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Chapter 1: Fight or Flight

“Aren’t you getting tired of this?” The lithe elven woman said. She used Dexter’s shoulder as a pillow and looked up at him.

“Tired? Of this? I don’t know what you’re used to, but where I’m from men don’t grow tired of this kind of thing!” The Captain of the Voidhawk smirked.

She slapped his trim belly. “I don’t mean me, I mean this back and forth trading.”

Dexter grunted, then shrugged his free shoulder. “Been making some solid gold.” After a moment of thought he added, “Safe too, the swords are getting dull around here.”

Jenna nodded, her blond hair tickling Dexter’s cheek. “I know... it was nice, but it’s getting boring.”

“Boring?” He felt it too, but moving on meant risking things that had become more important to him than he’d ever imagined. “The others whining too?”

Jenna sat up in bed, stretching as she did so. The sheets fell away from her, allowing Dexter to marvel at her slim and toned athletic beauty. She turned to look at him and rolled her eyes. “Get that look out of your eyes or we’ll never get out of here.”

He grinned.

“They don’t talk as much as they used to,” she admitted, stepping out of bed and standing up. “Not to me, at least.”

Dexter rolled on to his side to watch her slide her breeches on. He laughed and said, “They talk, you’re not listening. You’re too busy sleeping with the captain.”

She favored him with a disdainful look. Dexter laughed again. Her pose, one hand on a clothed hip and her shoulders cocked, only served to enhance her naked upper torso and the attractive charms he’d just sampled.

“Making up for lost time,” she told him before slipping on a vest in a meager attempt at modesty..

“I’m not complaining.”

“No, finally, you’re not,” she admitted. “Keep acting like this and maybe I’ll give you a reason to complain!”

Dexter laughed again and rose to get dressed. “Don’t worry, I’ve been thinking it was near time to move on. Deepingdale has ships enough trading with it.”

“Spoken like a true merchant,” Jenna teased.

Dexter opened his mouth to retort but Jenna opened the door and was out before he could defend himself. Scowling, he followed the elf and wondered why he let himself get caught up in such a complicated relationship. Well, it wasn’t really that complicated: he was a man and she was a woman and they cared very deeply for one another in spite of their differences. The tricky part was he was the captain and she was his mate. First mate, that is.

Up on the deck they could see a slowly growing ball of blue and green ahead of them. “We’ll be there soon,” Dexter said, glancing briefly at the sails of the Voidhawk. “Four, maybe five hours.”

“Then what?” Jenna asked, her eyes watching the crew as they tended the sails and rigging. A straight course between ports required little work between tacks against the solar wind, if even that was necessary. The winds were with them this time, allowing the deck to run on a skeleton crew.

Fair haired and fairer of skin, Willa sat on the deck whittling on something she’d carved from a block of wood with her good hand. The carving was wedged between her knees since her other arm ended just below the elbow. Rosh and Keshira worked the sails, though Rosh was lackadaisical about it and spent most of his time talking with Willa and the other woman. 

The  raven haired beauty hauled the heavy lines and drew the sails taut with the strength of three normal men. She worked without pause or fatigue because she was a construct, created from the magic of a depraved wizard with a taste for submissive women of unnaturally beauty. Dexter had freed her of a future of servitude, only to unwittingly end up binding her to himself. It was on his list of things to do, finding a way to undo the bond and let her have the freedom she deserved.

“Then we see what else there is to see,” Dexter said somewhat wistfully.

“You’ve something in mind then?” she asked, hearing the tone in his voice.

Dexter straightened. “We’ve found a fair bit of things that ain’t been found in a while, why not see what else there might be?”

Jenna stared at him suspiciously. “Dex...”

“There’s nothing special,” he told her with a sly smile. “I just figured we’d head out and see what the Void’s got waiting for us.”

Jenna’s eyes narrowed, but Dexter walked off the forecastle and headed towards the staircase. He smiled when he heard Rosh call to her. He knew she’d be frustrated at being bound by her duty. She took her job seriously, a legacy of her being born an elven princess. It was one of the many reasons he’d offered her the job as First Mate.

* * * *

Port Nimman was created with a few derelict ships lashed together centuries past. Now it spanned nearly a mile in length of ships and paths and buildings lashed together with wood, ropes, and nails. Thick ropes made of magical materials dangled from complicated pulleys on the port, their ends disappearing into the atmosphere of the planet below. The ropes operated as elevators and lifts to one of the many small islands dotting the predominantly water filled world.

Jenna sat on the deck, cleaning a selection of weapons that she used to be personally responsible for. Rosh handled the job of weapons master now, but given Dexter’s decision to leave her and Keshira to tend the ship, she had little else to do.

The elf tossed a sword she finished oiling back in a barrel harder than she should have. The barrel tipped over and the other blades in it slid out. She cursed and jumped to her feet, ready to kick it.

“Is there a problem?” Keshira asked, causing Jenna to throttle her anger back.

“No, just clumsy,” she said, scowling and bending over to pick up the spilled steel.

“You and the Captain are lovers,” Keshira stated, drawing Jenna’s attention.

The elf turned, her cheeks flushing a little in spite of herself. She reveled in a lack of modesty that most races found brazen. Yet, for some reason, Keshira’s statement bothered her.

“Why do you never join him at ports?” 

Jenna looked at her and laughed. “He never lets me,” she said bitterly. “My duty, as first mate, is to stay with the ship when the captain can’t.”

Keshira smiled, an odd expression considering Jenna’s frustration. The elf looked at her, then finally when the pleasure golem turned deckhand offered no further comment she said, “Why are you smiling? Do you know something I don’t?”

“The Captain is scared,” she said.

Jenna blinked, surprised. “Scared?”

“Yes, he cares for you very much.” The grin remained on her face, proving that she still needed to work on her expressions even if she was now able to experience and feel them. “He wants to keep you safe.”

Jenna grunted, then looked away, her eyes watering in spite of her irritation. “Damn him,” she muttered.

“Does this not please you?” Keshira asked.

“No. Yes... I don’t know,” Jenna admitted. “I know he loves me, even if he’s too damn human and confused to admit it to me. That must be why we’ve been doing milk runs for the last few months. Not much chance of running into any trouble that way, even if we’re all dying of boredom.”

“I am not dying or bored,” the construct said.

Jenna nodded. “Of course you’re not. But do you know what it means to be bored, Keshira?” She waved her hand, “Never mind. Look, the problem with Dexter is that he didn’t learn anything from Kragor. His best friend died when we were out of harm’s way! It can happen to anyone, at anytime. Loving me doesn’t put a target on my head.”

Keshira nodded. “That makes sense, why would he feel otherwise?”

