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"The Tulins? Nothing but a bunch of decadents, all they care for is wealth and glory. The Yundols? A once proud race turned into savages who lust for war. The Sarpi? Don't even get me started on those foul beasts." – Tituss the scholar – First magistrate of the Golden Empire. 






  
  Prologue


Caldaria 
The view from the top of the mage city's crystal walls was breathtaking. Not just because of the views of the surrounding lands but of the vast horde slowly filling the plain below.
Kaiden lowered his spyglass and shook his head. 
 "I thought we'd have more time," he muttered. 
In the city below cowered tens of thousands of refugees from across the Kingdom of Delfinnia. Danon's scourge had swept across the land until only Caldaria remained defiant. 
The winter had set in with full force, and the howling wind only promised more ice. Already the once verdant plains surrounding the city were covered in several feet of snow, something that would have prevented a conventional army from laying siege. Danon's forces were far from that. The moans of countless undead and the growls of ravenous Fell Beasts carried on the frigid air. 
 "We always knew he would come sooner or later," replied the tall man at his side. The Archmage Thanos peered out over the plain, his bright blue eyes twinkling in the fading sunlight.
  "He will not find Caldaria an easy prize to claim. Our defences are formidable," he said calmly, his golden cloak billowing in the wind.
  "I’m pretty sure that’s what the Baron of Eclin said, and the commander of the Watchers,” Kaiden retorted. 
Thanos smiled and placed a hand on the knight’s shoulder. 
  “Have courage, Kaiden. Luxon and the others will return from their travels, and the help they will bring shall turn the tide.”
Kaiden lowered his head and chuckled.
  “I wish I had your confidence. We sent them out to sea in the height of winter with a map that is centuries old. Who knows what they will encounter on their voyage? Do the old alliances even still stand if there is no one left alive who remembers them? Have we sent them to their doom?”
Alarm bells began to ring out over the city, their mournful tones adding to the winds and howls of the enemy. 
“They had better. All our lives depend on it,” Thanos replied quietly. 


      [image: ]Kaiden ran through the city’s packed streets, careful not to slip on the ice that had formed in the bitter chill of the previous night. Snow flurries had gathered in large piles in some of the narrow streets and only the magical firestones set up by the mages kept the main roads clear. Panicked refugees from every corner of Delfinnia sought shelter from the biting cold wherever they could find it. Doorways, alleys, and every spare scrap of space were now occupied with terrified people all huddling together. The citizens of Caldaria had opened their homes to the masses, the Mages had opened the schools and dorms to as many people as they could, but even that wasn’t enough to house everyone. Instead, most had to make do with hastily erected shelters in the city’s streets or camp outside the city walls. People were streaming through the open gates as Nightblades shouted at them to hurry inside to safety.
Above the din of the city, came the mournful tone of the city's bell towers. The enemy was preparing to attack. Kaiden pushed his way through the crowds until he emerged into the city’s Grand Plaza. There the last defenders of Delfinnia had gathered. Battle Mages and Nightblades mingled with the survivors of the King’s Legion and the newly reformed Knights of Niveren. 
A ragtag bunch of men and women armed with simple swords, axes, hammers, and bows had also started pouring into the plaza. They were the Refugee volunteers, thousands of them, and every single one would be needed. Kaiden strode through the ranks towards the platform that had been erected at the plaza’s far end. Stood on it already was Grandmaster Thanos and the other Mage Masters. How the Arch Mage had beaten him to it was beyond him. A roar sounded from above indicating that Umbaroth and the other Dragons had spotted the danger. The gathered army watched in awe as the mighty silver dragon swooped down from the clouds and landed on the roof of a nearby building. Kaiden reached the dais and ascended the steps where he greeted the masters. It had been a month since Luxon had departed on his mission to find allies and Danon had appeared to have been in no hurry to assault the city. Instead, he had been busy consolidating his conquests from Sunguard where he had made the King’s Spire his new dark fortress. His armies had spread across the land, but not all of Delfinnia had yet fallen. To the west, the city of BlackMoor remained defiant. Its strong walls and powerful navy kept the Sarpi at bay. To the east, Eclin was waging a guerrilla war in the vast mountain ranges, and in the south, Ricard of Champia had landed on the Marble Shore with an army. 
  “I’m surprised Danon has waited this long,” he quipped weakly, unable to hide the concern in his voice. 
Thanos nodded somberly. 
  “The dragons report that Danon is sending his undead and wolves against us. The Sarpi and mortal warriors are staying in the cities where they are sheltering for the winter,” he said gesturing to the dragon looking down on them.
  “A typical strategy from the N’Gist. They will use their more disposable troops to probe for weaknesses in our defences. I trust those defences are ready?” 
 “They are. I am hesitant to use them too early, however. Once they see what this city is capable of, they will become warier,” said Master Ri’ges. Since the siege began, the powerful mage had proven to be an excellent strategist and one with a keen eye for defence. Kaiden was confident in the man’s abilities. 
“Wary is good,’ said Thanos. ‘we need to buy as much time as we can for Luxon. The city is prepared for a long siege. Unlike the other cities, Danon has conquered, we have magic as our ally. He will find it far harder to starve us out when we can magic up food and repair our walls faster than he can bring them down.”
A Nightblade approached the dais and whispered into Ri’ges ear. The master nodded.
“They attack. Let’s show the N’Gist what real mages can do.”


      [image: ]Caldaria was unlike any other city in the realm. It didn’t rely on stone walls but instead was protected by towering magic infused crystals that reached high into the sky. Crystalline platforms joined the individual ‘wall’ crystals together allowing the defenders to take up positions and fire down onto an attacking foe. 
Kaiden led his Knights to their allocated positions and glanced at the wide range of people manning the walls. More snow was beginning to fall and swirl in the icy winds. On the lower tier stood his Knights, and the remnants of the King’s Legion. They were considered the best at melee combat and so would be used to fend off any enemies that managed to reach the crystals themselves. On the level above them were the Battlemages and mages. The latter would be tasked with using magic to support the former and the other levels. With their combined might, they would rain death and destruction upon the N’Gist. Finally, on the upper level were the refugees, Fleetfoot thieves, rangers and Nightblades. From their vantage point, the expert marksmen of the ranger corps would be able to use their bows with deadly effect. The Nightblades were tasked with providing support to all the other levels whilst the refugee forces would act as runners and essentially be kept out of harm’s way unless things went ill. Circling overhead were the dragons who would be used to strike at the advancing enemy from the skies. In short, Caldaria was the most heavily defended place on the continent. So much so, that it made the fortress at the Watchers look like a sandcastle in comparison. Kaiden drew his sword. No, Danon would not have an easy time of it.


