her night-black lips. Her golden eyes were as radiant as a feline’s in the dark hold. 
 
    “The upper decks?” 
 
    “Jyliansa cut down two, and I harvested one from the after castle. Unless we find any more below, the ship is ours. Helleanna and Callistia are already aboard.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He meant it. This whole gambit relied on speed, stealth and whole ton of luck. “Can I trust you to finish the sweep down here? Jyliansa might need a hand with the sails.” 
 
    Krizzilani didn’t hesitate. She was regaining her strength rapidly, and her pride was far more demanding than most people. She slipped away into the dark, hunting like a panther once again. 
 
    Ajax felt bad for anyone she found. No doubt she remembered each snap of the whips that had beaten her. These sailors might not be to blame, but they were part of the King’s navy, and thus one more element of his will. She would take satisfaction in reaping revenge from their ranks. 
 
    Ajax did as he said he would. He came back onto the decks and found the sea elf hard at work on the sailing lashings. “Can I help?” 
 
    She scented the wind and whispered, “The breeze is fresh and the tide is right. If we cut the lines holding us to shore and raise the foresail, it will bear us out of the harbor.” 
 
    “With but a single sail?” 
 
    She nodded quickly. “More will follow. We must separate from the jetty before they can throw hooks into us. Once away, all our efforts will be to raise more canvass and build speed.” 
 
    Understanding, he asked, “What do you need?” 
 
    “When I yell out, heave up the sail with all your power. This is one of the three large sails prepared for fewer men to raise and lower. But even so, it is normally the task of three sailors.” 
 
    For all the times Ajax had been out of his depth, this time he spoke with confidence he truly felt. “I’ll make the pull.” 
 
    Jyliansa’s eyes wandered over his broad shoulders covered poorly by his workman’s shirt. Her tongue licked ever so briefly over her lips. “I believe it. I’ll make the cuts to the shore lines with Helleanna. Callistia will take the wheel. She already knows to force the rudder hard over and let the wind turn us toward the harbor mouth, then hold us steady.” 
 
    Together, they finished cutting the sail’s ties. The sail flopped a little loose, as if eager to be pulled up into the wind. Ajax gave her a firm nod, grasping hold of the halyard that would grant the sail its wish. “Cut the lines. Yell when we’re free of them.” 
 
    Eager to be out to sea, Jyliansa raced to the landward side. Her knife flashed. Helleanna began cutting opposite her, further forward. 
 
    The first two hawsers snapped, and there was no reaction. 
 
    Then, two more. Only four remained. 
 
    On the ship in front of them, the Tidesmasher, one voice called out in concern. “Ahoy, Wavesword! I think one of your hawsers parted!” 
 
    Ajax grinned inside. Good. Delay. Keep thinking this is all an innocent mistake, he willed toward the sailor. 
 
    Two more of the ropes holding them to shore parted with a soft crack. 
 
    More alarm came from the same voice. “Are you awake back there! Your lines are… good lord, pirates!” 
 
    Ajax laughed again. Him? A pirate? Elements forbid! But there was no sense waiting any longer. Grasping hold of the thick rope, he heaved down with all his might. The weight of the sail groaned against him. It crept up the mast a few feet. 
 
    Only about a hundred to go. He laughed at the outrageous idea, took a huge reach upward, and dropped his whole body into the effort of heaving once more. 
 
    As he did, the two female elves cut the last of the lines. The one sailor who had been close enough to notice was whirling a grapple hook over his head. He tossed it with skill and it latched onto the bow rail. Jyliansa was there, and her knife made short work of the single rope. Not that a single line would have done much good, but she wasn’t about to let their enemies get even a single hold on them. 
 
    More sailors were spilling off the other ships and onto the jetty, rushing to the edge. But Wavesword was already pulling away from the dock. The gang-plank fell into the water with a splash. A few sailors tossed a couple more grapples. They still sounded fearful that this was some awful mistake. They could hear more questions than anger, and very few of the sailors were expecting a battle. 
 
    That was, until the first sailor once more screamed, “It’s bloody pirates, you fools! At them!” 
 
    A more strident voice blasted over the crowd, the sound of a watch leader taking charge, “Belay that nonsense! To the Tidesmasher! She’s the only one the wind can take off the jetty! Ready her to follow! After them, men! We’re not to have our trousers around our ankles today!” 
 
    Ajax was sure his muscles were tearing with the speed he ran the sail up the mast. He could hardly believe the feat was done when he felt the top of the sail hit the stay at the top. Fixing the halyard to a cleat, he ran for the main deck. “They’re going to be after us soon, Jyliansa! What’s next?” 
 
    “The main sail, then the mizzen. I’ll cut the wrappings if you lay out the lines!” 
 
    Ajax turned to Heleanna. “Anything we can do to lighten our load will help. They’ll come after us with as many men as they can to try and take us back. Throw everything over the side that isn’t needed for us to cross the ocean. Krizzilani is down there somewhere. Get her to help.” 
 
    Each with their own tasks, the small crew got busy. Already, the Wavesword was chopping through the water with steadily building speed. The sky in the distance was streaked with the first bright glow of the pre-dawn light. Ajax smiled inwardly, enjoying the idea that the King would look out from the Sun Tower in the midst of the dawn ceremonies and see them sailing for the horizon. 
 
    The main sail was twice the size of the foresail. Even with Jyliansa lending herself to the pull, the hoist took time. As they worked, he could hear splashes as the other women tossed away what they didn’t need. They emptied the armory in short order, keeping only a few weapons that suited each of the women’s tastes. Good choice, Ajax complimented them silently. Lots of metal, and the only thing all those extra swords are good for is giving boarding parties or enemies the chance to rearm themselves from our own hold! Once the weapons were gone, the women turned to the other ballast they could find. They left a trail of debris behind them. Unfortunately, not enough to choke the harbor and block the Tidesmasher from following them out. The other ship was already free of the jetty and was beginning her lumbering turn toward the harbor mouth. 
 
    By then, their main sail was set. Jyliansa was trimming the canvass with a keen eye, and gave Ajax a confident smile. “We have a chance. My only fear is they can out-pace us by getting more canvass flying faster.” 
 
    Ajax decided, “Then we’ll have to give them something else to think about.” 
 
    “What about the mizzen?” 
 
    “If I do this right, getting that sail up won’t be so much of a rush.” Ajax strode aft, mounting the ladders up the after castle and onto the after weapons platform. He strode around the massive ballista positioned there. “Callistia! Tie the wheel off and join me up here!” 
 
    It took a few seconds while she figured out the proper lashings. Then, she climbed the ladder to join him. “What is it?” 
 
    “We haven’t had the time to talk over your magic, My Lady. These ballista beasties look fierce, and you wouldn’t want to take a bolt from one to the belly. But against a ship, they are nothing. From tales of the sea that I’ve heard, captains rely on their sorcerers for either direct strikes or to imbue these weapons with power. Do you know any such tricks?” 
 
    Callistia considered him with a cool smile. “A small piece of advice, my knight? Sorcerers are not fond of having their abilities labeled as ‘tricks’.” She flexed her fingers, and Ajax swore he heard the crack of her knuckles over the brisk wind. He had never suspected her of being weak, but this was the first time he had seen a part of her that wasn’t delicate. Her yellow-enameled fingernails sizzled with a brief current of electrical energy. “I’ve never worked with such things, but I dare say I can make an impact.” She marched to the steel head of the ballista bolt. Her index finger flared as bright as the sun as she carved runic symbols into the metal. 
 
    While she worked, Ajax familiarized himself with the cranks that let him aim the huge crossbow-style weapon. He soon had the gist, though it would take time to get smooth at it. He took stock of the arms bracket next to him. Three more massive bolts were anchored in place. That gave him four shots without hauling anymore from the other ballistae on the main deck or from the storage bay inside the ship. 
 
    Callistia appeared at his side. “It’s ready. You need to strike the ship to make it work. Best I could do on short notice.” 
 
    Realizing that using the special bolt she had made for his first attempt was not such a good plan, Ajax heaved the bolt off the weapon’s firing platform. Laying it on the rack, he took one of the unmarked weapons. It looked fierce, though it would do little more than punch a hole in their hull – unlikely to cause much harm unless it struck below the waterline. He wasn’t even sure such a shot was possible. “I’m going to take a ranging shot. No sense wasting your craftsmanship.” He paused, then chuckled. “I can call it that, right?” 
 
    Callistia inclined her head crisply. “Much better.” 
 
    He tossed his head at the other bolts on the rack. “Mind repeating the work on those?” 
 
    “Perhaps not the same. Always good to offer them a few surprises.” 
 
    Ajax turned back to the ballista and cranked it over so it was pointing toward the Tidesmasher. They already had twice the sails up, and he swore he could see the range closing. Ajax could make out sailors arming themselves on the deck. They were laying out grappling hooks and lines, ready to take back the ship on a raid. None of their own heavy weapons were armed. Probably don’t think we have the magic aboard. That, or they aren’t willing to scratch the paint on their Commodore’s flagship. That’s a mistake. Might as well show them the error of their ways. 
 
    Aiming along the iron sights, he squeezed the oversized, crossbow-style trigger. 
 
    Chunk! The steel wire snapped forward, launching the huge bolt into the mostly dark sky. It was difficult to follow against the still-black sky. Ajax swore he saw it splash down in front of the Tidesmasher’s prow. Range was too short. But not by much. Cranking the elevation up, he grabbed hold of the first ensorcelled missile. Got to make this count. 
 
    The winch was well oiled, and he reeled the wire back into tension. With the bolt fully seated, he was back on aim. The ship caught the first swells of the ocean, making his target toss up and down in his sights. He waited, patient, for the first chance at a stable platform. The wave action drifted into a lull… 
 
    Chunk! Once more, his bolt soared aft. This time, he didn’t miss. 
 
    The heavy bolt crashed into the figurehead, which for that ship was an elfish warrior with a huge club. The metal tip penetrated into where the wooden figure’s heart would have been. The visual was bad, but what followed the initial impact was far ghastlier. 
 
    Callistia’s lightning magic was unleashed. A sizzling stab of violent energy burned through wood, flesh and metal with equal disregard. The bow of the ship was peeled open. Blackened wood curled to each side and coils of smoke coughed into the air. Screams carried on the air as the thunderous blast faded. 
 
    Ajax stared at the other ship, willing them to back off. We aren’t worth the pain, you bastards. Break off! 
 
    They didn’t. There was a mad scramble on their deck. One man, the watch-leader who had whipped them all into motion, was beckoning a robed figure up from the lower deck. From the nervous way the supposed-sorcerer was moving, he didn’t seem all that confident. 
 
    Ajax thought it was worth mentioning. “They might be able to retaliate.” 
 
    Callistia paused in her efforts to peer aft in the dim light. “That’s an apprentice.” 
 
    “Can they do damage?” 
 
    She tried not to be dismissive. “Depends on how close to acceptance they are. No elf would be so obedient to a human.” 
 
    Ajax chuckled. 
 
    She fired him a saucy look. “Take care, my knight. You are perhaps the exception that proves the rule. If I am right, this is a human apprentice, and his capabilities will be limited. But a lucky strike can still kill our hopes.” 
 
    Ajax held out one of his huge hands. “Do you have another ready?” 
 
    She nodded. “Let it fall among them for best effect.” 
 
    Resetting the ballista became a race, and he wasn’t going to win. They had a team, cranking back the wire even as they set their bolt into place and the weapon-leader brought it on aim. The task-master yelled at the apprentice, who wobbled his hands over the tip and set it on fire. 
 
    Ajax cursed and pumped his hands faster over the crank. Not going to make it. Not going to make it… 
 
    The Tidesmasher launched. The fiery bolt arced through the sky, then came crashing down with explosive power on the main deck. The blast detonated inside the port ballista, but didn’t have the raw power to blow it apart. Flames licked out and set off a half-dozen secondary fires. 
 
    Ajax roared, “Put those out or we’re finished!” 
 
    Jyliansa, Helleanna and Krizzilani all converged on the scene, buckets in hand. 
 
    Trusting in their reactions, especially with Jyliansa leading the effort, Ajax went on the counter-attack. No matter how fast the other ship’s team, they didn’t have enough to man two ballistae at once. And they couldn’t crank fast enough to fire again before Ajax was ready. 
 
    Locking the new bolt into place, he elevated the tip higher. Doing his best to judge, he fired the missile on a long, high arch meant to rain down on them from above. He got what he wanted. The bolt came down almost vertically and hammered into the main deck where the bulk of their sailors were working to lift more canvass into place. 
 
    The tip exploded on impact. Spiderwebs of lightning slashed out in every direction. Each time it caught on a piece of metal, the energy was refreshed and stabbed out in a new direction. Wherever it went, it burned holes in flesh and anything less than a slab of wood. Even their main-mast took scorch marks, though it survived intact. When the cascade finished, only a few sailors survived of the dozens on deck. All that was left of the rest was scorched meat. 
 
    Again, Ajax snarled, this time audibly, “Back off, you idiots. You’re outmatched! Don’t make me do this!” 
 
    But the task master wasn’t listening. He whipped his team, pushing them harder to reload his own weapon. 
 
    Ajax grimaced. This wasn’t going to end until they ended it. “Is the last one done, Callistia?” 
 
    She gave no objection to his use of her true name. “Ready. Much like the first, it will spear deep inside the ship as long as you hit it.” 
 
    “Please, get down to the wheel. When you hear me yell, come hard to the right.” 
 
    She nodded and ran for the ladder. 
 
    Ajax threw himself into the task of reloading. His focus never left the efforts of the other team. They had been stunned by the horror on the main deck, but task master was lashing them back into shape. They caught their rhythm, and the race was on again to fire first. 
 
    The enemy team drew close, and Ajax bellowed, “Now, Callistia! Turn us now!” Ships took time. He had no idea if he was going to get this right. But they had to try something. He kept spinning his hands, winding back the wire. It clicked into place, and he grasped the trigger. 
 
    They fired at the same time. 
 
    The chunk of the wire snapping filled Ajax’s ears, and he watched in rapture as his bolt flew high. The two bolts crossed in mid-flight: his sparking with Callistia’s gift of lightning, theirs sputtering with magically conjured fire. 
 
    Ajax’s strike struck the forecastle of the Tidesmasher in the midst of their firing team. A blinding glare strobed into the early morning sky. A thunderclap rolled over the sea. The blast ripped into the ship at a steep angle. Combined with the first impact he had delivered, the weight of the fore-mounted ballista made the scorched timbers creak, then groan, then shear clean off the rest of the ship. Sailors dove for the safety of the main deck, but only a few managed the leap. Most of the team, including the uncompromising task master, were carried down into the sea tangled in the remains of the massive weapon. The sailor behind the wheel of the ship panicked, turning hard to port and veering way from the pitched battle. Their sails flapped pitifully as they lost the wind and their speed stalled. 
 
    Wavesword heeled to port as she carved toward starboard. The deck pitched under Ajax’s feet as they hit a wave badly. He staggered against the guard rail, halting himself from plunging into the water and being left behind. 
 
    The turn wasn’t quite enough to avoid the firebolt. It skipped off the side, scorching the paint and once more igniting secondary patches of fire before plunging into the ocean. Helleanna was busy beating back another fire already festering. The added rush of flame surged the heat into her face. She was forced back against a nearby cluster of barrels. Fire drenched debris collapsed above her, pinning her in place. 
 
    This time, Ajax wasn’t forced to remain above. Whether the Tidesmasher returned or not, he wasn’t leaving Helleanna to die. He leapt down to the wheel-deck in one leap, absorbing the impact with his powerful legs. Taking three pounding strides, he vaulted over the next railing and down to the main deck beyond. 
 
    He converged on the fire at nearly the time as Jyliansa. He never broke stride. Hitting the smoldering wooden beam pinning Helleanna with his shoulder, he shoved it hard to one side. Searing agony smoked along his skin, but he growled away the pain. Behind him, Jyliansa grasped on to Helleanna’s wrists and dragged her free of the danger area. 
 
    Then, they were in a fight for their lives. Bucket after bucket they dropped into the sea then sloshed over the magic-infused fire. It was like fighting pure lantern oil set ablaze – thick and stubborn, unwilling to give up its heat. Ajax found a stash of heavy wool blankets and used them to beat back any sparks that fell before they could start new fires while the ladies dashed gallon after gallon of water over the heat. 
 
    Finally, there was more smoke than heat. The stubborn fires receded, and were at last smothered of all life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unable to rest, they took stock of their enemies and the shore. 
 
    Tidesmasher had fallen away, and seemed to be adrift. Their sails had fallen. They were now several miles astern, too distant to make out what the remaining crew was doing. Whether they survived or not, their chase of Wavesword was undoubtedly over. 
 
    The dockyard in Dunsmuir was a couple miles further away. Details were impossible to see, but hundreds of torches and lanterns had lit up all along the wharves. Ajax could imagine the beehive of activity as they tried to understand what happened, then recall enough sailors to put another ship or two to sea to continue the pursuit. 
 
    Perhaps worst of all, there was the sun elf castle. Ajax stared up at the castle atop the cliff with angry eyes, as if he could see the King glaring at them from the Sun Tower. From their vantage point, soldiers on the walls of the castle would be able to track Wavesword for hours. The horizon to them was a score of miles away. They might have fought off the first ship to chase them, but the Tidesmasher would not be the last, and the King would know which way they had sailed. 
 
    Giving the castle one last dark look, Ajax turned his back. No sense worrying about what can’t be helped. Once beyond their sight, we’ll change our course and hope it’s enough. 
 
    He went to Helleanna’s side, going to one knee beside her. “Are you well?” 
 
    The maid was treating her right arm and leg tenderly, but the sullen redness on her skin looked more like a sun-rash than the blisters and dead skin of more serious burns. She spared him as genuine a smile as she could muster. “Better than I have right to be.” She lost the fun skip in her voice. For a moment, she was totally serious. “Thank you.” 
 
    Not comfortable with such direct compliments, Ajax shook the words off. “We need to get used to doing anything for each other. That’s the only way we’ll survive.” 
 
    Helleanna’s gaze trailed along his shoulder, doing her own investigation of his seared flesh. Biting her lip in sympathy, she said, “Give me an hour and the chance to raid the ship’s hold. I think I can whip up a poultice for us both. Enough to cool the sting at least.” 
 
    “Burns can be the worst,” Ajax agreed. He held out his hand to her. “For now, we need to talk up near the wheel. There is information you need to know. Decisions that need to be made. Come with me?” 
 
    She took his hand and let herself be lifted on the wings of his strength. Leaning into each other, they crept toward the wheel-deck. 
 
    Ajax called out, “Jyliansa! Krizzilani! Meet with Callistia by the helm!” 
 
    They heard his call, and they slowly converged at the post where the ship was steered. Every one of them was soaked in fatigue. Callistia’s pride wouldn’t let her show it, but her knuckles were gripped white to the wheel. Ajax poured Helleanna against the forward rail, and she gratefully took a seat. Jyliansa collapsed bonelessly and shamelessly onto the deck, laying flat on her back. Krizzilani perched on the lowest step of the steep ladder-stairs heading up to the ballista platform. 
 
    A long silence fell over all of them. 
 
    Then, Ajax rolled his shoulders through an exaggerated shrug. “Probably no going back after that.” 
 
    The statement of the blindingly obvious drew a laugh from the four elfish women. 
 
    He rumbled his own laugh, then shook his head. “We came this far to get you all away. I know you said you would join me in my quest. But I want you all to know: I won’t hold you to that. I would have risked the same and done the same either way. It was necessary to pry you from the grips of those who didn’t deserve you. Do you hear me? Necessary.” 
 
    Callistia’s heart was in her throat, but tried to reply, “Ajax…” She couldn’t quite move on. 
 
    He held up a hand, imploring her to give him a moment longer. “You called me your knight. I cannot hold your favor hostage. I need you all to be honest with me. If you tell me you have paths you would rather walk, then I’ll wish you well, though it would pain me to never see you again. But where I am going… the task I must perform… only the willing will live through it. Only the committed.” 
 
    Helleanna smirked, “Trying to scare us away?” She paused, then laughed again. “Might be working.” 
 
    Jyliansa didn’t turn, looking up at him from the deck upside-down. “Yeah. I just met you, human. Try any harder and I may simply slip away into the sea.” 
 
    Ajax steadied himself on the imposing bulk of the mizzen mast. One last time, he fought with himself. Was this the time? They all had secrets. He could at least wait until they were closer to land. No. They need to know. They need to know all of it. The longer I wait, the fiercer their anger will be. Rightfully so. 
 
    Summoning his courage, he said, “We may as well begin with that.” 
 
    Krizzilani voiced the confusion they shared, “With the sea?” 
 
    “With being human.” He shook his head. “I’m not.” 
 
    Callistia’s hand darted to her mouth to cover her gasp. “My sight… by the Fury, was that real? I saw the aura of the beast in you! I was so sure it was only my fear! Lyvarress was feeding me to… to…” 
 
    With a smile thick with dark humor, Ajax finished for her, “…to a beast.” 
 
    She shook her head, “But that was only my fear…” 
 
    Krizzilani was totally amused, much of it at herself. “You let me stalk you that night. You let me steal a fake artifact. You let me…” Her mouth fell open. “…all of that!” 
 
    Ajax favored her with a lustful smile. “And I would again.” 
 
    The dark elf chewed on the raw lust they had shared. Then, on his actions since. “So would I.” 
 
    Helleanna was glancing back and forth between them all. Then, she locked eyes with Ajax, demanding, “What am I missing here?” 
 
    He didn’t dodge her. The possibility of seeing hatred bloom in her eyes put fear in his heart, but he wasn’t shying away from what he was. He never had. Until now, it simply hadn’t been…convenient to bring it up. “I’m an ogrelav. My father was human. My mother was an ogre from the Bronze Hills.” 
 
    Helleanna’s mouth fell open in utter surprise. Splashes of emotion warred over her features as her mind tumbled end over end. Ogres were said to be cousins to the orcs and goblins that haunted the nightmares of her ancestors. Monsters, if anything was. 
 
    Jyliansa accepted the news with far less shock. They had yet to share a bed, which helped. Helleanna was coming to terms with the undeniable fact that a monster had been between her legs. Beyond that, Jyliansa’s ancestors dwelled among the waves. Sea trolls and scuttlemen lurked in the dark places of her world, not orcs and ogres. Then again, many believed it was fear of the evil tribes that had driven sea elves into the ocean depths. She rolled onto her stomach and peered up at him. “Wait. Father human? Mother an ogre? Ahh… but… ahem… I mean, how? I mean, physically, how?” 
 
    Stunned silence. 
 
    Then, suddenly Helleanna burst out with laughter, “Far easier than I took him!” 
 
    The strange burst of humor tore through the tension, and laughter took all of them but Callistia. Even she allowed herself a gentle smile, though her sense of decorum permitted nothing more. 
 
    Ajax regained himself first, though embarrassment clung on a little longer. Even that didn’t last. But for Jyliansa, they had all sampled what he was. No sense pretending. “My mother was an outcast. My father was a mountain man who turned away from what he saw as the two-faced manners of ‘city-folk’. They were less a love story, and more two lost souls using each other for comfort. Neither was the type to speak of love. They never did. But they were with each other till they died together in an orcan raid.” 
 
    Callistia asked in wonder, “How could you have survived?” 
 
    “I was still young, though as large as most orcs. They dragged me off in chains. Whether I would have been a slave or fodder for their death arenas, I never found out. An elfish hunting party found them a few days later and ripped me from their hands. One of those elves was the son of Tyvanthelam. He would later become my sponsor to become a knight of the realm.” 
 
    Jyliansa smiled with a flash of twisted humor. “I thought you were so very much the knight. On the run, but a knight all the same. Merely misunderstood. Nice to know you are as much an oddity as we are.” 
 
    Ajax suffered agreeably as another wave of laughter passed around the circle. “My life ceased being ordinary long ago, if it ever was. I’ve kept this secret buried my entire life. I’ve seen others with orcish blood hauled away to be executed…to cleanse the taint, as they call it. I never knew why the same magic didn’t reveal me. I’ve suspected for some time ogre blood is different from orc. Legends suggest they are giant-kin corrupted by orcish blood, rather than true cousins. In the end, the truth never mattered. I didn’t care about my heritage. Neither side of it. I was part of the elfish court. I was their knight. It was all that I cared about.” 
 
    Krizzilani interjected, always the cool and practical one, “Until something changed.” 
 
    “Until everything changed.” He reached back and into the long braids of his hair. They were becoming rope-like tangles, in desperate need of care. They were rapidly approaching the point where it would be easier to slice it all off and begin again. He found the thickest braid at the core, a good inch thick and pleated using five different smaller strands. He worked behind his head until he opened a path into the heart of the braid, then unhooked the lantern shaped object nestled inside. 
 
    He left the chain in his hair. Getting it out would take hours, and he intended to replace the object he held anyway. The sun had risen well over the horizon, shedding enough pure light to set the inner, red gemstone aflame. The minute details on the black lantern were exquisitely crafted, suggesting on each of the four corners a different element – the flicker of flames, the crag of mountain stone, the whirl of the wind and the wash of the waves. The red flame gemstone at the center didn’t feel like a representation of fire, but rather the attribution of life that wove the other elements together. 
 
    As Ajax presented it to the others, Krizzilani’s hands clenched to the ladder in surprise. “You still have it!” 
 
    Callistia’s reaction was similar, nearly letting go of the ship’s wheel as she stammered, the royal princess losing her typical composure. “You weren’t just running to hide the secret of the magic! But I saw him take it from you!” 
 
    Ajax nodded, “Misdirection. I gave him what he wanted to see.” 
 
    “The King… he has a fake?” 
 
    Krizzilani darted to her feet, raking a hand through her hair as she realized how far she had been misled. “The King has another fake! It was a double blind. Any thief might expect a fake, but you had a second to pass off as the original once the first fake was discovered.” She shook her head, and her smile grew a sly edge to it. “Who would have thought a human would have balls of brass ?” 
 
    Ajax held the lantern artifact affectionately, then asked the gathered women, “We’ve been through a lot because of this little item. But do any of you know what magic it holds?” 
 
    All of them paused before answering, extending their elfish senses toward the pendant.  
 
    Callistia, most confident with her magic, spoke first, “Nothing. How can this be the true item?” 
 
    Ajax cradled the lantern-shaped object all the tighter. “You’ve touched upon the reason why none of the other kings have been able to unlock its secrets. You cannot see the magic within because the spirit trapped within doesn’t wish you to see it.” 
 
    Jyliansa’s curiosity was roused. She spun off the deck and folded her long legs into a lotus fold. “Spirit?” 
 
    With a shrug, Ajax admitted, “There is probably a more accurate term known in the circles of magic. But that hardly matters. She is a living being, an entity of pure and powerful energy. Opening the barrier between her and the outside world is dangerous. Her whispers alone nearly tore my mind apart. She tried to convey her history to me in fragments and pieces small enough to keep me safe. From what I understand, a powerful mage summoned her from the Plane of Creation and snared her in this structure.” 
 
    He lowered his voice, and coaxed, “Quala, let them taste. Only a fraction, as much as you showed me.” 
 
    Nothing, though a slight warmth chased the windy chill from Ajax’s palms. Concern resonated through his mind. 
 
    He whispered again, “Begin small. Relax into it. You will know when it is enough.” 
 
    A strange sense of acceptance passed into him. 
 
    Then, the lantern began to hum. The sound was beyond most human hearing, though the elfish women all immediately winced in pain. A furious vibration caused the metal artifact to buzz in his palms as if he had captured an irate wasp. 
 
    Once again, it was Callistia with her power who reacted first. Her eyes widened as she stared at his hands, then she gasped openly, “That’s impossible! The weave is so intricate to hold that much energ –” She was cut off as the magical radiance only she could see became too bright to withstand. She balked, pulling away and shielding her eyes reflexively. 
 
    The others had their own reactions. Helleanna and Jyliansa both flinched, while Krizzilani was sucked closer like a moth to a flame, creeping across the deck until she could stand no more. She stood her ground, hissing in pain yet unwilling to pull away. A covetous light rose in her eyes. 
 
    The humming receded, and so too did the ethereal light. 
 
    The elves all released the collective breaths they were holding. They traded glances that spoke of amazement and uncertainty, as if questioning each other for an explanation for what they had just seen. 
 
    Ajax provided what they didn’t have. “That was just the containment spell she is suppressing. Not the power of her own essence.” 
 
    Helleanna’s voice betrayed her total wonder, “What does it want of you?” 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “Nothing more than the rest of us. To survive.” Carefully, he replaced the lantern into the strands of his braid, no longer needing it out in the open. It made him nervous not to have the spirit’s cage hidden away. “Again, her communication to me was distorted and broken. My details may not be accurate. Do all of you understand the planes of existence? Most humans do not. When I felt her pain and knew what I must do, I tried to educate myself before I committed to the quest. But I fear my knowledge is still adolescent at best.” 
 
    Callistia provided. “In the center, there is this mortal realm. It is the most stable, the focus of all that has been created and is yet to come.” 
 
    She gestured as if shaping her hands around a sphere. “Around this mortal place is a cascading, interwoven web of chaotic life. Closer to creation, there is the Wyld World of the Light Fae or the Glaring. Closer to destruction, there is the Dark Wyld or often called the Shadowscape. Both are the filter for life’s energy to enter into the mortal world and then leave it again. The insanity of pure energy merges in those places, combining in distorted yet wondrous patterns. The flow of energy across the Glaring then bleeds into the mortal realm in coherent patterns that can be understood and accepted. Stable. Then, as that same force of life exhausts itself, it breaks apart and enters the Shadowscape. There, the last remnants of sanity are stripped away. The balance returns to pure chaotic force that is cast into the Elemental Fury.” 
 
    She pulled her hands further out, forming another, larger layer around the first. “Above the Wyld, there are the elemental planes. They are the first coherency. Violent. A storm of never-ending power and the source of all magic. When I use magic, I am opening a conduit past the Wyld planes, accessing the raw potential of the elements directly and funneling them into this world. Hence why I am able to break the rules of what you might call nature. These elemental planes stand in opposition to the Fury. Destructive magic taps into the Fury, rending apart that which should be whole.” 
 
    One last time, she raised her hands outward to shape a final sphere level. “Beyond the elements are Pure Creation. Endless, shining, dazzling energy filled with limitless potential.” She gestured with her other hand ‘beneath’ the darker side. “And standing in opposition is oblivion, to which the Fury renders all things in the fullness of time. There is nothing here but the devourers. And what shape those take, no-one knows.” 
 
    Her eyes fixated on the lantern that Ajax was weaving into his hair. “I heard fables of great mages… only the greatest of mages… who could reach their hands into the plane of creation and bring forth one of the angelic beings that dwell there. Beings that used to be worshipped as gods by those who could not understand. Or, as the servants of creator beings that could not be proven real.” 
 
    Ajax huffed in quiet amusement. “There are many humans that still do, in secret. Elves have abandoned what they call the Elder Gods, but many humans still cherish the idea of a divine spirit watching over its jewel of creation.” He shook his head. “But it doesn’t matter. Thank you, Callistia. That is what we all needed to hear.” 
 
    Helleanna’s wonder had not faded. “You keep suggesting this spirit is endangered. With such power, what could threaten it?” 
 
    Ajax struggled to explain, “Again, the images the spirit shared are difficult to decipher. I am no mage. But put briefly, the spirit’s magic does not come from the elements. It comes from the wells of creation. But she cannot reach those wells from here. When the energy she carries is consumed, then it vanishes forever. And so will she.” 
 
    Krizzilani mused, “For a creature made of this primordial magic, that makes sense. I’d say you understood perfectly well.” 
 
    Ajax inclined his head her way in thanks. “Using any of her power causes her pain. Even now, concealing what she is from the world, she suffers. A necessary evil, but it is a cost she bears in hope of returning home. The sun elf kings who seek to conquer her and use her magic would surely ascend to power unheard of. But in the process, they would destroy her.” 
 
    “You heard her cry in pain?” Callistia asked. 
 
    “I was an experiment. King Tyvarthelam had been frustrated for a decade trying to fuse the spirit’s power to his own. I have no idea how he acquired this artifact. He was not the one to summon her, nor any of his elfish mages.” 
 
    Jyliansa asked, “Can you see the one who did in the visions she sent you?” 
 
    “Sparks and flashes. If I stood in front of him, perhaps I might recognize him. I have not focused on such things. The strain is so great connecting to the spirit, I focused my time on what needed to be done.” 
 
    Callistia cautioned, “The information may prove important. If this mage yet lives, he may be hunting her.” 
 
    Ajax accepted that with a nod. “Perhaps I will make another attempt in due course.” 
 
    Helleanna prodded him back to the story. “The King made you touch the pendant?” 
 
    He nodded. “Not just me. Everyone in the court. He was hoping to provoke a reaction. He took us in front of the pendant one by one, in privacy. He wanted honest reactions, unpolluted by what we might think was the right answer. Rumor passed around, of course. Most spoke of an intense pain that stabbed their fingers.” 
 
    Callistia guessed, “She was sensing their intent. They wanted to help the King. They wanted to prove to be the answer for him. To gain his favor or avoid his ire.” 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “I would not call myself innocent of the latter. We were all watching him grow more frustrated by the day, and never knew when his anger would boil over. We all wanted to be the key to his success to end our fear of his anger. But perhaps, my curiosity was stronger. Or wonderment. So much has happened since then, I barely remember.” 
 
    His smile shifted toward one of fondness. “What I do remember is the thrill of discovery that passed through me when I realized it was a living being within. The power of her mind is striking. Terrifying! But also intensely, flawlessly kind. You have heard of elementals, of course? The beings of magic conjured by mages? Well, she is a Creation Elemental, possessed of power but also a yearning to use her gifts. She is generous beyond measure.” He shrugged. “But that doesn’t mean she wants to die while doing it.” 
 
    Jyliansa followed his story to its inevitable conclusion. “You’re trying to take her home?” 
 
    Helleanna’s eyes widened. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    Ajax shook his head, at a loss. But it doesn’t matter. He looked to each of them. “I honestly don’t know. I read what I could find. There is a stated argument from a master sun elf wizard from a few thousand years ago –” 
 
    “– Ysilariss.” Callistia interjected. 
 
    Ajax nodded, “That’s the one. He stated it was impossible for a non-native to enter the Plane of Creation. The infinite energy wouldn’t kill you. Rather, it would absorb you and use your essence to power-create something entirely new.” 
 
    Callistia slipped in smoothly, adding more beyond what he might have read as a layman, “Everything I know suggests the same. Impossible to know. No recorded mage has ever ascended to that plane and returned to speak of it. That might be an answer all its own.” A note of warning entered her voice. “But to approach the boundary of that place, you would have to cross the elemental planes. Not to mention finding a path across the Wyld plane first. Not to mention finding a pathway into the Wyld in the first place.” 
 
    Krizzilani tried to remember all she had been taught. “There are ways. But the Gatekeepers are of Elf-kind, who open the paths when the time of our summons comes and our time in the mortal world is done. They would not let us through for the sake of an adventure. And Ajax… they would kill a human on principle for daring to ask!” 
 