“He’s human?” Jenna snapped irritably. “Or maybe because he’s a man.”

“Is Dexter back yet?”

Both women, magical and natural, turned to the slightly strained voice. Bekka hurried up the gangplank with someone wearing a hooded cloak behind her. Jenna’s eyes narrowed and she stepped in front of the weapons cache on the deck.

“No, he’s still looking for work,” she said. “Or whatever it is he’s doing.”

“Should I let him know you seek him?” Keshira offered.

“Not yet, what’s this about?” Jenna asked.

“Show her,” Bekka said, stepping aside to allow a clear path between her guest and Jenna.

The stranger gasped audibly at the sight of Jenna. He stumbled backwards, calling out, “You’ve betrayed me!”

“No, wait!” Bekka said, hurrying to stop the attempted flight. “Jenna’s not what you think!”

“I’m not...what?”

“She’s an elf!”

Jenna noted the hooded man was short for a human.

“Yes, she is an elf,” Bekka confirmed. “But not like the elves we know.”

“Bekka, who is this?” Jenna said, stepping forward and making the stranger back up fearfully.

“His name is Zhirt,” Bekka said. She hesitated then closed her mouth without saying more.

“Zhirt? That’s it?” Jenna pressed.

“His story is not mine to tell,” Bekka said.

“Well Zhirt, are you going to tell me or let us talk about you as if you’re not standing in front of us?” The first mate said.

He made another gasping sound beneath his cloak, but said nothing.

“Jenna is the First Mate of the Voidhawk, Zhirt. Dexter, our Captain, is still in Port Nimman,” Bekka explained, trying to reassure him. “Dexter is human.”

Jenna ground her teeth in frustration. She wanted to demand to know what was so wrong with being an elf, but she already knew. She had forsaken her people for a better life. Not just her people, but her family and her position as a princess among the emperor’s family.

And now she’d taken a human for a lover. She wondered how much farther she could fall, in her parent’s eyes. It nearly made her grin.

“Go ahead, ‘Shira, let him know,” Jenna said.

Keshira looked at her, smiling in a pleasant way. “You called me ‘Shira’.”

Jenna looked at her, then shrugged. “Yeah, I did. Don’t you like it?”

Keshira nodded. “I... I do like it. That’s a nickname?”

Jenna nodded.

Keshira nodded and smiled again. “The Captain has been notified,” she said, then turned to resume working on cleaning the deck.

The newcomer twisted his head back and forth between the two women. His confusion and curiosity was nearly palpable. Jenna saw and couldn’t help laughing in spite of herself. He trembled a little and looked to Bekka.

“Keshira is a pleasure golem,” the bald half elf said. “She is a magical construct created to be a servant. She is bonded to the Captain.”

“A pleasure golem?” He asked. “She is his servant? You mean he... She’s beautiful, but a construct in bed?”

Jenna bristled. “No,” she said more sharply than she intended. “The Captain does not share his bed with her.”

Bekka smiled and glanced away; pretending not to notice Jenna’s sudden reaction. Zhirt reacted as expected, shrinking back from Jenna’s barely controlled display of anger. They lapsed into an awkward silence for several minutes until Dexter and Jodyne returned. Dexter paused while Jodyne took a sack bulging with supplies below to restock the larder.

“You must be Zhirt,” Dexter said, coming up the gangplank and looking suspiciously at the cloaked man. “I might be happy to be at your service, but you’ll have to show your face first.”

Zhirt looked at him for a long moment then raised his hands and grudgingly pulled the hood back to reveal a handsome man’s face. He had reddish brown hair, including a sparse beard and mustache, and faintly elvish features.

“No reason to hide that,” Dexter said with a wary smile.

Zhirt didn’t smile, nor did he look relieved. He kept glancing at Jenna nervously, expecting her to show some reaction to him.

“You two know each other?” Dexter asked, turning to look at his first mate.

Jenna shook her head. “Just met him,” she said. “I think he’s nervous because he’s a half-elf and I’m a full elf. Expect he thinks I’ll clap him in irons and eat his children any minute now.”

“You’d do that?” Dexter asked, looking at her in surprise.

Jenna shook her head. “Already had some dwarf babies earlier. Surprised me how stringy and tough they are even at that age.”

Dexter shrugged and looked back to Zhirt. “See, there you go, no threat from her. So, how can I help you?”

Zhirt’s eyes widened and he turned to leave. Bekka’s hand on his arm and whispered reassurance made him stay, although grudgingly. He looked at Dexter and pointedly ignored Jenna.

“Captain, I don’t think it’s safe for us to be out in the open,” he said. “Can we go below deck?”

“Sure we can,” Dexter said with a steely smile. “Thing is we won’t. Not until you tell me why I’m to be worried about you being safe to talk to.”

“Captain, please,” Bekka added.

Dexter looked at her and then nodded. “Alright, you got her vouching for you, you’d best not mess that up friend.”

Jenna led the way below deck, heading to the spiral staircase that delivered them to the ship’s small galley. She sat next to Dexter on one side while Bekka and Zhirt sat opposite them at the table. Behind them Jodyne was still putting away her latest purchases.

“Talk,” Dexter said, leaning forward.

He glanced at Jenna then nodded, more to himself than to Dexter, and began. “I lived in a small settlement called Grifford’s End.”

“It’s a small rock on the edge of a vast void of nothingness deep in the Elven Empire,” Jenna offered, confirming that much of his story.

He nodded. “The elves came a few months ago and captured us all. Said something about relocating us for our own safety. We spent weeks in cells in the hull of a ship, fed but forced to dwell in our own filth. When we finally docked we were taken away to what they said was our new home..”

“I managed to slip away unnoticed,” he said, shuddering at the memory. “I hid as best I could until I managed to stowaway on a supply ship. From there I worked passage out of the Empire.”

“Congratulations,” Dexter said drily. “I’m not needing more crew right now, so you’ll come to your point soon?”

Zhirt looked at him, a little surprised, but nodded. “My friends... family, they’re still there. We were taken to Fort Prudence, less than a score of them survived, and-“

“Fort Prudence?” Jenna asked, interrupting him. “The shipyard?”

Zhirt nodded.

“Dex, we’re done here,” Jenna said, her body language indicating she was ready to get up and move on.

“Fort Prudence is a shipyard?” Dexter asked.

Zhirt and Jenna both nodded.

“They grow mostly warships there,” Jenna said. “It’s supposed to be secret though, or at least its location is. Not a standard planet or moon, it’s a living ship itself that moves around slowly.”

Dexter nodded thoughtfully. “And your people?”

“Slaves,” Zhirt said in a rush. “Imprisoned in the tunnels and forced to care for the fort.”