      [image: ]The moans always made Kaiden shudder. The undead was a horror that he would never get used too. Once, the horde of snapping teeth and ripping claws had been human. Now, because of the N’Gists foul magics, they were shambling snarling beasts. He gripped the edge of the crystal platform tightly; there were thousands of them, more than he had ever seen before. 
 “By Niveren. There’s so many,” muttered one of his knights.
 “Millions,” whispered another.
Kaiden turned and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder.
 “They were once men, women and children, and they are what every soul within this city will become unless we stop them. Draw your sword and prepare my brother, for today we fight to avenge every single one in that army of the damned.”
There were so many that the ground itself began to tremble. They drew nearer and nearer until their moans and howls became deafening. Some of the knights clutched their ears in a futile attempt to block out those torturous cries.
 “They will surely bring down these crystals through sheer weight of numbers!” the knight cried. Kaiden watched as the first line of zombies pushed their way through waist deep snow that was quickly stained red as their rotting corpses fell apart as they moved.
The undead pressed on until they were within only a few hundred meters from the base of the crystal walls. Above, on the higher platforms, the rangers began to shoot their arrows. The projectiles lanced down, but just as they were about to strike, the mages used their magic to ignite them, turning them into flaming weapons of destruction.
 Kaiden closed his eyes and whispered the old saying of the Nightblades.
 “Only fire can truly destroy the dead.” 
The magic enhanced fire arrows struck, cutting down scores of zombies and burning them away to nothing. More volleys were shot, and more zombies fell, but it was nowhere near enough. Then the mages unleashed their magic. A wall of flame lanced downwards to engulf scores of zombies. From the sky, the dragons dived, and they unleashed their Dragonfire. Hundreds of undead were vaporized in an instant, but still, the horde pressed on. Kaiden bellowed at his men to ready themselves. At the base of the crystal walls, the zombies began to cluster. They clambered over each other to find a weakness. Within moments the piles of stinking, moving corpses had almost reached the lower defence level. 
 “Ready!” Kaiden roared dropping into a combat stance. All around him the other Knights and soldiers of the King’s Legion raised their swords, spears, and shields. 
A loud hum began to sound, and to the surprise of the defenders, the crystal walls began to glow. A bright light formed at the base before shooting upwards to the top. Then, with a loud zap, a beam of light shot out from the top of the crystal to strike the hordes below. The energy beam swept over the plain vaporizing hundreds of zombies and werewolves. All along the city’s perimeter, the other crystals fired their beams. Kaiden lowered his sword and gawped in awe at the power on display. The crystal fired again, and this time the undead began to flee back whence they had come. 
 “Now that’s what I call defences,’ he whispered in wonder. ‘Perhaps we can hold out after all.”






  
  Chapter 1.



The Boundless Sea
Waves taller than the highest steeple rolled the ship ‘The Agatha’ around like a toy in a bathtub, threatening to turn the vessel into a pile of matchsticks. The winter storm had struck without warning and so far, only the fast thinking and expertise of the ship’s captain was saving them from destruction. In the distance and struggling in the furious storm were a half dozen Sarpi warships. As soon as they’d departed Caldaria and set out to sea, the enemy had been waiting. Only the Agatha’s speed had allowed them to evade their pursuers. 
  Soaked and struggling to regain his footing on the slippery deck, Luxon Edioz did his best not to throw up the meal he’d eaten earlier that morning. Above, huge roiling clouds spewed snow and torrential rain, whilst thunder and lightning raged. His long leather cape coat was having little success at keeping him dry from the waves lashing the ship. Up ahead, and standing on the quarter-deck, was Captain Whitelaw 'The Mad' Weiss. The bald man had his arms spread wide and was cackling maniacally as seawater splashed over his bare torso. Luxon staggered over to him and the helmsman who was battling with the ship’s wheel to keep the vessel under control.
  “Aha! Master Wizard is this not glorious, does this not make you feel alive?” Whitelaw shouted over the howling winds and booming sea. 
  “That’s not how I’d describe it, captain. We’re getting tossed around like a rag doll, is there anything I can do?” Luxon shouted back as a wave broke over the deck. 
  A panicked cry came from one of the crewmen in the rigging. The sailor was desperately trying to pull in one of the sails but slipped. With a cry, he fell but managed to grab hold of a rope and cling on for dear life. Luxon crouched next to the helmsman and focused his magic, the storm made it hard to concentrate, but he quickly felt the tingling of his powers fill his body. He reached out with a telekinesis spell, catching the sailor just as a wave swatted him off the rigging. The spell caught him, preventing the screaming man from being thrown overboard and into the merciless water. With a movement of his hand, Luxon guided the floating sailor back to the relative safety of the deck. 
  “Nice catch!” Whitelaw cackled.
 A worried shout came from the helmsman. Luxon followed the direction the man was pointing at. A massive wave taller than all the others was coming straight at them. It was the size of a mountain, and as it drew closer, its shadow loomed over the ship. Whitelaw grabbed a rope and began tying it about his waist, the other crew members on deck did likewise.
  “I suggest you do the same Master Wizard; this is going to be a little rough,” Whitelaw said with a twinkle in his eye. Luxon gulped and did as suggested. He took the rope offered to him by Whitelaw and rapidly began tying it around his waist. Water poured into his eyes, and he could feel it soaking through his overcoat. The massive wave struck, causing the Agatha to climb the wall of water at a near ninety-degree angle. On and on it climbed until it looked as though the wave would snap the ship like a twig. The magical runes carved into the ship’s hull glowed brightly as the magics within did its work. Luxon cried out, expecting the ship to flip over. To everyone’s relief, the ship crested the summit of the waves, only to plunge down the other side. The descent was a hundred feet, almost causing Luxon to spew his guts everywhere. 
   Another shout of alarm came from the deck. A fork of lightning split the sky, illuminating the giant waves. Even in the turmoil of the thrashing sea, the flash revealed a massive shadow moving against the storm. Luxon’s stomach flipped at the sight; even Whitelaw looked afraid. 
  “Fell Beast!” the captain bellowed. He grabbed the petrified helmsman and set him back to his task.
  “Don’t make it easy for the bloody thing!” 
