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Chapter 1: The Victim 
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The summer breeze rushed at the leaves, sending the finished pile of swept dead vegetation everywhere once again. Male'dezsima jumped in fright, and then groaned in agony. "I had just finished that!" she cursed to the sky, "Oh my poor, poor life! Even the winds are against me!” 

She slumped down on the stone pathway while placing her head to her knees. It felt nice to take a little break from her tasks and training. Though a bit warm today, she was glad it wasn't raining. Oh, what a mess raking would become if so! 

"Male'dezsima!" 

The priestess in training looked to see Priest Phendreic stomping her way. She frowned at her misfortune. Waiting for him to approach her completely, she slumped down onto the pile. It didn't matter to her now whether they were one way or another. 

"Male'dezsima, do you like vexing me so?" he questioned in exasperation. She seemed to cause this ever so frequently. 

"I tried to, but I couldn't..." she trailed off, then beamed happily, "So I decided to do something I can do properly!" 

She gestured to the leaf pile only to frown once more. The yard was an utter mess again because of the winds. It was almost comical if the desire to not screw up this time hadn't been so vast. Some girls approached and teased, "There's the Guardian." 

Male'dezsima frowned at the remark. "Well it's really true!" she shouted back. They only nodded and walked away, giving her the complete brush off. 

"Male'dezsima, my child, might you get that nonsense out of your mind?" Priest Phendreic sighed. It was a funny concept, for the adult lady was far from a child now. Her exuberant nature made her seem much more youthful, however. 

"But I am one!" she wailed. 

"You most certainly are not! The Creator knows!" he most ardently stated. 

"I am, the Creator does know!" she argued back. 

"And what mastership of magic have you? All Guardians hold mastership of one type. You can't even learn the basics,” he countered. Male'dezsima only retaliated with a frustrated groan, for it was a desperate battle she could not win. Though not a lick of magic shown in her, she still felt it in her bones she was a Guardian somehow. 

"Just because you're related to a few does not give you ability, child," he lectured, "Nor do I think less of anyone who isn't. It is perfectly fine to be what the Creator wants you to be. I'm a simple priest, for example." 

All Male’dezsima now wished to focus on was the wind shoving leaves here and there. She wouldn't listen to him, she was a Guardian and that was that! It was true she was distantly related to the Guardians, but that wasn't the reason why. She simply knew she was one, whether anyone would believe her or not. Even the Guardians themselves seemed aloof to the truth. 

In the family line, Aria, Guardian of Souls and Darken, Guardian of Death, had two children, boy and girl twins, Sareph and Adelesca. Adelesca was a peculiar child, but good-natured despite her quirky nature. She fell in love with a butcher's son, Marcellis. 

Sareph, a very quiet boy in temper, married Noel, the daughter of Mira, Guardian of Illusionary magics and Trasefior, Guardian of Revealing and Negation. Though she fought with her father Mira more than anything, her relationship to Sareph since childhood was ever so close. 

A generation after, Zeihra, Guardian of Heat, and Lusci-en, Guardian of Ice visited Fresaire for the first time. Bringing along their son Amaji, he fell in love right away with Sareph and Noel's daughter, Si. After several generations Male'dezsima was born to one of many descendants. 

From time to time, one of the Guardians thought to visit with their young kin now living throughout the lands, but because there now were so many and the duties of a Guardian so great, Male’dezsima only ever heard of Aria visiting her a week after her birth. She never got to truly meet with the Guardians. The only other time she ever recalled a chance, it had failed miserably. 

She remembered the celebration at the temple held for the Guardians and other prominent leaders to unite kingdoms south of the Circlet of Light Sea. Magic delegations had been established to all in the vast lands, and everyone looked forward to a time of peace. Since Yuoria had the largest and best established temple in the Southern lands, they hosted it in hers. 

She was ever so eager to see them for the first time. What would they think of her? Would they be proud of their relation? She'd try her very best to impress them. Let them know she was one of them. Maybe they'd take her away to train special with them. She needed the help, for she failed poorly at making most anything work. Though she studied and studied ever so hard at casting, nothing seemed to happen. The books memorized by heart remained only in her head, no use at all. Most times, she was laughed at by her peers for her failures. The priests sighed, making every attempt to help assist her. 

The first few days went swift for the Guardians as they shifted from greeting this person to the next. Constant meetings were imperative for the delegations, so she reasoned. She tried at the mealtimes to make an appearance to them, only a brief one if nothing else. After multiple tries, that also went unnoticed and she finally concluded that they'd definitely have to come to the final ceremony at the end of their visit. It was for the training pupils to show their skills and see the Guardians off. 