“Slaves, eh?” Dexter turned to look at Bekka, a glint in his eye. “You spoke for him on deck, so you’ve heard his story?”

She nodded.

“What do you think?”

“Dex-” Jenna tried to interrupt. Dexter put a hand gently on hers, silencing her with the familiar gesture.

“No, Captain, you’ll hear me out or strip me of my position,” she insisted, glaring hotly at him. “Fort Prudence is the human name for a military base. There are hundreds of elves there, and at least a hundred of them soldiers in the Elven Navy. More come and go every day.”

“There’s no safe way in; no excuse or cover that will allow the Voidhawk to land. They won’t even tow a captive ship into the docks, for fear of contagion. Remember, Fort Prudence is a living ship too.”

“I’m sorry, Zhirt, I really am,” Jenna said, looking at him and surprising him with the empathy she displayed. “But going there will only get us killed.”

“I can pay,” he said in a choked off voice.

“Captain,” Bekka said, touching Zhirt on the arm to silence him herself. “I know the risk is great. I would not have brought him here if I did not believe it possible. Tell them of your idea.”

The lost half-elf looked to Bekka, seeming to draw strength from her encouraging smile, and then took a breath to speak. “The port is on the topside. Beneath there are roots that are woven together to act as a hull. They are littered with passages to allow my people to tend to them and bring them water and food.”

“Don’t they patrol the fort?” Dexter asked.

“I memorized the schedules of when ships came and went, but mostly they were supply ships,” Zhirt said hopefully. 

Dexter looked to Jenna, who maintained an expressionless mask. She returned his gaze and sighed. “It’s a hidden base,” she conceded, “what need is there to patrol something you can’t find?”

“If it’s hidden, how do we find it?” Dexter asked.

“Captain, may I speak with you in private?” Jenna said, standing up from the table stiffly.

Dexter looked at her, a smile dying on his lips even as it began to form. He looked to the others and shrugged. “Normally I’d put her in her place and remind her this is my ship. Maybe have her whipped too; she could use a good whipping, I reckon.” He stood up before adding, “This time though, she might just know something we don’t.”

Jenna glared at him and walked stiffly away as soon as he started to rise. She headed to their now shared quarters and waited inside, her entire body taught with energy and anger.

Dexter shut the door behind him and turned to face her, an angry expression in his own eyes that made Jenna stumble over her prepared words in surprise.

“I meant that,” Dexter told her, his tone neutral but deadly serious. “This is my boat. Do not ever undermine my authority again.”

Recovering herself, Jenna met his gaze and asked, “Or what? You going to leave me on the dock? Toss me out into the Void? Dexter, you need to understand-“

“No!” Dexter snapped, stepping closer to her so that his face was inches from hers. “You need understand this, Jenna: This is my ship. This is my crew. What we do is my choice and my responsibility.”

“Even if it gets us all killed?” 

“That won’t happen.”

“Captain, that madman wants you to invade an elven shipyard; we’ll be lucky if we’re all killed!”

“This ship isn’t run by vote,” he said, turning back to the door.

“Dex, please! Listen to me,” Jenna said, her tone softening in spite of her anger.

Dexter paused, his back to her and his hand on the latch of the door. “Speak,” he said.

She stared at the back of his head for a long minute before finding what she wanted to say that wouldn’t drive him out the door. “Who almost died last time? You. Not me, not Rosh, not Jodyne, not anyone else. You can’t protect us all, and you can’t even protect me.”

She saw his shoulders tighten and knew he was about to storm out. “Dex, I know how you feel about me. I’m not going anywhere. I’m not running from you and I’m not going to risk my life by doing anything stupid.”

He turned around to face her, his face not revealing his thoughts.

“These milk runs you’ve got us doing are safe, but they’re killing us. We don’t train – we’re not soldiers, but we’re getting rusty. When something does happen, we could have forgotten how to hold our swords. You can get mad and yell at me all you want, it won’t matter,” she said. “This job is going to be bloody. It’s the right thing to do, but I don’t think we can do it.”

“You think we should just let them die? You’re an elf, you know better than I do what’s going on,” Dexter said, an accusatory tone in his words.

Jenna narrowed her eyes angrily, but she forced herself to relax. “I’ve never met anyone who can make me as mad as you do,” she admitted. “But I’ve never cared about anyone this much either. 

“I am an elf,” she said, nodding in acceptance. “But I’m not one of those elves. I don’t know what they’re doing; I left before they started doing this sort of thing. I can imagine though. And don’t think you can leave me behind. You can kick me off the ship and leave me tied up on the dock, but sooner or later I’ll get out. Then I’ll do whatever I have to so I can get on another ship and follow you.”

“Besides,” she added with a smirk, “I know where Fort Prudence is.”

“Are you done?” Dexter asked her, his tone stealing her air of confidence.  “Good,” he said after she nodded. “Don’t ever question my orders in front of my crew or in public again, got it?”

Jenna nodded. It was the right thing to do; she knew it, even though it made her bite her lip to be rebuked.

“On this side of that door,” he jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the door that led out of their cabin, “there’s no rank. I need to know things like what you said. I may not like it, and I may not agree, but I need to hear it.”

Jenna grinned. She surprised herself again at how deeply she cared for him and how much his approval meant to her. “Would you really have me whipped?”

Dexter chuckled and shook his head. “Depends on whether you’d like it or not!”

He left her in the room with her mouth open in surprise. Then she laughed and shrugged, thinking it might be a nice twist sometime.

Back down the hallway Dexter walked past the table and turned to Zhirt and Bekka, who fell silent as he approached. “See that he’s got a bunk, Bekka, I expect half up front, we’ll be needing some special supplies for something like this.”

“You’re going to help?” Zhirt asked, his eyes lighting up with hope.

Dexter nodded. “Bekka’s my navigator and helmsman, you be sure and let her know where this flying salad is at.”

* * * *

Travel through the Void is a tricky thing. Each star has a family of planets, moon, asteroids, and other bodies in space circling around it and sometimes those stars circling other stars. Traveling long distances requires careful calculations and many attempts at re-plotting the course.

Trying to reach Fort Prudence without crossing through any portion of the Federation’s claim on the Void took them nearly a month. Add another ten days for dodging elven warships patrolling the border and they still had nearly two full days to go before they reached their destination.

Dexter’s thoughts of what lay ahead of them was disturbed by a knock on the door. He pushed his nearly empty bowl of stew aside and rose to see the platinum haired beauty on the other side of his door. She held the stump of her arm in her hand, rubbing it as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

“Captain! There’s trouble on the deck,” Willa said.  

“We been spotted?”

“No Sir, it’s Bailynn,” she said. “She’s...well, I think you’d better come and see.”