    Ajax insisted, “If one path exists, then others have been opened. Such secrets do not remain so! I will find a way. I have sworn an oath, and that oath gave me the strength to see the monster I was becoming as a hand of Tyvanthelam. This spirit has already saved my life. I will give that life willingly to save hers.” He let that stand for a moment. Then, he said, “Now you see why I couldn’t trap you in promises before you knew the truth. This isn’t a quest to hide a fragment of obscure magic in a safe hole from a mad king. I’m going to walk where others dare not walk. I’m going to set her free even if it costs me everything.” 
 
    He let out a wry chuckle. “Now that you know… anyone else want to come?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The question was beyond huge. Many might consider it a suicide mission. Certainly, there was a large possibility that one or more of them wouldn’t return home. The heavy question hung in the air, and the elfish women had slowly drifted away to search their souls and think. 
 
    Ajax took the wheel, keeping them steering out into the open ocean, watching the sun rise higher into the sky. The heat rose, but the wind held, blowing across the deck and cutting the heat into something manageable. 
 
    An hour later, Jyliansa approached him. The grander question remained unspoken. It hovered above them, but she set it aside for the moment. “We have distance on them and an open ocean to lose them in. But we need all the speed we can urge from this vessel.” 
 
    “We need to set more sails,” Ajax followed her reasoning. 
 
    That simple realization broke the small crew from their thoughtful malaise. Work intruded, and they threw themselves into their tasks. 
 
    None of them were sailors. The act of climbing masts was a terrifying introduction to the bravery of sailors. How sea-faring faced climbing so high in the midst of a storm was beyond Ajax. The knight swore he nearly fell a dozen times even in the stiff breeze. It took them hours under Jyliansa’s guidance to let out enough canvass to capture a full measure of the wind. The effort coaxed a couple extra knots of speed into their swift ship. 
 
    Fatigue had them dragging by sunset. They all had fitful sleeps, trading shifts at the wheel and looking behind, searching for the lights of pursuing ships. It was another advantage for them; they clipped along in total darkness. Krizzilani never touched so much as tinder-stick, at home in pitch darkness. Jyliansa, able to see in the dark depths of the ocean, was also at home. Helleanna needed only the stars. Callistia and Ajax were forced to carry light or risk stumbling on the deck fittings, but they used ruddy-red lanterns too weak to carry much beyond the rails. Anyone looking for them was going to be looking for a black shadow against the night. 
 
    Morning came, and more work called to them. For Ajax, it was heaving a new set of ballista bolts up to the aft launch platform. Without the need to rush, Callistia etched powerful runes into each one, augmenting their power into truly devastating missiles. Ajax knew they would be necessary. Next time they entered battle, the enemy ship would have more than an apprentice onboard. 
 
    Ajax noticed they were starting to exist a little easier around each other. Slowly, but it was coming. He first noticed them asking for help with less pride being stung. Then, they started to anticipate what each other needed. He found it very interesting that, although Jyliansa was the most experienced at sea, they deferred to his opinions more often than not. His decisions started to feel like those being made by a captain rather than a rogue, errant knight from a different realm. Even Callistia lent her polite effort without fighting for overt control. They treated her with respect, but she seemed to know as instinctively as the others that this was his quest. The spirit trusted him, so he was the one speaking on behalf of them all. It was a little nerve-wracking and not a little daunting, but Ajax couldn’t suppress a quiet thrill at the thought. 
 
    So, he embraced it. He wasn’t going to lord it over them. They were willing volunteers rather than conscripted troops. But it they wanted to let him make decisions, then he wasn’t going to let them down or dither about making them. 
 
    What really broke the ice was the random moments of fun that crept up. 
 
    It had to happen eventually. Ajax thought Helleanna would shake free of the somber atmosphere and let her spritely attitude explode outward. But Jyliansa beat her to it. Her eyes kept straying to the choppy water breaking against their hull and the glistening blue waves stretching out to the horizon. 
 
    With a sudden cry of primal need, the sea elf took a dozen running strides and leapt over the guard rail and plunged into the salty spray with a laugh of sheer delight. With dolphin-style whip kicks, she surged around and under the ship. The rest of their small crew ran to the railing, waving as she broke the surface in a huge leap, laughing in shared happiness to see her returned to her element. 
 
    A part of Ajax wondered if she would ever step back aboard the ship. She hadn’t committed to the quest, yet. She had fulfilled all her promises to them. And now, she was free to roam in the environment she loved so very much. 
 
    An hour later, when Jyliansa exploded once more from the water and landed in a crouch back on the deck, Ajax let out a quiet sigh of relief. He had not been ready to see her vanish. 
 
    Helleanna was standing nearby. She grinned at him. “I know. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye, either.” Then she rushed over and gave the sea elf a huge hug of welcome, not caring at all that her crude dress got drenched in the process. 
 
    Seeing Jyliansa so relaxed gave Ajax a new mission. They were going to be out to sea for days, and tension was going to creep in. He made it part of his mission and duty to find a way for each of them to blow off a little steam from their inner kettles. 
 
    Callistia proved easiest. He had seen a few paintings in her royal apartment, and Helleanna confirmed she was an artist of some skill. Searching below, he found some rolls of spare canvass and more than enough lengths of wood meant for carpentry and ship repair. He thought cobbling together paints might be more challenging, but it turned out the ship’s workshop had a few tubs to refresh the ship’s side and whatever else a ship’s captain might want decorated. Adding a touch of mystery to the gift, he built an easel on the wheel-deck during the night so it seemed to materialize with the dawn that Callistia religiously attended. Everyone knew the culprit, but no-one pushed him to admit it. They treated it like a gift from the sea. 
 
    Helleanna was something of a challenge, seeming to take her best delight in seeing the Callistia’s comforts. It was her humming that cued Ajax to a possible solution. Taking a chance, he put his wood working skills to use fashioning a set of satyr pipes. Those he left for her to find before one of her night watches, positioning them on the upper decks where she could hear the wind playing with them. The next day she had been beaming ear to ear, and could be heard practicing long into the night during her dull shifts at the wheel. 
 
    Most challenging was Krizzilani. Well on her way to mending, the dark elf pitched in without complaint. She was a part of the crew, but a private one. Callistia’s race might be the most virulent with their hatred of their dark elf cousins, but all elves shared reservations. Dark elves were the only race bred of the Dark Wyld. To say that turbulence and chaos were in their blood was more than poetic license; it was a physical reality. Some would say the treachery of their nature could not be unlearned. 
 
    Then again, Ajax mused, she was expelled from the cults of her race. If a light elf is exiled for her rebellion and evil, then perhaps a dark elf is cast out because of her unchangeable kindness. Seems as good a theory as any. Whatever the truth, Krizzilani had grown into an uneasy friendship with Helleanna and Jyliansa, with Callistia accepting her as one of the crew if never with any warmth. 
 
    Then one night, the dark elf was huddled next to Helleanna on the main deck, speaking quietly about rambling things. The moon elf asked if Krizzilani missed the true night of the cavern homes of her people. She had laughed softly, and replied, “Why do you think I left?” Then, she pointed at the stars. “You might worship the moon, but those diamonds entranced me from the first time I walked on the surface.” 
 
    He had his answer. They had ransacked the various cabins for whatever could be of use, but none of them were skilled at navigating the ocean. They were keeping on a steady course, hoping to leave behind the waters controlled by Lyvarress and stumble on whatever lands lay over the horizon. A foolhardy plan, for they could sail off the end of the world without warning. They could sail into the land of sea dragons, and they would be eaten before they knew of the danger. But they had little choice. Jyliansa navigated using the flow of the ocean, not the stars in the skies. They had no-one to teach them. So, they hadn’t touched the various tools used to determine positions at sea. 
 
    Ajax had previously discovered the telescope in a large chest, then immediately resealed it. The brass-trimmed, black-oak housing was clearly of value, and he knew the glasswork of the lenses could be as expensive as bars of gold. Having forgotten about it since, Ajax now pulled it out and assembled the tripod under the starry sky. 
 
    Krizzitani’s acceptance of his gift was simple. She simply began volunteering for the late night shift every day, giving the rest of them a chance for more sleep while she got the bet hours of the night to gaze longingly up into the night sky. 
 
    Their other work continued, and Ajax began to feel ready. It was a dangerous illusion. No matter how many bolts Callistia ensorcelled and no matter how well they re-rigged the sails so they could be handled quickly by much fewer people, the fact remained that they were a crew of 5 on a ship normally home to a couple hundred. If it came to a fight, they would be out-powered by the two, if not three mages that would be carried by a ship of the realm. If it came to running, they would be out-classed, unable to get as much speed from the wind as a true sail-master could. 
 
    But illusion or not, there was no doubting the sense of confidence settling over them as they became more and more a crew. A team. On some level, even friends. 
 
    Then again, even for friends, the ship was a small place. Privacy was difficult to come by. Even the tiniest corner tucked out of the way was no guarantee against others wandering through searching for some piece of stock or to find a new length of rope. 
 
    Just after daybreak on the tenth day out from shore, one of the stays for the main sail snapped. It had been fraying badly against a sharp corner on a wooden bracket. The blame was no-ones, for any of them might have made the error in wrapping it badly. With that rope broken, others unraveled, unable to handle the strain. The wind spilled out of the suddenly limp sail. 
 
    Ajax was proud of their instinctive response, forgetting about blame and scrambling instead to wrestle the huge sail back under control. It took hours to do what a trained crew could have done in minutes. When it was over, they had celebrated with douses of water over their heads, a few ragged cheers, and cooking as fine a meal as they could with the meagre stores onboard. 
 
    Afterward, they had retreated from the main deck one by one, seeking a little of that privacy.  
 
    Ajax was at the wheel when Callistia approached him. She offered, “I’m not finding sleep. You’ve been up here too much today.” 
 
    He smiled, “You were all having such fun dancing. I didn’t want to let it stop. Helleanna is already getting better on those pipes, isn’t she?” 
 
    Any mention of her moon elf maid tended to bring a fond smile to Callistia’s lips. This time was no exception. “You could have joined us.” 
 
    Ajax had been surprised to see Callistia swirling about with the other elfish women. When Krizzitani and Jyliansa first began to swirl their skirts in time to the pipes, he had thought the sun elf would remain aloof. But it seemed even royal elves could be moved by the call of music. She had joined them with radiant pleasure. The idea of crashing into the beautiful moment with his thick feet sounded absurd to him. “Not without ruining your fun.” 
 
    “You would have been welcome. Even bad dancing is good dancing.” She chuckled, a pang of oddly placed regret lingering behind her eyes. “Then we would have taught you. Sometimes, it’s more about just letting go of your fear and doubt.” 
 
    Ajax figured there were a lot of things like that. Indeed, he had a strange feeling that Callistia wasn’t only talking about dancing. She looked reflective, like she had come onto the upper decks to do a little soul-searching and challenge a few things inside her own mind. 
 
    The mystery eluded him, and he decided he didn’t need to know. Instead, he just offered her the time she wanted with a pleasant smile. “If you’re of a mind to take the wheel, then I won’t say no to some extra rest. Call me if the night starts to drag on you.” 
 
    “I will.” She sounded already lost in thought. 
 
    Trusting her to her word, Ajax clambered down to the main deck. The ladders, corridors and cabins of the ship were not made for him, to be sure. Space on a ship was always at a premium, and things were built small even for humans. Elves might be comfortable, but only barely. For one of his stature, he often felt like a giant ready to burst through the ceilings or break open the walls like a tin of sardines. 
 
    Stepping inside the after-castle, he squeezed down the corridor and into the planning room. It was once the captain’s cabin, but none of them had claimed it. Instead, they had converted it into the space to store their gear and to display the chart that was the best guess of their position. The chart was huge, showing a representation of the continental coastline behind them. Tyvanthelam’s realm was furthest south and stretching far inland, then Lyvarress’s which they had left behind, and then another sun elf lord to the north by the name of Erosallen. He was an unknown to Ajax, though Callistia considered him little better than the others. 
 
    Ajax ran his hands to the far side of the chart, chewing at his lips in mid concern. There were vague scribblings about other land masses, but remarkably little detail. Other realms existed, but the maps showed far too little about the precise distance to their coastline, nor any specific landmarks to use to identify where they would be upon landing. A few descriptions were jotted down, details bought from merchant ships who had actually been there. Those merchants guarded their secrets as fiercely as any nation. Little wonder why they had not shared those secrets. Ajax read the names of the realms again, named after the Sun Elf lords who ruled them: Ralegorathim, Cymarramathis, Mirimiramis, Pharfirolith. Names without context. Anyone of them could be their salvation or their death. 
 
    There was an “x” on the chart behind them, less than a day old. Jyliansa has scrawled a note next to it, along with a small line pointing from the “x” to a nearby seamount. The note read: ‘Sighted this underwater mountain just before midday. Two leagues off.’ The sea elf had taken to roaming outward, using islands, reefs and underwater marks to try and pinpoint them. Once they passed beyond her tribe’s migration routes, her knowledge would fade. But for now, it was all they had. She considered seeking out others of her kind, or perhaps one of the merfolk cousins to the humans, but word would undoubtedly spread if she did. So far, Ajax had asked her to avoid them. Using her other references was enough. 
 
    For now. 
 
    He took one last look at the huge distance yet to cover. Their food and water were holding for now, meant for a much larger crew. But there were limits, and they dared not get becalmed or lose their way on the endless sea. That sounded like a bad way to die. 
 
    Leaving such dark thoughts behind, he left the large space and took the few steps to his own cramped cabin. The others had been kind, giving him the second largest space, though it was still barely large enough to contain him. 
 
    He opened the latch and the door creaked wide. 
 
    The cabin was anything but empty. 
 
    His pillow was propped against the far wall. It was tucked behind Jyliansa, supporting her slight weight as she leaned against it. In the fading sunlight coming in through the porthole, her eyes shimmered with anticipation. Her teeth nibbled at her lower lip, clearly nervous about what his reaction was going to be. Her legs were spread invitingly. They eased open a little wider at the sight of him, and Jyliansa’s nervous smile grew a little more eager. 
 
    If he saw nothing else, Ajax would have considered himself a fortunate man. 
 
    But there was so much more. 
 
    Jyliansa wasn’t alone.  
 
    Laying on their sides, Krizzilani and Helleanna framed her, right and left respectively. Their legs were tangled in and around Jyliansa’s, as if holding them apart in the event the sea elf lost her nerve. They were leaning in, placing sweet kisses along her bare shoulders. All three were still wearing their work dresses, but many of the laces and bindings were undone. It was clear they had not been truly waiting on him. All three were panting softly, their hands caressing over each other’s bodies to stir their passions before their wonderful little trap was sprung. 
 
    All three were peering up at him now expectantly. Both Helleanna and Krizzilani wore mischievous smiles. They knew what Jyliansa was in for, and were very much enjoying the idea of offering her up to Ajax’s lust. Their hands crept down the sea elf’s thighs and took delicate hold of the lower hem of Jyliansa’s dress. Deliberately slow, they pulled upward, revealing more and more and more of Jyliansa’s sensitive flesh until at last they uncovered her center. 
 
    She was wearing nothing. Her skin was smooth, a natural evolution for sea elves. It made the green-tinged puff of her labia stand out against her tanned skin. A sheen of her excitement seeped from her netherlips and made the tender skin glisten in the meagre light of the cabin. 
 
    Krizzilani spoke first, “She’s the only one who hasn’t had you yet.” 
 
    Helleanna grinned, “And if she’s going to be part of the team and cross to the edge of creation with you, you need to show her what heaven looks like.” 
 
    Jyliansa exhaled a breathy giggle at their antics, then gave him a little nod to confirm they were speaking for her since she couldn’t find the right words. 
 
    Ajax wanted nothing to burst the bubble that was this dream. He took a slow step into the chamber, worried that moving too quickly might chase these visions of beauty away. He placed a heavy knee on the edge of the bed. It groaned a little, and the three elfish women laughed at what that implied. He loomed over them, weighing close to all three combined. Even outnumbered, he gave the impression he was about to overwhelm them all. 
 
    His meaty hands reached out, but didn’t connect with Jyliansa immediately. Instead, his grip fell on the upturned thighs of the other two. Creeping his knee forward to support himself, Ajax pushed their own dresses higher, revealing Krizzilani’s night-black skin and Helleanna’s pale-white-blue skin in contrast. He shuffled their dresses up over the curve of their behinds, then dipped his hand to stroke against their wet cores from behind. He gave them a heated look backed by a primal growl, “I’ll deal with you two later.” 
 
    Their responding moans said everything. They rubbed their thighs together, grinding against his hands working delicious patterns against their slits. Inspired by his touch, their hands drifted up from the raised hem of Jyliansa’s dress and cupped around the swell of the sea elf’s breasts. Tugging at the cords holding her dress closed, they loosened the fabric and slipped their hands in to fondle her flesh to flesh. 
 
    Resting between the sea elf’s legs, Ajax pulled his hands free and began to strip off his own clothes that were very much in the way. Tossing away his leather overcoat and then the shirt beneath, he bared his broad, muscled chest. He nudged his boots off, letting them clatter to the floor. Only his trousers remained, and he pried loose the clasp holding them closed. 
 
    The sensual vision of the three elves cuddled onto his bed had his cock begging for more room. As he released the tension, his thick flesh surged into view. It hung in the open air, throbbing with need, and looking far, far too much for Jyliansa to take. 
 
    The sea elf whimpered in a blend of need and nerves. 
 
    Krizzilani squeezed her breast softly, then nuzzled up to her ear. “Trust us. Once inside, you’ll never want him anywhere else.” She formed her lips into a kiss, then licked up the sensitive edge of the sea elf’s lower ear. 
 
    Shivering, Jyliansa nodded again, then stretched her legs even further open, tucking them under the arms of the other women and opening Ajax’s path. 
 
    Ajax continued to move slowly, enjoying the way the leisurely pace built the tension between them. His hand closed over his own shaft, pumping it a couple times and bringing it to full stature. It seemed to fill the whole space between them. He met Jyliansa’s eyes. “Touch it. Feel how much it wants you.” 
 
    Practically hyper-ventilating, Jyliansa uncoiled her arms from around the shoulders of the other elves. Her webbed fingers slid in and around his phallus that was practically boiling from the hot blood pumping through it. Ajax lifted his hand away, giving her freedom to roam over him. Her lean, dexterous fingers were relatively long for her size, but still could barely manage to close around the girth of him. She grew bolder, gliding both hands up and down his shaft. At first, merely grazing him. Then, her grip tightened, and she pumped his flesh up and down along the hard core within. 
 
    It was Ajax’s turn to groan with pleasure at the way her double grasp coaxed him. He leaned in, enjoying the shiver she gave as he crowded out the light, becoming everything she could see. So huge. In every way, so huge, eclipsing the rest of her world. His gaze traced over her trembling lips, then lowered far enough to capture them in a gentle kiss. He tasted the salt of the sea on her, and let her taste the desire he was only barely holding at bay. 
 
    It was her that reached up, arching her back so that her mouth could press more firmly against his. Her tongue lashed out and along his lips on a quest to find his own. 
 
    As their kiss heated, his right knee slid forward and out, digging under her legs and lifting her thighs further open. He could feel Krizzilani’s smooth skin curling around his leg and Jyliansa’s together. The dark elf’s hand stroked compelling patterns over both of them, urging them together. 
 
    His other knee flowed out to the left. Helleanna embraced him as well, mirroring Krizzilani. Their shared touches washed over Ajax’s back and legs and backside, cupping and squeezing his hard flesh now that he was blocking their way to Jyliansa’s breasts. 
 
    As Ajax possessed the space between her legs, the sea elf’s two hands led him in. He felt his thick tip split the folds of her wet labia. Parting from their kiss, he rumbled, “Stroke me through you. Use me like you would your fingers when playing alone.” 
 
    Shivering again under his erotic direction, Jyliansa grinded the tip of his cock up to her clit, stirring around it hard enough to make her moan. Then, she guided him down until Ajax could feel the steam of her entrance. Up to her clit, and then down again to her wet entry. Her breathing grew more and more ragged as she primed her own body. She murmured, “So… hot… oh, sweet ocean… so… it’s so much…” 
 
    She reached her entrance again. Rather than let her reverse her motion, Ajax rolled his hips forward, sinking his plum-shaped glans into her heat. Her eyes went wide and let out a powerful gasp.  
 
    Ajax growled in return, a sound that vibrated into her whole being. “Open for me, Jyliansa. Take me in.” 
 
    She clenched her jaw and nodded furiously, ready and yet not, all at once. 
 
    Ajax plunged in another two inches, feeling her tightness struggling to absorb him. Her whimpers became a long, keening moan. He delved in another few inches, and her moans became a full-blown cry of lust. Pushing her to the edge, he fucked her open until her whole core was filled with his iron-hard spear. 
 
    Krizzilani gave a hiss of remembered pleasure. “Oh, I remember that feeling.” 
 
    Helleanna slipped her hand between them, questing downward until she found Jyliansa’s clitoris. Her clever fingers dove in rapid little swirls. “Maybe this will help.” 
 
    The touch was electric, sending Jyliansa into quivering convulsions. Her hands whipped out and grasped hold of the wooden frame of the bed. “Elements above and below!” she cursed. 
 
    Krizzilani flashed a grin, then peered up at Ajax, “Fuck her while we watch, knight.” 
 
    He let out an erotic snarl, bringing a powerful hand to grasp her mess of stark-white hair. “As long as you know you’re next.” 
 
    Helleanna lounged decadently alongside Jyliansa, emphasizing her breasts for him to see. She mewled plaintively, “Then me?” 
 
    Ajax answered with a hand closing over her right breast, cupping it warmly into his palm and squeezing until he felt the nipple harden into his flesh. “Twice.” 
 
    As she laughed, Ajax focused again on the beautiful sea elf struggling to adapt to the cock piercing her like nothing had before. She hadn’t stopped shaking, like she was hovering right on the edge of a stormy climax. Helleanna’s touch was only driving her faster toward that peak. 
 
    Not waiting for her to ready herself, Ajax rolled his hips again, withdrawing a couple inches only to slam them back into her inner heat. Instantly, her keening wails of pleasure ratcheted higher. When the next thrust came and he used more than half of his full length, she lost what little control she had. 
 
    Ajax’s hands left his other lovers, clamping down on Jyliansa’s legs and side. The other two elves held her by the shoulders and arms. Together, they kept her locked in place while Ajax began to fuck her senseless. Her dripping inner walls clenched around him again and again as she rode through one orgasm after another. 
 
    He had no idea how long he kept her screaming. He lusted to see more, loving the way she thrashed and clung to him. Every twist of her body made her writhe around his cock until he could stand no more. With a furious series of thrusts, he soared over the cliff of his own orgasm. A torrential river of cum stormed into her womb, reaching every part of her that his phallus couldn’t reach, completing the sensation of molten heat filling her. 
 
    Sexual tension held them joined. At last, their shared orgasm receded enough that their muscles could relax. Jyliansa collapsed to the bed, while Ajax huddled above her, just barely keeping his weight propped on his knees and elbows so that he didn’t crush her. She made no effort to move, her legs just wrapped instinctively around him. Her head lolled, the haze of post-orgasmic bliss robbing her of any need beyond hugging him close, inside and out, and simply exist. 
 
    Krizzilani shuddered in empathetic lust, then lurched from the bed. “That’s it. I can’t take this anymore.” She darted around behind Ajax, then quite literally pounced on top of Helleanna. Wrestling her to her back, Krizzilani pinned her shoulders using her knees, her thighs nuzzled on either side of the moon elf’s cheeks. Tugging the last lacing of her dress open, the dark elf stripped off the outfit in one smooth motion, casting it away into the corner of the room. Her night-black skin caught the shaft of sunlight from the porthole with an iridescent shimmer of lustrous blue and black tones blended together. 
 
    Helleanna gave a little cry of surprise with an undercurrent of sensual delight. They all knew the dark elf liked to play rough, and the maid seemed willing to be her next victim. 
 
    Krizzilani sank lower, pressing her netherlips down onto the moon elf’s face. “Let’s see if that tongue is as clever as I think it is.” Her golden eyes fixed on Ajax. “I hope so. Because I need to get ready for him.” 
 
    Helleanna gave a mumbled reply, totally lost in the folds of the dark elf’s sex. 
 
    Krizzilani began to purr. 
 
    Ajax reached out and caressed the dark elf’s back. “That’s where you’re wrong.” 
 
    Her eyes, which had closed to slits, opened again. “What?” 
 
    Ajax fired her a wicked smile. “No matter what she does to you, you are never going to be ready for what I’m going to do to you.” 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Ajax was standing in the doorway of his cabin again. Light from the corridor lanterns shone down on the bed. The three elfish women were sleeping curled against each other. Not a stitch of clothing got in the way of appreciating their natural beauty. Moon elf pale flesh snuggled against the green-tinted, sun-kissed tan of sea elf which was then cuddled against the black-opal smoothness of their dark elf lover. Dreamy smiles hovered on all their lips. 
 
    Ajax could hardly believe he was feeling so awake. But their spirit and lust had been infectious. He felt energized, not tired. He had laid in the bed as long as he could, buried in their limbs and listening to their heart beats drift further into sleep. 
 
    But eventually, he could take it no longer. He had to move. 
 
    A last fond smile passed over his lips, and he closed the door to give them peace. He had no doubt they would sleep till morning. 
 
    Which meant he would have to take their watches. A fair sacrifice for the gift they had given him. He knew beyond a doubt they would stay with him, now. None of them had spoken the words specifically, but this had been their way of bonding to him completely. He felt that in his bones. 
 
    He chuckled to himself as he climbed toward the wheel-deck. His legs were actually a little sore. His insatiable lovers were fae at heart, wild and demanding. Meeting the lust of all three had been harder than many pitched battles he had been caught in. 
 
    He gained the upper deck, and caught sight of the blonde ghost that was Callistia lingering near the rail, staring up at the moon. The wheel was tied off, the wind steady with no chance of spilling unexpectedly from the sails. Ajax paced over to stand at her side, peering out at the water. He made sure his footsteps fell heavily enough to be heard, not wanting to startle her. 
 
    Callistia didn’t say anything for a long time, lost in thought. She glanced at him a couple times, as if about to say something, then stopped. 
 
    Ajax wasn’t used to seeing her like this. The princess was nothing if not confident. 
 
    At last, Callistia asked, “Did you have fun?” The question was a touch prickly. Not spiteful, but sharpened on her tongue for some unknown reason. 
 
    Ajax wasn’t about to lie, and didn’t feel even a trace of shame for loving his elves. “I’ve never felt so complete.” He paused. “But I know it could be even better. If you heard us, maybe it didn’t sound like anything was missing. But I could sense it. We would have welcomed you with us. Your maid especially. She loves you. I know she wouldn’t have given herself so completely without your leave. Thanks for that.” 
 
    Callistia fought against any happy sentiment, chasing away her fondness for Helleanna. It was like she was fighting to stay annoyed. “Already given so many beautiful elves. You’d want one more?” 
 
    “With all my heart. I’m not about to feel guilty about that. You’re all lovely. Brave. Sharp. Everything I admire in women.” Warmth filled his heart. “Yet also so different. Unique. There’s room in my heart for each of you.” He turned to stare at her. “Including you.” 
 
    Her eyes closed, conflict raging inside of her. “I can’t. I knew what those three were planning tonight. I spoke with Helleanna and she asked me to be with you all. But I couldn’t. I will follow you to the door of creation itself to help that spirit. Because you asked. A part of me cares for you deeply. And I owe you so, so much.” 
 
    He sighed. “But you can’t be with us. Because of what your people expect of you?” He didn’t snap at her, or mock her. Sympathy filled his voice. 
 
    She hissed, smacking her palm on the railing. “I am so sick of this weight on my shoulders. But it’s there. Do you understand? I can’t dismiss centuries of learning.” Vulnerability filled her eyes. “Do you know why I can’t go in there with all of you. Because if I did, I’d be swept away. I would give you all… everything of me.” 
 
    “Would that be so bad?” 
 
    Callistia almost said ‘no’. At war with herself still, she pleaded for him to understand, “I left home because it mattered. My brother was going to squander what I find precious. All I have left, the only way I can ever rejoin my people, is finding love with one of my own kind. A strong elf of good character and noble blood. That can offset everything. I could stand at his side and defy my brother with my head held high. That elf… I have so little to give him. I want to give him the honor of being the first. I’m… not ready to let that go.” 
 
    Ajax risked extended an arm across the space between them. He rested a kind hand between her shoulders. “I understand. All of us will. And none of us will love you any less.” 
 
    Her eyes closed again. She said nothing. She knew. 
 
    He rubbed her along her spine, letting the physical connection speak for him. 
 
    “I’m not… frozen, you know.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Ajax hadn’t followed.  
 
    “I need to set… boundaries. But that doesn’t make me cold. Or unavailable.” She swallowed. “I could hear you all down there. By the sun, I wanted to be in there with you.” She shuddered, and not from the chill in the air. 
 
    Ajax realized he could scent her desire on the air. With the wind, it was harder to pick out, but the sweet-citrus scent of her natural perfume was noticeable. Her undergarments must be drenched. He tried to bury the surge of desire that aroused in him. Instead, he merely tried to be supportive. “You have the right to feel whatever you want. I’m not here to judge.” 
 
    She wasn’t finished. “What if…” A calming breath. “… I wanted what you did before. To me.” 
 
    Ajax nearly choked. Struggling against his shock and sudden explosion of raw lust, Ajax did his best to sound unphased. “Princesses aren’t supposed to want that. We did it to evade the worst intentions of your misguided family. That was it. Wasn’t it?” 
 
    Callistia started to speak. She stopped. Then, started again, trying to find the right was to say it. “Maybe…” She cleared her throat. “… maybe it wasn’t.” Certainty grew with every word. “Maybe I’m done caring what I’m supposed to want. Helleanna told you about my kind. Not all of us feel the same, but…I do. You know that. You’ve seen that side of me. The side that’s a little… wicked.” She flushed with embarrassment, but pressed on. Honesty welled in her eyes. The vulnerability hadn’t left. She was embracing a side of herself that had always terrified her a little. “When that surfaces… maybe it needs to be… punished… a little.” 
 
    Ajax had never walked so fine a line in his life. She needed him. She had just admitted something that could destroy her if he rejected her. But the animal of his lust wasn’t a subtle beast. Her trembling lips brought out his concern, his empathy, but also a surge of something far more primal. He could break her by saying yes, and he could break her by saying no. 
 
    Following his instincts, he tried to find a middle ground. “Shall I awaken your maid? Her tongue eased the way last time. She would gladly do so again for you.” 
 
    Callistia shook her head: fast and quick. Her eyes sparked, trying to get him to understand. “Ajax, please hear me. If she was here, it would be sweet.” Her fingers clenched on the ship’s railing. Dark passion clung to her words. “I don’t want this to be sweet.” She glared up at him. “Want to know a secret? The thought of a brutish human having his way with a sun elf maid?” She shivered in need. “It’s not a fear. It’s a fantasy.” She swallowed away her nerves. “Be… that.” 
 
    He glared back, needing to know she was sure. 
 
    She didn’t flinch. 
 
    He seized her and spun her against the ship’s rail. He dug his fingers into her dress and ripped outward. The fabric tore. Not even along the seam. He put such violent energy that the fabric simply split down the middle, unable to resist the force. “Shall I make you mine, Princess?” 
 
    The cool night air washed over her bare legs. Callistia clutched at the railing, barely keeping to her legs as a storm of fear and thrill raged through her. “Pl…plea –” 
 
    His inner animal was off its chain. His other hand smacked hard into the flesh of her exposed ass. The impact cut off whatever she was still stammering to say. Somewhere inside, he knew she was probably pleading for him to keep going. He embraced the dark game she wanted to play even further. He smacked her behind again, raising a cry from her. Then another, changing angles. With her bent over the rail, he grasped hold of her hair, forcing her back into an awkwardly beautiful arch, and spanked her until she was sobbing. 
 
    He snarled at her from behind, “This is what you deserve, isn’t it? Such wicked, naughty thoughts are filling you. You need this, don’t you? A firm hand. This is exactly what a bad, bad girl like you deserves.” 
 
    She hissed in submissive need. “Yeessss! Please. Harder. Punish me. I’m… oh, such… such a bad… bad… girl. Oh elements, please, I need it harder…” 
 
    Her answered her dark need with ferocity. He tore open his own trousers, baring his phallus to the wind. Spitting a gob of thick spit into his hand, he coated the meagre moisture over his tip. He summoned a second glob and smeared it between the clefts of her pert, upturned ass cheeks. His fingers found the crinkled, defenseless anal rose and dug the moisture inward. 
 
    Callistia rocked forward, an instinctive attempt to escape. Her eyes widened and a slightly panicked gasp rushed from her lungs. Ajax clung to her, pinning her in place. He grasped hold of his own cock, dragging it down and through her untainted sex. There was no more certain proof of what she wanted. She was dripping juices down her leg in a wave of excitement. She wasn’t supposed to want this. But she so very much did. 
 
    Ajax rubbed his cock through her dripping sex again and again. The rugged contours only drove her passion higher. Slick with the proof of her need, Ajax shifted higher and wedged his thick tip into the tiny entrance to her dark tunnel, then pierced inward. 
 
    She threw back her head and screamed as pleasure and pain merged in her mind. Cum spurted from her body, her orgasm caused as much by the rough handling as the penetration of his shaft. 
 
    “Take it, Princess. Take me deep!” Ajax plunged in, stretching her open as he had last time. But where the last time he had ensured her enjoyment, this time he selfishly harvested pleasure for himself. Her ass, reddened from his spanking, squeezed around him in a frantic need to both push him out and hug him tighter inside. He felt both, the physical expression of the princess’s conflicted nature. 
 
    The result was utter bliss. Stroking into her hard, he fed the inches of his cock into her darkness again and again and again, pounding recklessly toward climax. His previous love-making with the other elfish women gave him stamina he wouldn’t otherwise have had inside her tightness. In the end, it was her half-sobbing, half-laughing, entirely lustful cries that echoed off the open ocean that put him over the edge. His seed exploded into her, greasing his way and letting him ravish her for a dozen more thrusts until he had nothing left to give. 
 
    As his primal urges receded, his concern for her reawakened. Still buried inside of her, he drew her up off the railing and cradled her into his chest. 
 
    Tears poured down her cheeks. But before he could worry more, she raised her hands and cupped his cheek. She found her voice, raw from screaming. “Th… thank you… oh fury, I needed that! Thank you… accepting this part of me. I couldn’t let anyone else see it until now.” 
 
    He hugged her as powerfully as a bear, unwilling to let her go. Their clothes might be shredded and torn, but peace clung to them. “You can tell me anything, love. If everything else becomes shifting sand, trust in that. You can trust me with anything.” 
 