Despite her effort, Male'dezsima soon found disappointment in that, for she swiftly discovered no talent to show at all. Some displayed great magics, while others spouted out great historical recitations and lore theories speculated. The Guardians seemed amused by such efforts to entertain. Aria looked so lovely and gentle, listening patiently with many who came up to her, while Mira lit off a few things of his own. Trasefior watched him ever so closely while keeping close at his side. Lusci-en, Darken, and Memorie discussed priestly philosophy and teachings to others. Exeis, Tyne, Zeihra, and Amora were busy with diplomacy even at the function. 

She gulped, realizing this would be her last chance at this as she approached Aria gently. Shuddering, she could barely think of what to say. After interrupting and uttering that they were related, Aria gave her a brief smile and then went her way again, for she was being summoned to address one of the head priests who required her immediate attention. It was the only moment any of the rest spent a single glance at her. 

Soon, her mind shifted back to reality as another gust caught her attention. The priest had been lecturing at her for quite some time already, oblivious to her empty focus. Priest Phendreic groaned while watching big tears trickle down her face, "Go in child and study your books." She nodded and did what she was told. 

"Look at this letter! Jemf, look, I received a response from Trasefior in regards to my theory on multiple negation spells and the rebound effect. Those Guardians are truly something busy as they are. They make every attempt to answer questions!" Grildena, another priestess in training, beamed. 

Noticing Male'dezsima peering at her, she stared back as if she was diseased. Male’dezsima then looked away and frowned, recalling the little note she had sent to the Guardians long ago. Hers remained forgotten, a response long overdue. They ignored her when even the meanest of people caught their attention. What truly was family? 

Soon the room all turned to look at Male’dezsima sobbing in her seat once again. It happened so frequently that no one seemed alarmed at the occurrence anymore, but merely drifted back to what they were doing. Even the priest rolled his eyes at the strange pupil. He'd had many years with the lady to try every part of his patience. A trial by the Creator he deemed it, and oh what a test it was! 

Her day soon resumed its normal routine. In the early mornings, most focused on spending private time to reflect, pray, and glean significant truths from the scriptures. Some flocked to the Reflection pool for moments of introspection of character, while others seemed more content to seclude themselves in quiet rooms, library sections, or even a calm garden trail. 

Breakfast usually came around daybreak. Some delayed the event, while others were already on temple chores and had eaten a time before. Late morning started the priest's lectures and detailed examination of the Scriptures, which led up to lunchtime. The early afternoons for the most part, were lectures of priestly conduct, temple structure and organization, and festivals. Priests also taught of conduct for a priest or priestess without a temple, but alone caring for the poor and weak in remote places all around, for the Creator never required a temple but what existed in the people's hearts. 

After a couple of years of gaining suitable knowledge, the pupils then transitioned into shadowing the priest and also helping in the temple itself. More advanced study of magics and complex theory were then discussed to the older trainees in the late evenings, sometimes into the early night. The well established and experienced priests usually ran the temples, but once graduated as a priestess, she would chose to either assist them at one of the temples, or travel and help a remote destination she felt called to by the Creator. What she was going to decide yet she had no idea on. Male’dezsima knew soon she’d better get an answer though, for her graduation day was coming swiftly, less than a week away. 

After the lecture, she returned to her little quarters. She sighed, knowing she wasn't able to cast a single spell. The usefulness of the ability would have helped her greatly if she were to decide to reside away from a temple. Though many wouldn't even consider robbing or harming a poor, useless priestess, she also couldn't really help the people to the best of her knowledge ability either. For why study something so useful that she'd never be able to use at all?

Looking in the mirror that night, she stared at herself in hopelessness. Her big black-brown eyes were flooded with tears as her long dark brown hair tumbled down her face in a complete mess. Her petit stick-like form looked even more pathetic. Her tan skin looked deathly pale in comparison to the nighttime darkness surrounding her. Oh, what a sight she was! 

"I have to be a Guardian!" she sobbed. 

She felt ever so alone at that moment. Dodging the magic lessons today was not a good thing, and she knew it. She's mastered everything else, quoting Scripture easily as it flowed off her tongue. Caring for wounds never made her flinch in the least. She loved conversing and teaching all who came to her too. The only problem was that those folks returned to their homes again. The people around her day after day were always vexed with her, priests and trainees alike. 

