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For two days and two nights Tanith tracked the caravan, hiding in rocky outcrops, watching from highlands and dusty slopes and creeping to within earshot in the still dark of a cloudy night. They hadn’t noticed her nor come looking for the escapees. They seemed determined, pressing ever onward on their journey south. Though the road had tracked eastward a while, probing inland toward the distant deserts, it soon curved back toward the coast on the morning after Tanith and Niema had escaped with the others. Now they were not far from the sea again, glistening blue in occasional glimpses caught in the distance from the high plateau they traversed.

The road ahead converged with another that appeared to come from the northeast. A small village stood at its intersection, not far from the beach. And above it all stood a tower. Tanith might have known. Valgir had joked about wizards and their towers – dismissed them as children’s tales – but they’d both seen what the sorceress Anaya had done with her broken tower in the woods and Tanith herself had felt the power of the circlet. Magic was real. And a sorceress needed her tower.

This one was finer. It stood at least three times the height of the crumbled ruin in Lyford. The walls were pale sandstone blocks and it was squared at the corners. The battlements seemed to jut outward from the top of the tower and it was surrounded not by a clearing overgrown with weed and thorn bush, but with olive and date groves, lush fields and a thriving, if small, cluster of dust-colored houses with the typical reddish roofs. There was also another caravan already camped outside the village – neat rows of tents, braziers, cooking fires and pack animals. The sea was barely a mile away and shone against a blue sky. Gentle clouds scudded across the horizon, turning pink in the late afternoon sun. If there was one more thing Tanith had learned it was that most sorcery was done at night.


Anaya’s caravan stopped at some distance from the tower and pitched its tents near the camp that already stood. As Tanith watched from the hills, the sorceress and a retinue of guards rode out to the grim fortress, entered through large doors in its base and returned a half-hour later. Had the mighty witch Anaya had been turned away by somebody stronger? As the light faded the fires of the large camp illuminated the fields nearby and the lights of the village illuminated the tower, another party arrived. This one was somewhat smaller than Anaya’s and brought its captives on foot, tethered by neck chains in a long human train. There were several ponies and horses, two carts, a dozen armed guards - these ones Yazeris swathed in white turbans and loose tunics -  and a young white haired albino in a matching white robe who was escorted to the sorceress by two large black bodyguards. By dark though, there was little other traffic between the two camps, so the huntress decided to risk a closer look.

Tanith's slippers were beginning to wear through but she had tough feet: in the summer she went about as often barefoot as not. Still, she regretted the choice to leave her boots on the ship because slippers would have been better for sneaking through the well-paved city streets. She would have liked to have them on this scrubby, rocky ground. The shrubs were thorny and she had spied small snakes and scorpions from time to time. Perhaps she might be able to steal some footwear from the camp. 


As she picked her way ever closer, voices and lyres could be heard. In one small tent on the outskirts, a couple was making love. She could see a man's pair of feet poking out of the flaps heaving and shuddering in the flickering light and make out the soft moans of a woman inside urging him on. In another, she heard someone muttering to himself as if in prayer. The small tents gave way to larger ones and in a semi-circle around a cluster of campfires, she found the cage wagons with the remaining captives.


Crouching behind a rocky outcrop she looked behind her. There were the handful of small tents that she’d passed but she couldn’t really say she was inside the camp yet. Ahead, beyond the wagons and campfires were the larger tents of the witch and her officers. Tanith imagined one of them must be arranged for spellcasting or sacrifices or all manner of dark rituals. In the distance, were the village lights and beyond that the tower lights. The ground looked slightly higher between the camp and the village. She was about to begin a circle around the camp for a better vantage point when she felt a hand close around her ankle.

Tanith turned, reaching for her dagger but was stopped short by the most beautiful green eyes she had ever seen. The woman was her age perhaps, perhaps a few summers older, slender and wearing hemp and leather clothes that looked fit for travel and fighting. She wore trinkets of beads and bone and shell about her neck and wrists and carried a short spear, and a slingshot hung from a strap across her chest for easy access. Her face was narrow but symmetrical, her lips were full and her nose straight and pert, slightly upturned. She had small, but rounded breasts and a tiny waist. Her straight hair was dark brown, like Tanith's and tied back in a flowing horse-tail, revealing sharply pointed ears. But her eyes. They were large, were almond shaped, seemed to dominate her face and were made of the deepest sea-green she had ever seen.