“Bailynn?” Dexter hurried to the main deck wondering if perhaps the magic the elves used to twist her into the weapon she had been when they first met was now acting up since they were back in elven territory. He looked around and saw Keshira and Xander working the rigging while Rosh, Logan, and Jenna were on the forecastle standing a few feet away from Bailynn, who stood near the bow railing.

“What’s going on?” He called out, taking the stairs three at a time.

“She was working the ropes and started going all twitchy,” Rosh said before anyone else had a chance to explain. “Started gibbering crazy talk, then she pulled her rope and yanked the priest off his feet. I yelled at her and she ran up here. We came up and she was ready to jump off.”

“It’s not gibberish,” Jenna snapped, glaring at him. “She was speaking Elvish.”

“Yeah, gibberish,” Rosh muttered. A glance from both Jenna and Dexter silenced him.

“What’d she say?” Dexter asked.

“Won’t let them take me.”

She stared at them, tears running down her face. She spoke in Elvish again, a single phrase, then repeated it for them to understand. “Won’t let them use me.”

“Bailynn, what’s this about? Nobody’s using you.” Logan, the ship’s cursed priest said. The exact nature of his curse he kept to himself, but long nights spent locked in the ship’s hold gave testimony to the rest of the crew that the man was troubled in ways they dare not try to understand.

The priest stepped closer to Bailynn without trouble. Bailynn looked to him, the corners of her mouth flickering up for an instant. Dexter checked his hand as it rose to grab the healer. He turned instead to Willa and whispered for her to get Bekka off the helm. If Bailynn were to jump while they were moving quickly she would be lost before they could stop and go back to find her.

“I’m forced to serve,” Bailynn said, her eyes glancing at Dexter then falling to the deck. She took a deep breath, her shoulder quivering, and started to turn back toward the railing.

“You’re not forced to work here, you can leave any time we’re in port,” Logan said quickly.

“We’re not at port.”

Dexter stepped forward, holding a hand out to Logan to signal him. “Bailynn, if you’re not wanting to work, you’ve earned a bed till we reach the next safe port. I won’t charge you for passage. You’ve got fair wages and learned sailing the void passably well. I expect you’d find work aboard another ship if you’ve a mind to.”

Her shoulders shook a little more and she turned away.  “I can’t leave,” she said, barely more than a whisper.  After a few shuddering breaths, she turned back, glaring at Dexter, tears running down her face. “I can’t leave!” she shouted, then ran past him and disappeared on the stairs heading below. 

“What...” Dexter trailed off, glancing to the others in confusion.

They looked back at him, equally uncertain. Logan alone seemed to have some glimpse of an idea. “Captain, you didn’t consult any of us before taking this mission.”

Dexter stared at him, his jaw aching from the tension his teeth were exerting on one another. “You’re right. Comes with the ‘Hawk being my ship and all.”

Logan nodded. “As is your right,” he added. “But Bailynn told me how she came to be on the Voidhawk and now we’re sailing back into the heart of the Elven Empire.”

Dexter grunted. Bailynn had been so little trouble since she’d been tamed that he’d given little thought to her wants and needs.

“I should go and see if I can help,” Logan said, turning to head after her.

“Stay your post,” Dexter ordered. “I’ll go.”

Logan looked at him for a moment and nodded, heading back to help Xander and Keshira keep the sails trimmed now that Bekka had dropped the ship’s speed. Dexter glanced at Jenna, giver his I’m handling it expression before heading after Bailynn.  

Dexter ran into Bekka and Willa in the companionway at the bottom of the stairs. Bekka opened her mouth but Dexter beat her to the punch. “Get Bailynn’s ring,” he told her.

“Her ring? What are you going to do?”

“I’d like to run my own ship, if you don’t mind?” He exasperated.

Bekka nodded and blushed. “I’m sorry, Captain,” she said, hurrying back up the hall to slip into her small room. She emerged a moment later with the magical control ring the elves had once created to control Bailynn and turn her into the mindless assassin they wanted her to be. She held it out to Dexter and he took it, staring at it for a long moment.

“Captain-“

“Get us moving, we don’t have much time,” he ordered, interrupting Bekka and heading down the hallway.

It took Dexter a few doors before he found Bailynn sitting in the cargo hold. The same place they locked her in while they struggled to make sense of her single minded purpose; killing Jenna. Once a harmless human girl, the elves corrupted and twisted her body and mind, turning her into a crazed Elven Slayer filled with a vicious streak that would let her lay waste to dozens of men at a time. The only means of controlling a slayer was by controlling the ring tied to their soul.

The scrap of a girl looked up from where she sat with her knees hugged to her chest, streaks of tears glistening on her cheeks. “Going to put me down?” She asked him as he shut the door behind him. 

“No,” he said, trying to smile but failing. “Came to give you something.”

“Give me something?” She echoed, sounding surprised and confused.

“You been done wrong every step of the way till we got you,” Dexter said. He clutched the ring in his fist and added, “Maybe I did you wrong too, it wasn’t meant that way. You proved yourself to me and the others. I don’t expect it’ll matter much, but I want your word you’re not to be going to come after us.”

She stared at him then looked around the room, as if looking for something that made sense. “I can’t!” She snapped at him, her eyes finally settling on him again. “I don’t want to hurt anybody, I never did! Not me. They made me. I never wanted to hurt... they made me.” She dissolved into tears again.

Dexter nodded. He thought he understood what she was saying, or at least what she meant by it. “I want you to do what I tell you,” he said. “I expect it.”

She nodded, a sob half escaping her throat. “Thing is,” he added, tossing the ring through the air to her. It landed in front of her, bounced once, then rolled into her foot before tipping over to lay on the wooden floor. “If you’re not wanting that too, then this ain’t the place for you.”

Bailynn stared at the ring, her eyes wide and her mouth open. Slowly, as though she was afraid to even dream of it, she spread her legs and leaned forward, reaching for the ring. Her hand a few inches away from it she stopped and looked up at Dexter, uncertainly. He nodded. Still she hesitated, though she was looking at the ring again.

“Sooner or later we all got to take care of ourselves,” he offered.

She nodded and closed her fingers around the ring. She picked it up even as her eyes closed. She held on to it while fresh tears slipped down her face. She opened them and slipped the ring on her finger, then smiled for the first time that Dexter had ever seen. She might have smirked or grinned thanks to something Logan had said or done, but this was a genuine smile.

“Thank you,” she whispered to him.

“We were holding that until we could figure out how to destroy it,” He told her. “No good reason for us to stop looking,” he added.

She nodded. “As long as it exists I’m trapped by it.”

“You still want to leave?”

Bailynn looked at him and he saw apprehension in her features again.