After about twenty minutes, she stopped crying and opened her books. She took particular notice to histories about certain magicless priests. The Creator used anyone who was willing, with all the ability contained within themselves. Though other subjects like priest conduct and knowledge comprehension of the Scriptures were required if they were to complete their training, magic casting was simply an elective course merely emphasized for its usefulness. 

Male'dezsima looked behind her after a while. She was getting that feeling something was around her again. She didn't like it one bit. No matter where she looked in the simple room, there was nothing there. She knew she could be a tad emotional sometimes, but she couldn't shake the feeling of it. After hearing the chuckles of other ladies down the hallway, she deemed it time to sleep, because the early morning rose quickly. Four more days were left until she moved on in her life. 

Male'dezsima shot out of bed swiftly. Being a light sleeper, she also rarely felt groggy upon rising either. She was brimming with energy for the day. Dressing in her priestess attire, a light fitted sleeveless garment of cream color under a fitted robe of reds, blues, and purples, it had moderately long sleeves so one could roll them up if they needed to. It was proper, versatile, and comfortable. She next slapped on some low heeled boots of leather that went to her knees. 

Stopping for a moment, Male'dezsima glanced at her book. She knew she had purposefully left it open to a certain page last night because she liked the picture of the Revealing Mirrors. They looked so beautifully drawn, and it seemed the perfect sight to wake up to today. Yesterday, it was the Fault of Fallen Memories. Oh, the cascades of water and how she longed to see the world! Somebody screwed this up today, as the page was on the bloody South Seas, worst place ever in her mind. She wondered what student figured this out since she hadn't actually told anyone this quirk about herself ever. 

Shrugging it off, she walked away to help Leaff with the task of caring for the injured. It was their morning to do so. One good trait about the whiney lady, she was always early for everything. Leaff smiled as she came into the healer's ward later than Male'dezsima. She was a gentle girl and one of the most studious. It was quite apparent that she truly wished to help people, despite the fact that she was so cautious and shy in disposition. 

"Hello Male'dezsima," she timidly squeaked while taking out bandages and starting the fire to boil water. She had such cute, cheek length ringlet hair that was ever so white. Her grey eyes seemed so pensive in her ever so petit form, with a voice softer than cotton fluff. 

Acknowledging her, Male’dezsima grinned widely in return as she then proceeded to check out the rest of the supplies. Soon the two began rounding on all the ill folks, hearing from the priests Kildan and Terivwatr how the night watch went. They were masters in the skills of healing magics, but preferred the quiet calm of the nighttime hours, so if you were to learn from them, you'd have to do the same. 

While the two ladies were busy with their tasks, Male'dezsima on rebandaging wounds, and Leaff on casting simple healing spells, they chattered away. Out of all the other students, Male'dezsima got along best with her and Woryn. Neither were all too popular either, for that matter.

"Male'dezsima, you perhaps shouldn't have ditched yesterday's class like you had," she lectured gently. Though it wasn't the first time Male'dezsima had done such a thing, her concerned partner warned her carefully despite it all, hoping to improve her friend's thoughts on the action. 

"I know. Only have three more days to go though, won't matter if I miss just one last lecture on something I never mastered," Male'dezsima defended. 

Leaff frowned slightly, "You'd be surprised what each opportunity can teach us..." 

"Whether we can use it that moment or not," Male'dezsima sighed while finishing her friend's sentence. 

Leaff seemed taken aback that she knew where she was going with it, but was glad her friend understood the message regardless. Male'dezsima only weakly smiled, for it wasn't because of boredom that she didn't go. It was of anguish and humiliation. She had to be a Guardian, so why couldn't she do magic this whole time? She thought for sure it'd pop into place at some point during her lessons, and then she'd outshine them all for sure! The only thing is, it never happened, ever. That disappointment stung her deep. 

"Male'dezsima?" 

"Yeah? What is it, Leaff?" 

"Where are you going after we're full-fledged priestesses? I'm going to try for Giltaria." 

Male'dezsima's eyes popped as she marveled, "Whoa, that's a pretty high slope!" 

After thinking a moment on it, she then added, "I think you could do it though." 

Leaff turned to her nervously, "Do you really think so? It's huge and pretty intimidating. You have to know a lot. People come all over the Lands to ask them questions on everything obscure and riddled." 

"Well for the record, I think you're pretty superior at all bases of knowledge and excellent sorts of wisdom. You also have mastery over a broad range of spells, too. You outclass everyone here at least, especially with the high-level ones." 

"You know them too Male'dezsima," she exclaimed with a frown. 

"But I can't cast a single one. I know theory upon theory, but no ability. I might as well forget it all," Male'dezsima grumbled bitterly. 