    Including your heart, he added silently. If only you were free to give it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    One day blended into the next with a mixture of rising tension and joy. Each of them secretly hoped they were nearing the line beyond which Lyvarress’s ships dared not tread. Would he risk a war to recapture them? Callistia did her best not to kill their hopes, but she clearly believed Lyvaress’s hunters would follow them to the ends of the world, whatever the risk. 
 
    As their nervous energy built higher, their eyes strained toward the horizon for hour after hour, fearing the sight of another sail. To fight the tension, they shamelessly burned off the energy by giving in to lust. With the barriers torn down between them, the entire ship became their playground. They had bonded through work in the first half of the voyage. Now, they bonded far more physically. They ceased having separate sleeping quarters, tumbling into whatever bed was convenient in whatever mix their desire spawned. Nothing made Ajax happier than the first time he saw Callistia claim Helleanna again for a night of pleasure. The next day, Ajax stumbled on Krizzilani ravishing Jyliansa with a wooden phallus she had carved and strapped to her pelvis. Knowing they were developing a need for each other helped Ajax sleep soundly. 
 
    Only Callistia remained somewhat aloof in their play. Helleanna shared with her on occasion as they always had, but Callistia mostly kept out of the way and helped them find the space to indulge. With understanding smiles, she even took watch for entire nights so that the rest of them could delve into a wanton little orgy. Both times, Ajax came to her after, ravaging her under the moonlight, making it clear she would not be forgotten. 
 
    Perhaps as satisfying as the sex was the other signs of their mingling. What had started out as hobby gifts to each of them was starting to spread. Callistia was teaching both Jyliansa and Helleanna how to paint. Helleanna’s pipes were joined by a crude drum Jyliansa fashioned with Ajax’s help, strapping more of their spare canvass around a sliced rum barrel. Weaving some of their fishing line together allowed for the crafting of a lute whose tone left much to be desired but got the job done. Ajax was getting better at strumming each day. He enjoyed how even simple tunes could get the spirited elfish women dancing. Krizzilani had explained her joy of finding stories and patterns in the stars. Now even Callistia had taken to scanning the sky on night shifts, creating patterns from the brightest stars, and then writing down and sharing those stories with the others around breakfast the next day. 
 
    They were becoming a family. 
 
    A part of Ajax wished they would never find land again. Or better yet an island, where they could ignore the rest of the world and live in this blissful state. Only the burden he wore inside his braid kept him from convincing his lovers to consider sharing that dream into reality. 
 
    The inevitable truth was: dreams ended. It was in their nature. 
 
    “Sail!” called Helleanna from the crow’s nest. Of them all, she was the boldest when going aloft up the masts. Krizzilani was equally sure footed, but the sunlight could blind her at bad moments. Jyliansa knew the most of sailing, but she was far more comfortable in the water than the open air. Callistia far preferred to do her work on the main deck. She was no coward, and had done her part to ascend and change the sails, but she would never be comfortable with it. 
 
    Ajax was at the wheel when the call came. He bellowed back, “Where to, lass?” 
 
    He saw her hand dart toward the horizon behind them. “Aft! Can only see the top-sails right now! But…” She faded off, then shouted with more urgency, “More than one! Three. No, four!” 
 
    Damn. They came in force, Ajax cursed. 
 
    He glanced at Jyliansa, who had been lounging on the deck drying after her most recent swim. Now, she was at the rails peering into the distance. “Is there any more speed to be found in the sails?” 
 
    She didn’t break her search, answering without turning from the ocean, “I’ve done all I can.” 
 
    “Aye, and you’ve kept us alive this far. No one could fault you. That doesn’t change the fact that they’ll be faster than us.” 
 
    Callistia scaled the ladder, summoned from her cabin by her maid’s warning call. As she stepped onto the raised wheel deck, she added grimly, “And the mages to conjure wind we don’t have. They’ll be on us in a few hours.” 
 
    Ajax got worried; the sun elf was looking in the wrong direction. “They’re off to the stern of us, Callistia.” None of them had called her by her title in days, except for Helleanna. 
 
    The sun elf raised a curious eyebrow. “Is that so? Then who are they?” 
 
    Ajax stepped up beside her and brought one of the spyglasses they had found to his eye. A quick scan, and he found another grouping of sails creeping over the horizon to port. “Good eyes.” 
 
    “May the sun continue to bless me so,” she answered demurely. 
 
    “Those are red sails. Red with white chevrons stitched in.” He clenched his jaw to stop another vile curse. 
 
    Callistia understood. “Lyvarress would never outfit his sails in red. His colors are lavender and sunlight-gold.” 
 
    Ajax fixed her with a grim stare. “Aye. Those are the colors of Tyvanthelam.” 
 
    Her sun-tinted skin went as pale as a moon elf. “Two fleets?” 
 
    Ajax shouted up to the crow’s nest, “Can you see the color of the sails behind us, Helleanna?” 
 
    Her answer wafted down, “Purple and gold! I’ve seen them before being mended on the docks. They’re the colors of your brother for sure, My Lady!” 
 
    Ajax growled. “Two fleets, then. Not cooperating, surely. There must be traitors in your brother’s court as surely as Adamat betrayed my old liege. When you brother surged his fleet, Tyvanthelam’s ships were probably not far behind. They’ve been pincering in on us ever since.” 
 
    Jyliansa quipped, “Maybe they’ll destroy each other and leave us to sail free.” 
 
    “Our luck isn’t that good,” Ajax replied darkly. “Could you rouse Krizzilani? She’s hiding from the noon sun, but we’re going to need her on deck. Soon.” 
 
    The sea elf nodded, darting down the ladder. 
 
    Callistia was shifting her focus from one fleet to the other, now able to make out both from their vantage point. They were closing fast. “Even if they get embroiled in fighting each other, we can’t survive this.” 
 
    Ajax hated that he agreed. It can’t end this way. We were so close! How’d they find us in the middle of this damned ocean? Magic. They must have magic to find this ship of theirs. And Tyvanthelam’s fleet could have been shadowing them, waiting to find us so they could fight over us. 
 
    Aloud, he growled, “We’ll have to do what we can. We’ll keep out of their reach as long as we can. Angle ourselves so both fleets reach us at the same time. Don’t give either of them a chance to snap us up without fighting their rival. Once they rip into each other, maybe we can manage to sail clear. It’s our only chance.” 
 
    A fragile chance. But there was no need to linger on something so obvious. 
 
    Soon they were all on deck. Ajax personally saw to the loading of all four of the ballistae. He didn’t bother with blank ones for gaining range. Time would be short. If he missed, they would probably die. Missing was not an option. The women splashed water over every surface to cut down the chance fire could spread. They prepositioned as many barrels of seawater as they could. Blankets. Sand. Anything that could fight fire and keep them floating long enough to escape. 
 
    Working was hard as they watched the two fleets closing on them. Ajax counted again. Tyvanthelam had sent eight. Lyvarress had sent ten. Ajax once again wondered if he should feel flattered at the resources they were willing to commit. He could have done without this particular compliment. 
 
    He brought his spyglass to his eye, scouring the various ships until he located the two flagships. From this angle, he couldn’t make out the names on the back of their ships, but he could tell from the presence of elves. Only the most powerful ships had elfish captains. And only the flagship of a royal task force would have a sun elf at the helm. 
 
    On Tyvanthelam’s most powerful ship, he recognized the arrogant, proud-chinned son of the King; Faarlinashin. His knighthood sponsor. Ajax figured that only made sense. His ‘betrayal’ would be a stain on Faarlinashin’s honor. He had spoken for Ajax’s quality, and he had been wrong. Now, the proud sun elf was coming to kill the human he had blessed and take back his father’s slave property. 
 
    None of them had any doubt who would be leading Lyvarress’s fleet. Rasharann stalked back and forth on the forward deck of the Ocean’s Rapier, his next fastest interceptor after Wavesword. His obsession for Jyliansa was undying. He was only a moon elf, and his interceptor class ship was not the largest or best armed in the fleet. But once again, it was more about pride for him. He was there to undo the embarrassment Ajax and his companions had caused. Lyvarress was demonstrating his support; one of his personal gendarmes was standing at Rasharann’s elbow, dressed in the attire of a marine soldier. The sun elf warrior was giving the moon elf the legitimacy to lead the fleet and win back his honor. 
 
    Of course, neither Rasharann nor Faarlinashin were acting as proper fleet commanders by remaining aloof at a proper distance while directing their fleet to carry through on the action. They had both driven their ships right to the vanguard. Rasharann especially was forging ahead of his fleet, while he himself stood on the fore castle ballista deck, practically salivating with the need to impose his will on them. 
 
    Ajax saw their chances diminish even further. For these two fleet commanders, this was personal. They would never let the Wavesword slip through their fingers. No matter the cost to their own losses. 
 
    He scoured his mind for options. Any trick his imagination could dream up was a long-shot, and totally impossible with their skeleton crew. He needed sailors to reef sails and trim them perfectly into the wind for any fancy maneuvers to work. He didn’t know how. Not even Jyliansa could refine them so well. They were trapped. 
 
    He glared across the ocean at Rasharann. He didn’t even know the moon elf, but Ajax hated him. Faarlinashin was misguided, but at least they had fought and bled together. There was respect there. But this Commodore elf was trying to enslave one of the women Ajax loved. If he was going to kill anyone, then Ajax swore it would be this waste of skin. If he was going to die, Rasharann was going into the deep right beside him. 
 
    They were close. Five more minutes, and the enemy would be firing ranging shots with their ballistae. If they got lucky, elementally-charged power would be raining down on their decks. 
 
    A sudden idea occurred to Ajax. Ocean’s Rapier was pursuing them recklessly close to one side. They weren’t making any effort to stand off and engage in pitched battle. He could already see grappling hooks laid out on their deck. They were intent on boarding. Rasharann wanted Jyliansa back; he wanted his prize and to gut the ones who had taken her away. 
 
    Ajax bellowed his command. Not a path to victory. There wasn’t one. This is simply the only way to make them pay a price. “Spill the wind! Cut all the stays!” With a dozen bounding strides, he ran to the anchor windlass. Winding up a mighty blow, he chopped away the lock on the mechanism. Chain rattled as the massive anchor dropped into the sea. The Wavesword shook as the unhinged weight ran free, then lurched sharply as it pounded to the end of its chain, dangling many fathoms deep in the water below. 
 
    Not stopping to question what he was doing, the knives of the elfish women flashed. Setting the sails had taken them days. They undid their work in seconds. Once they realized what Ajax was trying to do, they flung themselves at the task, robbing the ship of its speed. 
 
    Wavesword’s planks actually groaned under their feet. It no longer rode the waves neatly, now lolling and bobbing to one side as the ocean rolls caught them badly. 
 
    Ajax roared again, “To the weapons! Fire as you will!” 
 
    Surprised by the sudden deceleration, the ships of Lyvarress stormed past them. The ones right behind scrambled to haul out to either side to avoid colliding. As they swarmed around the Wavesword, their bulks blocked the direct view from Tyvanthelam’s fleet. 
 
    But Ajax knew Faarlinashin for the uncompromising bastard he was. The gendarme wouldn’t care one bit about collateral damage. The sun elf’s piercing voice screamed the order to launch. Forty magically enhanced ballistae hummed in a dreadful harmony as they fired their bolts into the air. 
 
    Ajax ignored the farther off glints of steel as Faarlinashin’s fleet sent death winging toward them. He was back on the stern ballista deck, and his focus was totally on the Ocean’s Rapier. He was the first in range and on bearing. He sighted on Rasharann’s ship and sent his sparking bolt right into the base of the ship’s main mast. The lightning power hammered through the deck, weakening the massive post which was already straining from the heavy sails set above, making the whole structure creak and bend horribly. 
 
    Krizzilani had taken control of the weapon on the port-side main deck. She pointed low and unleashed a shot just above the Ocean’s Rapier’s water line. Callistia had planned this one to explode outward rather than penetrate. Violent force smashed outward, buckling planks and gouging a huge hole in the side of the ship. Sea water poured in, rushing to claim whatever lives it could find. 
 
    Callistia had ensorcelled the bolts long ago. Her personal magical reservoir was long-since refreshed. Standing at the rail, she didn’t need her own weapon. With stabbing fingers, she raked the decks of the nearby ships, targeting any ballista crew that looked ready to fire. She couldn’t get them all, but every group she scattered with a slash of electrical power was one more chance they would come through alive. Helleanna stood behind her, ready to haul her out of the way if she saw an arrow or other piece of magic home in on the sun elf princess as the source of the destructive rampage. 
 
    Jyliansa was on the forward platform, and had turned the bow ballista as hard to the side as possible. Her grin was positively vicious as she caught Rasharann in her sights. “You wanted me? Not in this life, you pond-scum!” With the fierce joy of revenge, she pulled the trigger. The wire cracked forward, and the massive bolt lashed across the space between their two ships. 
 
    Her aim was perfect. It speared through Rasharann’s chest, then the gendarme behind him, and flung them backward as a pair to be pinned against the forward ballista. The lightning magic activated on impact. Rasharann managed one last choked scream before the sizzling energy ripped both of them apart and detonated the wooden siege engine into a million pieces. 
 
    The Ocean’s Rapier limped away, already foundering as it took on water. 
 
    That was the victory. 
 
    But they didn’t escape unscathed. 
 
    The Lyvarress fleet had unleashed its own volley. Not all ten ships had clean shots. Many were confused. They had been ordered to harry the Wavesword, surround them as the Commodore boarded and took back what was his. Many had been scattered or killed by the violence of Callistia lightning magic. But as they saw the flag ship get ripped apart, the other ships raced to unleash their anger. The strikes were scattered, not a unified wave, but they were still magically-enhanced daggers of death that blasted into the Wavesword’s sides. 
 
    The Wavesword shook and swayed drunkenly under the impacts. Half the after-cabins exploded into a fireball. One blast caved in a large part of the second deck’s central hold, and the main deck buckled above it. Planks bowed and twisted. Helleanna and Callistia jumped for safety but couldn’t clear the area that collapsed. They slid on broken timbers into the smoking darkness below. 
 
    Then the Tyvanthelam volley rained down on them. 
 
    Ajax and his crew survived because the attack didn’t fall on them alone. Unable to see their target, the Tyvanthelam fleet had fired indiscriminately. Thunderous booms echoed over the sea as elemental impacts started to shred ships apart.  
 
    But Wavesword wasn’t totally spared. A water-based hammer cudgeled their bow. Jyliansa leaped clear as the entire bow launch platform was flattened. Ajax saw her cut the ocean waves in a crisp dive, and could only hope she swam well clear. Another weapon used air magic to accelerate to hypersonic levels. The air cracked behind it and sent a deafening sonic blast-wave which blew them all off their feet. Krizzilani dove along the ruptured main deck, scuttling under the cover of a metal deck fitting before she was crushed by a collapsing support beam. Then, a lightning blast hit them. It was only half as powerful as the ones Callistia could conjure, but the scorching power was enough to slash to the heart of their main mast. It groaned loudly, then split with a crack nearly as loud as the sonic blast. Half-attached, the huge wooden pole careened sideways. The crow’s nest splashed into the sea along with most of their sails. Wavesword tipped precipitously to starboard, the deck heaving into a tilt that threatened to throw Ajax into the ocean. 
 
    Ajax braced himself against a deck fitting before he was pitched over the rail. He swallowed his fear of being lost at sea. That fate was perilously close. For all he knew, more of that deadly rain was falling toward them even now, ready to carve the last beating heart from the ship and send them all to the deep. 
 
    His hand clutched to the thick braid in his hair. “Quala, hear me! We are lost. I call on you. End this before they end us. Give me a miracle, brave spirit!” He reached out with more than words. He reached out with more than his mind. He used every tool he had. His emotions. His soul. Whatever he could use to let the tiny spirit inside the artifact understand his desperation. 
 
    From within his braid, the lantern artifact glowed with a piercing white light. The brilliance of it rose fast, quickly eclipsing the brightness of the sun. Even with it behind his head, Ajax had to shut his eyes tight or risk having them burned out of their sockets. 
 
    Time stopped. 
 
    Reality bent. 
 
    A pulse of iridescent, rainbow magic rippled outward in a massive ring. 
 
    Wherever the magic touched, sailors screamed as their bodies were disintegrated and rendered into nothing. Ships were broken apart like they were caught in a blizzard of razors. The sawdust dissolved into mist, then blew away into nothing. The ocean churned as the waters frothed into foam, exploding into spinning cyclones that only slowly faded into nothing as the supernatural wind faded as quickly as it had come. 
 
    Slowly, the radiance of Quala faded to nothing. 
 
    Quiet reigned for a heartbeat or two. 
 
    Then, Wavesword’s main mast snapped clean off and plunged into the dark water. The ship lurched back to port, rocking wildly until it finally settled upright. 
 
    Quiet once more. 
 
    All around them, there was nothing. Not even debris. Eighteen ships and the thousands of sailors aboard them were simply gone. A faint wind brushed over the scene, clearing away a haze of smoke that clung to the area. But no more smoke arose; all of the fires had been snuffed out on Wavesword. 
 
    Ajax crawled to the nearest railing and heaved himself back to his feet. He coughed away the phlegm in his throat and spat on the deck. Wiping at the grime and soot on his face, he did his best to make sense of what had happened. 
 
    Coughing once more, he called out, “Are you there, lasses? Are you whole?” Worry bordering on panic crept into his tone. If any of them had died… 
 
    A plank fell away as a dark hand tunneled out from under a pile of debris. Krizzilani replied with a loud groan, “More or less.” She crawled loose, shaking off the splinters clinging to her. 
 
    Ajax left the proud dark elf to recover. He would help her if needed, but she would resent him prying her out when she could manage it herself. Instead, he clambered down the other ladder, peering into the hold below through the warped and jagged holes in the deck. “Callistia! Helleanna! Can you hear me?” 
 
    For too long, there was silence. Then, Helleanna’s weak voice echoed up from below, “Callistia is unconscious. Not sure what’s wrong. But she’s alive.” 
 
    Fear clouded Ajax’s heart. “I’ll be right down. We’ll get her into the sun.” Being connected to her blood-element could only help. He also wasn’t sure if Helleanna was hurt. The maid would ignore a lot of pain to ensure her mistress got help first. 
 
    Krizzilani was picking her way along the far side of the deck. “There’s a collapsed section here. If it’s stable, could make a good ramp.” With a dexterity far beyond anything human, she skipped onto the slanted planks and slid down into the dark. 
 
    Ajax climbed over the clutter until he was just above where Callistia and Helleanna had disappeared. Deciding his strength was in his strength, he grasped hold of the edge and hung down into the musky, damp interior. Letting go, he landed heavily. He wobbled on another collapsed section that led further into the bilge deck. He gave an impressed whistle. The damage had struck deeper than he thought. They were lucky the blow hadn’t jutted through the bottom of the ship. 
 
    Krizzilani summoned his attention, “Over here.” She was kneeling over the other two women. It was dark in the hold, but bright as daylight to dark elf. “Callistia is unconscious, and Helleanna has quite a few bad cuts. We need to get them out of this stink, cleaned and wrapped.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. He knew the ravages that infection could cause even days after a battle. “I have them.” His arms curled under both of them. Unlike the last time he had carried the elfish pair together, this time he took great care, folding them into his powerful arms and cradling them against his chest. 
 
    Helleanna smiled up at him, though pain clung to her face. “Never thought I’d be seeing you again.” 
 
    Ajax smiled back. “We’re not out of the woods yet. But we’re safe for now. Krizzilani, can you see if the forward ladder is clear? The after house is all but wrecked.” 
 
    With the dark elf scouting and propping a few extra boards and stints into place to shore up the stairs to handle Ajax’s weight, they were able to get the two injured women out onto the open deck. Krizzilani darted to the after castle, slipping through the shattered cabins until she located a few medical supplies. It was mostly bandages and some antiseptic ointment in a tin, but that was enough to stop the worst of it. 
 
    The biggest concern was Callistia being unconscious. Ajax checked her over and found nothing but a large bruise on one of her cheeks and around the side of her face. He’d seen worse on men crawling out of a bar-brawl, but that didn’t mean anything. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he whispered again into the back of his mind. “Quala. Can you sense her? Please let me know she’ll be alright.” 
 
    The reaction he got was far stronger. An intense glow, though nowhere near as powerful as the last, burst from within his braid and shone down on them all. Injuries were healed and pain receded. 
 
    Callistia’s eyes snapped open with a sudden gasp. Helleanna crowed with delight and enveloped her in a hug. 
 
    Nearby, the ocean erupted in a small geyser. Jyliansa soared through the air and landed with her typical grace on a patch of solid deck. Flipping her wet hair back, she looked around in confusion. “What happened? When I was thrown clear, I feared the worse! But the sharks gathering for a battle feast have all wandered off. They’re more confused than I am.” 
 
    Jyliansa ventured over to hug the other two, while Krizzilani kept her typical, public solitude. But she still exchanged warm looks with the others, beyond glad to see them all whole. 
 
    Then, their eyes went to Ajax. 
 
    He didn’t make them ask. “It was Quala… sorry, that’s my name for the creation elemental. She like it well enough.” 
 
    Callistia was a little woozy. Her injuries were healed, but the sudden transition back to consciousness had left her a little disoriented. The idea of naming an elemental seemed to amuse her. “I thought you said her mental images weren’t clear.” 
 
    A small flush of embarrassment threatened to warm even the knight’s stoic face. “At times, the message comes through. When I named her, it felt like she hugged me.” 
 
    Sharing his humor with a smile, Helleanna offered, “Well, please pass on our thanks. Without her intervention, we’d all be dead. That… that was her, wasn’t it?” It was the only thing that made sense. None of them had that sort of power. None of them had even heard of an elf or man or any other race capable of such magic. 
 
    Ajax reached back and cradled the braid of his hair, along with the artifact within. It wasn’t the first time he wished he could give the troubled spirit a more physical sort of hug. “Indeed, it was.” He extended his senses carefully, and was overjoyed to feel Quala’s life-spark still shining inside the artifact. He exhaled slowly, trying to ease all his lingering fear for the creature. The surge of magic could have killed her. Healing them afterward had been another risk. 
 
    Jyliansa shook herself again, wringing water from her clothes. Normally when she went swimming, she wore far less to avoid being so sodden on return. Giving up, she stripped off the soaked dress. “If only she had done so sooner.” 
 
    Admittedly distracted with the sea elf’s lithe shape emerging, Ajax tried to help them understand, “The choice wasn’t hers. It was mine.” 
 
    Krizzilani sat on her haunches, her own eyes following every move Jyliansa made. 
 
    The sea elf realized she was the focus of their attention. She nibbled her lip in a fetching blend of shyness and arousal, very similar to the one she had flashed at Ajax when he had first opened that door to find her outlined by Helleanna and Krizzilani. 
 
    The dark elf grew a lush smile. “I’m going to celebrate on you later.” 
 
    Helleanna quirked an eyebrow. “You mean with her?” 
 
    Krizzilani fired the moon elf an intense look. “No. And if you don’t know the difference, I can show you afterward.” 
 
    A blush did rise on the maid’s cheeks. 
 
    Callistia softly cleared her throat, “Shall we concentrate first on understanding what happened? And how to stay alive to reach land?” Her tone wasn’t harsh, but carefully hid her amusement at the lightly erotic interplay. After surviving the brush with death, she wasn’t immune to the strange need to celebrate being alive. But she also understood being the responsible one. Her focus went back to Ajax. “You said it was your choice. Why’d you wait so long?” There was no accusation in her tone, only wondering. 
 
    The knight gave a heavy sigh. “As long as even the smallest hope remained, we had to try. Because when I made my wish, she would do everything she could to fulfill it. If that burned her out completely, then she would have died by my word alone. Our quest to return her home would have failed before it ever began.” 
 
    Krizzilani caught the way he put that. “She has no control over her own energy?” 
 
    Ajax searched for the words. “She crafts the magic, but she has no choice but to do all she can to fulfill my wish.” 
 
    “Your wish?” 
 
    He nodded. “This is wish magic. You have certainly heard stories of genies trapped in small objects? Those stories are describing the rare moments when elementals such as Quala have been snared. The lantern artifact contains her, but it also compels her to fulfill my wishes. Those stories are always made lighter to amuse children. The genie limits the one making the wishes, often giving them only three. So poetic, as if it is the whimsical choice of the spirit. But in truth, the elementals don’t know. Any wish might be the last. If it is large enough, a single wish might burn up the elemental’s entire reservoir of power.” 
 
    Callistia narrowed her eyes. “But you said the Kings couldn’t force out her magic. How can you?” 
 
    “The one who originally trapped the elemental would have forged a connection instantly. But once the artifact was passed on, the connection had to re-forged. It is not about willpower. Maybe some epically strong wizard could demand a new link. Or maybe there is a spell that could do the same. But if she senses your heart and believes in you, then she will open herself.” 
 
    Callistia’s face lightened into a smile. “As she opened to you.” She rose and stepped into his arms, kissing him softly. “As we all did.” She understood. “And once opened, the connection can’t be silenced. She has to obey your wishes.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. “I swore I would never do it. Not unless I needed to. I gave her my oath.” 
 
    Jyliansa said softly, “We have gained time. But they will keep coming. Our troubles have not changed. We need to find this gateway before they find us again.” 
 
    Krizzilani whispered, “Perhaps we must ask for one more wish, then.” 
 
    Helleanna was quick to say, “Were you not listening? The poor spirit could be extinguished!” 
 
    The dark elf didn’t shy away. “I am committed to this purpose, as much as any of you. Call me merciless. Such is my birthright, is it not? We are willing to sacrifice ourselves for her. She deserves her freedom. You will hear no argument from me. But if we could die to see her free, then is it so wrong to ask her to risk the same for us? For herself?” 
 
    Jyliansa cautioned, “We cannot know how much light she has left.” 
 
    “True. We dare not ask for another grand display of magic. There is no need to whisk us from this ship to the ends of the earth. But can we not ask for a guiding star to follow?” 
 
    Ajax heard the wisdom in their words. “My heart is heavy to consider it. You speak sense. Yet the possible cost is grave.” He looked around the circle. “Share your thoughts with me. Be my council in this. Quala will give of herself to the end. She will not question. But is this right?” 
 
    A silence as deep as the one after the battle descended as they weighed their hearts and minds. 
 
    Jyliansa spoke first. “We’ll be fortunate to see the end of the day without this hulk sinking beneath us. We cannot afford to wander. Quala will not see home again from the bottom of the ocean.” 
 
    Helleanna looked to Callistia, but the princess shook her head. “Your voice first, my love. So he knows it is not influenced by me.” 
 
    The maid laid a gentle hand on her mistress’s leg, then turned to Ajax. “There is no sense trying to balance these scales. How often have we already risked ourselves for her? You said she might have blinked out of existence by ending this battle. How do we measure those costs? We don’t. We do what is needed. We give away no more than necessary. Ask for a guide. Then we will carry her the rest of the way.” 
 
    Callistia tilted her head to look up into Ajax’s eyes. “We all give up something when we want to be free. It seems this spirit has given much already. Hurting a slave while she still wears her chains seems like evil. But nothing is ever simple.” 
 
    Ajax took a deep breath. “I’m lucky to have you all.” 
 
    He scanned the horizon, then peered up into the tattered sails. The foremast and mizzenmast were still standing, if a little singed. “Can we make a few knots of headway without ripping those off the ship?” 
 
    Jyliansa did her best to be cheerful. “I can give you a toss of the dice, at least.” 
 
    “Try to mark them in our favor. All of you, please, help her get this wreck underway. I’ll do what I can to phrase this wish carefully and spare Quala as much pain as possible. But you are right. We need to get to shore. And preferably before we either sink or another fleet finds us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Wavesword limped into sight of land. When Helleanna called from the crow’s nest that she had spotted mountains, a cheer went up from all of them. 
 
    The atmosphere aboard the ship was an odd blend of anticipation and angst. 
 
    With the power of another wish, Quala had raised a glittering white-blue orb into the distant sky. It was visible even in the bright noon sun, though Ajax hoped they were the only ones who could see it. He had done his best to convey how important that was when forming his mental image of his wish, but it was an imperfect system. Wish magic was temperamental, even when the spirit granting that wish liked you. 
 
    Either way, having a definite goal in sight had given them purpose. 
 
    The daily struggle to keep the ship floating and sailing toward that goal was hard. Ajax saved any wish-magic for the desperate moment if the hull burst and water rushed through in an unstoppable flood. That never happened. So instead, his small crew once again raised sails, undoing the damage they had done in the battle. They listened fearfully to each creak and groan of the ship, willing her to hold together a little longer. 
 
    Within a week, Helleanna announced she could see the highlands on land ahead, and their guiding star was hanging right over a cluster of mountains not more than a day’s march inland. Their crossing of the sea was nearly complete. Ajax couldn’t believe how close they had been. Then again, without the star, maybe they would have sailed right by, having never known this land existed. All their maps were ruined, washed away. They really had no idea where in the world they had drifted upon. But as their meagre food rations (supplemented by Jyliansa’s fishing skills, but still not enough to last forever) and the even more critical fresh water supply ran dry, they were all ready to be finished with the journey. 
 
    The hour was early, just past dawn when Helleanna spotted land. She nimbly slid down from her high perch to point out some details. She gestured first to the left. “I could see lights there. Lanterns. Fires. A city for sure.” She exchanged worried looks with all of them. “I could see the crystal spire of a Sun Elf castle as well.” 
 
    Ajax chuckled. “So, we haven’t sailed off the end of the world after all.” 
 
    Callistia latched on to his humor. “Yes, we knew this was likely.” 
 
    Krizzilani asked Ajax, “You are sure the guide was taking us to a gateway not controlled by the elves? It seems to be hovering right over that plateau in the highlands. Strange that the elves here would have one, and yet another unguarded –” 
 
    Jyliansa interjected, “– or controlled by another.” 
 
    The dark elf accepted the thought. “… yes, or controlled by another laying so close at hand.” 
 
    Ajax nodded grimly. “If only I could be certain. The wish was a complicated one, even if the magic was not demanding. There were no many conditions, and I am no master of magic to hold such thoughts in my head at once. But it was in there, and I hope she heard me.” 
 
    Callistia placed a fond, comforting hand on his shoulder. “We needed somewhere close. How many more days could we hold this ship together? Whatever challenges lie between us and this gate, we’ll manage.” 
 
    Helleanna pointed then to the right. “I can see a small harbor down the coast a few miles. It is a nice enough cove, and a day’s travel from the city. We could put ashore there. Less questions.” 
 
    Krizzilani patted the resilient deck of the Wavesword. “She’s sturdy, but she’s going to draw a crowd for sure.” 
 
    Ajax agreed. “Make for the cove. Strike all but the central fore-sail, and keep just enough wind to slip us in near the cove. We’ll all row ashore in the longboat and leave the ship to beach herself or drift back out to sea.” He sighed and gave the ship his own fond pat. “She deserves better than to be abandoned, but we have little choice if we want to stay unobserved. The anchor is gone. And none of us are going to remain behind to look after her.” 
 
    Callistia reminded him, “We’ve work to do before we arrive. I won’t allow the magics I’ve enspelled into the bolts to be found by anyone else. I’ll mar them as best I can.” 
 
    “Aye, and I’ll toss the ruined bolts into the sea so they’ll be lost. Even a merman plucking it off the bottom will find them rusted and scratched beyond selling to anyone.” 
 
    Not about to waste their last hours on the ship, the crew got to their tasks. Though they were only less than a dozen miles off shore, it took most of the day to creep into range of their marked landing. They struggled the longboat over the side and down into the water. The normal pulley system had been destroyed in the battle, so the whole process was agonizing. Ajax acted as the anchor for the boat’s weight while the others guided it smoothly onto the lapping waves. 
 
    They had only a few possessions to take with them. Helleanna’s satyr pipes were small enough to have survived and be carried, but little else. Only memories remained of the paintings they had done. Krizzilani couldn’t take her telescope, but did slide the journal of their star patterns and conjured stories into her pack. Ajax thought, How strange. After all the ways our lives changed on this ship, to be carrying away from so little is wrong, somehow. 
 
    But there was nothing that could change the cold, hard fact of necessity. They were about to set across unknown land. Every pound they carried would be a hardship. They lowered their packs into the boat, pushed off with the oars, and entered the cove under the stealth of an early evening sunset. An hour later, they took a few long pulls of their oars and rammed the narrow bow into the sand-coated rocks along the cove’s beaches. 
 
    They leaped clear, and then Ajax shoved the longboat away from the shore. He had no idea how far it would drift, but no sense giving anyone a clear sign of where they came ashore. Skirmishers and patrols lived for that kind of clue when hunting down renegades on their lands. 
 
    Shouldering their packs, they moved deeper into the forest. Ajax considered himself to be a decent woodsman, maybe the best among them. Callistia was trained well enough for a mage, but she was no gendarme. Helleanna spent her life in castles as well, and Jyliansa was out of her element. The sea elf loved nature, and she would quickly get used to this new flow of life, but it would take time. Only Krizzilani faded into the trees like a shadow, already at home and far more effective than all the rest of them combined. Very aware that anyone hunting them might have far greater skills, the group edged carefully inland, giving the city a wide berth. 
 
    Ajax paused under a large oak, pointing upward through the branches. “At least the star is still visible.” 
 
    Callistia’s ears were twitching. “As long as it isn’t attracting other attention. I’m hearing something. Metal on metal. Weapons being sharpened and food on a fire. A war party in camp, I’d guess. Not sure how large.” She sniffed the air, and her usually velvety voice dropped into a disgusted snarl. “Orcs.” 
 
    Ajax frowned. “Where?” 
 
    “Between us and the mountains.” 
 
    Not pleased, Ajax gave the low whistle they had agreed on as the signal to gather in close. Once they were all huddled together, he whispered, “There is trouble out there. Can we go around them?” 
 
    “We don’t know if they are raiders or the vanguard of an army.” Krizzilani said. “I could find out.” 
 
    Ajax gave her the nod. “Do it, but be invisible.” 
 
    She flashed white teeth in the deep dark. “If an orc sees me, it will be the last thing it sees.” She vanished into the bushes. 
 
    Ajax grimaced. “I hate this. We have no idea what is going on around here. They could be in an all-out war with a horde for all we know.” 
 
    Helleanna quipped, “I’d say it is safe to assume elves and orcs still hate each other.” 
 
    They all shared a small chuckle. But Jyliansa added, “But we can’t know if the nearby city knows of this incursion. Are they fighting a constant battle here, or will this stun them with surprise?” 
 
    Ajax shook his head, “I’m not here to play savior to a foreign elf king.” 
 
    Callistia argued softly, “But there are humans and gnolls and others who will suffer from an orc raid without warning. Can we live with that if we could have helped?” 
 
    Jyliansa pointed out, “He’s got ogre blood in him. Some might say he’s a closer cousin to orcs than us. And what has elf-kind ever done to earn his loyalty?” 
 