“I won’t lie; we could really use your help. Nothing easy about this,” he added.

She nodded. “I’ll help,” she said, a tremor in her voice. “I’m... I don’t know. It’s been so long. I think I remember this... fear? I’m scared, Captain.”

Dexter nodded and found himself wishing he were somewhere else. He had a hard enough time with his own emotions, trying to counsel what appeared to be a teenage girl was a living nightmare. “There’d not a one of us that wouldn’t rather be doing something else. I spent a nice couple of days in a jail cell one time, come to think of it.” Dexter smiled at his own joke but saw it had little effect on Bailynn. “I know you don’t want to go back. We’re doing it because nobody should have to go through what you did. Maybe we can’t stop it, but if we can slow it down, well that’s something.”

“Nobody should have to do what I done,” she said, shivering a little at hidden memories.

“Being brave’s got nothing to do with not being afraid,” he said to her, feeling confident. “We’re all afraid of something, being brave just means putting that fear aside and doing what you got to do.”

“I think I can do that,” Bailynn said, 

Dexter smiled and offered a hand to Bailynn. She took it and rose up to her feet. Dexter was amazed, such a small and light person and yet he had seen how deadly she was in a fight. He led the way out of the cargo hold and they returned to the deck.

“We been getting soft,” Dexter shouted, drawing everyone’s attention. “Anybody not minding the rigging, on the fo’c’s’le.”

He intercepted Jenna on her way up to explain his plans. “Too much free time, me thinks,” he told her. “Keep people busy, let’s get some drilling going on.”

“They’re sailors, Dex, not soldiers. Half the crew spent time being pirates or worse!”

Dexter shrugged. “Then they could use some training.”

He led the first session, sparring with Jenna, and tried not to suffer any flashbacks to the last time they’d fought. She had been controlled by a wizard bent on taking over her body for his own. Beating the wizard had required some quick thinking and no small amount of sacrifice. Now that she was acting on her own she was a much better swordsman and she handily beat him twice before he turned over his spot to Logan.

The practice worked, keeping everyone occupied and tiring them out. Not only that, but it helped to polish rusty skills. It almost made Dexter feel good about their chances.

* * * *

Late the following day, Dexter dropped them out of cruising speed and let Bekka take over the helm early. He stretched out the stiffness in his muscles and made his way to the galley. Moving and having a task at hand helped distract him from the worries that plagued him. They were deep behind the Elven borders now; being caught meant a long and painful death for all of them.

He snacked on a spiced bread filled with salted meats Jodyne baked, then headed up to the deck. Rosh drilled with Willa, the clash of steel echoing across the wood planks.  The rest of the crew either tended their posts, or watched the spirited sparring. Zhirt alone stood idle, staring off the bow.  

Dexter did a double take. Kragor stood on the forecastle, surveying them all and smiling wistfully. Dexter nodded to the ghost of his former first mate, returning his smile. He wished the others could see the ghost as well.

“Gather round, it’s planning time,” Dexter called. Rosh and Willa stopped last, and only when Logan bounced a tossed belaying pin off Rosh’s thigh.

Once they’d all come close, Dexter looked to each of them, nodding, smiling, or showing some other sign of approval. “Bekka’s bringing us in at tactical speed, maybe they won’t be seeing us that way.”

“Zhirt, once we get in you need to be our guide. You’ll be with me. Jenna’s taking the lead and-“

“You’re letting me go?” She blurted out, surprised.

Dexter scowled a little at her interruption, but nodded. “You speak elvish and might get us out of a tight spot if need be.”

She nodded and tried to adopt a serious attitude. She couldn’t entirely hide her smile, in spite of the peril of their mission.

“Jodyne and Bekka will hold the ‘Hawk,” he continued, looking around. “Keshira, you’ll be staying with them.”

“Cap, we can use her!” Rosh protested.

“Aye, we could,” he admitted. “I can use her here more.”

“I’m happy to serve, Captain,” Keshira said, bowing her head and smiling beautifully.

“See, why can’t you be more like that?” Dexter asked Rosh.

The others chuckled while the large man gaped, then scowled and shut his mouth. Willa chose the tension relieving moment to add, “Oh, he does what he’s told just fine.”

The redness on Rosh’s face only made his expression even funnier as he glared at the rest of the crew, daring them to make a comment. As it was there were a few barely restrained chuckles. The mirth faded all too quickly as the thought of what awaited them sobered them up. Dexter looked to them all again. “Might be it wasn’t right of me to take this work without asking. At least not this time.”

He took a breath and continued. “Ain’t nothing to be done now but the job. We’re running against stronger ships and tougher numbers. We got to be quick and quiet. If we’re found out, we run. Nobody plays the hero, got it?”

“A choice would’ve been nice,” Rosh grumbled. This drew a stare of surprise from Willa beside him.

“What?” Rosh challenged. “Saving elves from other elves? I ain’t risking my hide for no elf unless the pay’s good.”

“Captain,” Jenna said, drawing their attention away from the growing fight between Rosh and Willa, and perhaps a few others as well. “These were once my people. I have more in common with them than I do with any of you.” She paused, then looked at Dexter and smiled. “I’ve chosen the right side.”

Willa’s voice burst out, as though afraid she might not have a chance to say her piece if she waited. “I’m with you, Captain – this is the right thing to do!” She ignored the glare Rosh gave her.

“The right thing?” Rosh asked. “You ask any one of the elves we run into if they’d give you the time o’ day to save your ass if it were in a bind?”

“Doesn’t matter, I’ve been a slave. Nobody should be living like that,” she said, glaring at him.  “Oh, and Rosh?” She asked, her manner changing as her voice became unnaturally sweet. “Somebody did save my ass. I couldn’t have done what you done to save me, that mean you shouldn’t have done it?”

Rosh looked at her and then threw his hands up in the air. “Alright, fine, I’m helping. No hero stuff though, Captain’s orders.”

She smiled at him and returned her attention to Dexter.

Seeing the dissent quelled, Dexter moved on. “Rosh, you and Bailynn got the back. Willa, Logan, and Xander behind me. You three and Zhirt’ll be doing the babysitting once we find his people.”

Willa nodded. Zhirt looked uncomfortable, but said nothing.

“We ought to be there in another four hours, do what needs doing. Pray, rest, practice, or whatever you feel the need for,” Dexter said, signaling the casual meeting was at an end.

The others broke away slowly at first, then more quickly when they figured out what they needed to do for themselves. Dexter pulled Jenna off to the side for a quick talk and then, with a grin, he told Rosh that the big man was in charge. Rosh looked to Willa, who only shrugged, and he scowled at the back of the Captain as he and Jenna walked below deck to head for their room.