Trying to brush the dismal ideas away, she then asked with a smirk, "So why do you want to go to Giltaria if you're so concerned about it all? You're placing the effort in trying to, so what's the lure?" 

Leaff smiled softly, "I want to see the Vault, study Giltaria's ancient history, and while doing so, help get involved with peacekeeping for all the lands to join the effort in diplomacy. The visit with the Guardians a few years ago left me realizing we have so many different peoples to join together, and so few to help create a long-standing effort in harmony. We can treat people's injuries here like we are, but how much more amazing would it be to stop people fighting in the first place? With the Creator's help, I want all to be united happily." 

Male'dezsima listened to her friend's empowering words. Most certainly, she would have her work cut out for her, especially in the lower Raihine Desert Kingdoms. Worse yet, the Southern Seas! No priest ever went there. Death came to any that had attempted to. Those people were the most wicked of all, completely unredeemable to the core. 

"I sincerely wish you the best amount of luck that I can give!" Male'dezsima warmly encouraged.

Leaff smiled gratefully, already dreaming of her chance at it. Male'dezsima's mind seeped further into despair. Three more days, and she hadn't a clue what to do yet, not even a glimmer of an idea. The rest of the day was torture, for everyone seemed to discuss their plans afterwards more and more frequently. They were so focused on preparing, that no one even noticed how quiet she had been the whole day, not even a usual outburst. 

Today, many of the normal job routines of the older trainees were shifted over as younger ones would now take over their responsibilities. Preparations for the commencement day began. Male'dezsima walked around the place that had been her home for so long now. The tall, ancient trees protecting the many walkways, the buildings of white and red trim, and the very Reflection pool itself, she looked to see if any of her familiar haunts might give her the answers she desperately needed. All remained silent and still, they wanted her to think these things out all alone it seemed. 

"What am I to do..." 

Even at suppertime, when all gathered together, she felt lost in the shuffle of things. Everyone was excited and gleeful. Perhaps even their parents might show up soon to view their accomplishments. None had arrived yet, but she expected some soon if her year did well on their final testing. Her parents would not be coming however. They were too poor and distant, and she hadn't seen them since her arrival at the temple at age six. She would have to visit them if there was a chance at all to see them. 

She trudged back to her room that night. It was dark and gloomy. Though she'd miss the dented, wooden, common room she'd had for so long, she would have to move out and away soon. Sitting on her bed alone, she concluded she'd go to the east, to some remote village, and use her limited skills there. She would be in a foreign land and alone, but perhaps they could overlook her magical incompetence. She'd live a poor and simple life with them all, but she could be happy if they accepted her truly. She shifted into her bed limply and curled up into a ball as she drifted off to sleep. 

In the middle of the night, something stirred her out of her dreams. She felt rather groggy at first, then sprung up in alarm. Male'dezsima looked around in the darkness. Something had to be around nearby! She could sense it breathing. Lighting a candle swiftly, her hands fumbled a bit in fear. She twirled about with her little flame, jumping at every tiny sound. Her little bare feet made pattering sounds upon the cold stone. 

"Whoever you are, go away now!" she demanded. It felt a hollow threat coming from such a scrawny creature. Her attention then shifted to the ground. Her shadow flickered about strangely. She dopily studied the candle flame intently. Stepping back, she saw her shadow take different shapes, ones her body couldn't make. 

"No, don't do that mister. Wait I'm a girl! Miss little shadow," she begged. 

A deep, dark chuckle reverberated, as a sinister shape emerged from within the shadow. Its form was much bigger than Male'dezsima as she soon was face to face with it, all less than a hand's span away. It stood there for a moment, then blew the candle out. The last thing she remembered was the sensation of being grabbed.
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Chapter 2: The Path
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Male’dezsima woke to the sounds of waves lapping against a side of a ship. It seemed most relaxing until she realized she shouldn’t be on a ship. That thought then jerked her up.

“Where am I?!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. She was frantically shifting about. 

Looking around, all she could see were crates and wooden ship boards. It seemed a snug ship indeed. She ran through rooms of some lower levels and found some rather rough looking monsters. In reality, the men seemed amused at the quite emphatic lady, scaring her to hysterical fright. Rather quick to her feet, she evaded their attempts to catch her. 

After several storage rooms, she spotted a way to sunlight and dashed for it. Upon reaching an escape, she found herself on a moderately sized boat of some sort. Judging from the gruff, monster-like men, missing tooth here, and appendages there, it was regrettably a pirate ship. Looking at a sail confirmed it. 