    Ajax gave her a smile for her willingness to understand if he had anger lurking in his soul, but he shook his head, “As sure as Krizzilani left her kind, so did my mother. I’m raised in the human tradition, and bled under the elfish one. I’m no more the cousin to orcs than to a minotaur. But the quest calls to me, and this is not our fight.” 
 
    Callistia pressed, still gentle but firm, “Remember Krizzilani. We stopped for her. Are the lives these orcs will take any less worthy of our intervention?” 
 
    She has a bloody bad habit of playing my conscience. And… well, being right along the way. Ajax huffed to acknowledge her point. “Fair. Innocents like that deserve to be warned at least.” 
 
    She smiled at him, sparing a fond caress on his hand. “There’s my knight.” 
 
    Krizzilani returned like a ghost. “Perhaps two hundred, and they are breaking camp. Orcs travel at night.” 
 
    Ajax cursed. “A full raiding party. Not enough to take the city, but they could scour the outlands for days before the knights and gendarmes can chase them away. And that’s assuming there aren’t a dozen other raiding parties like this one. Could you tell where they are headed?” 
 
    “Toward the city for now. No telling how far they’ll go.” 
 
    The knight chewed on that. Then, asked, “Can you get ahead of them? We’ll follow and pace along beside them. I want to know if they are going to smash into a town that can’t fend them off.” 
 
    Krizzilani spared him a quick kiss, then darted away. The small team trailed after her, taking care to be silent. Orcs could move fast when they wanted over open ground, but the trees, the need for stealth, and their large numbers kept them at a pace slow enough for Ajax and his team to follow them easily enough. 
 
    The dark elf returned not long after, breathless from running. “There’s a small town ahead of them. I think I can see a small encampment of warriors taking succor for the night, but they’ll be caught off-guard. They aren’t expecting an attack. Only a couple sentries are strolling about.” 
 
    “How long before the orcs find the town?” 
 
    “Half-a-dozen minutes, no more.” 
 
    Ajax gritted his teeth. “Time to make enough noise to ensure the orcs are noticed. Let’s go, lasses. We need to punch into their lines loud enough to make a ruckus. Callistia, watch for a shaman. Fire off a couple spells to cause noise, then save your power until you see some of their fell magic that needs smiting.” 
 
    Nothing more needed to be said. They had fought too little together. He would have to trust them to find their own way in the battle. He tore Skyreaver off his back and gripped the massive weapon in one hand, though it was normally meant to be used with two hands by an elf or human. He charged into the underbrush, caring less and less about stealth with every step. 
 
    He surged around a copse of trees and sighted two orcs doing their best to jog along in silence. Ajax gave a bellowing roar. They turned, their saucer shaped eyes bugging out at the ferocious sight. His blade scythed down from high above his head and cleaved both of them into two bloody chunks with one swing. 
 
    Stumbling in surprise, another orc nearby struggled to bring his crossbow up on aim. Krizzilani materialized behind him, latching hold and carving his throat out with two of her daggers. She tumbled into a roll, then hissed up at another orc nearby. The sight of a feral dark elf in his midst made even the battle-hardened orc flee in terror, yelling about nightmares emerging out of the dark in their crude tongue. 
 
    Callistia decided to spook them even more. She sparked her fingernails together and ripped a mighty bolt of magic through the forest. Light strobed in the darkness, blinding most of them for several seconds after. The blast caught five of the creatures in the sizzling strike, and another half-dozen were blown off their boots by the thunderclap that followed. 
 
    Helleanna and Jyliansa lingered near to the princess, knowing the demonstration of power was going to make her a target. Both wielded their long, fierce daggers and prowled along at the sun elf’s side like guardian angels. 
 
    Deciding she was well-cared for, Ajax roared again. Best if he kept attention on himself. Trusting in Krizzilani to shadow him and watch his flanks, the ogrelav knight stormed into the midst of the orcan raiders. Momentum carried him for another dozen steps. The raiding party was only now stumbling to a halt, realizing they were being hit from a different angle than expected. Skyreaver cut into the torso of another, then Ajax rammed shoulder first into a fourth. Pushing hard, he slammed the unsuspecting orc into a tree trunk wider than both of them. 
 
    It was a strike that would have squished most human into pulp. 
 
    Orcs were a lot tougher. 
 
    Rather than fold like a shoddy house of cards, the orc gnashed its tusks in the air and shoved Ajax back a step. He swiped with his war axe, whistling the tip past Ajax’s chin close enough to shave. Deciding not to give him a second chance, the knight swatted the haft of the axe with his blade. The magic hummed and clipped through the two inches of wood like it was a straw of wheat. Rage was the orc’s answer. The orc smashed at him with the remaining axe handle like a club. 
 
    Taking the beating on his shoulder, Ajax snarled a deep laugh as his own blood lust ignited. Guess that was his favorite axe. Who knew? He answered rage with rage, hammering the orc in the face with a massive fist, then swiped Skyreaver across his chest to open his rib cage to the air. 
 
    He spun in time to deflect a spear thrusting toward his back. Krizzilani was harvesting vital innards from another couple warriors a few yards away. This one got through. Batting aside the spear, Ajax hacked off the orc’s arm and then chopped through a leg for good measure. He left that one alive to scream and draw even more attention. 
 
    More and more orcs were streaming from the forest. Come on, you fucking elves. Come and defend your own kind! If he was leading the Fist squatting in that village, he would already have his team whipped out of bed, into full armor and boiling into the forest! 
 
    A crossbow bolt burned past his leg, opening a long cut in his skin. Shit. Archers. Bad news. He searched the darkness for them, then gave up. “Krizzilani! Take the ones with the bows!” Leaving his panther to hunt, Ajax thundered into another knot of orcs and scattered them like leaves. He stayed in close, making it hard for the orcan archers to find him in the mix. He laughed in bloody joy as Skyreaver tore the guts from another pair with one backhand slash. The blade of a king indeed! He felt invincible. 
 
    He nearly missed the presence behind him. Damn! He’d gotten so used to Krizzilani watching his back, he’d gotten sloppy. Lurching forward, the ugly sword aimed at his back still managed to draw a burning line across his shoulders, coming within inches of severing his spine. Roaring in pain and channeling it into anger, Ajax exploded into the face of the offending orc, spearing him through the gut and then twisting the blade out and sideways, all but cutting the warrior in half. 
 
    Spinning the rhompaia above his head, he brought it down in one – two – three quick blows, each one hacking off a head that had come too close. 
 
    Another orc ducked his shoulder and rammed into Ajax’s torso. It was the knight’s turn to be smashed into a tree. Rather than fight it, Ajax went with it. The momentum carried him outside the ring of death starting to surround him. 
 
    They impacted hard, but he was ready. It didn’t even knock the wind out of him. Wrenching free his griffin-bone half-sword to complement Skyreaver, he dug it into the charging orc’s chest, then ducked under his bulk. Flexing his powerful legs, he threw the dying warrior back at four others gathered together nearby. 
 
    Rather that charge in, Ajax stepped to one side and took two hacks with Skyreaver into the tree behind him. The enchanted blade cut a nice little wedge right through the meat of it. With a loud groan, the whole massive tree collapsed onto a mass of about twenty orcs deciding whether or not they really wanted to step into his sword range. Instead, they were buried in the tangle of tree limbs that would take a good while to hack free of. 
 
    Ajax bellowed again, “Well, who’s next then?” 
 
    From the dark, nearly fifty orcs stepped out in a wide arc. His low-light vision was not great, but he could see far too many for him to handle. 
 
    One in particular stepped onto a wide stone, using the added height to see Ajax more clearly. He carried a staff with a lion’s skull at its peak, beads and other fetishes draped over the staff, his neck, and every other limb on his body. The orc shaman hissed, “Fear not. My curse shall fall upon this denizen of the night! I shall sap the strength from its limbs! Kill it! Kill it!” 
 
    Ajax’s orcish tongue wasn’t perfect, but he got the gist. Where are you Callistia? 
 
    She heard his silent cry. A terrifying crack split the night, and another lightning bolt transfixed the shaman’s chest, leaving a smoking hole in its wake. She put everything she had into the blast, cutting through any protective magics the shaman had in place as if they never existed. Then came the thunderous aftershock; the violent sonic blast ripped the shaman into bloody shreds. 
 
    With a fine flair for the dramatic, Krizzilani chose that moment to drag one of the archer orcs into the shadows. He gave a ragged “urrk!” and then was gone as if eaten by ghosts. A second later, another went. Then another. 
 
    The heart was gone from the raiding party. A third of their number had already died, and not one of them had gore on their axe to satisfy their need for revenge and death. When Ajax roared into their faces again, their spirits waned. When the ogrelav knight hacked another orc in two, kicked another over a small cliff into a nearby stream and then charged… they broke. Numbers meant nothing. They had stumbled into a nightmare and they turned and ran from it. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    More wispy ghosts were darting through the trees. These ones were not shadows, but rather blurs of steel, moonlight and a single golden icon at their heart. 
 
    The hunters from the village had come at last. 
 
    Most were mud-knights, human warriors trained and armored to fight alongside their elfish masters. After sparring with competition like that, killing these fleeing orcs was like reaping corn. With them came the half-dozen moon elf squires who were the living shields for the lone gendarme that floated in their midst. 
 
    If Ajax was a hammer, the gendarme was a glimmering scythe that carved death through the orcan ranks. His curved long sword snaked out again and again in a deadly dance, pausing now and again to flash gouts of fire and gusts of wind from his other hand as a mystical counter-point to his steel. Whatever else Ajax thought of sun elves, their skills in the art of death never ceased to amaze him. This was combat taken to the level of poetry, and nothing so beautiful had ever been so terrifying to behold. 
 
    The area was quickly swamped with steel more intent on killing orcs than Ajax and his lovers. But that doesn’t make them friendly. Not yet, Ajax grunted. He yelled out into the trees, “Krizzilani, to me!” Her first. Yes, her first. Then, he shouted, “Jyliansa! Helleanna! Callistia! Follow my voice! Keep out of their path while they deal with these vermin!” He chose the words in a rush of inspiration, wanting the foreign warriors to hear him confirm beyond a doubt that the orcs were their enemies. 
 
    He nearly cried in relief when Krizzilani appeared at his side. He swept her into a passionate kiss prompted by his battle-roused blood, then insisted, “You stay near me! They won’t be your friends when the fighting fades. Not until we’ve told them.” 
 
    The others also slipped out of the night, falling into a protective ring around him. 
 
    Helleanna’s sharp eyes picked out the blood on him. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    Ajax attempted to brush her concern away. “Only a few scratches.” Weakness chose that irritating moment to sweep through him, making his knees buckle a little. 
 
    Jyliansa and Helleanna together barely held him up. The sea elf smirked. “Sure. You’ll be right as rain in a few minutes.” 
 
    Callistia, far more blind in the night than they were, couldn’t see how bad it was. “Helleanna, do what you can, and quickly. When these warriors come back, we’ll need his words alongside ours. It was him who led the charge, and him they’ll honor most.” She didn’t need to say what they were all thinking; they couldn’t count on her rank. Being treated as an oddity was the best she could hope for. The worst… recognizing her for the outcast she was. It wouldn’t help that she traveled in the company of ‘lesser’ elves, especially one from the Dark Wyld. 
 
    The maid worked fast, smearing pain-killing unguent wherever she could reach and stemming the flow of whatever blood she could with rags and pressure. She only had a few minutes before the warriors of this new realm began to re-emerge from the forest. Another ring was forming around them; this one perhaps not made of orcs, but perhaps no less deadly for them in the end. 
 
    Ajax noticed that none of them were putting their weapons away just yet. 
 
    The gendarme strode to the forefront. He pulled off his tapered helm with its flowing horse-hair mane, revealing a sun elf of striking features crafted of bold angles and little compromise. His sharp gaze scoured them, absorbing every detail and judging them in the span of a few heartbeats. When he spoke, his voice cut the air effortlessly, so smooth that Ajax swore it was enhanced by magic. Perhaps a vanity, but that didn’t lessen the impact. “You are the strangers who washed ashore on the evening tide, aren’t you?” 
 
    Well, so much for the element of secrecy, Ajax laughed at himself. Why’d we even bother? Aloud, he decided there wasn’t much point to deception at this point. Save the lies for when they really needed them. For now, he could bury those lies in a smattering of truth. Grimacing in pain as Helleanna continued to tend his wounds, Ajax answered, “You’ve got the right of it. Didn’t think we’d caused that much of a stir.” 
 
    The gendarme smirked back. “When a half-broken ship staggers into our waters, questions are raised. We have learned to watch our coasts carefully. Word reached me of your landing not long ago. We wondered if you were smugglers or thieves that needed to be hunted down. I see now that you are anything but.” 
 
    Actually, closer than you might think. Only I have no intention to sell what I am smuggling. Ajax had no idea how to answer, so he guarded his silence. 
 
    The gendarme’s eyes drifted to his companions. Ajax knew they must look bizarre. None of them had come through the last few weeks with clothing that befit their stations. Krizzilani drew a scowl from the gendarme, but her ragged attire gave no hint at how deadly the rogue could be. Helleanna could be a simple maid in her cotton dress, but she was spattered with the black blood of orcs, ruining the illusion. None of Jyliansa’s noble heritage showed, though any sea elf walking this far inland was enough to raise eyebrows. 
 
    Nothing struck so hard as to see Callisia’s golden hair and sun-kissed skin cloaked in the same sort of miserable sailing clothes. The image struck the gendarme as almost physically painful. He flinched, and a gasp of sympathy came from deep in his gut. “What has happened to you, Cousin, that you come to us in such a state?” Having realized what she was, all the others ceased to matter to the mystic warrior. 
 
    Ajax read the relief on her face that she had not been immediately recognized. Callistia picked her reply carefully. “My path has been a winding one, and not easily explained.” 
 
    Nodding carefully, measuring his answers with equal care, the gendarme said, “We owe you a debt. It has been too long since the orcs dared venture this deep into our territory. A great many lives might have been lost had you not intervened.” A chill yet respectful nod was aimed at the others beside her. “Though I am not sure our intervention was necessary in the end. You may have carried the battle without us.” Deciding to prod her a little, the gendarme said, “My name is Nahallanal, but one hand of my King’s will. You walk the realm of King Cymarramathis. I greet you in his name.” 
 
    Ajax cursed under his breath. It was only a matter of time before that happened. A formal sun elf introduction was not something Callistia could ignore. 
 
    Which she didn’t. The answer came almost by reflex. “And I am Callistia, Sister to King Lyvarress. I am parted from my lands, but never from my People. I greet you in turn, and ask leave to walk upon your King’s lands.” 
 
    Nahallanal fought down his inevitable surprise. “Forgive me, My Lady, for my manners do not befit your station. If we had known of your arrival, there would have been a golden, sunlit parade to welcome you in the city, rather than this humble and bloody encounter in the dead of night.” 
 
    Callistia did her best to smile away the oddity of it all. “As I said, my road here has been twisted, bordering on the bizarre.” 
 
    Another pause as the gendarme measured her again, re-evaluating what he had seen before. “My King will wish to make proper audience with you.” 
 
    Callistia didn’t betray much, though her voice strained. “Our cause is beyond urgent, honorable lord. We could not in good conscience have let these beasts prey on you in the peace of night. We did what we could and what was needed. But though it may strain the virtues of ceremony, we would be grateful to be let on our way.” 
 
    Suspicion rose in the warrior. “My Lady, this makes no sense. Your brave mud-knight is beset with injuries which your faithful maid is ill-equipped to handle here in the forest. And while I cannot imagine what strange circumstances would make you partner with one of the Dark Ones and one of our cousins from the sea, I can see the fatigue and misfortune that follows you. Let us help. We could treat you as strangers, trespassing on our lands wielding powerful magic with unknown intentions. My desire would be to invite you as guests. Let us treat you well, My Lady, so that your brother will not be horrified when he discovers how you were treated on our lands.” 
 
    Ajax wanted to laugh, but instead felt a flash of hope. Kings kept secrets even from their gendarme. That much was true. But however much this King might have heard of Callistia’s defection, word of it had not tainted this gendarme’s opinions. 
 
    Ajax looked left and right. Surrounded. A few of the human knights were nodding at him in respect. They didn’t know his fallen stature either. Could it be safe to hope for a small measure of hospitality here? 
 
    Do we really have a choice? 
 
    Ajax knew the gendarme wouldn’t care what he had to say. He would have ears only for Callistia. Indeed, the sun elf would find only insult if Ajax dared speak for them all. But that didn’t change the fact that this was his quest. Callistia would care. So, he pushed up from the tree root he was sitting on, and very deliberately wiped his two swords on the edges of his shirt and sheathed them. Fighting for the night was done. 
 
    It was a clear signal, and Callistia did not miss it. She inclined her head in a graceful nod, the perfect increment from a princess to a valuable near-peer. “If your King so demands, I can do no less than accept. My purpose is grave, but perhaps equally important is the good relations between our realms.” 
 
    Tension drained from every warrior in the ring. 
 
    Including the gendarme. He wasn’t worried about death, but the slaying of a fellow sun elf was normally reserved for duels and battles purposefully planned for the high sun at midday to make the scene all the more glorious and reverent. A dank glade drenched in orc blood was hardly the place for killing a princess. “I am delighted to hear it, My Lady. Please, come this way. I’ll have my medics tend to your mud-knight and do what we can for any other injuries you might have. Then, if it please you, perhaps baths and a choice of clothes before standing in front of the King? Will your great purpose allow for such a delay?” 
 
    Ajax wanted to snarl and shout ‘no’, but they were trapped. They would have to play this out. 
 
    Callistia thought the same. She couldn’t disguise her relief at the idea of such luxury after so long at sea. “If you feel his pleasure can wait on us, then we would gladly accept. I would gladly appear before him washed and feeling myself again. Then we won’t risk offending him.” She used a charming smile to mock herself and win the gendarme over a little more. Gently, she folded a little iron into what she said next. “But if honor is to be maintained, I must insist that all my companions be treated with such grace.” 
 
    She didn’t gesture or glance or make any motion at all toward Krizzilani. There was no need. No-one in the ring doubted who she was talking about. 
 
    Nahallanal returned a chill smile. “I have offered the hospitality of my King, Sister of Lyvarress. Even if this low creature cannot understand what that means, none of our people shall beak the word I have given.” His already cold eyes turned frozen as he turned them on the dark elf. “So as long as she… behaves.” 
 
    Krizzilani’s golden eyes sparked with mischief. “You have my word on it, My Lord.” She knew all too well that the gendarme would take the promise of a dark elf on the same level as horse droppings. 
 
    Nahallanal’s smile could have cut skin. “How… charming.” He snapped his fingers and raised his voice, orders now meant for his Fist of realm warriors. “One last sweep. Ensure not one of the orcan scum remain alive. Take our guests to the menders and give them food and drink. In two hours, we make for Vallesmuir!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sight of ‘old’ elves was not common, but this was not Ajax’s first time. The difference was hard to see if one wasn’t accustomed to picking them out. Elves didn’t age as humans and orcs and most races did, where physical stooping, shrinking spines, white hair, wrinkles, age spots and other traits began to dominate. There was, however, a sensation of fatigue that began to cling to an elf nearing the time of his transition to the Wyld. When an elf was young, they had energy and life. Their concentration was poor, often unable to really focus on a task for longer than ten minutes at a time. There was a reason why it took a century to whip an elfish apprentice into a semblance of worthiness. Then they had hundreds of years to perfect their craft once they learned that important skill. 
 
    More and more, over time, that endless energy faded. Perhaps it was a lesser version of what was happening to Quala. She could burn out her entire life energy. Elves bought their immortality by slowly burning away the energy of the Wyld they had carried with them into this mortal world. When it was used up, nothing so tragic became of them. They simply became weary and a great need filled them to return to their fae origins. 
 
    What would happen if one stayed? Would they fade away into nothingness? I’ve never heard of one attempting it, Ajax wondered. 
 
    In the end, none of that mattered except to explain much about the master of this realm. King Cymarramathis was truly old. His skin, though perfectly smooth, had lost some of its golden pallor and didn’t radiate quite as brightly. He moved in a sluggish fashion, as if conserving every gesture and marshalling every word to maximum effect. His hair was long enough to drape down his back, carelessly gathered through a golden ringlet near his shoulders, then left to spill in a loose fan. Unwilling to let it be messy, but this was the minimum effort to keep it contained. Servants kept it brushed when he had the patience to let them. 
 
    The emotional impact of his aura extended over the entire court. That wasn’t entirely bad. There was a sense of calm about the place. The Sun Tower resonated with a subconscious weight. People within it tended to speak cautiously, think deliberately, and avoid leaps of the random and the irrational. But with that came a haze of listlessness as well. 
 
    Unlike the other courts Ajax had seen, this one was poorly attended. He figured that the other elves probably attended their King for shorter periods, summoning strength to survive this deluge of fatigue for as long as they could before retreating away to find a burst of life elsewhere. 
 
    Unfortunately, Ajax and his lovers didn’t have the choice to withdraw. 
 
    Nahallanal was being an excellent host, but he also left no doubt that he would march them into the Sun Tower before they were allowed to sleep that night. 
 
    He had given them until just after the dawn ceremony to be ready. They were escorted into a suite of apartments, baths had been drawn, and clothes had been brought in to be considered, fitted, and selected. Not wishing to offend their hosts, the group didn’t object to the mild separation. The apartments were all connected, and they left the doors open so they could easily communicate without having to raise their voices much at all. It wasn’t like they could discuss private matters. Neither would they dare to wander into intimate play. Moon elf servants were everywhere, tending to their every need while also making sure they were clean enough so as not to offend Cymarramathis’s sensibilities. 
 
    The luxury was welcome, even if it was also mandatory. Callistia was so enraptured with her bath and the feeling of a silk dress on her skin that she actually missed the formal dawn ceremony. She had invented her own way to honor the rising of the sun while on the ship. It came naturally to her, simply standing by the windows and meditating as the first rays of the sun warmed her face. The idea of requesting to attend the local, more formal gathering simply didn’t occur to her. Ajax found that telling, thinking, Maybe, she isn’t such a slave to sun elf tradition as she sometimes thinks she is. 
 
    Once in a fitting state, the servants gathered them together in front of Nahallanal, whose keen eyes inspected them critically while making a decent effort to not make it obvious that this was what he was doing. 
 
    For his part, Ajax had never seen his elfish lovers looking so radiantly perfect. Oh, there was something to be said for how beautiful they looked lying naked, sweating, and panting in his bed. But this was how they looked when given the chance to present themselves to the world as they wanted to be. 
 
    Callistia was the only one who resembled her former self. She had selected a white silk dress nearly identical to the one she had worn in her former home. It flowed around her slender body, turning her smooth walk into floating instead of walking. Her golden hair was newly brushed and combed, left to flow freely around her shoulders and waft her roses and spice scent over anyone who drifted too close. 
 
    Helleanna had risen above her humble servant attire. When dressing up, moon elves enjoyed cool colors that glowed under moonlight. Helleanna was in an ocean blue dress that picked up the undertones in her eyes and made her dark hair even more lustrous. Though it hugged her curvaceous form in a most appealing way, it was also absent of any audacious accents, stating subtly that she was not there to upstage any of her sun elf superiors, even though she had the beauty to do exactly that if given half a chance. 
 
    Jyliansa had reclaimed something of her birthright. Her gown was a blend of white and seafoam green. The top was little more than a support for her perky, full breasts; the cups were shaped like sea shells, and bands of white wrapped behind her back to keep them in place while her shoulders were left totally bear. The bands swept down to her waist in an overlapping pattern, leaving much of her lithe midriff bare. There began her skirt, a billowing affair that started white like wispy clouds, then became more and more a turbulent mix of greens as if created from the cold, northern waters. Ajax thought she looked like a siren or a goddess of old emerging from a whirlpool to grace onlookers with her regal presence. He thought, this is her embracing her inner princess for the first time. 
 
    Then there was Krizzilani. 
 
    The last time the dark elf had been in a sun elf court, they had dragged her off to the dungeon to be tortured. This time, she was making a statement of a whole different kind. Her gown was made of a diaphanous black charmeuse that did little more than mute the lines of her naked body. In shadow, the color matched her skin and seemed to cover her. In sunlight, she might as well have been wearing tinted glass. As soon as Nahallanal’s eyes strained in their sockets at the sight of her, Ajax began to understand her intent. She was flexible, lithe, yet possessed all the curves that drew a lover’s eye. She meant to make every sun elf in the whole court devour her sexuality, then die in guilty shame at their own carnal feelings for one of their mortal enemies. 
 
    Ajax had decided on something a little less controversial, but a touch intimidating. He had earned the respect of Nahallanal’s Fist by scattering the orcan war party. He decided to go with that. His chosen shirt opened at his chest, revealing his powerful chest. His arms were even more prominent emerging from his short sleeves. His trousers hugged to his hips and on down his thighs, giving hint of the strength rippling up and down his corded muscles. He wore Skyreaver, the half-sword and his kukri on open display. Not in threat, but to complete the image of what he was; a warrior of a different class than the elfish sorcery-dancers. They wove elegant death, but he rammed death down the throats of his enemies and wasn’t going to apologize for what he was. 
 
    Elves had trained him to do it, after all. 
 
    They entered the sun tower in a united front. Immediately, Ajax felt the malaise lingering in the air. He also noticed that their group was only barely outnumbered by the gathered nobles and guards. Nahallanal was one of only three gendarmes present; which must seem like more than enough to handle the likes of them. There were six other nobles, specific advisors who invited to bear witness. The near-parity of numbers on both sides gave a sense of intimacy to the gathering rather than pageantry. It gave the impression they might be able to speak more honestly; that the King was not simply playing to his crowd. 
 
    As they came to rest in front of the throne, Cymarramathis offered a gentle smile but did not rise. From the depths of his fatigue, that felt more like a desire to be casual than a calculated insult. “We all knew you would emerge upon the world again, Callistia. When your brother sent out word of your disappearance, I both hoped you would enter my realm and yet also feared it. You bring promise and plague in the same breath.” 
 
    Ajax tensed a little. None of the gendarmes so much as flinched toward their weapons. But the King had given away his first secret; he knew Callistia was a fugitive. 
 
    Callistia was standing directly to Ajax’s side, a conscious statement of her loyalties. “What was his message to his fellow Kings about me?” 
 
    The edge of Cymarramathis’s mouth tugged into a wry smile. “The careful way you ask me that tells a story. You worry how much he revealed. You worry how much I will read past his furious, public announcement and see the private struggle for power between the two of you. And the embarrassment he tried to cause you.” 
 
    Callistia flushed, a large part of her comforted to know that the King wasn’t taking her brothers version of what happened as the unvarnished truth. But that also meant the King might know of the sexual deed her brother had forced upon her. “He made poor choices. He lost me because of them. He wouldn’t have told you everything, I am quite sure. I admit to some curiosity about how much he did reveal.” She narrowed her eyes. “Or how much an informant in Lyvarress’s court may have sold to you.” 
 
    Cymarramathis dipped his chin in a slow nod, approving of her instincts. “Quite so. Even elves are not immune to greed. Perhaps not always gold, but everyone has their price. Hardly a betrayal at all to report what happened in the open court of your King, most would say.” A soft chuckle. He gestured to Ajax. “I take it this is the kidnapper who whisked you away from your home? I don’t get the feeling you are in any danger from him.” 
 
    Callistia didn’t give him the satisfaction of a reply. He had figured out the game that had been played, and nothing more need be said. 
 
    Realizing he wasn’t going to provoke her into further comment, Cymarramathis ventured down a different path, “But let us leave such discussions for another time. You threw away much tradition, Lady Callistia, and I find myself unable to approve of such measures. Yet when your family betrays you, hard choices must be made.” His smile became a little more kind. “Perhaps, if your family proved unworthy, your only hope should be the grace of your People to embrace you.” 
 
    Callistia’s right eyebrow climbed. “That sounds perilously close to an offer, my dear King.” 
 
    “Let us say it is a door I do not wish to shut yet. Shall we leave it there for now?” Then, beyond any precedent other than Lyvarress’s sham bargaining session, the sun elf king faced Ajax directly and addressed him as he would an elfish visitor. Not a peer; he was a King, after all. But on par with one of his own kind. “Because you are the true pivot around which this drama turns, aren’t you? You’ve roused the anger of two Kings and the curiosity of many others. No small feat for a human of common birth.” 
 
    If you only knew, Ajax smirked inside. Not common at all. You would call me a beast if you knew. But now was not the time to throw his hidden heritage in the King’s face. Leave the sun elf his prejudice. Just get us out of here alive. “If I may be so bold, My Lord, you do yourself credit for stopping and questioning where others have not.” 
 
    Cymarramathis hummed thoughtfully. “A strange perspective. Tell me, mud-knight, what is it you see that sun elf kings have failed to understand?” 
 
    Jaw clenched, Ajax swallowed the swell of anger at the elf’s arrogance. After all, for a sun elf king, the elder King was being downright charitable. “Without meaning to insult, for all of your lives, your families teach you to seize the power and authority to which you are entitled. One would have to be insane not to see why. When the chance for power comes with your reach, who wouldn’t take it? And once you are such a King, which of your kind wouldn’t be angry to any new power denied to you if it is lying near your grasp?” 
 
    Surprised that the King didn’t silence him then and there, Ajax went on, “But what if this power wasn’t wholesome? What if it was tantamount to slavery? To control it and use it, you would have to kill a pure and innocent spirit for their own desires. And that is what I call evil. This magic is not mine. It is not theirs. It must be set free. That’s what I am trying to do.” 
 
    The King released another soft hum. “And for this reason, you have come to my shores.” He chuckled. “I heard the anger of Tyvanthelam was terrible when he discovered your theft. Even more so, the rage of Lyvarress when he realized you had passed off some trinket ensorcelled by an illusionist.” He waggled a finger of warning at the knight. “Never reveal that one’s identity. Not to anyone. They would be executed for their part in this… despite their obvious and clever talent.” 
 
    “I never shall, my lord.” Ajax’s memory brushed against the illusionist, remembering how he thought this was such a grand game, not even seeing the wider issues at hand. This had been an exercise of his talent; a game of his own to see if he could fool people. But Ajax shut down the memory there, not even picturing the old man’s face. For all he knew, there was magic in the room that could pluck the name and face from his mind. He didn’t know the full extent of elfish magic, and he wasn’t going to take that chance. 
 
    Cymarramathis promised, “I shall not press you. I find it strange that any knight has such talents for subterfuge. Two kings have been fooled by the games you played. Even if I tried to force you to tell me what you know, maybe I would be the next one left looking foolish. But I will not set my hand to slavery and call it respectable. Tell me now of this magic. Convince me that your path is the righteous one.” 
 
    Ajax felt like this was a trap. But he couldn’t see it. Maybe I’m just used to distrusting these sun elf bastards. Callistia should have taught me that they aren’t all the same. Has my trust really fallen so far? No matter how hard he tried to convince himself, he still spoke carefully, as if each word was a step that might find a snare. “The spirit is trapped within a magical construct crafted by one of the most powerful of sun elf mages in history. Perhaps this is why the spirit has such inherent distrust of sun elves and their intentions. I don’t want to harness that power. I intend to enter a gateway to the Wyld and then cross to the outer elemental planes. I will go to the doorway of creation if I must to set her free.” He shook his head. “I asked her to lead us to a gateway not controlled by the elves because they have tried so hard to enslave her. Yet, she led me here. I do not yet know why.” 
 
    The King answered with another wry smile. “Your spirit did not misguide you. Most realms keep close watch over their gates. This is not only for our pride. It is rare, but dark and dangerous things can step into our world through unguarded gates.” 
 
    He went on, “But in the darker history of my realm, it was a far more fractured thing. A dozen sun elf families vied for control, unwilling to compromise yet none of us strong enough to take firm control over the rest. The gateway stood at the junction of those territories. We fought over possession of it. We were desperate, often times fighting battles just to hold onto it long enough to allow our fading elders to depart into the Wyld. An agreement was struck long before those wars ended. We needed to end the insanity. The gate was given into the keeping of a cult of minotaurs. With our help, they grew a maze in the tradition they love, cloaked in powerful magic to which only they have the key. For generation after generation, they have stood vigil, guiding elfish penitents through the maze when their time has come, no matter from which family.” He let out a tired sigh. “I suspect I shall see the inner walls of that maze all too soon.” 
 
    Ajax’s hope re-emerged. “Is the way closed to others?” 
 
    “You must convince them of your ability to survive beyond in the Wyld. Allowing the weak to cross would be the same as suicide, and the maze denizens will not allow it. They will permit no violence within, except for that necessary to keep the gateway safe. Before you plead your case to them, you must know the danger of what you face. The Wyld is precisely that. Ceaseless, visceral, never-ending hunger. There is energy there. Revival. But endless energy can cause restlessness, madness and worse. A strong sword arm will not be enough to survive there.” 
 
    Ajax gestured to the women on either side of him. “We will have each other. That will be enough.” 
 
    The King’s eyes wandered down the line of them. The connection between them could not be missed. “Ah yes. Another puzzle, this odd alliance you have formed. I have never seen the like.” Then, he roused himself from his malaise, as if reaching a final decision granted him a boost of energy. “I believe you. I believe you are not jealously holding this magic to your chest in a selfish effort to drink of its power.” 
 
    Ajax wondered if that was the King’s true concern. To him, I’m still a lesser creature. Quala might be enough to forge an empire all my own. I could prop a human lord up as a peer to these elves. That could change the world. He could never allow that to happen. Better to see the magic vanish entirely. If that was the King’s motivations, Ajax would accept it. He was not the man to forge a new dynasty, and a human using the creation spirit for their own power didn’t make such slavery any purer. 
 
    The King continued, turning to gesture at a proud, far-younger sun elf standing by his side. “May I introduce to you Riluranath, my son and heir after I walk the Wyld path. I dare not tread the steps to the maze just yet, lest the temptation call to me before it is my time. But he knows the way.” 
 
    Riluranath stepped forward, taking his share of the attention. If Cymarramathis was one of the eldest elves Ajax had ever met, then Riluranath was one of the youngest who might be considered an adult. He seemed only a decade or so beyond the tests that proved he could meet the challenges of elfish training. He found a smile easily, and he engaged Ajax’s group with a cultivated intensity. He was not erratic, but there was a clear desire in him to be moving toward solutions rather than be stagnant. There was no waver in his voice. He faced this odd situation with a confidence of an elf many centuries his senior. “The journey is not long, though the path is steep and winding into the mountains. You’ve proven yourselves capable of handling the likes of orcs, but the Wyld is not a place to face while weakened. We’ll see you safely to the doorstep of the maze once you’ve recovered.” 
 
    Ajax concealed a smile. No doubt, he will also ensure we don’t wander off. They don’t trust us. But that was alright as long as they don’t get in our way. “My deepest thanks. We should be rested enough by the end of the day. Can we leave then?” 
 
    Regret tinted the younger elf’s face. “The minotaurs are not a social race. They open the pathways into their realm only once in a lunar cycle, on the evening of the new moon. That is yet a fortnight away.” 
 
    A scowl of frustration came to Ajax’s face. 
 