 Luxon staggered over to the deck’s rail, his eyes fixed on the shadow. He couldn’t make out any details of the beast, but it was massive in size. Giant taloned flippers were the only prominent feature. The ship began to rise again as it rode another giant wave. The Fell Beast, however, launched itself through the water to push its way through the other side of the wave. Luxon shouted a warning as the creature took up position right where the Agatha was due to fall. A long, lean snout, itself the length of a ship, burst out of the water and opened wide to reveal a cavernous mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth. Luxon turned his head to see Captain Whitelaw grab the ship’s wheel to help the helmsman steer the vessel away from the monster’s cavernous mouth. The two men strained, and the Agatha turned just in time, narrowly avoiding the Fell Beasts snapping jaws. As the ship turned, the crew hastily armed themselves with bows, crossbows and whatever else they could get their hands on. Luxon struggled towards the hatch that led below deck; he had to warn Ferran and the others. The Beast exploded through another wave, sending a wall of water smashing down onto the deck. Luxon was swept off his feet, only the guardrail stopping him from being tossed overboard. Other crew members weren’t so lucky. Three sailors fell screaming into the icy cold waters of the deep. Luxon dared a glance behind them and saw their Sarpi pursuers trying to escape the storm and the Fell Beast’s wrath. He watched in horror as a monstrous wave smashed one of the enemy ships, scattering men and material into the inky depths.
  “Man the harpoons!” Whitelaw bellowed to his men. The Agatha was equipped with two large harpoon guns located on the foredeck. Fell Beasts of the Void were a terror the world over, and often ships were destroyed by their talons or tentacles. As a result, most merchant ships that dared venture into the deep ocean were armed with harpoons or ballistae. 
  The cyclone began to weaken just as quickly as it had arrived. The waves remained rough and tumbling, but the howling wind and rains were moving quickly eastwards towards the continent of Delfinnia, now a brown smudge on the distant horizon. 
  With the storm quickly passing overhead, the Fell Beast was revealed in all its horror. Luxon clung to the guardrail and gasped. He’d read tales of the Fell Beasts that used Esperia’s oceans as their hunting grounds, but he’d never really believed them. The monster that was now stalking the ‘Agatha’ was larger than any creature he’d ever seen, including the dragons. Ferran and his fellow Nightblade Welsly emerged from below deck. The specialist monster hunters ran over to the rail and helped Luxon back onto his unsteady feet.
  “What is it?” Luxon asked, unable to take his eyes off the beast pursuing the ship.
  Captain Whitelaw hurled insults at his men as he ordered them to unfurl the sails. With the storm over, it was now safe to use the mainsails once more. The sailors moved through the rigging with incredible skill and agility as they unhooked ropes and pulled pulleys. Within moments the mainsail was deployed. The massive piece of blue fabric unfurled and flapped before catching the wind. With a whoosh the sail deployed, and with a jolt, the Agatha surged forward, picking up speed. 
  “It’s a Leviathan,” Ferran said in awe. “There are Void Rifts deep beneath the waves just as there are rifts on the land. No Nightblade has ever best one.”
  Suddenly, a melody began to play, causing everyone to look at the deck. The bard, Eripa stood there, her fingers playing expertly over the strings of her lute. Her blonde hair billowed, and her long red bard's cape whipped behind her in the wind. She began to sing. Her voice rose above the roar of the waves and pierced the hearts of every man on board. It was a song of the storms and seas, one of a tempest’s passing. Her song was magical. Lightning lit up the sky, and the rain still fell, but the intensity of the storm began to fade.
  Eripa winked at Luxon and the Nightblades as she continued to play her tune. With the storm weakening, the Agatha was able to pick up speed. The monstrous beast was now in pursuit, the waves parting as its enormous bulk barreled through the water. The Agatha’s crew were shooting their weapons to try and scare the Beast off. Luxon watched as a harpoon struck the Leviathan only for it to spin wildly off its thick skin. 
  “I have an idea,” Luxon said as he rushed to the hatch and clambered down into the hold where they were billeted. Next to his wildly swinging hammock was a chest containing his valuables. He opened it and reached inside. His fingers tightened around a long wooden object; the dragon enchanted staff Dragasdol. A whimper caused him to look up. Cowering in the darkness of the cabin was Alderlade. The boy king looked positively terrified. Luxon hurried over to him.
  “Are you ok sire?” he asked. The words still felt strange to him knowing that the boy and rightful ruler of Delfinnia was, in fact, his half-brother. Kneeling next to the bleary-eyed lad, he took his hand in his own.
  “It’ll be over soon. Stay down here and keep your head down,” he said. He looked over his shoulder to see Sophia staggering over to them. The Witch hunter looked wretched; the sea had not been kind to her stomach. 
  “I’ll keep an eye on him,” she said weakly. 
Luxon nodded and picked up his staff. He ran back to the ladder and looked at them both.
  “Stay strong,” he added before climbing back to the deck.
  Eripa was still singing, her voice somehow carrying loud and clear over the roar of the waves and Leviathan. The crew grew increasingly desperate as they continued to shoot every harpoon they had at the rapidly gaining Fell Beast. Luxon ran to the aft deck and raised Dragasdol high. He focused on the fading storm. He could feel its weakening power, and he latched onto it. With a loud crack of thunder, lightning split the sky and struck the tip of the staff. The hairs on his body stood on end as Dragasdol absorbed the power of the bolt. Electricity crackled and fizzed about him until with a shout he thrust the staff towards the approaching monster. Blinding white hot power lanced out from Dragasdol striking the Leviathan. Electricity mixed with seawater, vaporizing the tough outer skin of the creature. The beast roared in pain, but still, it came.
  “Shoot everything you’ve got!” Luxon commanded the crew. 
  The sailors loosed a volley of arrows and harpoons, and this time the deadly projectiles hit their mark. The lightning, having exposed the soft tissue underneath allowed the harpoons to punch deep. Luxon ran to the ship’s aft and watched in awe as the massive creature reeled back in agony. The Nightblades dashed to the rail and together pulled their banishing vials from the pouches on their belts. 
  “We could use a boost here Luxon,” Ferran shouted as he arched his arm back ready to throw the vial. Luxon nodded and focused. 
  “Now!” he shouted. 
Ferran and Welsly hurled the vials as hard as they could. Just as they reached their zenith, Luxon pushed with telekinesis to send the vials soaring through the air where they shattered against the writhing Leviathan. Instantly a blinding light flashed into existence as two portals to the Void ripped open. An unnatural wind began to blow, threatening to pull the ship and its crew towards the tear. Vast amounts of seawater was sucked into the powerful vortex, including the Leviathan. At first, it seemed like the massive creature would escape the pull of the magical portal, but the wounds inflicted upon it by the Agatha’s crew took their toll, and soon its strength faded. With a last roar, the Leviathan disappeared into the portal with a flash. With its purpose fulfilled the portal collapsed in on itself to leave tumultuous waves in its wake. 
  The Agatha lurched forward once more as the pull of the void rift disappeared, and Eripa’s strange song continued to calm the sea. The crew cheered and let out laughs of disbelief at surviving their encounter with a beast of the Void and the storm. Luxon couldn’t help but laugh with them. Whitelaw clapped him on the shoulder and cackled before pacing down the deck to inspect the ship. 