* * * *

As the deadline approached people began to reappear on the deck. A distant but steadily growing light was their target: Fort Prudence.

“Bekka’s bringing us in below the Fort,” Dexter told them. “If Zhirt’s schedule is on, we ought to be clear for an hour or two.”

“Dex, we know this,” Jenna reminded him.

He shrugged. “Never hurts to be too careful.”

“No pistols,” he said to Rosh, who looked at him and frowned. “You gather ‘em up and make sure they stay on the ‘Hawk.”

Grumbling, Rosh did as he was told. One by one holstered pistols were given over. Even Dexter felt suddenly vulnerable when he handed his to the smirking Arms Master.

“Take your posts,” Jenna said. They had an hour, perhaps, but it would go quickly with the tension and all that they had to do. She felt it in her stomach herself, and marveled briefly that it wasn’t paralyzing her with worry. A return to not only her people, but as an invader and a rebel.

“Jenna.”

Jenna turned as the others filed away. Bailynn remained, looking at her hand with a troubled expression. “Still worried?”

Bailynn started a little, then nodded. “I, um... would you do something for me?”

Jenna looked at her, wondering what the girl wanted. Bailynn had once been sent to kill her. They’d reconciled any differences but it was still unusual for Bailynn to seek her out. Jenna didn’t know if that was embarrassment or fear. Jenna was more than just an elf, she was once royalty among the elves.

“Would you hold this for me,” she asked, yanking the ring off her finger and thrusting out quickly to Jenna.

Jenna took it from her and stared at it, a moment passing before she realized what it was. “Your control ring!” She said, eyes wide. “When did you get this? How did you get it?”

Bailynn took a deep breath, her eyes on the ring in Jenna’s palm. “The Captain gave it to me yesterday,” she said.

Jenna nodded, it made sense. Dexter hadn’t told her much of his talk with Bailynn. Given how the young girl’s spirits had improved, she assumed he’d once again earned his title of Captain.

“Why do you want me to have it?”

“I... I trust you,” Bailynn stammered.

Jenna nodded and closed her fingers around it.

“Besides, you’d be the last one they’d expect to have it,” she added.

Jenna nodded again, smiling. “If they knew only half of our story...”

They shared a rare smile and then the First Mate reassured her, “I’ll keep it safe, Bailynn, you have my word.”

“I know you will,” Bailynn said encouragingly, then walked past her to get back to work as they closed on the most dangerous leg of their journey.

Other than orders given to tighten or shift sails and secure ropes, nobody spoke. The oddly shaped object off the bow became more distinct as they closed with it. Fort Prudence was massive but still many times smaller than a moon. Details grew clearer as the distance lessened. The odd coloring, a shadowed greenish brown, they recognized as dirt. Throughout this odd substance massive roots broke free, sometimes curling to sink back in and at others poking into the void. What those roots rose above to form was a mystery to which Jenna offered no clues.

Each passing second had the bitter taste of a lifetime of regret as the distance closed. Contrary to the passing of each hushed breath, the Voidhawk slowed to a crawl to avoid smashing itself against the stretching roots that had broken free.

The hook on the end of the line Rosh tossed caught on the second try. He pulled himself up, having to reorient himself halfway across as the gravity of Fort Prudence asserted itself. He reached the root and pulled himself on, then crawled until he found a narrow opening.

The rest of the liberation party followed, one at a time. Xander, the last one up the rope, worked it free of the thick root and, with a longing glance at the relative safety of the Voidhawk’s deck, he tossed it back. Keshira hauled it in and then hurried to the sails while Bekka, Jodyne, and herself backed the ship away.

The tunnel Rosh found was so narrow that their shoulders brushed moist dirt and moister roots. Eventually they pulled themselves free of it, emerging into a winding passage they could stand in. The floor, walls, and ceiling of the passage were far from uniform, and were likewise likely to be made of dirt or wood at any given step.

Once in the passage they squeezed past one another until they had their marching order arranged. Then, with a few feet of distance between them, they moved forward, Zhirt led them though he did not look as confident as Dexter hoped he might be.

They walked for nearly three minutes through the passage without any sign of trouble. The ambient light in the tunnel was enough for them to see, but distances greater than twenty feet faded into obscurity for all of them except Jenna and Bailynn. Thus it was a surprise for most of them when they emerged into a wider tunnel that ran up, to their left, and down to their right.

“Hold here,” Dexter said, his voice carrying in spite of how quietly he spoke.

“Jenna, Bailynn, Xander,” he said, picking out the three of them. “Good luck.”

“What’s going on?” Rosh muttered, confused as the three of them turned and headed up the larger tunnel. “Where they going?”

“Hedging my bet,” Dexter answer, then motioned for Zhirt to continue.

Rosh opened his mouth to protest again, his cheeks flushing red with anger. Willa silenced him with a glance, then looked around meaningfully. Reminded of their circumstances, Rosh shut his mouth but let his nostrils flare.

Zhirt led them down the tunnel, heading deeper into the belly of the flying fort. The passage was evened out to something regular as they walked. Other tunnels branching out from it resembled the one they had emerged from.

“What’s he mean, hedging his bet?” Rosh growled to Logan, who was walking next in line ahead of him.

Dexter saw Logan glanced back and shrug. The priest returned his attention in front. Dexter stared hard at Rosh’s back, wondering if it was time to take the man aside and have a talk when they were done. He’d let too many comments slide from the warrior.

Dexter was distracted to see that the tunnel was growing brighter. Their visibility had been increasing and ahead of them they could see the passage they were on ending in some sort of a room.

The room that Zhirt led them into was large and circular, with a domed ceiling. The floor dropped away in a gentle grade into a bowl. Within the bowl awaited a copse of lush vegetation. Vines and trees appeared to have exploded from the ground, complete with brilliant flowers of seemingly random colors. It seemed unplanned and chaotic, yet it was a brilliant display of life.

“This is the Garden of Life,” Zhirt whispered, his face paling.

“Where are your people?” Dexter asked, looking around. The edge of the room was used as a passage, allowing them to walk around it if they chose. The Garden itself was too thick for anyone to walk into or through. Other larger tunnels, like the one they’d arrived on, branched out and away from the circular room at regular intervals. Dexter could only assume they continued around behind the garden, though he could not see the far side of it through the lush vegetation.

“I...I don’t know,” their guide side, sounding uncertain.

“You don’t know?” Dexter asked, clapping his hand on his shoulder.

Zhirt tried to pull away but found he could not. He stammered nervously. “They were to serve the Garden of Life! I was told... I mean... they’re supposed to be...”

“We’re trapped!” Rosh hissed, looking behind him to see a group of a half dozen elves coming down the passage behind them. From the other passages around the garden other squads of well armed elves emerged as well.