    The King read it instantly. “Where else will you go, my good knight? It would take twice that to walk or ride or sail to another gateway in another realm. Any of them would be equally well guarded. Any of the kings who control them might not be so forgiving of your actions. Stay with us. I ask for nothing in return but the chance to show you my friendship and good will.” 
 
    Riluranath favored Callistia with a smile. “Though perhaps, there is one ulterior motive. It pains me that you must wander the world without a home. It would do my heart well to show you that not all sun elf hearts are false. Maybe, when you return from your quest, you might even come to think of this as your new home. A place to find a new family.” He lent a little extra meaning into the words, suggestive of what might exist between them: two royal children properly matched. 
 
    A ghost of a knowing smile touched Cymarramathis lips. “My son, always impetuous.” 
 
    Riluranath flushed a little, but his smile didn’t totally fade. He sought Callistia’s eyes, clearly enchanted with her. 
 
    Callistia couldn’t help a flutter of flattery that made her return the smile. “To think of attending sun ceremonies again in a crystal tower fills my heart with some measure of joy.” 
 
    The younger elf took that as encouragement. “Then you’ll stay until it is time to go. Would you let me show you the grounds? Though our towers are modeled from the same great master, I can assure you the view as the sun sets over the distant mountain ridge is miraculous and unique.” 
 
    Callistia might have slipped forward then and there if she were alone. Instead, her gaze slid left and right, looking to her friends and lovers. 
 
    Ajax knew what this meant to her. She longed to reconnect, no matter what else she might say. She had confessed that to him in her most vulnerable moments. He would not fight her on the hidden desires locked inside her dreams. “We’ll be fine, My Lady. I have no doubt the King’s own will treat us well.” 
 
    Callistia rewarded him with a whisper of thanks, ending with, “Later for dinner, I’ll describe to you all what I’ve seen.” She then went to the Prince’s side. Riluranath was beaming ear to ear, the look of any young man who had caught the attention of a beautiful woman and intended to hold on to it as long as he could. They faded through a nearby hall. 
 
    Ajax watched her go with a heavy heart. She wanted to have her faith in sun elves justified. She wanted so badly to find them worthy so she could rejoin them with a clear conscience. He couldn’t quash those dreams. He would miss her. He would long for their sordid nights of dark passion. But he couldn’t destroy her hopes or reave her away from the destiny she wanted so badly to embrace. 
 
    He turned to Helleanna. “Will you follow her?” 
 
    The moon elf shook her head, filled with the same blend of happiness and sadness, if for slightly different reasons. “She needs her own kind, right now. You can feel it too. I can see it.” She swelled with sympathy for him, both of them enduring the pain of giving their lover space. 
 
    They turned and joined Krizzilani and Jyliansa, leaving the sun tower behind and descending into the castle proper. 
 
    Two weeks, Ajax thought. We need only survive the lap of luxury for two weeks. Can’t really be that bad, right? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    The servants were everywhere. 
 
    In the end, Ajax nearly roared at them to chase them away. 
 
    The others had their own styles for dealing with the nuisance. 
 
    Helleanna just laughed any time one of the other moon elves asked her if she needed anything, finding it hysterical at being treated like an honored guest. Jyliansa stared at them like they were curious, interesting bugs whose actions she couldn’t quite explain until they got uncomfortable and left. Krizzilani just pulled out her knives and started sharpening them whenever they started to linger. 
 
    They weren’t being all that fair to the moon elves. The servants were only doing as instructed, and their motives might have been pure. But Ajax hated having their eyes on him. Or, worse yet, their ears open and listening. Helleanna taught him well that being servants didn’t make them simple. 
 
    As it turned out, luxury could be tense. None of them dared speak a word of truth to each other. Certainly not about Quala. But also not about each other. They took separate rooms and spent far too many hours wasting time. A few times, they took to the weapons training room or went for a ride on borrowed horses. On the surface, they didn’t feel like prisoners. 
 
    But the effect was insidious. Even with the horses, the stablemasters insisted on having two of their handlers ride with them. “They are spirited animals, and they don’t always trust outsiders. We’d hate to have you walking home, our animals lost.” A perfectly reasonable request, but it stole another chance at privacy between them. 
 
    Ajax mocked himself, thinking maybe his frustrations came from having his lovers stolen from his bed. He’d lived his whole life without such extravagant love in his life; was he really so frazzled just because he was forced to be apart from the women for a couple days? He wanted them so badly he could taste them on his tongue. He wouldn’t delude himself on that. 
 
    But that wasn’t all of it, either. He was being watched. Every second, every day, and it was racking his nerves to the point he was ready to explode. 
 
    Callistia’s absences made it all worse. She was clearly overjoyed to be back among the art and architecture and gardens of her people. Riluranath was only the start. A small circle of sun elf maids embraced her as one of their own; maybe even a potential leader. The ladies saw the interest their Prince was showing in her, and rather than fight her as a rival, they were positioning themselves to be her council and confidantes. Surrounded by such warmth, there was no way Callistia wouldn’t be tempted to regain a small measure of her former life. 
 
    Helleanna was the worst victim of it all. The servants did their best to treat her like a guest, and guests didn’t do chores. Whenever she slipped over to Callistia’s side to ask her if she wanted tea, the tea was already brewed and steeping at her side. When Helleanna offered to lay out her freshest dress for the sunset ceremony, it was already hanging radiantly in Callistia’s dressing room. Because of the kindness and attentions of this new realm’s servants and peers, Helleanna had become suddenly obsolete. 
 
    The moon elf stamped into Ajax’s room, surrendering all decorum and hissing in anger. “She is so preoccupied! They don’t give her a moment alone. And they’re cutting me out! Don’t think I don’t see it. I am the last bit of sickness from Lyvarress’s court, and they are trying to cut me out like flesh gone bad!” 
 
    Ajax slumped into a nearby chair. “She would never forget you, nor let them brush you aside.” 
 
    She sulked. “She has to see it happening in order to stop it! I’m never there to tell her my feelings. And what do I say? They are killing me with kindness and burying me in silk? When Callistia asks where I wandered off to, they’ll gladly tell her I’ve found other matters to tend to. Serious matters. Grave matters.” 
 
    Ajax snorted at her play on words. But he couldn’t deny what she was saying. “They don’t want us here. We’re outcasts. They’re terrified we’re leading off one of their Princesses to her death. They only have two weeks to convince her not to go; hardly long enough to change someone’s heart. But they are trying.” 
 
    Helleanna looked miserable. “What if it works?” 
 
    Ajax found a smile bright enough to cheer her. “We need to trust her. And we need to let her walk her own path. I want to believe she’ll walk with us when we go. But if she doesn’t? Then that has to be her choice, right?” 
 
    Helleanna nodded, still sulking. 
 
    Ajax considered her. “Has to be yours, too.” 
 
    The moon elf glanced up from her pouting. “I’m not sure I could choose.” She was shivering at the thought. 
 
    “Let’s hope it isn’t necessary. But I’d trust you too. There isn’t any right choice. Just the one that’s right for you. But you’re not her shadow. If you love her, then I understand why you’d stay with her no matter what. But you are more than her shadow, and I hope you know that.” 
 
    She returned a fond smile. “I do because you keep telling me. And to be honest, Callistia has never treated me like that. I’ve always given more than she has taken.” 
 
    “Any chance you’ll believe it one day? Down there in your soul?” 
 
    She shrugged, then smiled sadly. “Maybe.” She fought a little cheer back into her grin. “Wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you, though.” 
 
    The side door opened from the hall. Jyliansa and Krizzilani slipped in, one after the other. 
 
    The sea elf strode over to them, excitement plain on her face. “I’ve heard they are readying a Fist. Nahallanal to lead, with a half-dozen moon elf squires, as many human knights, and twenty lesser warriors. Not the greatest honor guard ever seen, but more than enough to scare off any orcan raiders.” 
 
    Krizzilani purred with the satisfaction of being away from the castle where every corner was filled with brightness. “We heard they would be sending for us to be ready within the hour.” 
 
    Ajax punched a fist into his other palm. “Sweet mercy, couldn’t have come too soon.” He gave Krizzilani one last, long look. “Save that dress, though.” 
 
    The dark elf smirked back at him. “Figured you’d say that. I might need a few extras.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The first one is bound to get ruined when you tear it off me.” 
 
    Ajax let out a deep, rumbling sound of approval. Lust boiled under his skin. 
 
    Jyliansa gave a nervous smile. “Not sure I want to go first with you.” 
 
    Krizzilani’s fierce grin only got more wicked. “I do.” 
 
    Helleanna skipped up to her feet and kissed Ajax’s cheek. “Down boy. You can ravish us all later. I’m going to make sure Callistia has heard. I wouldn’t put it past these…” She snatched hold of her tongue. “…put it past the servants to conveniently forget to tell her.” She slipped from the room. 
 
    Ajax scowled. Would they pull something that bold? And this soon? 
 
    Shaking that thought away, he decided it didn’t matter. Helleanna would never let them get away with it. No sense worrying about it. If Callistia remained behind, she would be the one choosing it, and he wasn’t going to stand in the way. He’d promised her that. 
 
    They spread out, stuffing their packs full once again. It didn’t take long. None of them had scattered their belongings very far. Callistia might be tempted to treat this as a second home, but she was the only one. They had been welcomed, but they hadn’t been embraced. Ajax was sick of the constant vigilance. He felt like a pardoned criminal that the masters of the house still expected to steal, or a half-trained dog who they expected to pee in the corner any minute. 
 
    He laughed at the mental image of leaving a present like that in his room, just to give them what they all wanted. The juvenile thought fled almost as soon as it formed. He wasn’t that petty. Not unless they hurt Helleanna’s feelings a couple more times. Then maybe he would. 
 
    They marched out of their rooms together, Callistia a noticeable absence. Helleanna had found her, and the sun elf had promised to arrive soon. But she had yet to emerge from the glorious apartments the King had provided for her to use as a visiting dignitary. 
 
    They descended into the central courtyard. The warriors of the realm were already gathering. They had their own partings to give, some kissing their wives and girlfriends. Others laughing with friends. Others having final words with a blacksmith or stablemaster about the status of their horse. It was a pleasantly chaotic scene, akin to a hundred other times Ajax recalled sharing with his own team back in Tyvanthelam’s realm.  
 
    The controlled chaos also helped keep all the attention from falling on them as the outsiders. They had changed out of the courtly attire into travelling gear, and they might look somewhat imposing in any other company. Krizzilani was in night-black leathers, rendering her akin to a living shadow. Jyliansa was the most provocative this time, wearing skin-tight, thin brown leather that covered only enough of her for modesty’s sake and to holster her long daggers. The attire left very little weight should she need to swim, her gills exposed so she would be able to breathe effortlessly underwater. Helleanna had found some utilitarian leather attire, a good blend of ruggedness without being as thick as armor. She was no fighter, preferring instead to be able to move and adapt. She had a healer’s pack slung across her back. 
 
    Ajax had taken advantage of Cymarramathis’s hospitality by harvesting the armory. Elfish chain mail was light. He didn’t dare take any of the magically enchanted armor to match his (admittedly stolen) swords, but elfish chain would turn all but the best of blades. Latching a few strategic plates to guard key areas along his body such as greaves and bracers and shoulder guards, he finally felt somewhat whole again. 
 
    Helleanna beamed up at him, seeing the pleasure on his face. “Our knight.” They had kept their relationships secret, but her smile was so warm it threatened to give away their game. 
 
    Ajax chuckled at himself. “It’s the simple things in life that matter, sometimes.” 
 
    A small commotion drew their attention toward a nearby archway leading from inside the castle. A small entourage of sun elves emerged without pomp, though clearly expecting that the way would be cleared and the other warriors would attend them. Like everything else, Ajax found a sense of strange sentimentality. He had waited for his own sun elf battle leader like this. Being back in armor only emphasized that feeling. He almost snapped to attention along with the rest of the mud-knights. 
 
    A total of eleven sun elves emerged, though only three were dressed for travel. The others were only there to see them off. 
 
    Nahallanal was talking rapidly with another of the gendarme. From the way they gestured and talked quickly, he was passing instructions on what tasks would need to be done in his absence. He was also receiving advice on the region they were traveling into. The gendarme was in his sun-gold armor again, the same he had worn when he had stormed into the midst of the orcs. Lethal, elegant and looking as untouchable as a child of the elder gods. 
 
    Next to them, Riluranath was walking in companionable conversation with Callistia. 
 
    Ajax fought down a surge of jealousy. The two sun elves might as well have been walking hand in hand. Quiet the beast, idiot. If she is to marry him and rejoin her people, did you think they would keep chaste with each other? He could tell they were not intimate yet, but they were dancing around each other, flirting with the idea it might one day happen. He could tell that Callistia liked the Prince. Only time would tell if desire would emerge from this friendship. 
 
    She laughed in a carefree way with the Prince, though Ajax swore he heard an edge to that humor. She wants to like him. He’s restoring her faith and she wants so badly to believe. I can hardly blame her. He had ended Faarlinashin with his wish magic, the very elf who had raised him from his humble beginnings. He didn’t bat an eyelash when his father embraced Quala’s slavery, but that doesn’t change all the memories of fighting and training together. They were as close as a sun elf could be to a ‘human’ like him; never brothers, but… well, something. Ajax’s heart hardened. Then he came hunting me like a dog when his father snapped his fingers. That proves what I really was to him. 
 
    Callistia and the Prince were both wearing off-white travelling clothes, neither of them armored and yet neither seeming any lesser for it. Callistia’s outfit was a mix of sturdy-yet form-fitting trousers and a blouse-shaped top that grew fluttering tendrils that spilled down around her legs. When she came to a rest, one might almost imagine she wore a flowing dress. Yet the slightest movement and the illusion vanished, leaving the tendrils to billow about her like a cloud and her legs free for movement. 
 
    The Prince gave her a fond smile, then turned to the few nobles who trailed after him. He passed his own directions for while he was gone. 
 
    Callistia had her gaggle of elfish ladies, the three of them doting on her every expression. She addressed them now, patting their arms and holding their hands gently. While Ajax knew this was partly an act, he couldn’t help but think they were truly half-enchanted with the Princess. 
 
    Helleanna caught the same impression. She whispered to him, “Happened in Lyvarress’s court as well. Ladies would come, seeking to be near her and influence her. Instead, they ended up under her spell.” 
 
    Ajax growled, “Until the King threw her to the wolves.” 
 
    The moon elf nodded. “They are jackals. They’ll worship the lion for the meat it kills, but then feast on the lion’s corpse if it falls against a rival.” She delivered a secret, fond pat to his arm. “At least the wolf knows how to cherish her.” 
 
    Ajax huffed in humor. “And this wolf always will.” 
 
    The scene ended. The nobles and ladies scampered back into the interior of the castle to spread the gossip of all the wonderful things that had been said by the departing royals and their gendarme. With their duties complete, the three sun elves stepped briskly into the midst of the other travelers. 
 
    A little of Callistia’s royal persona fell away at the sight of her friends and lovers. She hadn’t forgotten them; not in the least. She might be tempted by a different life, but the smile that dawned on her face made it clear her heart would always be open to them. She gestured up at the noon-day sun. “What a lovely day! A fine omen to start a journey.” 
 
    Jyliansa agreed. “The sun reflects off the sea on days like this, and creatures can see for three times as far under the water. A beautiful sight. A good omen indeed.” 
 
    Krizzilani tugged her hood up over her head, sniffing in mild pain. “Agree to disagree?” 
 
    Callistia did her best to ignore the quip, not wanting to spark an argument. Tempers would flare quickly between her lovers and the escorts around them. She carefully side-stepped the danger, realizing it was her own insensitive words that had drawn out the bite in the dark elf’s retort. “If we must, and without anger.” She extended the olive branch. 
 
    Krizzilani kept the grouchy expression on her face for as long as she could manage. The walls couldn’t last. “Fury damn you, sun elf.” She sighed, shook her head, then lost control of her smile. “We’ve missed you up in your crystal tower.” 
 
    Callistia pouted, “I beg your forgiveness, all of you. Their welcome has been overwhelming, and they swore they were tending to your every need.” 
 
    Helleanna didn’t have it in her to complain. She forced a smile on her face. “They have. I’m glad you’ve connected with your people again, My Lady. I know how much that means to you, to have family.” 
 
    Ajax could read the yearning under Callistia’s skin. She wanted to reach out and touch her lovers, but couldn’t with the surrounding attention who wouldn’t understand. “Now I have both, my friends and family.” She sighed. “Shall we be off then?” She ended the sentence with her body language including Riluranath and Nahallanal in her question. She was trying to draw the two halves of her life together. 
 
    Ajax spoke first, “We’re ready enough, though we don’t have horses. If you intend to make better time, we may need to borrow a few.” 
 
    Nahallanal shook his head. “No need. The knights are bringing their animals mostly for scouting and to return messages to the castle if needed. The path into the mountains is steep, and they’ll be leading and walking the horses for most of it.” 
 
    Making final preparations, the Fist and their guests filed out the main gate and took to the road. 
 
    The gendarme had not lied about the roads, though the horses were clearly trained for such climbs. Riluranath and Nahallanal rode boldly at the forefront, playing their lordly roles well. Once again, Ajax could remember being young, staring up at Faarlinashin and his retinue, thinking them to be awesome and worthy of worship. He could see similar looks on the faces of the mud-knights around him. Even the moon elf squires were deferential without fail. 
 
    Was I ever so young, really? He shook his head, refusing to believe he had ever looked so much like a puppy wagging its tail. 
 
    Several times, the two sun elves cajoled Callistia to come forward and join them. They had brought along a single spare horse, a clear bid to entice her into being the last of their trio. She stubbornly refused, walking alongside her friends, until Ajax fell into step beside her. He spoke to her in a rumbling whisper, “We would understand, you know.” 
 
    Guilt was written on her face. 
 
    He insisted, “The only shame will be in changing who you are for our sake. We know you will do right by us, Callistia.” He gave her a supportive smile. “I mean, My Lady.” 
 
    Her inner conflict receded, at least a little. “How do you find such fine words. Where is my brute from those nights on the ship?” 
 
    Lust stormed behind his eyes, for her alone to see. “Ever at your call. But willing to slumber for you to find happiness. Go. Tend to your new friends. We’re not going anywhere. Be with them. Find out if this is what you truly want. Otherwise, you’ll always regret not knowing.” 
 
    Not caring who noticed, she reached out and squeezed his hand. Then, she turned and took Helleanna’s hand as well. She leaned in and kissed the moon elf on the cheek with undeniable warmth. “I won’t be far, my love.” With floating strides, she breezed up and onto the horse. The Prince and gendarme welcomed her with open joy; those two had no trouble at all forgetting the ones she had left behind. 
 
    The servants were everywhere. 
 
    In the end, Ajax nearly roared at them to chase them away. 
 
    The others had their own styles for dealing with the nuisance. 
 
    Helleanna just laughed any time one of the other moon elves asked her if she needed anything, finding it hysterical at being treated like an honored guest. Jyliansa stared at them like they were curious, interesting bugs whose actions she couldn’t quite explain until they got uncomfortable and left. Krizzilani just pulled out her knives and started sharpening them whenever they started to linger. 
 
    They weren’t being all that fair to the moon elves. The servants were only doing as instructed, and their motives might have been pure. But Ajax hated having their eyes on him. Or, worse yet, their ears open and listening. Helleanna taught him well that being servants didn’t make them simple. 
 
    As it turned out, luxury could be tense. None of them dared speak a word of truth to each other. Certainly not about Quala. But also not about each other. They took separate rooms and spent far too many hours wasting time. A few times, they took to the weapons training room or went for a ride on borrowed horses. On the surface, they didn’t feel like prisoners. 
 
    But the effect was insidious. Even with the horses, the stablemasters insisted on having two of their handlers ride with them. “They are spirited animals, and they don’t always trust outsiders. We’d hate to have you walking home, our animals lost.” A perfectly reasonable request, but it stole another chance at privacy between them. 
 
    Ajax mocked himself, thinking maybe his frustrations came from having his lovers stolen from his bed. He’d lived his whole life without such extravagant love in his life; was he really so frazzled just because he was forced to be apart from the women for a couple days? He wanted them so badly he could taste them on his tongue. He wouldn’t delude himself on that. 
 
    But that wasn’t all of it, either. He was being watched. Every second, every day, and it was racking his nerves to the point he was ready to explode. 
 
    Callistia’s absences made it all worse. She was clearly overjoyed to be back among the art and architecture and gardens of her people. Riluranath was only the start. A small circle of sun elf maids embraced her as one of their own; maybe even a potential leader. The ladies saw the interest their Prince was showing in her, and rather than fight her as a rival, they were positioning themselves to be her council and confidantes. Surrounded by such warmth, there was no way Callistia wouldn’t be tempted to regain a small measure of her former life. 
 
    Helleanna was the worst victim of it all. The servants did their best to treat her like a guest, and guests didn’t do chores. Whenever she slipped over to Callistia’s side to ask her if she wanted tea, the tea was already brewed and steeping at her side. When Helleanna offered to lay out her freshest dress for the sunset ceremony, it was already hanging radiantly in Callistia’s dressing room. Because of the kindness and attentions of this new realm’s servants and peers, Helleanna had become suddenly obsolete. 
 
    The moon elf stamped into Ajax’s room, surrendering all decorum and hissing in anger. “She is so preoccupied! They don’t give her a moment alone. And they’re cutting me out! Don’t think I don’t see it. I am the last bit of sickness from Lyvarress’s court, and they are trying to cut me out like flesh gone bad!” 
 
    Ajax slumped into a nearby chair. “She would never forget you, nor let them brush you aside.” 
 
    She sulked. “She has to see it happening in order to stop it! I’m never there to tell her my feelings. And what do I say? They are killing me with kindness and burying me in silk? When Callistia asks where I wandered off to, they’ll gladly tell her I’ve found other matters to tend to. Serious matters. Grave matters.” 
 
    Ajax snorted at her play on words. But he couldn’t deny what she was saying. “They don’t want us here. We’re outcasts. They’re terrified we’re leading off one of their Princesses to her death. They only have two weeks to convince her not to go; hardly long enough to change someone’s heart. But they are trying.” 
 
    Helleanna looked miserable. “What if it works?” 
 
    Ajax found a smile bright enough to cheer her. “We need to trust her. And we need to let her walk her own path. I want to believe she’ll walk with us when we go. But if she doesn’t? Then that has to be her choice, right?” 
 
    Helleanna nodded, still sulking. 
 
    Ajax considered her. “Has to be yours, too.” 
 
    The moon elf glanced up from her pouting. “I’m not sure I could choose.” She was shivering at the thought. 
 
    “Let’s hope it isn’t necessary. But I’d trust you too. There isn’t any right choice. Just the one that’s right for you. But you’re not her shadow. If you love her, then I understand why you’d stay with her no matter what. But you are more than her shadow, and I hope you know that.” 
 
    She returned a fond smile. “I do because you keep telling me. And to be honest, Callistia has never treated me like that. I’ve always given more than she has taken.” 
 
    “Any chance you’ll believe it one day? Down there in your soul?” 
 
    She shrugged, then smiled sadly. “Maybe.” She fought a little cheer back into her grin. “Wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you, though.” 
 
    The side door opened from the hall. Jyliansa and Krizzilani slipped in, one after the other. 
 
    The sea elf strode over to them, excitement plain on her face. “I’ve heard they are readying a Fist. Nahallanal to lead, with a half-dozen moon elf squires, as many human knights, and twenty lesser warriors. Not the greatest honor guard ever seen, but more than enough to scare off any orcan raiders.” 
 
    Krizzilani purred with the satisfaction of being away from the castle where every corner was filled with brightness. “We heard they would be sending for us to be ready within the hour.” 
 
    Ajax punched a fist into his other palm. “Sweet mercy, couldn’t have come too soon.” He gave Krizzilani one last, long look. “Save that dress, though.” 
 
    The dark elf smirked back at him. “Figured you’d say that. I might need a few extras.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The first one is bound to get ruined when you tear it off me.” 
 
    Ajax let out a deep, rumbling sound of approval. Lust boiled under his skin. 
 
    Jyliansa gave a nervous smile. “Not sure I want to go first with you.” 
 
    Krizzilani’s fierce grin only got more wicked. “I do.” 
 
    Helleanna skipped up to her feet and kissed Ajax’s cheek. “Down boy. You can ravish us all later. I’m going to make sure Callistia has heard. I wouldn’t put it past these…” She snatched hold of her tongue. “…put it past the servants to conveniently forget to tell her.” She slipped from the room. 
 
    Ajax scowled. Would they pull something that bold? And this soon? 
 
    Shaking that thought away, he decided it didn’t matter. Helleanna would never let them get away with it. No sense worrying about it. If Callistia remained behind, she would be the one choosing it, and he wasn’t going to stand in the way. He’d promised her that. 
 
    They spread out, stuffing their packs full once again. It didn’t take long. None of them had scattered their belongings very far. Callistia might be tempted to treat this as a second home, but she was the only one. They had been welcomed, but they hadn’t been embraced. Ajax was sick of the constant vigilance. He felt like a pardoned criminal that the masters of the house still expected to steal, or a half-trained dog who they expected to pee in the corner any minute. 
 
    He laughed at the mental image of leaving a present like that in his room, just to give them what they all wanted. The juvenile thought fled almost as soon as it formed. He wasn’t that petty. Not unless they hurt Helleanna’s feelings a couple more times. Then maybe he would. 
 
    They marched out of their rooms together, Callistia a noticeable absence. Helleanna had found her, and the sun elf had promised to arrive soon. But she had yet to emerge from the glorious apartments the King had provided for her to use as a visiting dignitary. 
 
    They descended into the central courtyard. The warriors of the realm were already gathering. They had their own partings to give, some kissing their wives and girlfriends. Others laughing with friends. Others having final words with a blacksmith or stablemaster about the status of their horse. It was a pleasantly chaotic scene, akin to a hundred other times Ajax recalled sharing with his own team back in Tyvanthelam’s realm.  
 
    The controlled chaos also helped keep all the attention from falling on them as the outsiders. They had changed out of the courtly attire into travelling gear, and they might look somewhat imposing in any other company. Krizzilani was in night-black leathers, rendering her akin to a living shadow. Jyliansa was the most provocative this time, wearing skin-tight, thin brown leather that covered only enough of her for modesty’s sake and to holster her long daggers. The attire left very little weight should she need to swim, her gills exposed so she would be able to breathe effortlessly underwater. Helleanna had found some utilitarian leather attire, a good blend of ruggedness without being as thick as armor. She was no fighter, preferring instead to be able to move and adapt. She had a healer’s pack slung across her back. 
 
    Ajax had taken advantage of Cymarramathis’s hospitality by harvesting the armory. Elfish chain mail was light. He didn’t dare take any of the magically enchanted armor to match his (admittedly stolen) swords, but elfish chain would turn all but the best of blades. Latching a few strategic plates to guard key areas along his body such as greaves and bracers and shoulder guards, he finally felt somewhat whole again. 
 
    Helleanna beamed up at him, seeing the pleasure on his face. “Our knight.” They had kept their relationships secret, but her smile was so warm it threatened to give away their game. 
 
    Ajax chuckled at himself. “It’s the simple things in life that matter, sometimes.” 
 
    A small commotion drew their attention toward a nearby archway leading from inside the castle. A small entourage of sun elves emerged without pomp, though clearly expecting that the way would be cleared and the other warriors would attend them. Like everything else, Ajax found a sense of strange sentimentality. He had waited for his own sun elf battle leader like this. Being back in armor only emphasized that feeling. He almost snapped to attention along with the rest of the mud-knights. 
 
    A total of eleven sun elves emerged, though only three were dressed for travel. The others were only there to see them off. 
 
    Nahallanal was talking rapidly with another of the gendarme. From the way they gestured and talked quickly, he was passing instructions on what tasks would need to be done in his absence. He was also receiving advice on the region they were traveling into. The gendarme was in his sun-gold armor again, the same he had worn when he had stormed into the midst of the orcs. Lethal, elegant and looking as untouchable as a child of the elder gods. 
 
    Next to them, Riluranath was walking in companionable conversation with Callistia. 
 
    Ajax fought down a surge of jealousy. The two sun elves might as well have been walking hand in hand. Quiet the beast, idiot. If she is to marry him and rejoin her people, did you think they would keep chaste with each other? He could tell they were not intimate yet, but they were dancing around each other, flirting with the idea it might one day happen. He could tell that Callistia liked the Prince. Only time would tell if desire would emerge from this friendship. 
 
    She laughed in a carefree way with the Prince, though Ajax swore he heard an edge to that humor. She wants to like him. He’s restoring her faith and she wants so badly to believe. I can hardly blame her. He had ended Faarlinashin with his wish magic, the very elf who had raised him from his humble beginnings. He didn’t bat an eyelash when his father embraced Quala’s slavery, but that doesn’t change all the memories of fighting and training together. They were as close as a sun elf could be to a ‘human’ like him; never brothers, but… well, something. Ajax’s heart hardened. Then he came hunting me like a dog when his father snapped his fingers. That proves what I really was to him. 
 
    Callistia and the Prince were both wearing off-white travelling clothes, neither of them armored and yet neither seeming any lesser for it. Callistia’s outfit was a mix of sturdy-yet form-fitting trousers and a blouse-shaped top that grew fluttering tendrils that spilled down around her legs. When she came to a rest, one might almost imagine she wore a flowing dress. Yet the slightest movement and the illusion vanished, leaving the tendrils to billow about her like a cloud and her legs free for movement. 
 
    The Prince gave her a fond smile, then turned to the few nobles who trailed after him. He passed his own directions for while he was gone. 
 
    Callistia had her gaggle of elfish ladies, the three of them doting on her every expression. She addressed them now, patting their arms and holding their hands gently. While Ajax knew this was partly an act, he couldn’t help but think they were truly half-enchanted with the Princess. 
 
    Helleanna caught the same impression. She whispered to him, “Happened in Lyvarress’s court as well. Ladies would come, seeking to be near her and influence her. Instead, they ended up under her spell.” 
 
    Ajax growled, “Until the King threw her to the wolves.” 
 
    The moon elf nodded. “They are jackals. They’ll worship the lion for the meat it kills, but then feast on the lion’s corpse if it falls against a rival.” She delivered a secret, fond pat to his arm. “At least the wolf knows how to cherish her.” 
 
    Ajax huffed in humor. “And this wolf always will.” 
 
    The scene ended. The nobles and ladies scampered back into the interior of the castle to spread the gossip of all the wonderful things that had been said by the departing royals and their gendarme. With their duties complete, the three sun elves stepped briskly into the midst of the other travelers. 
 
    A little of Callistia’s royal persona fell away at the sight of her friends and lovers. She hadn’t forgotten them; not in the least. She might be tempted by a different life, but the smile that dawned on her face made it clear her heart would always be open to them. She gestured up at the noon-day sun. “What a lovely day! A fine omen to start a journey.” 
 
    Jyliansa agreed. “The sun reflects off the sea on days like this, and creatures can see for three times as far under the water. A beautiful sight. A good omen indeed.” 
 
    Krizzilani tugged her hood up over her head, sniffing in mild pain. “Agree to disagree?” 
 
    Callistia did her best to ignore the quip, not wanting to spark an argument. Tempers would flare quickly between her lovers and the escorts around them. She carefully side-stepped the danger, realizing it was her own insensitive words that had drawn out the bite in the dark elf’s retort. “If we must, and without anger.” She extended the olive branch. 
 
    Krizzilani kept the grouchy expression on her face for as long as she could manage. The walls couldn’t last. “Fury damn you, sun elf.” She sighed, shook her head, then lost control of her smile. “We’ve missed you up in your crystal tower.” 
 
    Callistia pouted, “I beg your forgiveness, all of you. Their welcome has been overwhelming, and they swore they were tending to your every need.” 
 
    Helleanna didn’t have it in her to complain. She forced a smile on her face. “They have. I’m glad you’ve connected with your people again, My Lady. I know how much that means to you, to have family.” 
 
    Ajax could read the yearning under Callistia’s skin. She wanted to reach out and touch her lovers, but couldn’t with the surrounding attention who wouldn’t understand. “Now I have both, my friends and family.” She sighed. “Shall we be off then?” She ended the sentence with her body language including Riluranath and Nahallanal in her question. She was trying to draw the two halves of her life together. 
 
    Ajax spoke first, “We’re ready enough, though we don’t have horses. If you intend to make better time, we may need to borrow a few.” 
 
    Nahallanal shook his head. “No need. The knights are bringing their animals mostly for scouting and to return messages to the castle if needed. The path into the mountains is steep, and they’ll be leading and walking the horses for most of it.” 
 
    Making final preparations, the Fist and their guests filed out the main gate and took to the road. 
 
    The gendarme had not lied about the roads, though the horses were clearly trained for such climbs. Riluranath and Nahallanal rode boldly at the forefront, playing their lordly roles well. Once again, Ajax could remember being young, staring up at Faarlinashin and his retinue, thinking them to be awesome and worthy of worship. He could see similar looks on the faces of the mud-knights around him. Even the moon elf squires were deferential without fail. 
 
    Was I ever so young, really? He shook his head, refusing to believe he had ever looked so much like a puppy wagging its tail. 
 
    Several times, the two sun elves cajoled Callistia to come forward and join them. They had brought along a single spare horse, a clear bid to entice her into being the last of their trio. She stubbornly refused, walking alongside her friends, until Ajax fell into step beside her. He spoke to her in a rumbling whisper, “We would understand, you know.” 
 
    Guilt was written on her face. 
 
    He insisted, “The only shame will be in changing who you are for our sake. We know you will do right by us, Callistia.” He gave her a supportive smile. “I mean, My Lady.” 
 
    Her inner conflict receded, at least a little. “How do you find such fine words. Where is my brute from those nights on the ship?” 
 
    Lust stormed behind his eyes, for her alone to see. “Ever at your call. But willing to slumber for you to find happiness. Go. Tend to your new friends. We’re not going anywhere. Be with them. Find out if this is what you truly want. Otherwise, you’ll always regret not knowing.” 
 
    Not caring who noticed, she reached out and squeezed his hand. Then, she turned and took Helleanna’s hand as well. She leaned in and kissed the moon elf on the cheek with undeniable warmth. “I won’t be far, my love.” With floating strides, she breezed up and onto the horse. The Prince and gendarme welcomed her with open joy; those two had no trouble at all forgetting the ones she had left behind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The climb continued, and the day wore on. Ajax fought against the feeling of safety that threatened to dull his edge. Traveling in such powerful company was akin to a lion strolling over the savannah. With such naked, arrogant power at their beck and call, who would think to attack them? 
 
    His eyes wandered into the surrounding wood. 
 
    Standing at the edge of the trees was an elf. 
 
    She is stunning, was his first thought. A forest elf to be sure. She had a deep crimson hair unique to their kind, as vibrant as a forest flower and equally complex in its texture. Her skin was bronzed from long hours spent in the sun, with a rich chestnut undertone that would blend against trees effortlessly. Built for running, she was lean and petite, her breasts swelling her simple tunic to mark her a woman, but not even enough to fill Ajax’s palms. 
 