  “I can’t believe it. A Leviathan! I’d read about them in the old tomes from Caldaria’s library, but never in a million years did I expect to ever set eyes on one,” Welsly was saying to Ferran in excited tones as the two Nightblades walked towards the aft. In the days of the world-spanning Golden Empire, Nightblades had been common on the high seas, but after the Empire’s collapse and the subsequent decline in global trade, ships travelling from one continent to another became rarer and rarer, until now, millennia later, the other lands were nothing more than a myth. 
  “It doesn’t bode well that we encountered one so soon into the voyage. We’ve been at sea for what, a week? If the maps Thanos recovered from Caldaria’s archive are correct then we have a long way to go until we reach Tulin,” Ferran said with his arms crossed. 
 “We lost the Sarpi, so that’s one positive,” Welsly said, trying to brighten the mood.
 Luxon looked to the horizon, not to the west where they were sailing, but back towards Delfinnia and the friends they had left behind. Dark clouds swirled in the far distance; he hoped they were not an ominous sign. 


      [image: ]  As evening fell, the waves remained large, but the Agatha rode them well. Below decks, Luxon and the others joined Captain Whitelaw in his cabin for dinner. The room was the largest onboard and dominated by a round wooden table that was firmly anchored to the floor. The walls were decorated with a range of exotic and bizarre items. On one of the shelves was a glass case containing a tiny human shaped skull. Luxon had asked Whitelaw about it their first night at sea.
  “That there is a skull of what the Yundols call a Half man. I bought it from a bazaar on the island of Mizan. A strange land just west of Aniron’s spine, that impassable barrier of rock that runs for thousands of miles south and a merchant told me of a chain of islands to the east of Yundolis that was home to all sorts of weird creatures. I sailed to them once, and by Niveren the tales were true. Half men are real! Whole tribes of them there are, nasty cannibals to boot!”
  Tonight, Luxon and the captain were joined by Eripa, Welsly and Alderlade. Ferran meanwhile was tending to Sophia who was still suffering from seasickness. The food on offer was surprisingly extravagant, a plate of cooked salmon and crispy potatoes. Thanks to the magical runes carved into the Agatha’s hull, the contents of the ship's larder was perpetually frozen in a time loop, resulting in all the food inside remaining as fresh as the day it was first produced. Such magical binding was hugely expensive, suggesting that Whitelaw was far wealthier than he first appeared. 
  After the food had been eaten, Whitelaw poured himself a glass of Robintan wine before passing the bottle to Eripa. Leaning back in his chair, he planted his booted feet on the table and belched loudly. Alderlade looked aghast at the captain’s poor manners, Welsly chuckled and shook his head. 
  “So Eripa, it seems there’s a lot more to you than meets the eye,” the captain said with a twinkle in his eye. 
   A smile formed on Eripa’s lips as she poured herself a glass. She took a sip before fixing the men in the room with a mischievous glint. 
  “I was born a Rurin somewhere in the Robintan jungles and spent much of my youth on the road. As you know the Rurin are nomadic people that never settle in one place for long. Famous for our music and as entertainers we would travel from town to town peddling our skills for coin.”
  “That explains why you’re so…er…talented with a lute,” Welsly said. 
  Eripa flashed the Nightblade a smile that would have sent most men weak at the knees and from the way Welsly’s face flushed a deep red it appeared he was not immune to her charms. 
  “I played the lute in our family band with my brothers and sisters. We were famous in the east, for a time; at least until I discovered I was a wielder.”
  “How did you find out?” Luxon asked, intrigued. 
  Discovering that you could use magic was often a traumatic experience for the person and their family. With the laws of Delfinnia decreeing that no magic could be practised outside of Caldaria, many kept their powers a secret, often resulting in tragedy further down the road. Usually, as an untrained wielder grew older, their powers would manifest until either they hurt themselves, or someone close to them. Hiding the truth also meant that they would likely become a target for Witch Hunters or the Knights of Niveren. He had been fortunate that his mother, a powerful wielder herself, had recognised the signs when they had first manifested themselves when he was just ten years old. 
  “We were playing in Balnor for the Feast of the Brave Knight; I must have been twelve at the time. Anyway, as we were playing the ‘Ballad of Estran,’ the crowd began acting strangely. I was singing about Estran’s fall, and as I sang those words, the entire crowd fell to the ground fast asleep. Naturally, we all panicked, not knowing what had happened, but there was one older man in the crowd still standing. He looked exhausted, as though he were struggling to stay awake, but he walked over to us and told us he was a wielder and that we had to flee the city. We ran and hid in the woods, but the strange man found us again the next morning.”
  Luxon leaned back in his chair and finished his glass of wine. 
  “Who was he?” he asked.
  “He told us his name was Alther and that he was a Nightblade. He explained that one of us had used Song Magic. A very powerful gift. He asked each of my sisters and me to sing a song one after the other. Nothing happened when my siblings sang, but then it was my turn. As I sang, I could feel a tingling sensation pass through my body and as I sang the woods darkened despite the sun being high and bright.”
  “I’ve read about Song Magic in Caldaria’s library. It’s incredibly rare and recorded instances of it are even rarer. What did you sing to make the woods darken?” 
  Eripa brushed a stray strand of blonde hair behind her ear before answering.
  “It was an old nursery rhyme about the Age of Darkness. You know, one of those songs intended to spook children into behaving. Once I stopped singing, Alther spoke to my parents and told them I had to go to Caldaria. Naturally, they were devastated but understood the law. Reluctantly, they handed me over to the old man. He took me north to the mages, and I then spent the next ten years in Caldaria learning to control my powers. The mages quickly deduced that I was no threat, as unlike them, I can only use magic through songs.”
   Alderlade raised an eyebrow and banged a hand on the table.
  “But you’re Eripa, the famous bard! You travel the kingdom singing your songs. Have you been bewitching people all this time?” the king demanded in his boyish voice. Eripa smiled at the confused and slightly annoyed expression on the King’s face. 
  “I can control my powers now sire. I can sing normally, but if the need for it occurs as it did today, I can use my magic. I have never duped anyone into liking my voice. Perhaps one day you will ask me to sing at your wedding,” she replied with a smile. Alderlade’s face flushed.
  “I am far too young for that nonsense,” the young king grumbled. 
  Eripa reached for the wine bottle and poured herself another glass. “So, what about our fearsome leader, the mighty wizard? When did you discover you had magic?” 
  Luxon shook his head.
  “It’s a dull tale and one that cannot compete with yours,” he said dismissively.
  “Tell us, Luxon!” Alderlade pressed.
Luxon sighed and leant forward in his chair so that his hands lay flat on the dining table. 