“Aye,” Dexter said with far less concern than Rosh felt he should have had.

“You knew about this?” Asked the large man.

“Had a notion,” Dexter confirmed.

“When was you gonna share your notion?” Rosh’s tone showed he was getting more and more riled up.

“Well done!” The loud praise came from behind Rosh.

Dexter spun around, losing his grip on Zhirt, and stared at the elf leading the way down the tunnel behind them. He looked to be the leader of the elves that had them trapped. The only option for escape was the garden itself. Dexter looked at it, squinting as though he were weighing the odds.

“My family? Where are they?” Zhirt asked, panic in his voice.

The elf who had spoken grinned widely. “They are safe. Protected within the Garden, as promised.”

Zhirt turned and looked. A path had opened into the underground vegetation. 

“Go to them,” the elf urged.

Zhirt nodded and hurried down the slope and into the small forest.

“Throw down your arms,” The elf said to them once Zhirt had disappeared into the garden.

“Go to Hell!” Rosh hissed.

“Rosh, do it,” Dexter snapped, drawing and dropping his own sword.

“That don’t sound none too smart,” Rosh growled.

“Can’t be the first time,” Dexter hissed at him flippantly.

“Rosh, trust him!” Willa urged, dropping her own short sword. Logan followed suit, tossing his weapon to the growing pile.

“They ain’t going to throw us in a brig,” Rosh warned. “I ain’t dying without a f-“

Rosh was cut off abruptly. He stiffened and then slumped to the ground. One of the elves behind the one that had spoken smirked and put away whatever magical contraption he had used to silence the man.

Willa gasped and dropped down to check the open-eyed man. Finding him still alive, she relaxed a little but looked up at Dexter, clearly worried.

“So now what,” Dexter asked the elf.

“Now we have a nice chat about things.”

The elven wizard drew something from a pouch and whispered some magical words. He threw the magical components in his hand towards the crew of the Voidhawk and they found their bodies reacting similarly to Rosh’s.

Still, aware of his surroundings, Dexter felt himself being picked up roughly. The others that were in his field of vision were being treated the same. He mentally winced when he saw one of the elves carrying Logan lose his grip and drop the man on his side. Dexter was spun around and soon stared at the tunic and breeches of the elf that had thrown him over his shoulder like a sack of grain.

With no sense of space or time, and a growing fear of what the diet of an elf could cause by way of flatulence, Dexter was relieved to find himself dumped painfully onto the floor of a small room. He lay there, staring at a dirt wall, until a strange tingling began to take his fingers and toes, then start to work its way up his limbs. He felt his heart racing as he visualized rats chewing on the tasty bits of flesh. With a gasp he managed to flop around enough to stare at one arm. He saw no rats nor anything else amiss, yet the tingling continued to spread throughout his body. As it spread control and movement returned.

* * * *

The thick leaf-like structure that made up the door shifted aside to allow the elf that had spoken to them enter.. He stepped inside and stared down at Logan, who was only beginning to pick himself up.

“Where are the others?” He asked without ceremony or preamble.

Logan looked at him blankly. “Others?” He asked, feigning surprise.

“I know there are six more of your crew. Where are they?”

Stretching out the natural stiffness that his magical incapacitation had caused, Logan chose his words carefully before answering. “They stayed on the ship.”

The elf frowned briefly, then glanced away. “You are a priest?” He asked, turning to look back at him.

Logan nodded.

“You pathetic humans and your savage religions. What morals do your Gods have if they condone deceit among their chosen?”

Logan bristled, angered by the elf’s words. He knew the elf was trying to provoke him, but knowing it didn’t stop the words from stinging. “My faith has no stipulations on how I am to conduct myself in the presence of those who would imprison and torture me for their own gain.”

“So arrogant and sure of yourself. Why is it wrong that I imprison you? You trespass upon our territory.”

Logan shut his mouth, realizing he would gain no more by talking. The elf didn’t want a debate, nor did he desire to discuss truth. He wanted to provoke Logan and to drive him into divulging information. With a near physical lurch he realized that they were only alive until the elf found out what he wanted to know.

“So where are the other three that left your ship and invaded my city?” The elf pressed.

The priest’s silence only infuriated the elf. He nodded after a moment. “Pray I do not return, human, or you will wish you had told me!”

He turned and exited the cell, the organic door sealing itself shut behind him. Logan rubbed his wrists and looked around the small room, wondering how he might find a means of freeing himself. No furniture, no windows, and only the strange door made of a green substance that sealed itself securely in the entryway. He stood up slowly, working the kinks of out his legs, and frowned.

Head bowed, Logan began to pray for guidance.

* * * *

“We have healers,” The elf said, his eyes pulled to the stump at the end of Willa’s arm.

Willa hugged her arm to her stomach, covering it with the other self consciously. “I’m fine.”

“I’m sure you are,” he said drolly. “But wouldn’t you be better if you had your hand back? Think how much more you could do. How much more useful you would be. How much more your large friend would think of you.”

Willa stared at him, her lip trembling. “What do you want?” She asked, her voice strained.

“I want to know where the others are,” he asked, repeating what he’d asked of Logan. “Don’t waste my time, human, I know that seven of you invaded my city. Where are the other three?”

“Why?” Willa demanded, sticking her chin out defiantly.

“You trespass and dare to act wronged?” He spat out. “Such impudence!”

He turned, took a breath that made his shoulders raise, then turned back to her. “Last chance,” he growled. “Tell me where she is and I’ll let you and your friends go free.”

Willa stared at him, her eyes glimmering with moisture. “My hand?” She managed to squeak out, missing on the reference to the ‘she’ the elf had mentioned.

“Yes, I’ll see it is healed,” he said, waving it away as though it was unimportant.

She looked down at her arm, still holding it against her belly in her lap. She remembered her life before the Voidhawk had come and knew that she would have welcomed death. Now? Now she knew how wonderful life could be. She knew what it meant to have pride; to have a place to be and people to share it with. And, most importantly, to have love. Was anything worth giving that up?

Willa raised her head back up to stare at him.  “Go to hell!” She spat.

Yes, she was giving it up. Living with what she had glimpsed had been worth everything to her. She knew it was too good to last. Having tasted it, she knew that others deserved it to, and it was not her right to deny that to them.

The elf’s cheeks twitched as the muscles in his jaw worked. His eyes narrowed before he turned and stormed out, barely allowing the leaf-like door time to open before him. Willa watched him go then felt her legs shake. She sank down, a sob bursting from her throat even as the fine wisps of her hair covered her face and hid the shame of her tears.

*****

“You’re the lead bandit,” Accused the elven commander.

“Captain,” Dexter asserted.