    Her eyes blazed at him. Screaming at him, Ajax realized. What in the fury? 
 
    Then, she was gone. 
 
    He blinked. Shaking his head, he looked again. Still not there. 
 
    What in the fury? 
 
    They spurred up the hills, but Ajax was now on alert. It wasn’t the fact that a forest elf was hovering around them. Forest elves were reclusive by nature, rarely assembling in numbers any larger than might fill a small hamlet. They always lingered on the outskirts of sun elf civilizations, serving while still remaining partially free. 
 
    It was her expression. A warning? Beyond a doubt. But had it been a threat? Was she trying to tell them to turn back? 
 
    No, that warning had been for me. Personal. Aimed at me. She had patiently waited until I noticed her, making sure none of the others did. 
 
    Worse yet, he had the itching sensation that he had seen those eyes before; that she wasn’t a total stranger. But that made even less sense. 
 
    He was lost in thought, dredging his mind for answers. Giving his head another shake, he looked up to measure the time of day. Nahallanal had promised they would arrive at the maze before sunset. 
 
    The forest elf was perched in the boughs of a thick elm tree set back from the path. 
 
    The same warning glared from her eyes. She mouthed words that he couldn’t read, not from this far away. 
 
    He couldn’t believe he could see her. Forest elves were invisible unless they wished to be in the forest. She was peeling back her inherent magic so that he could see her. 
 
    What in the Fury is going on? Ajax’s hackles were rising. He nudged Krizzilani, Jyliansa and Helleanna in turn. “All is well?” He made sure they could read his concern. 
 
    Helleanna nodded, puzzled at his disquiet. “Starting to sweat. If this path gets any steeper, I’m going to regret that lunch I ate.” 
 
    Despite his worry, her cute quip drew a smile out of him. His eyes stole back to the tree, but the forest elf wasn’t there. “Maybe it’s just the tension of getting near the gate. We’re about to step into the Wyld. I know that’s something elves prepare for over your lives, but the idea’s totally unnatural for humans.” 
 
    Krizzilani snuck a squeeze of his thigh. “Fortunately, you’re half-beast yourself. The creatures of the Wyld had better take note.” 
 
    Jyliansa noted, “He isn’t the only one out of element, you know. When we pass through the gateway, we’ll be going home. But Krizzilani was meant for the Dark Wyld. She’ll be separated from her nature. While we’ll need to fight off the strange energy of the place that will threaten to drive us mad, I have no idea how it will affect you.” 
 
    Helleanna whispered, “Or infect you.” 
 
    Krizzilani shivered in spite of herself. “Couldn’t have left that one unsaid, hmm?” 
 
    The maid smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.” 
 
    Ajax enjoyed the banter of his lovers, but he couldn’t shake the idea that someone was trying to warn him about something. Was he insane? Was this already the Wyld? Or did the bizarre nature of that other-place extend outward from the gateway? He muttered to them. “Cover for me. I need to be away from the group for a spell.” 
 
    Jyliansa measured their progress, staring up at the glowing star only they could see hovering in the sky. “We have only an hour or so and we’ll be upon the gate. Do not be long.” 
 
    “I won’t be.” He strode sideways, breaking past the line of knights. 
 
    One of them grunted at him, “Where are you off to, Errant?” 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “What, you want to hold my cock for me while I piss?” It was rude, but his nerves were on edge, and he hadn’t been addressed with any bold disrespect in weeks. He didn’t feel like dealing with it right then. Not when he was in his armor and feeling so much like his old self. Most of the knights around him were younger than he was. Back home, they’d be deferring to him and his place of favor with the sun elves. 
 
    Leaving behind the Fist, Ajax crunched into the bushes. Scanning left and right, he followed his instincts. Opening the distance from the path, he shadowed them as they moved up into the hills, not about to lose track of them. 
 
    She was there. Between one breath and the next, she appeared in front of him. 
 
    Up this close, the forest was even more evocative. She smoldered with energy, boiling over with so many emotions that she should have exploded from the chaos within. Her eyes absorbed him like he was a walking elder god, ready for worship. But there was fear too. And the slightly ragged breathing that came from a hard run. No, a panicked run. “It’s you.” 
 
    “Aye, lass. If you know me, then you know me. I’m not often mistaken for another. Ajax is my name, though I don’t know y…” His words faded. “Though, I do, don’t I? Who are you, lass? And how do I know you?” 
 
    Her aura radiated affection for him. “You pried me from the darkness. You gave me back my life.” She held up a beaten, iron-forged key. 
 
    Memory surged back to him. “You! The forest elf from the dungeons under Lyvarress’s keep!” 
 
    She replied with a sharp nod. “Safaunya is my name, and you must listen! I’ve come to these strange shores stowed away upon the great wooden beast of Vhalevaris.” 
 
    The name scratched at fragile memories. Then the truth ignited in his mind like a beacon. “Admiral Vhalevaris of Lyvarress’s fleet?” 
 
    Relief spread over her face as he understood. “When I heard them putting to sea to hunt you, I stashed myself aboard until we came within sight of the coast.” She hissed, revealing a burning line where an arrow had marked her. “They fired at me as I dove into the water and swam for shore. But they didn’t stop to chase a stowaway. They were intent on off-loading their hunters to the shore. They entered the forest a half-day’s ride to the west of the port-city.” 
 
    Ajax’s blood froze. “Off-loaded? How many?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I had no chance to count. The whole time I was starving in the hold and dared not come out except to steal a few scraps where I could.” She raked her mind for a guess. “A hundred hunters, with more waiting by the shore and even more on the ship.” 
 
    Ajax gnashed his teeth. Damn that elfish swine of a king! Even as he cursed, he knew it could be worse. Far worse. The war galleon could hold a crew of five hundred and more, not to mention the room to hold two hundred soldiers is needed. Why so few? 
 
    The answer came to him easily enough. Cymarramathis. These are his lands. He would not allow an invasion. But he may allow Lyvarress to land some in the spirit of cooperation. 
 
    Fearing he already knew the answer, Ajax demanded, “When did you leave Cymarramathis’s shores? How long did it take you to cross?” 
 
    “Less than a score of days. I’m sorry. At times I didn’t see the sun for a cycle.” 
 
    “You’ve nothing to forgive, lass. You may have saved our lives. You’ve crossed half the world to do it, and there aren’t proper words to thank you.” He felt it in his gut. They had left the far shore a fortnight ago, probably on the same night he had walked into Cymarramathis’s court. “Did you see them use the magic of the wind?” 
 
    She was sure of that. “A gale was always blowing, driving us across the ocean faster than I have ever seen a ship sail. I heard the crew talking; a dozen wind mages were driven to exhaustion. Two almost to death.” 
 
    Not a trace of pity rose in his heart. “Who leads them? Did you hear a name?” 
 
    “A gendarme. Tall and powerful… well, tall for an elf. The admiral stayed at sea. The warrior came ashore.” 
 
    “Dassereen?” 
 
    Her smile fluttered briefly. “Yes!” 
 
    Ajax’s jaw clenched. He glared back toward the path and the procession even now drawing away from him. “May the Fury take them all as traitors.” His mind scrambled over what could be done. A hundred elfish hunters were out there with Dassereen at their head. His lovers and friends were trapped among the Fist of Cymarramathis, with a deadly gendarme of its own at its head. Not to mention the Prince, probably capable in his own deadly way. And the only thing that made sense is that they were not enemies; rather, they were cooperating. 
 
    He turned back to the beautiful forest elf. “This is much to ask. But can you fire a bow?” 
 
    “I didn’t come all this way to see you die, Ajax. The rumors back home said you used to be a knight. If so, then you know forest elves are born with bows in our hands. But I barely have this crude shirt on my back.” 
 
    Ajax had a plan. “Give me a few minutes. Linger behind us. I’ll see a bow and quiver dropped in the woods. Find it and be ready. You’ve saved us once, Safaunya. You’re already my goddess. Stay, and help me save my friends. Then I’ll owe you everything.” Perhaps too bold, but he crushed his arms around the frail elf. “There’ll be food and water with the weapons. Keep your strength. We’ll need it.” 
 
    She peered up at him. “I’ll be your spirit watching over you, Ajax. Don’t doubt my aim will be true.” She darted forward and crushed her lips to his. 
 
    The flash of passion was unexpected, but Ajax didn’t resist. He melted into her, his arms far more tender than before. Blended in a searing moment, their kiss lingered long past innocence. 
 
    Then, Safaunya shoved him gently away. “Go. Do as you must.” Her already deep skin darkened with an embarrassed flush. 
 
    But the desire in Ajax’s eyes soothed away her shame. “We will meet again, though the fury stands in the way.” If he stayed longer, he might not leave. And right then, they couldn’t spare the time. He charged through the underbrush, not slowing until he was close enough to hear the horses neighing softly in the late afternoon shade. Falling back into a plodding step, Ajax tried to slow his breathing. Stepping from the woods, he passed a grave nod to the knights nearby. 
 
    They raked him over, deciding if anything about him was worth concern. Then, they ignored him over and their normal conversations returned. 
 
    Exhaling carefully, he wandered to the pack horse that was stomping behind the last knight on a short lead. With careful hands, he eased an unstrung bow and a small pack of arrows from the lashings. He made a show of testing it, weighing it for its worth. 
 
    One of the mud-knights snorted at him. “A bit small for you, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Not sure.” He tested the bow a little, flexing it in a way that risked damaging it. With a hidden step, he put his weight on a hidden branch. A crack filled the air. “Oh, damn.” 
 
    The knight rolled his eyes. “The delicate hands of a bear! Fah! It’s ruined for sure.” 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “Not like we’re expecting battle. Doubt we’ll be needing the spares.” He tossed the ‘broken’ bow nonchalantly into the woods. 
 
    “A waste is a waste.” The mud-knight walked off in disgust. 
 
    As he turned, Ajax kicked the quiver away as well. No one was paying attention to him any longer. He didn’t risk food and water immediately. That would be easy enough in the coming few minutes. The weapons had been the hard part. 
 
    His deception complete, Ajax drifted toward his lovers. He dropped his voice. It was a risky move; elves could hear even whispers from a distance. But the horses were masking him, and he spoke so lowly that it was barely audible. “We’ve been betrayed.” 
 
    He had their instant attention. Fierce yet curious glances were traded all around. 
 
    He appreciated how they asked no questions. They gave only trust. Maybe they were waiting for this betrayal as much as he had been. He gave them the details he could. “Lyvarress’s pet gendarme crossed the ocean on the backs of wind worker magic. They’ve come ashore with a hundred hunters or more, though I don’t know if they be elf or man or other.” 
 
    “Did you see them?” Jyliansa dared to whisper. 
 
    Ajax shook his head. “I was warned. I’ll explain later, but a forest elf told me. If you see one flitting about, don’t kill her. She’s on our side. The timing allows for only one real possibility. They knew exactly where to come. They’ve been summoned by this snake of a King, Cymarramathis. Whatever deal they’ve struck, it will not include leaving us alive.” 
 
    Resolve formed on their faces, along with bleak realization about how unlikely it was they could survive the danger surrounding them. 
 
    Helleanna whispered, “What can we do?” 
 
    “Only one chance. We need to reach the minotaurs alive. They were created to stop conflict at the foot of the gate. We need to wait for our chance, then do what we can to set the two forces upon each other. When push comes to shove, they’ll both want Quala to themselves. I can feel it. And I intend to use their greed against them.” 
 
    Krizzilani smirked. “You should have been one of my kind.” 
 
    Ajax snorted. “If there is darkness in my veins, it was placed there by dealing with the venom of these serpents in the grass. Can you vanish? I would feel far better with you lurking in the dark beyond this ring of steel. Find Safaunya and talk. Be ready for what will come.” 
 
    The dark elf gave him a sly nod, then looked around for a moment. Selecting her target, she bounced over to a nearby moon elf squire loping along with easy strides. Krizzilani fell into step next to him. Ajax recognized him as well; he was a common face on the upper tiers of the Cymarramathis’s castle, one of the King’s most trusted moon elfish warriors. Undoubtedly, he has seen the dark elf in her wickedly see-through gown over the last few days. 
 
    Krizzilani matched his steps until he realized what she was doing. Then, she caught his eyes and flashed him a sensual smile accented by a light wink. 
 
    Irresistible, despite what she was. The moon elf’s face lost all of its gravity, and he smiled. 
 
    Krizzilani’s lips twisted from smile to snarl in the span of a finger-snap. Subtlety evaporated, and she spat into his face. Her ugly dagger crafted of black steel jutted up under his chin. If he tried to speak, he would spear himself on the tip. “How dare you say such things to me! Touch me with those fingers and I will sever them off and feed them to you!” Her boot snapped forward and ploughed into his balls, aiming for his throat. 
 
    Her dagger whipped away, and she left him to collapse amidst the gales of laughter from the other moon elfish warriors. Jeers rose, and they started to kick the collapsed squire as they walked past, telling him he deserved what he got for messing with the night’s flesh. 
 
    Stalking away in believable anger, Krizzilani stormed off into the woods. 
 
    She didn’t come back. 
 
    Jyliansa whistled. “I think she’s been wanting to do that for a while.” 
 
    Helleanna was glaring daggers at the Prince’s back. “Too bad it wasn’t a sun elf.” 
 
    Ajax laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. “His time’s coming. Hold it together, and if anything happens, get to Callistia. She’s the only one of us who doesn’t know what these two-faced bastards have done. Keep her safe, whatever else you do.” 
 
      
 
    The climb continued, and the day wore on. Ajax fought against the feeling of safety that threatened to dull his edge. Traveling in such powerful company was akin to a lion strolling over the savannah. With such naked, arrogant power at their beck and call, who would think to attack them? 
 
    His eyes wandered into the surrounding wood. 
 
    Standing at the edge of the trees was an elf. 
 
    She is stunning, was his first thought. A forest elf to be sure. She had a deep crimson hair unique to their kind, as vibrant as a forest flower and equally complex in its texture. Her skin was bronzed from long hours spent in the sun, with a rich chestnut undertone that would blend against trees effortlessly. Built for running, she was lean and petite, her breasts swelling her simple tunic to mark her a woman, but not even enough to fill Ajax’s palms. 
 
    Her eyes blazed at him. Screaming at him, Ajax realized. What in the fury? 
 
    Then, she was gone. 
 
    He blinked. Shaking his head, he looked again. Still not there. 
 
    What in the fury? 
 
    They spurred up the hills, but Ajax was now on alert. It wasn’t the fact that a forest elf was hovering around them. Forest elves were reclusive by nature, rarely assembling in numbers any larger than might fill a small hamlet. They always lingered on the outskirts of sun elf civilizations, serving while still remaining partially free. 
 
    It was her expression. A warning? Beyond a doubt. But had it been a threat? Was she trying to tell them to turn back? 
 
    No, that warning had been for me. Personal. Aimed at me. She had patiently waited until I noticed her, making sure none of the others did. 
 
    Worse yet, he had the itching sensation that he had seen those eyes before; that she wasn’t a total stranger. But that made even less sense. 
 
    He was lost in thought, dredging his mind for answers. Giving his head another shake, he looked up to measure the time of day. Nahallanal had promised they would arrive at the maze before sunset. 
 
    The forest elf was perched in the boughs of a thick elm tree set back from the path. 
 
    The same warning glared from her eyes. She mouthed words that he couldn’t read, not from this far away. 
 
    He couldn’t believe he could see her. Forest elves were invisible unless they wished to be in the forest. She was peeling back her inherent magic so that he could see her. 
 
    What in the Fury is going on? Ajax’s hackles were rising. He nudged Krizzilani, Jyliansa and Helleanna in turn. “All is well?” He made sure they could read his concern. 
 
    Helleanna nodded, puzzled at his disquiet. “Starting to sweat. If this path gets any steeper, I’m going to regret that lunch I ate.” 
 
    Despite his worry, her cute quip drew a smile out of him. His eyes stole back to the tree, but the forest elf wasn’t there. “Maybe it’s just the tension of getting near the gate. We’re about to step into the Wyld. I know that’s something elves prepare for over your lives, but the idea’s totally unnatural for humans.” 
 
    Krizzilani snuck a squeeze of his thigh. “Fortunately, you’re half-beast yourself. The creatures of the Wyld had better take note.” 
 
    Jyliansa noted, “He isn’t the only one out of element, you know. When we pass through the gateway, we’ll be going home. But Krizzilani was meant for the Dark Wyld. She’ll be separated from her nature. While we’ll need to fight off the strange energy of the place that will threaten to drive us mad, I have no idea how it will affect you.” 
 
    Helleanna whispered, “Or infect you.” 
 
    Krizzilani shivered in spite of herself. “Couldn’t have left that one unsaid, hmm?” 
 
    The maid smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.” 
 
    Ajax enjoyed the banter of his lovers, but he couldn’t shake the idea that someone was trying to warn him about something. Was he insane? Was this already the Wyld? Or did the bizarre nature of that other-place extend outward from the gateway? He muttered to them. “Cover for me. I need to be away from the group for a spell.” 
 
    Jyliansa measured their progress, staring up at the glowing star only they could see hovering in the sky. “We have only an hour or so and we’ll be upon the gate. Do not be long.” 
 
    “I won’t be.” He strode sideways, breaking past the line of knights. 
 
    One of them grunted at him, “Where are you off to, Errant?” 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “What, you want to hold my cock for me while I piss?” It was rude, but his nerves were on edge, and he hadn’t been addressed with any bold disrespect in weeks. He didn’t feel like dealing with it right then. Not when he was in his armor and feeling so much like his old self. Most of the knights around him were younger than he was. Back home, they’d be deferring to him and his place of favor with the sun elves. 
 
    Leaving behind the Fist, Ajax crunched into the bushes. Scanning left and right, he followed his instincts. Opening the distance from the path, he shadowed them as they moved up into the hills, not about to lose track of them. 
 
    She was there. Between one breath and the next, she appeared in front of him. 
 
    Up this close, the forest was even more evocative. She smoldered with energy, boiling over with so many emotions that she should have exploded from the chaos within. Her eyes absorbed him like he was a walking elder god, ready for worship. But there was fear too. And the slightly ragged breathing that came from a hard run. No, a panicked run. “It’s you.” 
 
    “Aye, lass. If you know me, then you know me. I’m not often mistaken for another. Ajax is my name, though I don’t know y…” His words faded. “Though, I do, don’t I? Who are you, lass? And how do I know you?” 
 
    Her aura radiated affection for him. “You pried me from the darkness. You gave me back my life.” She held up a beaten, iron-forged key. 
 
    Memory surged back to him. “You! The forest elf from the dungeons under Lyvarress’s keep!” 
 
    She replied with a sharp nod. “Safaunya is my name, and you must listen! I’ve come to these strange shores stowed away upon the great wooden beast of Vhalevaris.” 
 
    The name scratched at fragile memories. Then the truth ignited in his mind like a beacon. “Admiral Vhalevaris of Lyvarress’s fleet?” 
 
    Relief spread over her face as he understood. “When I heard them putting to sea to hunt you, I stashed myself aboard until we came within sight of the coast.” She hissed, revealing a burning line where an arrow had marked her. “They fired at me as I dove into the water and swam for shore. But they didn’t stop to chase a stowaway. They were intent on off-loading their hunters to the shore. They entered the forest a half-day’s ride to the west of the port-city.” 
 
    Ajax’s blood froze. “Off-loaded? How many?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I had no chance to count. The whole time I was starving in the hold and dared not come out except to steal a few scraps where I could.” She raked her mind for a guess. “A hundred hunters, with more waiting by the shore and even more on the ship.” 
 
    Ajax gnashed his teeth. Damn that elfish swine of a king! Even as he cursed, he knew it could be worse. Far worse. The war galleon could hold a crew of five hundred and more, not to mention the room to hold two hundred soldiers is needed. Why so few? 
 
    The answer came to him easily enough. Cymarramathis. These are his lands. He would not allow an invasion. But he may allow Lyvarress to land some in the spirit of cooperation. 
 
    Fearing he already knew the answer, Ajax demanded, “When did you leave Cymarramathis’s shores? How long did it take you to cross?” 
 
    “Less than a score of days. I’m sorry. At times I didn’t see the sun for a cycle.” 
 
    “You’ve nothing to forgive, lass. You may have saved our lives. You’ve crossed half the world to do it, and there aren’t proper words to thank you.” He felt it in his gut. They had left the far shore a fortnight ago, probably on the same night he had walked into Cymarramathis’s court. “Did you see them use the magic of the wind?” 
 
    She was sure of that. “A gale was always blowing, driving us across the ocean faster than I have ever seen a ship sail. I heard the crew talking; a dozen wind mages were driven to exhaustion. Two almost to death.” 
 
    Not a trace of pity rose in his heart. “Who leads them? Did you hear a name?” 
 
    “A gendarme. Tall and powerful… well, tall for an elf. The admiral stayed at sea. The warrior came ashore.” 
 
    “Dassereen?” 
 
    Her smile fluttered briefly. “Yes!” 
 
    Ajax’s jaw clenched. He glared back toward the path and the procession even now drawing away from him. “May the Fury take them all as traitors.” His mind scrambled over what could be done. A hundred elfish hunters were out there with Dassereen at their head. His lovers and friends were trapped among the Fist of Cymarramathis, with a deadly gendarme of its own at its head. Not to mention the Prince, probably capable in his own deadly way. And the only thing that made sense is that they were not enemies; rather, they were cooperating. 
 
    He turned back to the beautiful forest elf. “This is much to ask. But can you fire a bow?” 
 
    “I didn’t come all this way to see you die, Ajax. The rumors back home said you used to be a knight. If so, then you know forest elves are born with bows in our hands. But I barely have this crude shirt on my back.” 
 
    Ajax had a plan. “Give me a few minutes. Linger behind us. I’ll see a bow and quiver dropped in the woods. Find it and be ready. You’ve saved us once, Safaunya. You’re already my goddess. Stay, and help me save my friends. Then I’ll owe you everything.” Perhaps too bold, but he crushed his arms around the frail elf. “There’ll be food and water with the weapons. Keep your strength. We’ll need it.” 
 
    She peered up at him. “I’ll be your spirit watching over you, Ajax. Don’t doubt my aim will be true.” She darted forward and crushed her lips to his. 
 
    The flash of passion was unexpected, but Ajax didn’t resist. He melted into her, his arms far more tender than before. Blended in a searing moment, their kiss lingered long past innocence. 
 
    Then, Safaunya shoved him gently away. “Go. Do as you must.” Her already deep skin darkened with an embarrassed flush. 
 
    But the desire in Ajax’s eyes soothed away her shame. “We will meet again, though the fury stands in the way.” If he stayed longer, he might not leave. And right then, they couldn’t spare the time. He charged through the underbrush, not slowing until he was close enough to hear the horses neighing softly in the late afternoon shade. Falling back into a plodding step, Ajax tried to slow his breathing. Stepping from the woods, he passed a grave nod to the knights nearby. 
 
    They raked him over, deciding if anything about him was worth concern. Then, they ignored him over and their normal conversations returned. 
 
    Exhaling carefully, he wandered to the pack horse that was stomping behind the last knight on a short lead. With careful hands, he eased an unstrung bow and a small pack of arrows from the lashings. He made a show of testing it, weighing it for its worth. 
 
    One of the mud-knights snorted at him. “A bit small for you, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Not sure.” He tested the bow a little, flexing it in a way that risked damaging it. With a hidden step, he put his weight on a hidden branch. A crack filled the air. “Oh, damn.” 
 
    The knight rolled his eyes. “The delicate hands of a bear! Fah! It’s ruined for sure.” 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “Not like we’re expecting battle. Doubt we’ll be needing the spares.” He tossed the ‘broken’ bow nonchalantly into the woods. 
 
    “A waste is a waste.” The mud-knight walked off in disgust. 
 
    As he turned, Ajax kicked the quiver away as well. No one was paying attention to him any longer. He didn’t risk food and water immediately. That would be easy enough in the coming few minutes. The weapons had been the hard part. 
 
    His deception complete, Ajax drifted toward his lovers. He dropped his voice. It was a risky move; elves could hear even whispers from a distance. But the horses were masking him, and he spoke so lowly that it was barely audible. “We’ve been betrayed.” 
 
    He had their instant attention. Fierce yet curious glances were traded all around. 
 
    He appreciated how they asked no questions. They gave only trust. Maybe they were waiting for this betrayal as much as he had been. He gave them the details he could. “Lyvarress’s pet gendarme crossed the ocean on the backs of wind worker magic. They’ve come ashore with a hundred hunters or more, though I don’t know if they be elf or man or other.” 
 
    “Did you see them?” Jyliansa dared to whisper. 
 
    Ajax shook his head. “I was warned. I’ll explain later, but a forest elf told me. If you see one flitting about, don’t kill her. She’s on our side. The timing allows for only one real possibility. They knew exactly where to come. They’ve been summoned by this snake of a King, Cymarramathis. Whatever deal they’ve struck, it will not include leaving us alive.” 
 
    Resolve formed on their faces, along with bleak realization about how unlikely it was they could survive the danger surrounding them. 
 
    Helleanna whispered, “What can we do?” 
 
    “Only one chance. We need to reach the minotaurs alive. They were created to stop conflict at the foot of the gate. We need to wait for our chance, then do what we can to set the two forces upon each other. When push comes to shove, they’ll both want Quala to themselves. I can feel it. And I intend to use their greed against them.” 
 
    Krizzilani smirked. “You should have been one of my kind.” 
 
    Ajax snorted. “If there is darkness in my veins, it was placed there by dealing with the venom of these serpents in the grass. Can you vanish? I would feel far better with you lurking in the dark beyond this ring of steel. Find Safaunya and talk. Be ready for what will come.” 
 
    The dark elf gave him a sly nod, then looked around for a moment. Selecting her target, she bounced over to a nearby moon elf squire loping along with easy strides. Krizzilani fell into step next to him. Ajax recognized him as well; he was a common face on the upper tiers of the Cymarramathis’s castle, one of the King’s most trusted moon elfish warriors. Undoubtedly, he has seen the dark elf in her wickedly see-through gown over the last few days. 
 
    Krizzilani matched his steps until he realized what she was doing. Then, she caught his eyes and flashed him a sensual smile accented by a light wink. 
 
    Irresistible, despite what she was. The moon elf’s face lost all of its gravity, and he smiled. 
 
    Krizzilani’s lips twisted from smile to snarl in the span of a finger-snap. Subtlety evaporated, and she spat into his face. Her ugly dagger crafted of black steel jutted up under his chin. If he tried to speak, he would spear himself on the tip. “How dare you say such things to me! Touch me with those fingers and I will sever them off and feed them to you!” Her boot snapped forward and ploughed into his balls, aiming for his throat. 
 
    Her dagger whipped away, and she left him to collapse amidst the gales of laughter from the other moon elfish warriors. Jeers rose, and they started to kick the collapsed squire as they walked past, telling him he deserved what he got for messing with the night’s flesh. 
 
    Stalking away in believable anger, Krizzilani stormed off into the woods. 
 
    She didn’t come back. 
 
    Jyliansa whistled. “I think she’s been wanting to do that for a while.” 
 
    Helleanna was glaring daggers at the Prince’s back. “Too bad it wasn’t a sun elf.” 
 
    Ajax laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. “His time’s coming. Hold it together, and if anything happens, get to Callistia. She’s the only one of us who doesn’t know what these two-faced bastards have done. Keep her safe, whatever else you do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ajax found it harder to contain his rage with every step they took. Like Helleanna, his eyes burned into the back of the Prince until he was astonished the elf hadn’t burst into real flames. But he needed the time. Somewhere out there, Dassereen was creeping closer. Somewhere ahead, the minotaurs and their secrets were drawing closer as well. 
 
    Suddenly, the last two weeks began to make more and more sense. He wondered if the minotaurs truly did only emerge once in the month. Was that merely good fortune for the King, or another lie Ajax had no way to confirm? Truth or lie, it had given the King and his court and his servants two weeks to pry Quala’s secrets from them. The Prince’s luring of Callistia. The efforts of the court to extend friendship whenever possible. The servants lingering in earshot. The stablehands tailing them on horseback. 
 
    Ajax had told the King that force wouldn’t work. And the King had believed him. He had watched as patiently as a spider, hoping for them to betray themselves. Had they been listening at every moment with their magic? That was almost worse than torture. 
 
    And worst of all, he knew it would be a spike right into Callistia’s heart. 
 
    For the pain they were going to cause her, he hated them most of all. 
 
    He had no idea what they were planning. He scoured the woods under hooded eyes, wondering when the two groups would spring their ambush. But he was playing one last gamble: There has to be another game to be played. Otherwise, they would never have brought us into the mountains. If they thought they had failed to get the secret, they could have killed us back in the castle. They have one more trick…they think they have one more chance to pry out the secrets of Quala before they take the artifact by force. He knew it was true, but he couldn’t guess what they had planned. 
 
    The path curved out of the forest, and for a moment his suspicions waylaid in the face of sheer awe. 
 
    They emerged into an open clearing at the base of a semi-circular shaped cliff. The concave area was large enough to fit two hundred horses comfortably inside. The forest was unable to grow into the space as the mountain rock formed an impenetrable floor within the clearing. It was like a massive cave with the roof blasted away to let the sky in. 
 
    Standing in the deepest part of the enclave, two massive doors were set imposingly into the cliff face. Fifty feet high if they were an inch, they reached almost to the top of the cliffs above. Made of burnished steel, every inch of them was covered with the eldritch runes that were hallmarks of elfish magic. They loomed over the group with majesty, heavy with history, a powerful reminder that not even warring elfish lords would be able to pierce this protection around the gates. 
 
    Ajax wanted to be fully enraptured by what it all meant. He wanted to feel the wonder of standing at the entrance to the gateways to a whole other world. But Safaunya’s revelations made that impossible. This is your legacy, Cymarramathis, and you aren’t worthy of it. He tore his eyes away from the beautifully crafted gates, not wanting to see the glorious work. At that moment, he wanted nothing in his heart but hatred. 
 
    The trio of sun elves had drawn up in front of the gate, paying homage to their ancestors. Callistia leaned in and whispered to the Prince. Riluranath responded with a peaceful nod. She must have reminded him of the reason why they were there, for the Prince turned and looked for Ajax and his friends.  
 
    Ajax had to admit he acted the role well. He didn’t give away anything. Is it possible the King didn’t tell him? No. Perhaps the moon elves and mud-knights are unaware of the deeper games being played, but Riluranath has to know. He’s the King’s son, and more, the King’s hand. 
 
    The Prince was waving Ajax forward, striking the perfect balance between pleasant invitation yet also the commanding expectation that a mere human would certainly listen to him. 
 
    Ajax shared a grave nod with his two lovers, then walked forward with Jyliansa and Helleanna framing him to either side. He positioned himself beside the sun elves on their horses, ensuring nothing stood between him and the ancient doors but open air. 
 
    The Prince was about to speak when his eyes narrowed in confusion. “What of the dark elf?” 
 
    Ajax almost snorted in his face. Even when it mattered this much, the arrogant sun elf barely bothered to notice them or what happened to them. 
 
    Fortunately, he didn’t need to answer. Any excuse he gave might be suspicious. But the dark elf’s earlier game paid off. One of the moon elf squires laughed and said, “Urilerilann tried to paw her. He’ll recover, but she’s still somewhere cooling off.” 
 
    The Prince frowned, his displeasure killing the moon elf’s humor. “We have arrived. Can you summon her?” 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “I am not her master. But she knows the importance of this, My Lord. Bring forth the minotaurs, if it please you. When the time has come to pass through, she’ll be here.” The Prince was not the only one that could stare the other down without flinching. He didn’t give away so much as a hint of his true intentions: that the dark elf wouldn’t appear until after the Prince played his hand. Frustratingly, Ajax couldn’t even see the jaws of the trap closing yet. Am I wrong? 
 
    Deciding not to argue, the Prince turned back to the doors. When he spoke, his words were meant for only Callistia and Nahallanal, “Speak as one with me. As I taught you, let your purpose and power fill you.” 
 
    Together, the trio raised their voices into three synchronized calls that echoed about in the small canyon. Their harmony was chilling in its perfection, their tones as well matched as any choir with the two tenors complementing Callistia’s soaring soprano. Ajax spoke elfish, but he could not understand the dialect they used. 
 
    As they sung, the runes on the doors swelled to life with inner light. With the sun almost gone from the sky, the dozen torches lit by the Fist’s warriors was what they had for light. Soon, the light of the runes began to overpower them all. The longer the trio sang, the further up the door the light crept until the whole length was afire. 
 
    Unsure what to expect, Ajax was mildly surprised that the doors didn’t open. Instead, they turned into silvery ghosts. Only the fiery runes remained substantial. 
 
    From within the outline of those ghost doors, three mist-shrouded beings appeared. Each taller than Ajax, they were hulking beings covered in shaggy fur. Towering horns speared upward, more akin to crowns than anything. Their solid bodies had more in common with the mountain than flesh-and-blood beings. Each wore nothing but a loincloth to cover their modesty, but those coverings weren’t rags. They were clean, precisely folded, and made of smooth white linen. They walked with spears whose tips protruded higher than their own horns. Holding the weapons in hands large enough to crush a boulder, they used the spears as if they were walking staffs. Ajax had the distinct impression all three could turn them to violence quickly enough. If these were three members of a clan meant to hold warring elves at bay, then there must be far more to them. Ajax reminded himself not to underestimate them. 
 
    The center minotaur took an extra step forward. His focus was totally on the sun elf Prince. “Your time has not yet come, Prince Riluranath. And I sense the vitality in the warrior and mage that ride by your sides. Why have you roused us from our slumber if there are no souls to convey through our maze and into the Wyld?” 
 
    “It was not for our sake we called you forth, Guardians!” The Prince didn’t speak to them as a supplicant. The minotaurs might hold some small power in this place, but he was still a sun elf prince. He gestured toward Ajax, Helleanna and Jyliansa where they stood. “Dire need drives these travelers, and my King has promised them aid. I beseech you, listen to their needs and grant them passage if you find their cause worthy.” 
 
    Ajax didn’t miss how Callistia was kept apart from them. 
 
    Neither did Callistia. Her horse danced under her as the animal sensed her restlessness. It pranced a little sideways, mirroring the large part of her that wanted to join her friends. But the draw of her people would not so easily let her go. Nor the specter of the Prince, who claimed to cherish her. 
 
    Ajax wanted to gnash his teeth. Struggling to contain the rage, he turned to the minotaurs and channeled that anger into determination. We need to clear the path, and fast. If we can just get into the maze before the Prince strikes. And before Dassereen finds us. 
 
    He spoke in a baritone that shook the hills, rivaling the minotaur leader’s own voice, “There is no more noble purpose than to free a slave from their bonds. But the paths to this prisoner’s home are few, and all of them are perilous. I will take her to the doorstep of her rightful place in the universe and save a being more precious than I shall ever be. Hear me, Guardians of the gateway, and find that worthy. Not for my sake, but for hers. We know the danger. And we will gladly risk it to see her freed.” 
 