  “The truth is I didn’t know I was a wielder until my mother took me to Caldaria. Before that, I had no idea I could use magic. The mages took me in and over time and intensive study, I managed to tap into it gradually. Little did anyone know at the time that a Wizard’s powers manifest differently to mages. As a Thaumaturgist, emotions tended to act as a catalyst to start with, but once I got them under control, it came to me as naturally as breathing. I think somehow my mother always knew.”
  “She must have seen your greatness,” Eripa said.
  Luxon nodded absently; a dark mood fell over him as he thought of his mother. The pain of her death was still raw and merely thinking of her almost always overwhelmed him with sadness. He put down his wine glass and excused himself from the cabin. 
  “Was it something I said?” Eripa asked as the door closed. 
  “Leave him be lass. There is more pain and sorrow in that wizard’s soul than he lets on I think,” Whitelaw said as he poured them all another round of drinks.
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  Chapter 2


Luxon stood on the Agatha’s deck, his green cloak flapping gently in the chilly wind. The night sky was crystal clear, and Esperia’s two moons cast the world below in an eerie glow. He breathed in the frigid salty air and sighed heavily. All he had felt since they had departed Caldaria was doubt. Were they doing the right thing? Should they have stayed? His thoughts went to Hannah. Was she safe? 
  Before they had set sail, Keenblade scouts had sighted a sizable N’Gist army advancing from the south. Had the army reached Caldaria? And then there was Yepert. His best friend had been used as a puppet by Danon. He had resisted the dark lord's presence to save Hannah’s life and complete the quest for Asphodel, but the cost had been grave. In spite, Danon had destroyed Yepert’s mind leaving him in a vegetative state, and the healers were powerless to help him. Luxon knotted his hands into fists as anger surged through him. Danon had taken so much from him. It was Danon’s bride, the evil witch Cliria who had trapped him in the Void for what had felt like centuries. Danon had killed his mother, and now he was threatening to destroy his homeland. 
  The sound of footsteps behind him shook him out of his dark thoughts.
  “Forgive me if I said something I shouldn’t have,” Eripa said softly.
Luxon shook his head and rubbed his eyes tiredly.
  “There’s nothing to forgive. I”-, he paused. There was a light on the horizon. He dashed to the rail and narrowed his eyes. Using magic, his vision became as sharp as that of an eagle’s. Sure enough, he saw a ship; it looked damaged for its sails were torn and flapping uselessly in the breeze. 
  “Get the captain. It seems we may have more company.”
  Eripa turned and ran back towards the captain’s cabin. A shout came from the Agatha’s crow’s nest as the on duty barrelman spotted the stricken vessel. A warning bell tolled, and the crew rushed to their positions. It didn’t take long for the Agatha to move alongside the other ship. Now that they were closer, Luxon could see that the stricken vessel had been demasted and its hull was filled with holes. On the deck was a man, his clothes were torn, and a bloody bandage was wrapped around his head. 
  “Thanks to the gods!” the sailor shouted in relief. 
  With expert skill, the crew of the Agatha positioned the ship alongside the quickly sinking vessel. Luxon climbed onto the rail and jumped over the side. Using levitation magic, he floated gently to the deck below. 
  “Hail friend. Seems you could do with some assistance,” he greeted. “Where’s the rest of your crew?”
  The sailor gawped at him for a few moments before shaking his head.
  “I’m the only one who still lives. How-how did you do that?” the sailor said a look of fear in his wide eyes.
  It was clear from the sailor’s accent that he was no Delfinnian. Luxon thought of the map laid out in Whitelaw’s cabin. The nearest landmass was the continent of Tulin, but surely, they were still many hundreds of leagues away. 
  “I used magic. I’m a wizard from Delfinnia,” Luxon explained offering the now petrified man his hand. The sailor’s distress grew at the words; he began to back away from Luxon, looking desperately for something to use as a weapon. 
  “Stay back! Wizards are evil!” the man shouted, close to hysteria. 
 Luxon looked back at the Agatha’s crew who were watching the scene unfold with bemusement. Ferran shrugged his shoulders whilst Welsly was trying not to laugh. It was Whitelaw that spoke.
  “We can’t linger here for too long, lad. Use some of that fancy magic and get him onboard. From the looks of that ship, it doesn’t have much longer for this world.”
  Sure enough, the deck shuddered as the ship began to list to port. The still heavy waves were beginning to cause it to capsize. A warning shout from Ferran caused Luxon to spin around. The sailor now held a heavy piece of wood in his hands. 
  “Stay back, wizard! You will not kill me without a fight!” the sailor raged. 
  The deck shuddered again causing Luxon to stagger. 
  “Enough of this. Sorry friend but you’re coming with me whether you like it or not,” he said. He raised a hand and focused on the sailor. The sleep spell took effect almost immediately. Before the man hit the deck, Luxon caught him with a spell and floated him gently upward to the safety of the Agatha’s deck. The stricken ship shuddered, and the sound of water rushing into the hold below grew in intensity. He braced his legs and launched himself high into the sky before levitating gently to the Agatha’s deck and safety. The unconscious sailor meanwhile was carried below decks.
  “What do you suppose that was about?” said Ferran as he watched him go. 
  “No idea. Let’s allow him some rest, and then we’ll go get some answers,” Luxon replied. 
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 “I looked at Whitelaw’s map some more,’ said Ferran breaking the silence. ‘I couldn't make out where this man and his ship could have come from. We’re still at least a week from Tulin if the winds are favourable. The only thing marked on the map was a small set of islands to the south.”
 “Perhaps they’ve been colonised since the map was created? Don’t forget that the only maps we have are centuries old. Anything could have happened in the wider world since the fall of the Golden Empire,” Luxon pointed out. 
  “Maybe so, but I’m curious as to his reaction to you being a Wizard. If everyone in Tulin is as petrified of you as this fellow is then it doesn’t bode well for us finding support. Let’s just wake him up,” the captain grumbled.
  “Wait a moment,” Ferran said. The Nightblade reached down and lifted the sailor's right arm. Tattooed on the underside was a strange symbol. Ferran rubbed his chin.
  “I swear I’ve seen this symbol before. Let me think a moment; ah that’s it!” he exclaimed. He ushered for the others to follow him out of the cabin. 
“That symbol belongs to one of the Great Tribes that fled the Doom of Vucrar before the rise of Zahnia the Great and the Golden Empire. The Vasin if I remember correctly. It’s been a long time since I studied the tribes.”
Luxon glanced back at the unconscious sailor. He too had read much of the Doom and the flight of the tribes. One of them, the Delfin, had been the tribe that had conquered the Golden Empire under the leadership of Marcus the Mighty and founded the Kingdom of Delfinnia. 