The elf smirked. “Very well, Captain. Tell me, where are the rest of your crew? Hoping to steal from us, perhaps?”

“I hoped they’d get in some raping and pillaging while they was at it.”

The elf’s eyes narrowed. “I know who you are. I know who came with you,” he explained. “You’re going to die, Captain Silvercloud – you and all your crew.”

“I missed the point where you convince me to help you,” Dexter said.

“We’re past that now,” the elf snarled. “Your priest and the crippled girl show surprising loyalty. I wonder – will the warrior?”

Dexter tried to hide the narrowing of his eyes at the elf’s question.

“You worry? Interesting. Tell me then, Captain. Where is the Princess? You can’t truly believe she thinks you her equal? Her lover? Her mate? She’s an elf; your life is but a blink in hers. She’ll have forgotten you existed in a few days after you’re gone.”

Dexter shrugged. “Reckon I’ll be dead and gone, what’s it matter to me?”

He sneered. “So foolish and short sighted, you humans.”

“You make me wonder why you’re so upset she’s spending quality time with a human. Afraid maybe she’s found something no elf can give her?”

Moving faster than Dexter expected, the elf punched him. His head jerked to the side but he managed to avoid being staggered in spite of the surprise of the blow. Dex felt the burn of torn skin and a moment later the hot wetness of blood that slipped down his chin.

The elf snarled at him. “Hardly! I’m disgusted by any elf that chooses to dirty themselves with such a filthy, lesser race.”

“You can insult me all day long,” Dexter said with a smile in spite of his split lip. “I already know I’m better than you, so you’re just giving my people more time to do what they came to do.”

The elf looked at him, further enraged, then he started to laugh. “Zhirt’s people? Dead, of course!” He said, chuckling now. “I let him believe he might save them, he just had to provide us with fresh bodies. He’s not the only one we sent out to lure in fools like yourself.”

Dexter was confused. Conceding his curiosity he asked, “Why so bent out of shape about Jenna?”

“That was luck,” said the elven commander. “There’s a reward for her return. It will take some time, years perhaps, to rid her of the filth your influence and contact has corrupted her with. We believe she can be saved.”

“Saved? Aye, it’s a rotten disease – freedom,” Dexter said.

The elf shrugged, smiling. “If not it is no matter. I benefit by returning her.”

Dexter scowled at him. “All those years and you don’t know any better.”

The elf looked at him and then laughed again. “I’m going to enjoy feeding you to the Garden, Captain Silvercloud. I may even watch it consume you personally.”

The elf laughed again, his eyes smirking at Dexter. He turned and left Dexter alone with his thoughts and worries.

*****

“Your friends are foolish,” The elf said to Rosh before the large man could launch himself at him.

Rosh glared at him, weighing his chances of overpowering the elf and making it out the door.

“I’ve offered a chance at freedom to each, and they spurn me. What’s your price?” The elf probed.

Rosh continued to glare at him, but somewhere in the back of his mind he heard the elf and started to wonder. “What do you want?” He asked before he could stop himself.

“The Princess.”

“Who?” Rosh asked, blinking.

“Your first mate, Princess Jenna Windchaser.”

“She’s a princess?” Rosh ejaculated. It didn’t make sense to him, why would a princess be running around the ass-end of the void with a bunch of losers like them. “Wait, you got the wrong girl, our Jenna’s named Darkmoon.”

“One and the same,” he stated. “Tell me where she is. What is her quest?”

“A princess,” Rosh mused, wondering what that meant for him.

“What do you want, human?” The elf asked, misunderstanding Rosh.

Rosh looked at him, ready to tell him to go float in the void when thoughts began to occur to him. Rosh wondered briefly at the thin smile on the elf’s face, but the concern was lost as possibilities began to occur to him.

“A ship. My own ship. Willa too,” he said, rattling things off as he thought of them. A moment later he quickly added, “And gold! I’ll need it to hire a crew.”

The elf smiled. “Finally a human willing to be sensible. We have a deal, Captain. Now tell me what I want to know.”

Rosh smiled in spite of his dislike of the elf. Being called a captain stroked his ego in a way that not even the most talented of woman could reproduce. He thought back to what little he knew. Dexter had not bothered to tell him of splitting them up, so he had no real idea what Jenna was doing. He had a hunch though, and if he was not quite right, he didn’t figure it mattered. As long as he was close he’d have his own ship and not have to take orders from anyone anymore!

Rosh smiled at the thought of being his own man and opened his mouth to share what he knew.


Chapter 2 - Secrets

With the Captain and majority of their crewmates behind them, Jenna, Bailynn, and Xander headed up the hallway until Jenna’s ears caught a faint sound echoing down the passage ahead of them. Biting back a word she learned working as a sailor, Jenna motioned frantically to her charges to retreat. They slipped into a side passage, Bailynn going first while Jenna fell behind to listen for pursuit. Her heart was beating so rapidly it took her a moment to catch the sounds even with her sensitive ears. The noise of a small group of people moving grew louder and closer. She was about to head further down the passage, gathering Xander and Bailynn and pushing on blindly.

The echoes changed. Jenna held her breath, listening, and then let it out in relief when the wandering elves passed by. She turned and motioned to Xander, who was close enough to see her. He turned and made a motion as well, summoning Bailynn. Jenna fought hard to control her smile into something tight lipped and nodded for them to follow her.

“Xander, cast your spell,” Jenna whispered to him when they returned to the junction with the main passage.

In as quiet a voice as he was able to use to invoke magic, he muttered his spell and, in a few moments, instead of the gaunt human standing beside them he resembled a gaunt elf.

Jenna looked him up and down and then nodded. “You’ll pass,” she said, then led them back out into the main tunnel.

Bailynn studied him a moment longer, shivered briefly at some repressed memory, then followed Jenna. Xander followed silently.

“How do you know where to go?” Bailynn whispered after they’d caught up to her.

“We want to go up,” Jenna answered, as though it was obvious. “Elves grow all their cities. The bottom is the roots and base, the top is where the elves live and do business. The trees are fashioned to make houses and buildings, the limbs crafted into roads and ramps.”

The passage they were in led upwards. It curved gently to their right, only noticeable because of the increasing levels of light that allowed them to see further ahead. Soon the brightness gave way to a distant opening.

They emerged cautiously, staring out at the ground level of Fort Prudence. The earth beneath them was a combination of dirt and roots. Around them they saw little of interest, aside from the massive trunks of trees that rose around them to stretch to heights above them. The trees were twice as wide as a man was tall, some even thicker. Their branches equally massive and intertwined, making pathways as Jenna predicted. In other places the trunks had hollows in them, making room for elves to live or hold business within.
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