    Wise gravity surrounded the minotaur’s aura, and Ajax wondered if this creature was as ancient as a dozen elves. The Guardian rumbled back, “Many claim they are ready to face the Wyld. They say they are ready for death, just as you have done. But in the Wyld, death is not the worst fate you face. It is a place of chaos and creation not yet locked into the ordered purpose of the mortal realm. You could find yourself twisted and bent, unable to perish and locked in a freakish state of anguish and horror you can never escape.” 
 
    None of them flinched. Jyliansa spoke, coming to her knight’s support. “We are in earnest, kind Guardians. Tell us how to prove that to you, and we will do it.” 
 
    Helleanna finished with equal determination, “Hear us, and you will never doubt our resolve again.” 
 
    The elder minotaur’s lumbering head considered them one after another. Then, he intoned, “Then bring forth the spirit of which you speak. Let me feel the resonance inside of the being’s cage. If their rightful place lies beyond the gateway in the outer planes, then I will not block your path. Speak the name of the spirit, and I shall feel the connection with her true bearer. Through you, I can feel her being pulled toward her home.” 
 
    They were saying yes! Ajax instantly measured the distance to the ghostly doors standing open. If the Guardians clear the way, then he was sure they could cross over before the Prince and his Fist struck. Surely, if the minotaurs blessed their purpose, they wouldn’t stand idly by while the elves lashed out at them! 
 
    The devil inside whispered suspicions in Ajax’s ear. But why are they waiting? They want me to unveil the artifact, but as soon as the minotaurs can sense it is real, we’ll be under their protection. Such a bold risk. Sun elves don’t take such gambles. Not easily… 
 
    His hands were rising toward his hair to undo the braid in which he had concealed Quala’s prison when he stopped short. 
 
    He craned his neck, and looked up into the sky. 
 
    And suddenly understood. 
 
    The guiding star. It wasn’t above the gates. It wasn’t hanging above where the minotaur maze would be behind the doors. It was close; so very, very close. But it hovered above a peak an hour’s hard walk to the east. 
 
    His eyes fell back to level, cold certainty settling in.  
 
    The elves can see it. We’re not the only ones. My wish failed to guide Quala properly. 
 
    All of it fell into place. He was stunned by the audacity. The King had out-maneuvered Ajax using his own game of misdirection on a scale the knight could hardly comprehend. Cymarramathis had used Ajax’s own cleverness against him. His companions had never spoken a word about the guiding star, believing it to be their secret. Never asked of it, the King had no need to lie. He had seen to it that not a single noble, not a single warrior, nor even a single servant had spoken of it. They hadn’t so much as looked up at the strange object hovering in their sky. What had he threatened? Death? Exile? All this time, the star had been visible, probably goading Dassereen to use his wind mages even more ruthlessly when he came within sight of it a week off the coast. 
 
    They knew. They hadn’t taken two weeks to wait for the minotaurs to emerge. They had invented the tale, and taken two weeks to set up this fake gate within a stone’s throw of the real one! They’d used an illusion as real and perfect as the one he’d used to trick Lyvarress with the false pendant. 
 
    And he had fallen for it. All his suspicion. All his caution. All of it looking at the wrong spot. An old magician’s trick; and he had fallen for it. Even when he realized he was betrayed, he still had not seen how badly they were duped. There would be no trap to spring, because he was already inside the snare, the noose already around his neck. 
 
    But he had never been fond of surrender. 
 
    Rather than reach for his braid, Ajax’s hand closed on the huge hilt of Skyreaver. Smooth and slow, as if presenting for the crowd to see, the knight drew the powerful blade with a long, metal hiss. He wished he had time to tell his lovers what he knew. But he would have to trust them, and they would have to follow his lead. 
 
    Riluranath narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing, knight?” 
 
    Even Callistia was worried, wondering why he wouldn’t reach for his goal now that it was in sight. “We’ve come so far. Please, Ajax, take what they offer. See this through to the end.” 
 
    She meant every word. She might be torn, but Ajax knew beyond a doubt that she was not involved in this treachery. His heart went out to her; she yearned to find even one of her people with a core of honor and loyalty and goodness. The irony was, she was the one she was looking for. She was the very proof that sun elves could be glorious both inside and out. 
 
    Ajax met her eyes, and prayed she would forgive him for tearing apart her dreams. “I will, My Lady. You can be certain I’ll see this through right to the end.” 
 
    Then, he raised his voice further, roaring out into the woods. Figure out my game, Safaunya. We’ve only just met, but show me you can follow my lead and I’ll love you forever. “Enough of this nonsense! This double talk has served its purpose! I’ve done as you’ve asked, Dassereen! They fell for the story. No-one will ever know what happened in this remote place, and Lyvarress will find nothing but a soft throne filled by a weak old elf when he invades!” 
 
    Riluranath’s youthful features twisted through the rainbow of shock, panic and anger. “What are you –” 
 
    Ajax cut him off. Either he was right or the Prince was innocent and unaware of his father’s games. Either way, he was about to pay the price. “Slay the Prince! Kill all who follow him!” 
 
    It would probably come as a great shock to Dassereen that Ajax’s order was obeyed. 
 
    From her hidden perch, Safaunya fired. She didn’t miss. The arrow ripped the air, humming with whatever magic the forest elf possessed. She had taken no chances, imbuing the deadly missile with the full measure of her mystical ability. The arrow simmered with a dazzling array of sparkling red motes of light that exploded in a ring as the point struck the Prince’s mystical shields and lanced through the protective layers. As the glittering motes rained in a lovely shower over the three sun elves, the arrow punctured through eye, brain and skull until it transfixed the royal’s head. Quivering to a gruesome stop, the wet thunk of the impact echoed over the canyon. 
 
    Even Ajax didn’t react right away, stunned by the brutal impact and the chaos it was about to unleash. 
 
    The dead Prince slumped on his horse, then collapsed in a heap to the ground below. 
 
    Nahallanal howled in pain and loss. 
 
    Callistia’s eyes filled with a different sort of pain, blended with horror as Ajax seemed to become the monster she had never believed he could be. 
 
    But then, the gendarme beside her transformed as well. An elegantly curved blade appeared in his hand, and he hissed at the minotaurs, “Kill the knight and his wenches! Rip them apart!” But instead of lending his considerable aid, the gendarme leaped up and stood on his saddle. “Revenge will be mine for this treachery, Dassereen!” With a supernatural leap fueled by the wind, he launched himself in a long arc over his Fist, landing between them and the forest. “You will have nothing! No prize! I will send you back to your King as kibble for a dog! Show yourself!” 
 
    An unknown voice screamed from the night. “Take what’s ours! For King Lyvarress!” A throwing knife whirled from the night, stabbing into the weak point in a moon elf squire’s armor. 
 
    “Take them while they’re on their heels!” Another glittering arrow slashed out, this one digging through the breastplate of one of the mud-knights. 
 
    A familiar golden shape emerged from the trees, fury painted on his face. Dassereen yelled as if trying to quell his troops, “No! This is not my doing!” 
 
    Callistia twisted in her saddle, mouth dropping open at the familiar voice. Her face betrayed her disbelief that he could be there. Dassereen? 
 
    Lyvarress’s gendarme snarled at Nahallanal. “Stand down! This is not –” 
 
    The other elf wasn’t listening. “– silence! You can’t wash away the blood on your hands with words! Treacherous snake!” 
 
    Five of Cymarramathis’s moon elves were done being targets to unseen assassins. They didn’t care what pretty words the lords were exchanging. They fired their own bows at any shadow they could pick out. They knew a hidden force was supposed to be out there, though they had been told the outsiders were allies. Anger fueled their actions, and they fired rapidly into the forest in a blistering hail of shafts. 
 
    Cries of pain rose from within the branches. Then, a dozen bows answered with their own wave of death. Far more than Safaunya and Krizzilani could possibly have fired on their own. Dassereen’s warriors took matters into their own hands. Those without ranged weapons refused to be simple targets. The underbrush exploded as a score of mud-knights and fifty of their trained human warriors charged out, with a half-dozen moon elf squires among them. 
 
    Dassereen screamed once more, “What have you done? Fools!” 
 
    Nahallanal’s answer carried no words, only rage as he flew at the other gendarme with his blade leading. Their blades crossed, and a terrifyingly loud ring of enchanted metal impacting on each other blasted over the area. 
 
    In the heart of the clearing, the minotaurs bellowed their own challenge. 
 
    Helleanna blurted out, “No! We still want to pass through the gatew –!” 
 
    Ajax couldn’t let her confuse the issue further. He roared over her, “– Begone, beasts, lest you feel our steel! We know your gateway is a vile fake!” He charged in on them, hoisting Skyreaver high and cleaving downward right between the horns of the lead minotaur in front. The hulking creature raised its staff in a cross block, not at all afraid matching the ogrelav knight strength for strength. The iron-oak staff he wielded had taken many a blow from a cleaving weapon and survived. 
 
    But it hadn’t met the likes of Skyreaver. The griffin-bone blade slashed through the haft like it was paper. Ajax’s blow hewed right through skull and into the minotaur’s torso, down into his guts, and exploded out though the gap in his legs. He ended his blow with his sword riven into the stone itself. The two halves of the minotaurs’ leader peeled away in a grotesque end to Ajax’s display of power. 
 
    The one to his left roared in anger. It charged in and rammed Ajax away from the sword’s hilt. Ajax lost his grip, staggering until he lost his feet and tumbled onto his back. The other fake Guardian came at him as the first recovered, raising its spear to pin Ajax gruesomely to the stone. 
 
    Jyliansa flashed between them, her dagger cutting in low to sever the meaty hamstring of the beast-man. Helleanna hurled her own and caught the minotaur right in the chest. Her dagger’s hilt stuck out, quivering as it settled. The minotaur looked at it. Then, its musk-ox face split into a drooling grin. “Need somethin’ bigger ‘en that, girl.” It lurched to one side, unable to support its weight on the leg Jyliansa had cut, but it managed to batter the sea elf with the butt of its spear, sending her flying. 
 
    The second minotaur lumbered back into range of Ajax. With the women occupied, there was nothing standing between its spear and the knight’s heart except a couple inches of armored steel. And that wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    Ajax grasped hold of his half-sword, yanking it free just in time to deflect the spear wide. It smashed into the ground beside him. He punched out with the hilt, knocking out a few of the minotaur’s gnarly teeth. It growled back him, grabbed a knife off its belt, and jammed it down toward Ajax’s face. Ajax cross-blocked with his forearm. The two powerful warriors locked into each other, the point of the blade hovering only a few inches above Ajax’s forehead. 
 
    His arm started to shake. He flickered his eyes over and saw the crippled minotaur swiping at Jyliansa and Helleanna. They were doing what they could to get in under the beast’s long reach and guard, but the bullish warrior was faster than expected. It warded off the elfish women’s darting strikes and came far too close to impaling them as they skipped away. 
 
    The knight yelled over his head, “Callistia! They lied to us! From the very start, they’ve lied! They could see the guide star! Do you hear me? They summoned your brother and brought Dassereen here!” 
 
    The sun elf was still seated on her horse, somehow floating free of all the carnage as the two Fists fought. Her eyes were locked on her brother’s gendarme. The same thought was flashing through her head over and over. He can’t be here. He can’t be here. 
 
    Ajax screamed on last time, losing ground against the minotaur’s massive bulk. “Callistia, we need you!” 
 
    A gear ticked in Callistia’s mind. Whatever had frozen her thawed, and emotions flared to the surface like a meteor crashing to the earth. She turned in her saddle and fixed the minotaurs with a deadly gaze sparking with electrical power. “Leave them alone!” Her hand stabbed out and blasted the one on top of Ajax in the chest. The beast-man was thrown back a dozen feet; his chest was nothing but a smoking ruin. Callistia flung out her other hand. This time, the lightning blast tore off the head of the second minotaur before the bolt smashed into the rock face behind. A spiderweb of sparks crawled up and down the rock before fading into nothing. 
 
    Then, her baleful eyes fixed on the two gendarmes fighting each other twenty yards away. 
 
    Ajax saw the promise of revenge in her. Oh fuck, she’s not going to leave them to kill each other, is she? Groaning with the effort, he rolled off his back and heaved to his feet under the weight of his armor. The weight wasn’t yet comfortable again, and the beating he had taken from the minotaur didn’t help. “Come on you two. We need to be with her. Are you both alright?” 
 
    Helleanna planted a boot on the headless minotaur, yanking her knife out of his chest. She looked shaky: not yet the maid-turned-warrior. But she was holding it together. “I’m not letting her die now. Not at the hands of these traitorous snakes.” 
 
    Jyliansa scooped up the business-end of the spear that Ajax had cut in half. Before, it had been eight feet tall and thick enough to be a club. Now, it was not quite five, though still possessing serious weight. She flashed him the fierce smile of a shark that had found its teeth. “Thick and ready for action. Just the sort of spear I’ve grown a taste for recently.” 
 
    Laughing at her wicked thoughts, Ajax pulled Skyreaver from the ground with a single yank, then led the trio down toward the ongoing battle. 
 
    Callistia had goaded her horse into a charge. She was no novice horsewoman, and used the flanks of the animal to knock aside the careless and the hooves to stomp right anyone who got in her way. Running behind her, Ajax carved a swath through anyone that remained. He never stopped, so anyone he missed became a victim to the two knife-wielders flanking him. 
 
    Krizzilani was also on the field, having finally left behind the shadows. Ajax didn’t know what had drawn her out, but she was flitting about the battlefield, ending lives with vicious efficiency. He watched as she slithered in on two human warriors fighting each other. She dove between them, her daggers opening their bellies with two mirrored, eviscerating slices. Rolling onto the ground beyond, she vanished from their midst as they collapsed against each other, their spilled guts merging, sharing a death they had been trying to give each other seconds before. 
 
    Safaunya was not so bold, though Ajax caught sight of her along the fringes of the forest. Survival was clearly her first priority; she would fire once, picking off a target, then fade into the wood and move. She never shot twice from the same spot, and never seemed more substantial than a ghost. 
 
    As the battle raged, the numbers of the living were rapidly dwindling. Prince Riluranath had entered the mountains with a little over two-score elves and men. Dassereen had brought with him a little under two hundred. Already, less than half-that survived, favoring the larger numbers of Lyvarress’s Fist. 
 
    Nahallanal and Dassereen danced about each other, and no-one seemed eager to disrupt the blinding duel between the gendarmes. Their swords were alive with light, leaving after-images burned into the air with every movement. Brief flares of elemental power would lash out, only to be dashed upon the ramparts of the other’s defense. They were evenly matched, a study in violent symmetry. 
 
    Their words hissed and danced as well. Nahallanal snarled, “Why? We would have handed over the spirit once we had assurances that it would be used for both our realms! Damned your greed!” 
 
    “And damned your pride!” Dassereen clipped back. “You summoned us here! Why would we betrayed you?” 
 
    “Oh no! The reputation of Lyvarress is well earned! You read our open hand as weakness! When we finish you here, we’ll sail to your lands and raze your precious capital to the ground for what you’ve done!” 
 
    They continued to press each other hard, two masters showcasing the talent that could be achieved after a thousand years in pursuit of perfection. 
 
    Callistia did not pause to absorb their majesty or their arguments. From atop her steed, she stood in her stirrups and lashed out at them with her own magic. Lightning raked them, crawling along their summoned aura-shields. Some of the energy rebounded and reflected, scouring the nearby warriors and searing their flesh. 
 
    Until that moment, nothing could have stopped the combat between the two gendarmes. But the furious lightning-mage and the charging bulk of Ajax with Skyreaver in hand drove a wedge into their anger where nothing else could. They glared at each other, then with one motion turned to face the oncoming threat. 
 
    Callistia rode them down. Her fingers fanned out to each side, sending a wave of lightning energy into both of them. Nahallanal caught the energy blast on his sword, then glided past to meet the rush of Ajax. Dassereen raised a hand, summoning a circular shield of air to ward off her power. It cost him more raw energy, but left his sword free. He slashed the blade horizontally and severed the horse from its legs immediately below the bulk of its body. Momentum carried Callistia and the tormented torso of the horse beyond him. The sun elf princess threw herself clear, rolling into the muck churned up near the forest. Thankfully, she missed the hard stone closer to the false gates. 
 
    Ajax bore down on Nahallanal, knowing he had to seize the initiative in order to survive. He sent Skyreaver in a scorching circle, ripping the air at inhuman speed. Nahallanal turned in a fluid move meant to absorb impact. This was not the first time he had fought an opponent with physical mass and strength beyond him. His blade caught Skyreaver… and it didn’t shatter. Fortified by magic of the same ken, his blade chipped but stayed whole. Infused magic offset the raw power of Ajax’s strike that otherwise would have smashed through any parry an elf could muster. 
 
    The gendarme flowed under his blade, as smooth as silk as he glided into Ajax’s personal space. His sword dipped, ready to carve through his leg and sever it at the hip. 
 
    The strike was turned aside by a hastily inserted spear tip. Jyliansa jammed herself into their duel, forcing Nahallanal to compensate. She should have been an easy kill, but Ajax wasn’t pausing. Given time by Jyliansa’s intervention, Ajax reversed his last strike and cut in a diagonal slash at the sun elf’s shoulder. 
 
    Nahallanal was unable to flicker a killing blow at Jyliansa. Instead, he washed her away with a wind gust, then concentrated on absorbing Ajax’s descending blade. Once again, he slipped past the strike like an eel in water, letting Ajax’s momentum carry him too far. With the knight exposed, the gendarme once again went for the killing strike. 
 
    Krizzilani was there this time. The fierce dark elf deflected his lethal blow, then unleashed a blizzard of dual dagger strikes that danced along the gendarme’s defenses. She was fast, but Nahallanal was faster. His blade was nothing but a blur as he turned aside her strikes, biding his time before unleashing a killing blow through her defenses. 
 
    Jyliansa read his intent. She thrust in her own well-placed blow right at his spine. Even blind to her presence, Nahallanal sensed the attack. Launching into the air, he soared above the combined attacks of daggers and spear, sweeping a hand to raise a gout of flame on the ground he had once occupied. The fire-burst exploded into the faces of the sea elf and dark elf, sending them scrambling backward before their eyebrows could be more than mildly singed. 
 
    A series of three knives spun out of Helleanna’s hands toward the gendarme. The maid knew she couldn’t get into melee with the elfish warrior without causing more problems than she solved, but her throws were on point. A lesser swordsman would have been caught off-guard, having just finished so acrobatic an escape. Nahallanal barely flinched, batting aside the knives like annoying pests. 
 
    But the delay was long enough to give Ajax the chance to re-engage. He smashed Skyreaver on the gendarme with punishing blows, frenzied and fueled by frustration and a touch of desperation. Taking a risk, Ajax hacked in horizontally, using an angle his elfish instructor had taught him never to use. Instinctively, Nahallanal took the openly, curling inside the blow, hooking Ajax’s sword, and leveraging it right out of his grasp. Ajax’s own position and momentum did almost all the work. Skyreaper went spinning away through the air. A rookie mistake. 
 
    Ajax was already drawing his half-sword with the other hand. Quick-drawing it with all the speed he had, he jutted the second weapon towards Nahallanal’s ribs. But the gendarme’s mind was clicking away just as quickly, spotting the ruse before it happened. His empty hand conjured an air-based shield between him and the point, deflecting away the half-sword and opening Ajax’s defenses for the gendarme’s own sword to dive in. 
 
    Only to jerk to a stop with a ragged gasp. 
 
    Because the gendarme hadn’t noticed Ajax’s other hand, now empty of Skyreaver, grasp the hilt of his hidden kukri, the third weapon in the griffin bone set. The knight jabbed the recurved blade under Nahallanal’s ribs, piercing deep and seeking his heart. The gendarme felt the impact but couldn’t escape fast enough. Ajax carried through the blow with all his strength, almost burying his whole fist in the elf’s gut. 
 
    Ajax tore the weapon free, sending a cascade of bright-red elfish blood over the grass. He retreated fast, knowing a dying animal could be at its most dangerous. 
 
    Indeed, Nahallanal whipped about, his sword darting this way and that. His frantic eyes blazed with denial and fury, refusing to accept his end. He spat blood, stumbling once, then lurching back toward Ajax. 
 
    Jyliansa gave a final snarl as she ran him through with her minotaur’s spear. She drove him to the ground and drove the tip into the grass. 
 
    Pinned, unable to vent any more of his anger, the gendarme sagged heavily against the grass. “… wasn’t… supposed to happen… this way…” He gasped. 
 
    Krizzilani smirked down at him. “Pity. I’d say you had it coming.” Lashing down, she opened his throat with a deep cut that nearly severed his whole neck from his shoulders. 
 
    As they finished him, Ajax turned to see Callistia facing down the gendarme she had lived with all her life. Dassereen stalked toward her, snarling, “What is it about your own kind you hate so much? Will you die for those who are beneath you?” 
 
    The sun elf mage screamed, “All I wanted was to believe in one of you! I would have died for one worthy of my loyalty!” 
 
    Dassereen yelled back, “We’re your blood!” 
 
    Her expression was sharp enough to cut diamonds. “That’s not enough.” Her hand snapped out and unleashed a bolt of pure Fury at him. 
 
    Seeing the build-up of energy coming, Dassereen went down on one knee, extending his blade and conjuring a force-wave of hardened air to take the vicious blow. The crack of competing magics exploded over the clearing. The blast wave launched everyone a few feet back, bending and breaking the nearest tree trunks in the woods. Crumbling rocks were shaken loose of the cliff and gritty dust billowed into the air. 
 
    The gendarme screamed with the effort, forcing himself to sweep a knee forward, getting that much closer to the mage pummeling him. Electrical sparks and spiderwebs of power lanced around his shield, clawing at him and burning along the sides of his limbs. Ignoring the pain, he took another step toward her, fighting to get within range for a killer strike. 
 
    Callistia’s eyes strobed as bright as the sun. Her other hand came forward. Her hands shaped a lotus blossom shape and built the already violent blast into a true tornado of destruction. 
 
    Straining with every fiber of his being, Dassereen held the shield for another few seconds. His feet dug into the stone beneath, carving furrows in the rock as he was pushed backward. Then, with a last desperate cry, he lost the battle. His shield failed, and a howling hurricane of lightning magic incinerated him in the span of one breath to the next. 
 
    The sustained lightning blasts had pummeled the senses of everyone nearby. Beaten to near unconsciousness, the survivors scrambled to find their feet. 
 
    Ajax had weathered the onslaught well, owing to the endurance of his ogre heritage. He watched as Callistia collapsed, utterly exhausted after the display of raw power. Able but not totally stable, Ajax staggered drunkenly to her side, scooping her up into his protective arms. 
 
    Ajax had no idea how many warriors of the two Fists were still alive. Their leaders were gone. The chaos was briefly stymied. But they were probably still far, far too outnumbered. Even the specter of seeing their invincible gendarmes killed might not hold any survivors at bay. Worse still if the two sides suddenly decided to cooperate and kill the ones who had destroyed the sun elves. 
 
    Carrying Callistia, he shambled over to the others. Tugging them onto their feet, he insisted, “We must go! We must vanish! Only the gateway can save us. They lied to us, but the magic of my wish cannot. The gateway up there is somehow unguarded. That is what I asked for! The elves don’t control it! Their minotaurs were a lie, but we need to find the truth!” 
 
    Safaunya emerged before them, speaking fast, “I can help! Please, I know you were all betrayed and don’t want to trust anyone. I don’t know you, but Ajax saved my life. I’ll take you. I can find the way!” 
 
    Krizzilani added with a smirk, “If it helps, she’s also the one who ended the Prince. If I have to trust any of you forest dwellers, that’s a fine a reason as any.” 
 
    None of the others saw fit to argue. Trust might be short, but they were out of options. 
 
    Clinging to each other, they ran into the night and away from the remains of the enemy forces, leaving them to finish with each other however they would. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The black hue of blood under the moonlight was more common than green green in the clearing. The grey dust that had blasted into the air by the thunderclaps was settling over everything. 
 
    A hobbled moon elf squire marked with the livery of Cymarramathis dragged himself with one arm along the ground, which smeared him with other people’s lifeblood. A hand-axe was buried in his left thigh, and his right foot was shattered in at least four different places given the broken way it hung limply against the ground. His strength was fading, but he was trying to hold aloft his half-sword in a feeble defense. “No! No, it’s over! Mercy, please!” 
 
    A human mud-knight stalked slowly after him. Coughing harshly to clear his lungs, the knight shook like a ragged dog, flinging dust and sweat off himself. Blood dripped from the ruined remains of his right ear, the lobe cleaved off along with a bunch of hair and a chip of his skull. He’d dodged death by more fortune than skill. Grime was everywhere, coating everything. He felt like he would never be clean again. 
 
    His shield bore the emblem and colors of Lyvarress, but it hung from his forearm by the straps alone. He didn’t have the strength to hold the handle. His arm was scorched from one of the random spurts of electrical magic from that bitch mage’s fight with Dassereen. His other fist worked restlessly on the hilt of his longsword. He glared grimly down on the moon elf trying desperately to crawl away. 
 
    With a sudden snarl of hate, the mud-knight hoisted his sword and plunged it down through the pathetic warrior’s mouth. The brutal blow silenced his cries and severed the spine at the base of the skull. The elf was dead instantly. Jerking the blade free, the mud-knight spat on the corpse. “Fucking elves.” 
 
    A rattle of metal came from his left side as another shape rose from the ground, still sporting the blue-burnished armor common among moon elves. Beaten but alive, the moon elf groaned and stretched. Jzassabirra was a relative novice among the moon elf squires, but he’d survived. The hard work and effort at his lessons had paid off, and he’d survived where far more senior squires had fallen. He peered left and right, then shook his head in disbelief. “Are we all that’s left, Adamat?” 
 
    The turncoat mud-knight followed the moon elf’s gaze around the clearing cluttered with fallen warriors. Grime and blood covered most of the corpses, melding it all together in one grim tapestry. For a while, there had been a few groans and the occasional limb waving in mute supplication for aid. But those had faded. The only living two left was them. “Seems that way,” Adamat grunted. 
 
    The moon elf took a steadying breath. “A dark turn this took. We should be away for the shiiiaaccck –” He was cut off by a foot of steel being plunged into his gut. 
 
    Adamat hadn’t struck with a smile. Not even a sneer. Just a glowering, dark, simmering disgust. He twisted the blade, digging it around to ensure he carved out enough guts to make sure the deed was done. Propping his boot against the other warrior’s chest, Adamat rudely kicked the elf to the ground, leaving him to wallow in agony until his life ran out. Snorting, Adamat rolled his eyes. “Fucking elves.” 
 
    Quiet descended, though Adamat’s mind stewed in furious disgust. His dark gaze roved around, seeking an outlet for his frustration. His eyes fell on the small hole between the trees that had swallowed Ajax and his entourage of elfish women. He stared after them as if he could still see their retreating shadows. “Fucking Ajax.” 
 
    His gaze rose up, seeing the guiding star hanging above the mountains. 
 
    Hacking up phlegm from his throat, he hawked it down on Jzassabirra, whose eyes were closed as he quivered a last spasm of pain before death took him. Stepping on the moon elf’s chest with morbid delight, Adamat strode toward the woods, heading for the star. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite their fatigue, they made excellent time with Safaunya’s guidance. She did more than aim them at the star they could all see. Her instincts and the voices of the trees led her through soft glades rather than thick brambles, and never wavered from the straightest route even if they couldn’t see the sky to navigate. 
 
    Ajax hugged Callistia’s unconscious form to him. Helleanna was never more than a single stride away, her own face wrinkled in concern. The moon elf had told them that this sort of exhaustion was normal enough, but it could be deadly if Callistia had recklessly extended herself. Considering how angry the sun elf had been, all of them feared the worst. But there was nothing to be done about it while charging through the dark woods. 
 
    Krizzilani hunted the night with her dark vision, but never ventured far. Even Safaunya wasn’t roaming ahead. It was a risk, but none of them were willing to be out of each other’s sights right then. She whispered to Ajax, “What happened back there? How’d you know they were going to betray us?” 
 
    The knight gestured first to the forest elf skipping ahead of them. “We owe our lives to her, above all else. She keyed me to the arrival of Dassereen and his forces. They couldn’t be here so quickly, not even with the magic of the wind, if they didn’t know exactly where to sail. As soon as she told me, I knew we’d been betrayed. But it didn’t make sense. Why weren’t they springing their trap? At first, I thought they were waiting for Dassereen to get into position. But then, we were there, in front of the minotaurs, and they still hadn’t unveiled their plan! If those Guardians had been real, we could have pleaded with them for protection. Or bolted into the maze where the elves couldn’t follow. It didn’t make sense that they were taking that kind of risk on the off chance I might reveal a little more about Quala.” 
 
    He berated himself. “I didn’t see it. I thought we were being so clever. They must have been laughing at us every day while we thought only we could see the guiding star. They wanted me to give them all my secrets, and they were right in assuming that the only way I would reveal those secrets would be to guarantee my access to the gateway. And I almost did it. I would have handed it over. Fury take me, if I wasn’t already suspicious from Safaunya’s warnings, who knows what I might have done? If the minotaurs demanded that I help an elf gain Quala’s trust as only one of them could go into the Wyld, and then offered up the Prince as a ‘worthy’ bearer of the prison? What would I have done if I really thought it was the only way for Quala to get home? Who knows?” He shook his head. “I’m so stupid. Almost got us killed.” 
 
    Jyliansa patted his shoulder. “Go easy on yourself. This is the way of the sun elves. Under the waves, we have simpler ways. Up here, they bend words.” 
 
    Safaunya whispered, softly insulted, “’Tis not the way of all land dwellers, my sea cousin. Why do you think my kind happily skulk in the forests and keep the lordship of the sun elves as a light touch on our lives? They speak poison I do not understand. They locked me in a cell forever over a matter I don’t even understand.” 
 
    Jyliansa answer was apologetic, “No offense meant.” 
 
    Safunya spared a quick smile back, easing away from her reflexive anger. “Nor taken.” 
 
    Ajax wondered at the forest elf’s past, and resolved to one day ask her. “The signs were there. I’m such an idiot. Remember the town where the orcs nearly invaded? Oh, I think that was real enough. But there was a gendarme already there! Nahallanal wasn’t just any warrior. He was the best of them. That’s why he came up here with the Prince. Why would he be spending a quiet night in a hamlet half-a-day’s ride from his castle, which just happens to be near to the inlet where we came ashore? They were waiting for us. The orcs just forced their hand, as did we when we attacked them.” 
 
    Helleanna joined Jyliansa in soothing his ego. “But there were other signs we could not ignore. Callistia’s trust. Her faith. And our own desire to see this mission to its end. We were all part of this, my knight. Our knight. We share the burden. But not the guilt. This is on them. Their greed. Our desire in this is not changed, to see this poor spirit freed before she becomes another victim.” 
 
    Ajax sobered a little from his self-anger. “You’re right. We’re all outcasts. But that much… that much remains true. I just wish we didn’t have to do it all alone.” 
 
    Helleanna smiled at him, leaning into his arm for a moment as they walked. “We aren’t alone. None of us. We have each other.” 
 
    Safaunya darted a look back at them, a little taken aback by the warmth in Helleanna’s voice and the intimacy in her touch. She didn’t miss the way the moon elf’s hands caressed along Ajax’s forearm. 
 
    They tromped higher into the highlands. With each glimpse of the guiding star, they felt they were drawing nearer. They were getting close to the wandering ridgeline again. This time when the woods gave way, there was no set of massive gates. Rather, there was a fold in the cliff-face where a narrow valley split the rock. The split was barely wide enough for Ajax to slide through, though each of his women companions could walk through without their shoulders quite brushing the stone. 
 
    The path wasn’t straight; it weaved back and forth like a dry riverbed. Ajax led the way, glancing up at the towering walls to either side that stretched at least fifty feet above them, sure at any moment they would have acid or rocks or boiling oil or something poured down on them. 
 
    But for once, tragedy never struck. Inching around the last corner, the knight saw the tight corridor open up on a lovely oasis in the heart of a deep canyon. Lush blue-green grass and wafting willow trees created a dream-like space meant to calm the soul. Flowers were blooming. Their airy blossoms were a soothing mixture of pink-reds and purples that added a splash of color to the otherwise cool, pastel colors that dominated this place. The silvery moonlight didn’t detract from the magic of the mix. Ajax understood how this could be a proper place for an aging elf to come and enjoy as the final vision of this world before walking through the gateway into the Wyld. 
 
    At the heart of the garden was a gazebo made of pristine white marble inlaid with gold filigree runes along with patterns resembling vines and leaves. So lifelike was the depiction that the golden plant life seemed to grow right from the natural gardens around them. The steps were five high, wide and shallow as they rose up to the central stage under the canopy. 
 
    Under that covering, two objects were positioned in silent wait. 
 
    The first was a massive oval frame, like a mirror without glass, made entirely of pure gold. It was welded right to the marble, immovable and looking like it would stand there forever. A churning mixture of oily black and shimmering white essence swirled and churned around each other inside the frame, never still and never mixing. 
 
    The second was a statue, or more accurately Ajax would say, a gargoyle. The figure was carved to be on its knees, the wings of the beast curled about its shoulders and looking like a cloak. The creature’s kneeling posture was in ceremonial respect to the power of the gateway. Angling to one side, he was able to get a view of the gargoyle’s face. It was crafted after a nightmare blend of features, though not of any particular race. It had the rugged power of an orc, but a certain symmetry that an orc would never possess. If the beast stood, Ajax was fairly certain it would stand a little taller than him, and would rival the minotaurs in sheer mass if it was flesh – far more given that it was crafted of stone. 
 
    He searched left and right, looking for signs of an ambush. He whispered, “No elves.” 
 
    Helleanna whispered, respectful and slightly in awe. “Quala’s magic didn’t guide us wrong.” 
 
    Krizzilani looked up, and gave a small gasp, “The star! It’s gone!” 
 
    They all followed her gaze, and it felt strange to see the sky empty of the conjured object. Ajax hummed in satisfaction. “At least we know we’ve come to the right place.” His focus went back to the gargoyle. “Shall we?” 
 
    Helleanna halted him with a light touch. “Hold on. Let me see if I can wake her. She’d want to see this.” 
 
    Ajax settled Callistia down onto the grass. “I swore I felt her stirring already. I think she may be coming around.” 
 
    While they worked, the other three elves spread out a little. Safaunya drifted through the gardens, her smile charmed by the unusual plants she wasn’t used to seeing in these parts. “The flowers shouldn’t be blooming this time of year. There’s magic at work in this place.” 
 