  “That’s right. Six tribes are recorded as having fled across the sea when Vucrar was devastated by a massive volcanic eruption. The Delfin, Keenblade, Stormchaser, Rurin and Dafa tribes all crossed the sea and settled what is now the Great Plains, but there was another, one whose people were said to have been lost at sea during a mighty storm.”
  “The Vastar,” croaked a voice from behind them.
They all turned to face the cabin. The sailor was stirring from his slumber and slowly sitting up. He shook his head and rubbed his eyes before looking warily at his captors. 
  “My people are the Vastar, not Vasin. We lived on the islands of New Vucrar. They are but three days sail to the southwest.”
Luxon stepped into the cabin, the sailor flinched.
  “Take it easy. I’m no threat to you, I promise,” he explained, holding his hands up to show he was no danger. 
  “What’s your name?” he asked.
The sailor watched him warily before answering.
  “Lipur. My name is Luxon.”
  “You said your people lived on the islands to the south in the past tense. Do they not live there anymore?” 
Lipur shook his head, angrily rubbing at tears that threatened to fall from his eyes.
“They-they took everybody. Burned all we had to the ground. I barely made it to the ships, but they pursued us without mercy, and now only I am left,” he sobbed. 
Luxon, Ferran and Whitelaw exchanged concerned glances. 
“Who are they, lad? What happened to your people?” Whitelaw asked softly. 
Lipur wiped his eyes again before pointing at Luxon.
“They came from the east. Black sailed ships. A people who will stop at nothing until all the world is theirs. Their fleet arrived before sunset, we tried to fight them, but their wizards set fire to our ships. Their eyes glowed in the darkness.”
Lipur looked at them with desperation.
 “Sarpi? Out here?” Luxon said, his tone full of concern.
“We have to sail away from here. Turn back whence you came for all you’re going to find out here is death,” the sailor pleaded. Ferran tugged Luxon’s sleeve, and the two men stepped out of the cabin.
 “If the Sarpi came from the east, then that means they’re ahead of us. The enemy must know our plans,” Ferran said. 
 “How? We set sail as soon as we could after acquiring Asphodel.”
 “Perhaps Danon has plans for Tulin. I doubt his ambitions will end with just conquering Delfinnia. That maniac won’t stop until the whole of Esperia is his.”
 A sinking feeling wormed its way into Luxon’s stomach. He stepped back into the cabin. 
 “You must turn back!” the sailor cried.
 “We cannot do that Lipur. Our homeland is in great peril too. We had hoped to find allies on Tulin, is there no one there that could help us?” Luxon asked softly. 
Lipur looked away and once more, angrily wiped away tears. He stared at the floor for a few minutes before nodding his head. 
“Aye. There may be some. Despite what they claim, the Empire does not rule all Tulin. The Free Kingdoms oppose it, as do the Shars of Silenzia. Although” he paused “they were supposed to protect us. We were their vassals, and they did nothing,” he finished bitterly. 
“Do you think you could help us find our way to them?” Whitelaw asked. “I’m a stranger to these waters, so having some local knowledge would be a big help. At least when it comes to avoiding hidden reefs and rocks.”
Lipur nodded his head slowly.
“I can help you, but only if you agree to help me.”
“And how can we do that?” Ferran said, crossing his arms. 
“These Sarpi took my people-I want your help to get them back.”
“Attacking Sarpi forces wasn’t part of our plan.” Ferran interrupted an eyebrow raised. 
“There was a big war between them and the southern realms for dominance of the seas. It ended in a stalemate with neither side gaining the upper hand. You must understand that the Shardom is no friend to the Sarpi. Although, I wouldn’t put it past them to have bought slaves off the Sarpi. They don’t care where the bodies come from, and they’re more than happy to get rich from the trade.”
“A lovely place we’re visiting,” Whitelaw said sarcastically.
Luxon excused them from Lipur’s cabin and led the way to the captain’s quarters to discuss what they had heard. Whitelaw threw himself into his worn looking armchair and placed his booted feet on his desk. Ferran paced the room whilst Luxon was sitting on one of the couches that were covered in opulent cushions.
“So,” he began, “We now know that Tulin is a land divided and that there are various factions opposed to one another. We also know that the Sarpi are enemies to the peoples here, which can only work in our favour.”
Whitelaw leaned forward and poured himself a glass of Robintan wine. He swished the liquid around before swallowing it in a single gulp. 
“How does that help us? This Shardom may be powerful, but they sound just as bad as the Sarpi. Slavers? By Niveren, that barbaric practice was halted over three hundred years ago in Delfinnia.”
“It helps us because we can potentially exploit those rivalries. We need allies, and to do that we’re going to have to take sides,” said Ferran. Luxon held up a hand and shook his head.
“Not necessarily. We need more information before we can even contemplate that. I want to learn more about these Kingdoms. If they are what Lipur says they are, they could be a great help against Danon. Then again, the Shardom must be powerful too. I say we go to this Silenzia and learn as much as we can about the situation on the continent. Perhaps an opportunity will present itself?” 
Ferran stopped his pacing.
  “Let’s hope we’ve not left one war to find ourselves in the middle of another,” he said ominously. 
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“Land ahoy!” shouted the lookout in the ship’s crow’s nest. 
Luxon looked up and followed the direction the man was pointing. Sure enough, on the horizon and emerging through the morning mists was the shape of a landmass. Whitelaw moved to the rail to stand next to him.
 “Well, slap me down and call me a kipper, Lipur was correct with his directions,” the captain said before bellowing orders to the crew. “Hopefully, there’s a port nearby where we can resupply.”
Lipur stood on the deck and stared at the distant landmass. Unlike the jubilation of the Agatha’s crew, he looked pale and more than a little afraid. Luxon walked over to him.
 “I had hoped to never return to this place again,” Lipur said. “My people thought they’d escaped the reach of the Tulin Empire and the Shardom’s slavers. Now, here I am on a boat full of strangers sailing straight back into their clutches.”
  “I am sorry Lipur, but our homeland is in terrible danger, and if it should fall, that evil will come here too. We have to try and convince the peoples of these lands to help us.”
Lipur leaned heavily against the ship’s rail and sighed. 
 “Is fighting one evil with another truly going to save your home? The Tulin Empire has always sought to dominate the continent. Only the Free Kingdoms have kept it in check.”
 “Free Kingdoms? You mentioned them before. Tell me about them,” Luxon asked, his curiosity piqued.
 “Well, I say Free Kingdoms, they’re just a bunch of squabbling realms that only hate two things more than they hate each other, and that’s the Empire and the Shardom. Let me think; there’s the Kingdom of Dilar that’s ruled by Queen Merith, they’re a strange bunch whose society revolves mostly around courtly love and chivalry. There’s Vinium, more a collective of pirates than a kingdom and then there’s Kastador. A realm that I suppose you could say is experiencing something of a golden age under the reign of King Thorn.”