The elf-girl pressed a finger to her lips to silence the huntress. ‘I have a better idea,' she whispered, ‘come with me.'
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The hiding place of the elves was only a half a mile away, in the hills nearer the coast. It was in a small cave facing away from the village and out toward the ocean, with a rock pool beside its entrance. They had a fire for warmth and cooking but it was hidden from the south, where Anaya's camp and the tower lay. They shared a meal of barbecued fish, dried dates and nuts with Tanith freely. There were six of them – four men and two women. None were especially tall, all were slender and athletic and all had dark hair and almond eyes; light clothing of hemp bound by leather straps and worse necklaces and bracelets of seashells carved fishbone and exotic stones she had never seen.


Loreya was the name of the one who’d found her. She’d told Tanith the name meant ‘Ocean Breeze’. The others were translated as ‘Nightstorm,’ ‘Fairwind,’ ‘Whalespear,’ ‘Sharkfang’ and the other woman was ‘Star Pearl’. She decided the names mostly sounded better in their own tongue. They were sea-elves, or in their words a people that translated as navigators.

She was taken to a small rock pool near the cave, a cool spring that was refreshing in the warm summer night. There while she bathed, Loreya joined her, slender thighs and small breasts; her patch shaved into a small strip leading down below and her hair tied back in a ponytail. The sea-elves were not shy, and all took turns coming and going from the bath while she was there.

The men were beautiful, with chiseled, handsome faces, tight sinewy muscles and gently tanned skin. The women, Loreya and Iwia - Star Pearl - were as far as she could tell, perfect specimens. Apart from the gentle sweep of their backsides and the roundness of their pert breasts, she couldn't detect a trace of fat on them and she felt terribly chubby by comparison. If she was part elf then her own thick thighs and heavy breasts had come from her Thalene side.


‘Our scouts have been tracking your caravan since leaving the city,' Loreya explained, passing a lump of lavender-scented soap. ‘There are six more of us in skiffs by the coast. We were watching the albino and his party, who came from further inland, the city of Panthos. From the highlands, we've been able to track both roads as they converged. We've been signaling out to sea at night and the skiffs follow us south. And then we found you. Iwia watched your whole little escapade with the guard by the river the other night.’

Tanith blushed at the thought. 

Several of the elves exchanged knowing glances and spoke in their own language when they looked at her. Were they commenting on her elven features or her hopelessly wanton lust? ‘Why are you following them?’ she asked.

‘The Eye of Shillane is an ancient treasure of ours,' Loreya explained. ‘It was given by our people to our forest cousins southeast of Rhiens. But it was stolen some years ago and now both tribes have sent scouts to find it. A spy in the city came back to tell us that a jeweler had seen something like it in his store and turned the seller away. Humans don't believe in sea-rubies, but we keep them in our island temples. They are rare and powerful stones, though they look like baubles to a pawnbroker's eyes.'


‘Who is Shillane?’

‘She was one of our most ancient, beautiful and powerful queens. From a time long ago when the elves were all one kingdom, not scattered to the mountains, the forests and the seas by the kingdoms of men.'


They climbed out of the spring and returned to the cave, drying themselves with thin, smooth linens.

‘So it really is magic?’ Tanith asked.

‘Most certainly,’ smiled Loreya as they took their places around the fire. Her face glowed in the firelight with youth power, beauty and wisdom all in one. Tanith wanted suddenly to be as perfect as the woman before her.

‘There is a sorcerer in that tower, Barithol. He’s a northerner like you, from Stelgard.’

Tanith knew Stelgard was a few hundred miles east of Thale – a cold, dark country with windy mountains and a stormy coast. She had never been there, never been far from her village at all until now, but she supposed Stelgard was still closer to home than these balmy seas.

‘He has disciples, acolytes, and Anaya is one of them,’ Loreya explained further. We were following the other party at a distance when scouts spotted yours on the road. The albino’s name is Yarvish. Looks like there are several more with their retinues at the camp. Some years ago Barithol tasked them to go out and fetch items of power like the Eye. Now they’ve come back.’

‘And you've held it,' one of the men said, but she couldn't recall which colorful name belonged to which elf. How could he know that just looking at her?


‘Yes,’ Tanith blushed, not sure if it was because she’d stolen it herself and therefore been part of the chain of criminality that had led to this mess, or because she had felt its power and surely they of all people would understand where others hadn’t.

Loreya spared her. ‘Then you have felt its warmth.’ She noted, in a smooth accent that reminded Tanith of, unsurprisingly, a warm ocean breeze.

‘Then you can help us get it back. You know the witch Anaya and you’ve seen her spells before. Share the hunting ritual with us tonight and we can go after the Eye together.’

Tanith felt mesmerized by those eyes and that gentle, yet strong voice. She didn't know if it was her own free will or if she were being controlled by some scrying technique of the sea-elves. Iwia passed her a flask of their sweet, fragrant wine
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