    Krizzilani padded about carefully, her golden eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Everything is… muted.” Ajax flashed her a look, as if to wonder why that worried her. The dark elf tried to find the words, “It is… unoffensive. If this was crafted by sun elves, everything would be garish and bright. At least, for one of my kind. But this is… lovely. Even a dark elf would say so. These flowers remind me of underground shrubs that grow along the sunless banks of lakes in my homeland. One can only see their flowers when the luminescent fireflies flicker their lights to find mates.” The memory was a fond one; she had clearly not expected the gift. 
 
    Jyliansa had followed her nose to a nearby pool. It was born from a bubbling spring at its center, then flowed into a break in the rock to disappear back toward the normal world. She inhaled above it, and smiled at the scent. “Magic indeed. This would slake any thirst. Balm any soul. People are meant to enter the Wyld in strength, not strife.” She saw a curled, empty, giant snail shell nearby. She scooped some water into the natural vessel. Bearing it back over to Callistia, she offered it to Helleanna. The maid accepted it with a smile, then turned it to her mistress’s lips. 
 
    The first drops moistened the sun elf’s lips, and she swallowed reflexively. A murmur of pleasure emerged, and Callistia willfully drank from the small stream that Helleanna dribbled into her mouth. Her hand came up, helping keep the vessel in place as she was roused from her exhausted sleep. 
 
    The sight of her recovery was wondrous, and soon they were all gathered by the side of the pool. Sharing the shell, they drank deeply. Soon new energy was coursing through all of their bodies. Ajax was thrilled that the magic wasn’t for elves alone. He took some as well, groaning as all the fatigue of the hard-won battle and the flight through the woods faded into nothing. 
 
    Once they were feeling themselves again, Callistia leaned against a rock by the pool, face cast down in shame. “You must all think me such a fool.” Her eyes closed in pain. “I wanted so desperately to find a place to call home.” 
 
    Helleanna folded herself onto her knees at her feet. She stroked a gentle hand along her leg, laying her head onto her lap. “I’m just glad to have you back again.” 
 
    Callistia petted her maid’s hair, never doubting that the moon elf would instantly forgive her out of devotion. Her sad eyes were reserved for the others. Resting most heavily on Ajax. “It wasn’t me that gave us away. I hope you believe that. I told them nothing.” 
 
    Ajax asserted with conviction, “We never doubted that. You aren’t a fool for chasing a dream.” 
 
    Jyliansa offered her own soft smile. “Nor are you a fool for wanting to believe the best in people.” 
 
    Krizzilani smirked at her. “But you are an idiot for thinking we wouldn’t understand. But what else can you expect… you know, from a sun-blind waif like you?” 
 
    The two of them had always stood apart from each other in a careful détente, their shared affection for Ajax binding them together. At the totally honest, gently biting comment, Callistia suddenly let out a bubble of laughter. She stroked Helleanna’s hair one last time, then eased her off her lap. Standing straight, the majestic elfish princess swayed over and stood right in front of the slightly more petite, feisty, deadly dark elf rogue. “Fury forbid I get outshined by a sun-starved mole like you.” She glided smoothly into Krizzilani’s personal space, folded her arms around the other woman, and kissed her with intense passion. Almost in spite of herself, the dark elf’s own arms curled around her long-standing rival. Their lips parted, eyes closed, and tongues danced between them as they melted against each other. 
 
    The ring of their intimate friends watched with mingled surprise, delight and no lack of desire at the sight. The gorgeous image of light and dark beauty made it impossible to turn away. 
 
    When an interruption came, it was from the totally astonished forest elf new to their circle. Safaunya’s mouth was parted in a shocked ‘o’, eyes equally wide. “I must be hallucinating…” 
 
    The others around the circle chuckled, and the two women at the center broke from their kiss to laugh gently, realizing the exhibition they were putting on. 
 
    Ajax cleared his throat, feeling that if they didn’t move now, other distractions were going to set in. He pushed to his feet, checking quickly that Skyreaver could move easily in its sheath. “Shall we wake the gargoyle?” 
 
    Callistia sighed happily, shared one last small kiss with Krizzilani, then parted from her arms. “You won’t need your sword. We’ll find no battle here, not unless we bring it. And I suspect this creation would be more than a match for us. It was created to stop elves from warring to possess the gate.” 
 
    Ajax frowned. “That was the story the King invented.” 
 
    She nodded. “Indeed, and I believe that much was true. He twisted the truth so we would not detect the lie. He knew we were there to find a gateway unprotected by the elves. He perverted the story, but he didn’t know how much we could find out by asking around and hearing stories or reading books from his own library. He had to keep his lie as close to reality as possible. The maze of the minotaurs was a lie, but the power of this Guardian probably is not.” 
 
    His lovers were nodding, seeing the wisdom in that. Ajax did as well. Why invent an entire history when you could corrupt the truth to your own ends? Yes, that makes sense. Which doesn’t make this gargoyle any less dangerous. Will he accept our plea without the word of a royal elf from this area to speak for our cause? 
 
    “No sense delaying. What will be, will be.” Ajax took hold of his fear, banished it, and stepped up onto the steps of the gazebo. 
 
    As soon as he put pressure on the first step, the gargoyle rose from its vigil. The emergence was expected, so they group held their ground without pressing further forward. Ajax found that he had underestimated the grandeur of the Guardian’s true form. It turned to face them, and a vibrant, white light swelled into existence within its eyes. The sound of stone grinding on stone filled his ears as the animated monster flexed its wings out, flapping against the air as if to ease stiffness from its limbs. 
 
    It carried no weapons, but it didn’t need them to be imposing. Silently, the creature tracked along the whole grew, seeing them and then seeing through them. At last, its voice rising from the granite of the mountains, it asked, “None of you are ready for life beyond the Wyld. Your times have not come. Why have you disturbed my slumber?” 
 
    Once again, there’s no sense lying, Ajax decided. “I know most people pass through this gateway seeking the end of their lives, noble Guardian. But we are seeking to help someone survive. Can you feel the presence of the creation spirit?” 
 
    The gargoyle fixed him with a blazing stare. Ajax had the oddest sensation of a fierce cyclone of wind tearing at the edge of his aura. Thinking back to the illusions he had had cast over the fakes, he was sure in those moments that any deceiving magic would have been torn to shreds. “I sense the spirit. Her essence is weak. Even the effort of concealing her power could end her within weeks. Perhaps only days. You risk much for so frail a hope.” 
 
    Ajax didn’t flinch. “We’ve crossed the whole world for this, Guardian. Crossing another one doesn’t scare us.” 
 
    The Guardian’s stone brow thickened, glowering at him in warning. “It should. You will face mortal danger unlike any other. Normally, people walk these paths alone. Insanity beckons. Even the strongest soon gleefully embrace it. If you go together, you may see each other twisted by the Wyld. Bizarre creatures will hunt you for the simple sake of chaos. Visions and bends in reality may distort what you think is real.” 
 
    He glared pointedly at Krizzilani. “Especially you, Dark One. This gateway can take you into the Light or into the Dark. I have given mercy to your kind as well as the others. But you seek the Doors of Creation, so you must pass into the realm of the Light Wyld. Mere hatred does not match what the Wyld creatures will have for you. With the others? They would toy with them. Game with them. Even in the right moment, lust after them. With you? They will slay you out of hand. And then there is the magic of the Wyld itself. I do not know how its power will affect one of the Dark.” 
 
    Krizzilani steeled herself. “I’ve been exiled to the lands of light for so long. My whole life feels like training for this moment.” 
 
    The gargoyle’s face actually grew a strangely wry smirk. Then, it turned to face Ajax. “No less a warning shall I give you.” 
 
    That was far less expected. “What?” 
 
    The gargoyle growled, “There can be no shame or doubt or falsehood if you are to pass beyond the veil. You must know of the darkness in your blood.” 
 
    Ajax protested, “My mother’s lineage is ogre, not –” 
 
    The Guardian silenced him with a rumble. “Your world’s history is a murky soup. Truth is lost in its deepest depths. Humans are anchored in this world. Were you totally of mundane blood, you would not be able to step beyond this boundary. Orcs stand in opposition, their blood equally born of this world.” 
 
    “But elves hate the orc even more –” 
 
    Once more, the gargoyle rolled right over him. “Humans summoned elves into this world, fearing the demons of the night. They gave themselves as slaves to an immortal race to chase away the beasts that walk as men. Orc shamans tried to level the field by conjuring the dark elves from the under-realm. But the dark elves were selfish and consumed in their own desires.” 
 
    Callistia gawked. “That’s… impossible. Humans are the source of us being here? We were supposed to be their servants?” The other elves seemed equally struck, stunned to have their world view fractured wide open. 
 
    The gargoyle all but ignored her protestations, knowing that the truth would sink in. “Once the first summoning breached the boundary between worlds, the magic of the Wyld can never be fully contained. It has always fed this world energy, but every now and then, a new unintended corruption changes this world. Ogres are not cousins of the orcs as so many of your kind think. They are humans corrupted by the unfiltered influence of the Dark Wyld. The power in your blood gives you a key to walk through the gateway. But you will share the same risk as your night-skinned friend.” 
 
    “What do you think will happen?” 
 
    Th gargoyle shook its head. “I do not know. But in the Wyld, minds and bodies change. It may turn the light against the dark. Your only defense will be to trust each other utterly.” 
 
    Ajax nodded, and asked, “May we discuss this?” 
 
    The gargoyle answered without care. “I am eternal.” 
 
    I take that as a ‘yes’. Ajax darted a look to the women inviting them to join him, then pulled back into the gardens. The Guardian returned and settled back into his kneeling posture in front of the portal. 
 
    Ajax scrubbed at his hair, letting out a sound of frustration. “That was not what I expected. Damn!” He punched the side of a small tree, making it shiver. 
 
    Helleanna mocked him, “No sense taking it out on the helpless trees.” 
 
    Safaunya gave a vigorous nod of support for that. 
 
    Ajax flashed her an apologetic smile, then added, “I trust all of you. But you didn’t sign on to face me as an enemy. I wouldn’t forgive myself if I hurt one of you.” 
 
    Jyliansa, as ever calm and slow to panic, spoke, “That is not what he said. He gave us the answer to this riddle. Trust. That link can save us.” A small tint of green-hued blush crept up her skin. “Trust born of love.” 
 
    Ajax’s heart dissolved into goo. His rugged face had never worn so genuine a smile. “And I do. I trust you with my life. You saved me back there in that battle. And I have no doubt you would save me in the Wyld. But I have a beast in me. Can you trust me not to turn into the monster?” 
 
    The circle of elfish women exchanged those mysterious glances that serve as telepathy for females to which no male of any species has access. 
 
    Helleanna was the first to step forward. She reached up and placed a hand on his armored chest. “When we go into the Wyld, we dare not ask the spirit to conjure more of her magic. You will be our guiding star in this, Ajax. We trust you, because you… you are our knight.” She reached up, and unsnapped the bindings along his shoulder guards. It was a start. 
 
    Ajax had no words for what followed. Around him, the others stood. Watching. Helleanna moved around him, playing the role of his squire. A part of him wanted to stop her, uncertain of her end purpose. But her movements were so tender even as they were efficient. One after the other, the pieces of his armor were cast aside. She stripped him of his protections, and he couldn’t help but feel there was symbolism in the process; a symbolism that none of them were missing. 
 
    The last of his armor was cast to the ground, but Helleanna didn’t pause. Her silken touch drifted under his shirt, stripping it away. With his muscled torso bear, her hands descended to the ties of his trousers. It was then that Ajax began to wonder how far she would go. Here, in this place, with the others watching so intently… how far would he let her go? 
 
    There was no other option. 
 
    He trusted her. 
 
    Helleanna felt him relax into her. She reacted with a soft smile that shone through the solemn cast on her face. She tugged open his trousers, and spilled them down his stout legs. She brushed light fingers up and down his thighs, using her fingernails to raise gooseflesh as she teased him. Then, her fingertips slipped under his loincloth, prying the cloth loose enough to work it over and off the bulge beneath. That fabric vanished too. 
 
    Helleanna then placed a warm hand on his chest, and looked up past his rippling chest and whispered, “Wait here.” 
 
    She drifted away, and Ajax swallowed. His heart was thunderous in his chest, beginning to pump hotter and hotter blood into his veins. It wasn’t a blush that took him; there was no embarrassment as he stood there naked in the middle of this circle of elfish women. For their eyes weren’t mocking him. They were feasting on him. Even Safaunya, not yet intimate with him, was breathing a little heavier. 
 
    Helleanna returned, bearing with her a shell-full of water. She upended it slowly over his shoulders, letting the purer-than-pure water cleanse away the filth of the road. Five times she went to the pool, and five times she returned to wash more of the soot and dust away until he felt refreshed. The air was pleasantly chill as the water evaporated off his skin. 
 
    The maid had saved the last of the water for her most intimate work. Standing there stoically was oddly stimulating, feeling their eyes devouring him. His phallus had thickened, and then grown outward. As it swelled, the women’s gazes lingered longer lower down. Krizzilani grinned in anticipation. Jyliansa was nibbling her lip in that sweet way of hers. Callistia was brushing a gentle finger in a slow spiral around her left nipple, stimulating herself through her dress. Safaunya wasn’t even bothering to meet his eyes anymore, her tongue running sensually along her lips in a display of semi-feral lust. 
 
    The slightly cool water sluiced over his erection. Steam wafted off him as the cool water met his burning cock. His strength didn’t flag despite the chill contact. Helleanna didn’t let him suffer long. Her hands gathered him in her palms and started to stroke him with fond memories of all their times together. Once again, she gazed up at him with open sincerity. “You are my knight. I trust you. Let me show you how I feel.” 
 
    Then, with exaggerated care, the moon elf maid sank demurely to her knees. 
 
    Ajax’s hammering heart skipped at least three beats. 
 
    His cock surged forth as if sensing what was to come. 
 
    Helleanna peered up at him, making sure he was watching with mouth hanging open. Then, exaggerating every movement, she opened her lips, extended her tongue, and licked along the whole length of his shaft. 
 
    Ajax’s knees nearly folded. He could stand up to demons from the pits of the fury itself. But this was enough to shatter any resolve. Elves don’t do this. Not to humans! Certainly not to one with ogre blood in them. 
 
    But she wasn’t done. Her tongue bathed over his iron-hard flesh, lapping over the mushroom shape of his glans. Then her sweet lips stretched open and swallowed him into her wet mouth. She pushed down his shaft, working her tongue against him as her petite mouth struggled to take his massive spear deeper. She gave a muffled sound of need and distress combined, choked as he wedged up to the entrance of her throat. 
 
    Invading any deeper was impossible without developing the talent for it. Instead, Helleanna bobbed up and down on his cock. Her saliva flowed around him, creating a wet heaven he would die to stay in for just a few moments longer. He felt a small burst of pre-cum spill onto her tongue, and she moaned around him as she took her first taste of his creamy seed. 
 
    Slurping loudly, Helleanna pulled off of him. A sinful sound of breaking suction went with her, and she gasped in a long, lewd breath. Purring, her hands started to caress him again as she rose to her feet. She gave him one last squeeze, then padded to one side, leaving him pulsing in mid-air, half-mad with need, glistening with the moisture of her mouth. 
 
    Jyliansa approached, nibbling at her lip. She placed a flat palm on his stomach, saying more with the flesh to flesh contact than a thousand words could say. No grand words or promises. Only a soft flutter of humor as she said, “Never thought one of the land would ever earn my heart.” Then, folding at her waist, she leaned in and kissed him on his rugged abdominal muscles, just below his navel. With her hair brushing deliciously on his skin, her lips worked lower. Her webbed hands glided around his hips and gripped around his buttocks, squeezing his flesh and enjoying how he seemed to be carved out of granite. 
 
    Not using her hands, Jyliansa bobbed her head around his phallus, letting her playful side surge to the surface as it smacked softly against her cheeks. Finally, she chased down his tip with her mouth and her lips parted to engulf him. As with Helleanna, she had to force her jaw wide to take him into her slender mouth. The bulk of his cockhead pushed out her cheeks as she urged him in as deep as she could manage. Her hands gripped tight, and she pulled herself forward using him for leverage. A lush squelching rhythm filled the air as she fucked her face onto him. 
 
    Ajax growled with the need for more. He clenched his fists tightly by his side, fighting off the desire to take control and overwhelm the sea elf completely. This is their sacrifice. Their statement. I will let them do it! But by the Fury, this feels so good! He let out a vibrating groan that mirrored the sexy purr Jyliansa was emitting, which was rippling down her tongue and into the flesh of his cock. 
 
    Not waiting for her to finish, Krizzilani slinked up behind Jyliansa. The sea elf’s legs were straight, having bent over to take him in. The dark elf washed her hands up over her sculpted behind, then caressed down her back with feline appreciation. Her golden eyes flickered teasingly up to Ajax, “Do you like what you see?” 
 
    The heat in the knight’s eyes couldn’t be mistaken. He knew Krizzilani had taken a particular liking to the sea elf, and Jyliansa given herself over to the dark elf’s games whenever she wished. The relationship wasn’t totally unlike Callistia’s gentle dominance over Helleanna, but a little more… brisk. 
 
    Now, Krizzilani dipped her hands to the ties on Jyliansa’s scanty wrappings that covered her core. Working them loose, she tugged the fabric away, leaving the sea elf bare from the waist down. Sparing the time for a few caresses along her ass and thighs, Krizzilani then worked her fingers in to more intimate places. Jyliansa shivered and groaned around Ajax’s phallus, taking the vibrating purrs to a whole new level of wonderful. 
 
    As she worked magic on Jyliansa’s clitoris and slit, Krizzilani’s gaze never left Ajax. Her wicked humor shifted to intense honesty. All her crafty cunning faded away. “I was rejected by my people. No matter how vicious I could be to those I hated, I yearned for something I couldn’t find in the dark. I wanted a connection with something, anything, anyone… just anything where I could let my guard down. Even in bed, dark elves can’t. Treachery lies even between the sheets. But with you…” Her eyes drifted to the others. “With all of you… I don’t have to worry. It’s more than just me being me. I can trust in you being you. And I do. Despite all my instincts screaming against it, I want to leave my past behind. I want to trust. So, I will.” 
 
    Her free hand swarmed up the sea elf’s spine, intertwining into her hair. With devilish intent, Krizzilani began to pump her lover’s head up and down on Ajax’s unwavering phallus. Wet slurping was the music, and the dark elf’s rising lust was the beat. Her first hand wove faster and faster patterns through Jyliansa’s sex until the poor sea elf, beset from both sides, keened loudly around the cock in her mouth and came hard onto Krizzilani’s hand. 
 
    The dark elf leaned in and whispered, “Good girl.” She drew back on the sea elf’s hair, then spilled Jyliansa sideways into Helleanna’s waiting arms. “But now it’s my turn.” 
 
    Ajax didn’t know how he was going to survive, for Krizzilani darted to her knees and wrapped herself like a spider around his legs. She wasted no time, attacking his cock with a fervor, like she was unleashing a desire she had held since the first moment she met him. She swallowed and swallowed and swallowed, then drew back with an open mouth and gave him a long, long lick that never ended. Flashing her tongue to gather the dripping juices from his tip, she plunged back onto him again. 
 
    His mind was adrift on a haze of pleasure. That haze added to the ethereal beauty of the forest elf he had rescued. She approached him now, folding her body against his arms, and then laid her head against his shoulder. “They are so devoted. I barely know you, yet you saved my life. And now, I begin to understand. There is somethings special in you. We all see it.” Trailing her fingers down his sides, she went to her knees as well. Inching inward, she crooned to Krizzilani, summoning her from the depths of her hunger. “Share with me, sister?” 
 
    Krizzilani clamped her lips down on him, his length pushed right to the limits of her throat. The constriction was too great, but she was trying to squeeze his puffy glans into the confines of her neck. Realizing it was futile… for now… Krizzilani surrendered and smeared her saliva all along him as she relinquished his fleshy sword. Her golden eyes danced with delight and beckoned the forest elf. “Taste him with me.” Her mouth shifted to one side, then licked down the right length of his shaft, curling her lips to then suckle on him sideways. 
 
    Safaunya took the invitation, claiming the left side of his throbbing phallus. Her own tongue was tentative at first, but the more it brushed along his rugged skin, the more committed her motions became. Her lips were scorching hot, and she roamed up and down his length. 
 
    At one point, both of them wandered onto his glans at the same time, and their eyes met over him. With two soft laughs, the two elfish women stretched their tongues out and touched each other’s. Adding that sensual dance to the licking, Ajax wasn’t sure he would not last much longer. The two elves continued to play, kissing around him and then kissing each other. They drew closer, arms wrapping around each other. 
 
    Clothing began to disappear. Helleanna quietly stripped away the last of Jyliansa’s airy clothing, then held her back to her chest while she cupped her palms around the sea elf’s breasts. Jyliansa reached back and began to tug away at the corners and hems of the moon elf’s own clothing, doing all she could while being fondled in Ajax’s full view. While they shared kisses around his cock, Safaunya’s and Krizzilani’s clever fingers were stripping away each other’s outfits, revealing dark and brown color breasts which then pressed against each other so that their nipples kissed and their mounds of flesh crushed into each other for added stimulation. 
 
    The only one motionless was Callistia. She was watching the menagerie of desire unfolding before her eyes. The inner restraints holding her back seemed to suddenly fall into pieces at her feet. The Princess took a long breath, summoning her courage to admit what she had not dared to face. Aloud, she whispered, “I’ve been no less a fool than any of you.” With serene grace, she rose. Her hands grazed her clothing, pausing to spiral against her breasts through her silken dress. She found the clasps at the neckline, and soon got them free. The material spilled away, revealing her lean, svelte lines for all of them to see. 
 
    Ajax was captivated, his gaze alive and determined to take in every detail of her flawless skin as she paced toward him with quiet certainty. 
 
    Callistia came close enough that he could feel the heat radiating off her. Her hands rested gently on the crowns of the two other elves lapping at him below. Her touch only encouraged them, softly pressing them against each other and not interrupting the sensual play of their mouths along him. Massaging their scalps with her fingers, Callistia spoke up to her lover with whom she had shared her darkest, roughest fantasies. “I am fighting a battle in my heart, and I no longer know why. You’ve seen me beg for things no woman should want, and gave me nothing but caring in the aftermath. Trust you? You could have broken me. Shattered me beyond repair. But you didn’t. You took me… but in taking me, you gave me everything you are.” She bestowed him an achingly beautiful smile. “I am totally, completely yours.” 
 
    Her hands stroked through the hair of the other elves, but now took a soft hold. She drew them outward, needing to pause them in their lust to hear her. “Please, sisters… will you let him take me?” Her eyes never left Ajax’s. “I told you I wanted to give my purity to the one I would love. Now… that’s exactly what I want to do. It’s what I should have done the moment I knew the truth.” 
 
    Sensing the importance of what was to happen, Krizzilani and Safaunya both gave way. They sensed the last walls separating them were tumbling down, and they willfully gave room to let that happen. They didn’t move far. Each of them curled nakedly around one of Ajax’s legs. Their caresses roamed up and down his strong muscles, kissing his thighs, and watching the erotic moment continue to play out. 
 
    Ajax held open his arms. “Come to me.” 
 
    Callistia glowed up at him. For an elf, she had long legs, and her right one extended up and hooked around his powerful back. Pushing off the ground, her other leg wrapped around him as well, mounting him and trusting he would hold her sensual weight. She settled against him, pressing her breasts into his pecs, and sighed in contentment to be in such deep contact with his warmth. Her arms curled up around his shoulders and leaned in to find his mouth with a kiss. 
 
    Ajax responded with a desire already stoked by his other lovers. He clutched her almost painfully tight. Their lips devoured each other, committing to each other forever while the others watched. There was no need for ceremony and pageantry. This was as much a marriage as any ever seen in the world before, the Princess embracing her knight forever while their shared lovers watched and approved, having already made the same commitment. 
 
    They showed their approval with more than smiles. Krizzilani one hand cupped Ajax’s balls, massaging them and urging him even further toward his release. 
 
    Safaunya wrapped her delicate hand around his primal member, and with some delight, she painted the tip through the already moist folds of Callistia’s sex. Stirring through her sex, the forest elf gathered Callistia’s slick juices already dripping wantonly from her core until he was wet enough for what was to follow. 
 
    Prepared, she nestled him into the tight entry. Eager herself, Safaunya teased both of them by brushing fingers around the point of their coupling. 
 
    Ajax felt her place them together. Felt their encouraging touches. His eyes opened and he let the kiss end, wanting to look into Callistia’s face when it happened. 
 
    Slowly, he lowered her. 
 
    Inexorably, he rolled his hip up into her. 
 
    Insistently, Safaunya and Krizzilani held him by the base and ensured his spear struck true. 
 
    He pierced her. 
 
    Callistia threw her head back and cried in mingled pain and lust. On the wings of her own essence and the combined need of her lovers, his thick cock penetrated halfway into her in one lustful stroke. The sizzle of pain was brief, and soon all the sun elf felt was a need for more of him. 
 
    Ajax felt the same need. Rolling his hips again, he slipped out an inch, then sank deeper inside her. The incredible clasp of her inner walls spasmed and grabbed at him, rippling up and down his length until he was sure he would explode. 
 
    Somehow, he held off. He needed her, but he needed something else even more. He needed her with him as they soared. 
 
    Holding her up, he bounced her on his shaft with firm, rhythmic thrusts. Callistia’s eyes rolled back as the massive spear liquified her guts and turned her entire core into a boiling cauldron of heat. Flexing her thighs instinctively, she started to ride him back, meeting him thrust for thrust as she panted wantonly, unashamed and finally letting herself go. She crashed over the edge of orgasm like a comet, screaming passionately into the evening air. She leaned back, connected only by their cores, giving Ajax an even better angle to fuck into her with power and depth. 
 
    He did just that. Her orgasm made her body grasp hold of him. He lost all control over his own rising passion. Gouts of molten cum erupted from his tip, filling her. The sensation only drove them higher. Frantically, they rode each other there in the glade. 
 
    Slowly, they became still against each other, though Ajax remained as hard as stone inside of her. The stimulation was too great; he would not wane so easily, not surrounded with such a sexual dream as this. 
 
    Krizzilani floated up from her knees, her hands running along Callistia’s body. Her sharp nails scratched along the sun elf’s skin, enough to tingle without quite drawing blood. Callistia hissed at the contact, her fiercer side awakened by the contact. The dark elf’s left hand cupped over the sun elf’s left breast and squeezed into the flesh hard enough to made her gasp. As the flesh rolled from her fingers, her fingers captured the nipple and pinched hard enough to sting, leaving that nipple as hard as Ajax’s cock. 
 
    The dark elf smirked down at her. “Do you think yourself finished? Oh no, my love. You served our knight. But he is only one of us.” She moved like oil, smooth and slick, as she slipped around to hold Callistia’s head. Trusting in Ajax to be the sexual base of strength, she curled one leg up and over, pushing Callistia down until she was suspended horizontally from the ground, and straddled her face. 
 
    Seeing what Krizzilani was doing, Safaunya had moved with her. Her arms were helping support Callistia from the other side, though her mouth now descended and flashed a tongue out to taste her right breast and suckle on the tip. 
 
    Helleanna and Jyliansa also uncoiled. The moon elf moved more boldly, seeing that her mistress needed her. She came to mirror the forest elf on the other side, supporting the left side that Krizzilani had vacated, her own mouth diving down to brush sweet kisses on the sun elf’s skin, climbing her left breast to join in the feast. 
 
    Jyliansa took a different path. She was the tallest of the elves, and she used that to press her breasts as high into Ajax’s back as possible. Running her hands under his arms, she stroked the stacked abs on Ajax’s stomach, then glided down to fondle Callistia’s thighs where they connected with him. Splitting her attention between the joined pair, it was like she was adoring the coupling act itself, willing herself to be a part of it and giving her blessing to their union. 
 
    As the other women blessed Callistia, Krizzilani harvested pleasure from her. She sank onto her mouth and trapped her there with her night-black thighs. Purring in delight, the dark elf demanded, “I waited a lifetime for this. Lick me, sun elf. Use you’re your tongue until you drink my cum.” 
 
    Any other sun elf might be scandalized, even horrified. But Ajax knew better. He had seen this gorgeous elf bend over the ship’s rail and demand to be ravaged by his beast inside. There was no surprise in him when Callistia’s arms stretched upward… not to push the dark elf away, but rather wrapping around her hips, taking hold of her sweet, firm ass cheeks, and pulling the dark elf even more totally down on her face. 
 
    Krizzilani laughed, then crooned a savoring moan, only to laugh again. “Oh, I’m going to have fun with you!” She gyrated her hips, grinding down onto Callistia’s mouth as she fucked herself on the sun elf’s outstretched tongue. 
 
    Ajax had started to pulse into Callistia again. The scene was too much, and he too willingly gave himself over to the storm of lust that ruled over them all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The screams are all wrong, Adamat thought. 
 
    Had the elves betrayed Ajax after all? He knew elves. He had worked with… lied to… taken petty vengeance upon… anything he could to the elves he hated so very much. ‘Twould serve that sanctimonious bastard Errant right if the small troupe of elves he had been helping turned on him in this final moment, teaching him the folly of trusting their foul hearts. 
 
    But those didn’t sound like screams of pain. 
 
    He had crept through the break in the cliffs, emerging into the garden. Stealing into the nearest patch of trees, Adamat kept well hidden. He had discarded his armor; it was mostly ruined anyway, and not suited to stealth. Now, he clutched his bloodied longsword, the only weapon he had left, and peered through the branches. 
 
    Ajax was there, and on his knees. But not begging for his life as it should be. No, he was kneeling in power behind the forest elf who had destroyed their element of surprise and killed the local sun elf prince. Ajax was penetrating her nearly to the hilt, and the fiery-haired goddess of an elf was bucking back against him on her knees. She pressed into the ground with her elbows, embracing the pose of an animal while the beastly human knight plundered her. 
 
    Under the forest elf, there was a sea elf laying on her back. The two of them were running hands over each other, their nipples brushing and teasing each other. The sea elf’s legs were wrapped up around the forest elf as well, adding to the intimacy. 
 
    They weren’t kissing, though. Instead, both of them had their heads upturned, and were lapping at the sweet, intimate flesh of the moon elf maid who was on all fours in front of them, and the sun elf Princess herself who was on her back under her maid. They were the next link in the chain, and copying the pattern of the first two: Callistia with her legs folded up around the maid’s pale-skinned back while they lay breasts to breasts on the ground. 
 
    That would have been lascivious enough, but they were not the end of the chain! A dark elf was straddling the sun elf’s head, her legs spread wide with her center hovering over the sun elf’s face. The moon elf main was lapping and licking and feasting on the dark elf’s sex, while Adamat swore he was seeing flashes of Callistia’s tongue delving and flickering around the night-skinned elf’s anal rose, though he knew so wicked and base an action could not possibly be in the Princess’s character! She was too… prissy! A frozen block of ice that any human male would fear to think about in so dirty a fashion as this, even in his dreams! 
 
    Yet there they were, four elves with two lovers acting as their bookends, all lost in a wanton display of overt sexuality. 
 
    Adamat retreated back behind the nearest tree, laying with his back to the trunk and shaking his head. No! This can’t be real! After all he had suffered and all the honor he had sacrificed to play the cruel game of favorites among the elves, how was it possible that he was the last surviving member of a decimated force while Ajax was soaking in the sexual attention of a horde of their beauties… including the Princess he had stolen from her own castle! Impossible! 
 
    Worse still, Adamat suspected her would probably be killed should he return to Lyvarress now. The King was not kind, and not as wise as some of his kin. He had demonstrated that with his idiotic attempt to taint the reputation of his sister. If Adamat returned home with the entire Fist destroyed, the King would think he was the one who had betrayed them to the enemy. Considering he had already turned coat once, Adamat wouldn’t even blame the King that much for suspecting him. 
 
    Trapped. 
 
    Part of him wanted to rush from the bushes and slay the lovers where they coupled. Kill them all and take revenge now! 
 
    But it would be messy, and most likely incomplete. Even naked and unarmed, Ajax was a force to be reckoned with, and Adamat knew the power that Callistia wielded at her fingertips. 
 
    No. As glorious as it might be for a few seconds, it would only end in tragedy. His tragedy. 
 
    Swallowing his pride, Adamat turned away. He didn’t know where they were headed, but he would be waiting when they returned. Oh yes, he would be waiting, and see their perfect world crumble into pieces. 
 
    He slinked away into the night, plans already forming in his brain. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ajax reached for the final buckle on his shoulder armor, but Callistia’s delicate hands beat him to the task. Her refined fingers might be precise, elegant and petite, but there was strength behind them. After she locked it in place, the buckle wasn’t going to budge. 
 
    She smiled up at him. “Done.” 
 
    He couldn’t resist her. He leaned down and claimed her lips for a lingering kiss. When they parted, he let out a relaxed sigh. “This feels right. All of us, together. I feared you were going to stay behind. I would have understood, but the path would have been a lonelier one.” 
 
    She glanced around at the other elfish women readying themselves for whatever adventure awaited them. They had spent hours tangled in each other’s bodies, then a few more languishing in sleep. They were all refreshed, body and soul, and feeling whole for the first time in a while. “Yes. This feels right.” She glanced up at him. “We’re going to get through this. I don’t know what the other side holds, but we’re going to bring Quala to her home.” 
 
    Together, they turned so Ajax could address the others. “Everyone ready?” 
 
    Krizzilani sighed, giving the swirling portal a long, uncertain look. “Yes. But I’m not looking forward to this. You are all going to your version of heaven. Chaotic, turbulent it may be, but a sort of home. For me, I’m stepping into my hell.” 
 
    Helleanna hugged her from behind. Even she, who was so open with her heart, had never taken such easy-mannered liberty with the dangerous dark elf. After the last night, they were not just friends and lovers. They were bonded sisters, linked through their mutual love and orbiting around the warm mass that was Ajax’s personality. “They’ll have to get through us to get to you.” 
 
    Forming into a loose wedge, they once again approached the gazebo at the center. Ajax at the apex, he once more set foot on the first step. And once more, the Guardian stood from his repose and turned to confront them. The gargoyle intoned, “Have you made your decision? Will you risk taking steps in a world foreign to your own?” 
 
    Ajax tried to push down any doubts. The worries were still there. How could they not be? The Wyld was sure to live up to its name, and chaos was by its nature unpredictable. But he had never felt so sure they could succeed. With his women standing strong beside him and their cause a righteous one, the ogrelav knight found confidence he had never felt before. “We shall.” 
 
    The gargoyle questioned them no further. The stone creature merely closed its stone eyes, the light within vanishing behind its eyelids. 
 
    The oval portal responded to its mental commands. The swirl of black and white was a tumble of disorder. Then, like oily raindrops on a window pane, the elements of darkness ran to the sides and formed a solid outline around the oval. This left the core as one, solid, bright wash of radiance. 
 
    The gargoyle remained focused, which Ajax took to be silent permission to carry on. 
 
    He traded smiles with his lovers one last time. “Shall we?” 
 
    Pausing just long enough to see their nods of support, he squared up with the oval portal, took a last deep breath in the mortal world, and stepped into the Wyld world beyond. 
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