 “You seem to know a lot,” Luxon said, admiring the man’s knowledge. In Delfinnia, it was rare to encounter such a well-travelled individual. Typically, only traders, adventurers and soldiers travelled extensively. 
 “Yeah, well, a life spent at sea will do that to a man, I guess. If I remember rightly, the land over there is Arbagon and to the west, up the great river is the Free Kingdoms. To the south is Silenzia and their accursed slave markets.”
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  Chapter 3.


It took the Agatha  another two days before it reached the seas of Silenzia. With Lipur’s guidance, Whitelaw sailed the ship toward the Shardom’s capital city of Shim. The sea was bright turquoise, and the sun beat down on the deck. Luxon surmised that they had sailed south of the equator. He stood on the ship’s prow savouring the sun, and the warm wind assaulting his face. In his hands, Luxon held a notebook and pencil. He’d already made a few notes and sketches. If he closed his eyes, it felt like he was flying. Leaping and racing alongside the ship was a pod of dolphins with an infectious playfulness. He couldn’t help but smile. 
 “You look happy,” came a voice from behind him. He turned his head to see Sophia walking towards him. The witch hunter looked in far better shape than she had during the storm. Her black hair was tied up in a bun, and her grey eyes regarded him with amusement.
 “I know I shouldn’t be, what with all that’s going on back home, but I can’t help but feel excited. We are the first Delfinnians to reach the equator in what must be hundreds of years. We’re rediscovering an entire world.”
Sophia leant on the rail and took a deep breath of the fresh sea air.
 “Ever the scholar. We should take these moments while we can. I have a feeling; we won't be getting much rest in the coming days.”
 Luxon nodded in agreement.
 “After all we’ve been through, I think we can handle whatever this new land can throw at us,” he said with more conviction than he felt.
 A shout came from the crow's nest, causing them to look at the coast. The steep cliffs the Agatha had been following the past few days had given way to reveal a wide bay. On the shore was a city with its sandstone towers shimmering in the heat rolling off vast dunes that surrounded it. In the bay itself were dozens of small fishing boats and skiffs gliding through the water. The wide bay made the perfect harbour. Several piers reached far out to sea and docked at their side were several large ships with triangular sails.  
 “The city of Zlegend, the capital of the Shardom of Silenzia,” said Lipur as he joined them at the bow of the ship. “A city of slavers, riches and the bizarre. You must be cautious.”
 The Agatha cut through the waters and turned towards the city. As they drew nearer, they could hear gulls crying on the gentle breeze and the ringing of bells. Under Whitelaw’s skilful command the ship manoeuvred into the harbour. Several small skiffs came up alongside, on their decks were men with long beards and dark skin all trying to show off their wares in the hope of landing a sale. To Luxon’s surprise, the men spoke a form of heavily accented Nivonian. He could just about understand their words. Finally, the ship slowed to a stop at one of the quaysides and Whitelaw gave the command to lower the Agatha’s anchor. Once the ship had come to a stop and was safely moored, Ferran called Luxon and the others together. Lipur joined them; his knowledge of this strange land would be invaluable.
 “We need to be careful here so we must be as discreet as possible. Me, Welsly and Sophia will check out the lay of the city and get our bearings. All weapons are to be concealed so only daggers for you, my love,’ he said, looking at Sophia. “Luxon and Eripa, no use of magic. We don’t know what the rules are here and the last thing we want is this land’s version of the Knights of Niveren coming after us.” Luxon and Eripa nodded in agreement. 
  “What about me?” asked Alderlade with eager eyes. Ferran and Luxon exchanged a look that suggested that they would prefer he stayed put. Alderlade noticed.
 “No. I am not staying on this ship. I want to see this new world. As your king, I say that I will go with Luxon and Eripa,” he said with hands firmly planted on his hips. Ferran was about to argue, but Luxon stopped him.
 “You can come with me. But make sure you stay close and do exactly what I tell you.”
Alderlade whopped for joy and hopped on the spot excitedly. Ferran rolled his eyes.
 “Right then, let’s get back to business shall we,” the Nightblade said, shaking his head disapprovingly. “We need to learn a few things. Firstly, who rules these lands and secondly the political situation here.     ”
 “An assessment of their military strength wouldn’t hurt either not to mention whether they are capable of sending a sizable force across the oceans,” added Welsly. 
 “I know this city pretty well,’ said Lipur nervously, ‘many of my kin have been sold here over the years.”


      [image: ]Luxon and the others disembarked the Agatha. Each of them wore brown cloaks that they hoped would help them blend in. Captain Whitelaw had already set about finding supplies for the vessel and was haggling with one of the many merchants who set up shop on the quayside. 
 “We will meet back here at sunset,” Ferran said. “If anything goes wrong, we head back here and hope that Whitelaw can get us away in a hurry. Good luck to us all and may Niverin watch over us.”
 With that Ferran, Sophia and Welsly said their farewells and set off towards the city. Luxon, Eripa, Alderlade and Lipur were left on the quayside. 
 “So Lipur, where should      go first?” Eripa asked. She too wore a brown cloak, but even with such a bland garment, she still stood out with her blue eyes and striking blonde hair. Already she was getting strange looks from some of the locals. Strapped to her back was her lute and on her hip was a dagger. Lipur too was armed, and Luxon had Asphodel in its scabbard attached to his belt. 
 “The Bazaar is a good place to start if you seek information. Travellers from all over congregate there to do business and trade.”
 “Sounds good. Lead the way,” Luxon said.
Together they walked toward the city proper. It was protected by a massive sandstone wall that ran the length of the city’s boundaries save for an opening where the harbour was situated. Wide circular towers were placed every two hundred meters, and each was topped with crenellations that provided excellent cover for the city’s defenders in case of attack. A paved road made from sandstone led from the harbour up a hill to a wide squat gatehouse. The road was packed with men and women wearing a plethora of colourful clothing. Some wore long robes of patterned silks; others wore long capes and turbans that protected their heads from the sun. A wide variety of pack animals mixed with the people, the smell was almost overpowering and the noise near deafening. Alderlade kept close to Luxon as they moved through the bustling crowd. Eventually, they reached the gatehouse where two extremely bored looking guards kept watch. Both men wore gilded pointed helmets and mail shirts over a bright yellow cloth. Each held a ten-foot-long spear and on their belts hung exotic looking swords. Unlike Delfinnian longswords, these were curved and wider. They looked like the much smaller sabres used by the Yundol raiders. The guards paid them no heed, and they entered the city proper. Luxon couldn’t be impressed at the sight that greeted them. The road split into three with the middle section sloping downward and the other two sections running to the left and right in wide semicircles. Along the side of the sloping road were tall structures that judging by the amount of washing hanging from lines was residential in nature. To the left were vast gated compounds that no doubt belonged to the city’s nobles. Lavish gardens could be seen beyond tall iron barred fences. Trees covered in strange yellow flowers that smelt deliciously sweet lined each side of the road providing the city’s residents with shade and refuge from the relentless sun. The road that split to the right curved as well but structures that were used for administration lined the pavements. One was a towering building covered in flags and banners of a multitude of colours and a massive statue of a woman her arms spread wide dominated the landscape. 
 “A statue to the Goddess Aniron,” Lipur explained. “The Shardom of Silenzia worships the old gods still. They believe that men are not deserving of worship, even Niveren. To them, Niveren is a hero to be revered but nothing more.”
 Luxon took in the statue, his eyes filled with wonder. It was beyond anything the masters of Delfinnia could craft and made the statues in Sunguard look, well, pathetic in comparison. 
 “What do they think of Danon?” Eripa asked. The bard too, was admiring the city’s architecture.
Lipur spat in disgust.
 “He is evil, the great betrayer of all mankind. The Shardom has no love for him or his followers.”
 “Well, that’s promising,’ Luxon said, ‘perhaps we can find allies here after all.”
 They moved on, choosing to follow the central road down towards what Lipur called the Bazaar district. Sure enough, the procession of pack animals increased dramatically as they descended. The noise grew in volume, and the smells of exotic spices grew in potency. Street entertainers plied their craft desperate to earn a coin from the passing shoppers. Alderlade stopped in front of one, a man who held a long sword in one hand and a flaming torch in the other. Luxon joined the boy and watched as the performer flicked his wrist to send the sword spinning high into the air. With the deadly blade soaring high, the man, much to the surprise and delight of the growing crowd raised the flaming torch and swallowed the flame. Then, with incredible skill, he spun, raised his free hand, and nimbly caught the sword by the hilt. The crowd cheered at the spectacle, Alderlade among them. Luxon too was impressed.
Once at the bottom of the slope, the road evened out, leading into a vast circular space that was packed with people. Tall, whitewashed buildings loomed over the Bazaar, and some were so tall that they reached the higher levels of the city that could be seen above. Tall wooden winches stood at several points overlooking the Bazaar and as Luxon watched a wooden platform filled with goods and pack animals was being lowered down from the top level. Market stalls of all shapes and sizes stood in groups at the side of the road selling a vast array of strange and exotic looking produce. At the center was a tall tower built from stone from which water poured from the top to fall into a sparkling lake at its base. Atop of that was a statue of a woman dressed in the garb of a Silenzian. Vegetation and spectacular flowers grew at intervals in the side of the structure and water poured majestically into vast pools beneath. Some children swam in the waters, and several dozen adults were sitting under umbrellas around the edges of the pool. 
 “The Fountain of Alize,” Lipur said, noticing his companions' stunned expressions at the magnificent fountain. “Truly a wonder of the world no?” 
 Luxon couldn’t help but nod in agreement. The fountain was truly spectacular, and as they walked closer, he could see that the tower was comprised of different rings. Into them were carved hollows in which hundreds of small brightly coloured birds used for nests. Stunningly beautiful flowers in which insects flitted to and fro grew on vines stretching from the top to the waters at the base. Alderlade brushed past Luxon and ran to the lake. A sense of panic filled Luxon as the boy disappeared amongst the crowd. He called after the King and shoved his way through the masses to keep him in view. To his relief, the lad was standing at the edge of the lake. He and the others hurried over to him.
 “Don’t do that again, Alderlade,” he scolded.  
“Sorry,” the boy muttered sheepishly.
The clear glistening waters of the lake were filled with dozens of fish. Some were tiny, and others were huge, one was almost as big as a shark. All were brightly coloured. One that had scales that glistened luminous green in the light swam close to where they stood on the bank. It regarded them with huge bulbous eyes before diving under the water and vanishing from sight.
 “How deep is it?” Eripa asked in wonder. 
 “Deep enough to drown in,” came a gruff voice from behind them. 
 A man with brown skin and wearing the loose clothing of a local stood behind them. He bowed deeply in greeting.
 “Forgive me for interrupting. I noticed your party at the docks and was hoping to speak with you. It is not every day that a vessel such as yours makes harbour in our fair city. My name is Yazid of the house of Shur.”
 Luxon stepped in front of Alderlade protectively, his hand moving to rest on Asphodel’s pommel. Eripa too touched the dagger on her waist. Lipur meanwhile cowered behind the bard. 
  “Greetings,’ Luxon said cautiously. “How can we be of service?”
 Yazid smiled to reveal a set of pearly white teeth.
 “I merely wish to speak with you. I can tell this is your first time in the city. Walking around wide-eyed and open-mouthed is a clear indication that you are not from around here no? Your attire tells me that you wished not to stand out, but the dourness of your cloaks makes you stand out even more. And your accent tells me that you are not from the south, north or perhaps not even from this land at all.” 
 Luxon tensed as several burly men pushed their way through the crowds to take up positions around them. Some carried sabres, whilst others wielded spears. 
 “Who are you exactly?” he asked. 
The fact that the men had not attacked them outright and whilst they’d be completely unawares made him hesitate. The last thing they needed was to cause a commotion in the first city they visited.
 Yazid spread his arms wide, gesturing to the men to relax.
 “Conversation is so much more civilised than violence. I thank you for realising this young man. As I said, my name is Yazid, and I am the chief Inquisitor of the city of Shim and captain of the Shah of Silenzia’s personal guard. It is my job to question any strangers, such as yourselves in these ominous times. Please, come with us,” the tall man said with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
 Eripa tensed, but Luxon gestured at her to stay calm. It was Alderlade who stepped forward. The small boy pushed his way past Luxon to stand before the surprised Yazid.
 “I am Alderlade. King of Delfinnia and I demand you let us go,” he said with his chest puffed out and hands on hips. Luxon couldn’t help but smile at the sight and the comedic expressions of shock on the men's faces.
 Yazid stared at the boy, but Alderlade’s stern gaze did not falter. To everyone’s surprise, Yazid stepped back and bowed deeply.
 “Forgive me, King Alderlade. I assure you we mean no offence. Your companions may keep their weapons if that will set you more at ease.”
 Alderlade looked to Luxon, the nervous young boy once more. Luxon nodded.
 “Er-I-yes that is acceptable. Lead on,” he said.
Yazid faced his men and clapped his hands. As quickly as they appeared, they stepped back into the crowds and vanished from view. 
 “Please; your majesty, follow me.”
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