“How did I get here?!” Male’dezsima wailed. 

Tears ran down her poor, delicate face as she rushed to the railing. They wouldn’t stop her from reaching it. Sea waters spanned as far as she could see. The crew, very aware of her squealing and running about by now, gathered to collect and detain her again. She ran around the perimeter of the boat, avoiding all, also noting no land in sight whatsoever. 

Something caught her foot as she landed on the floor with a great thud. She cried in pain, rubbing her cheek which was sandpapered on the boards. She knew nothing was there before it all, and wondered how she tripped. Looking up, she observed a dark ebony skinned face with such pale blue eyes that they almost looked silver. His long silky hair was tied back out of the way and decorated with beads, a typical custom of those from the Southern Seas. 

“Hard to miss when you wake, isn’t it? Glad you woke in the daytime. Otherwise, I think you would’ve made my crew want to kill you for waking them up.” 

“Why am I here?!” she wailed despondently. She made out like the greatest victim of all pathetic weaklings. 

He took no sympathy to her pain but instead laughed heartily at it. “You’re here because I want you here. Welcome to the Southern Seas, your new home.” 

Male’dezsima dropped her feigned fear and stood to confront him. “Well what if I don’t want to be here!” she fumed. 

He shrugged with a grin, “What can you do about it? The swim is three days that way, if you can avoid the dangerous fishes.” 

“How was I asleep that long?!” she marveled. It had to be over a week, what with boat travel and land too. 

“Medicines and spells do wonders don’t they? Didn’t even put up a fight.” 

“I’ll fight ya now!” she raged, “I belong home! In possibly three days ago, I was to be a priestess. Should have been one now, really! I need to help the Creator help people, not be on a fishy smelling boat in the middle of the sea, with men! It’s not proper!” 

The man was enjoying her nonsensical speech, much of which wasn’t even phrased correctly. She tended to ramble in an incoherent way. The rest of the crew thought her a lunatic through and through. She didn’t need to worry about the men, the men were far more worried about dealing with her. 

“Take her below again,” the man ordered to his crew, shaking his head in dismay. 

About to begin another chase scene again, the man grabbed her swiftly. She wiggled feebly and then turned her head to look at him. His eyes were squinted with a held in chuckle. 

“Argh!” she screamed in frustration. 

Three men came over and hauled the wriggling lady down below. Soon she found herself in a large cell at the far corner of the hull. She shook the solid metal bars, knowing full well her escape was impossible. Now her hands smelled like rust too, as she wiped the corroded dust off them. She disliked the scent entirely. She next rubbed her worn cheek skin. It stung worse than a sunburn, and it was rubbed raw. 

“Poor, poor, me. Poor, poor, me...” she sang for a while. All alone, she felt horribly miserable. Who knew how long she would be forced to put up with this? She prayed that her family would come to her aid ever so quickly. 

She imagined all the Guardians in a frantic mess as they first discovered their precious new Guardian had been abducted by some evil Southern Sea Pirates. Mira Guardian of Illusions, Lusci-en Guardian of Ice, and Darken Guardian of Death would rush first for her. Then Aria Guardian of Souls, Tyne Guardian of Time, and Zeihra Guardian of Heat would stroll in, too. 

“Oh, I forgot about, Trasefior, Exeis, Memorie, Amora, Rorooke... Wait no, he’s so old, so he’ll watch the temple. Maybe he predicted the whole scenario and told them I was missing.” 

“Or maybe the Guardian of Shadows keeps you hidden away forever,” a voice returned from the darkness. 

Male’dezsima jumped back in fright. “Who said that?” she commanded. 

Looking around carefully, she walked all about her tiny cell. No one was there at all. “Hello pirate guard. It was a good joke, but show yourself at least. You all do look uglier than anything, but I’m lonely. I’ll ignore it, really, honest. This whole afternoon and evening was really boring. Now it’s dark and gloomy, and I can’t sleep. Talk at least,” she mumbled, sinking down and leaning on the metal bars. 

Out of her shadow emerged a figure once again. She froze in fright as it stood right in front of her. Taking a few steps back, it leaned on the wall casually, looking at her all the while. “You want somebody to talk to, but all you’ve been doing is incessantly babbling with or without anyone there. Some of the crew want you to shut your mouth for once.” 

“I was bored,” she defended. 

“And tell horrible stories too,” it returned, “The Guardians would all rush to save you? Really now.” 

Thinking a moment, she smiled. “So Mr. Shadow, you’re here on this side, right? Are you able to get past these bars?” 

“Easily.” 

Her grin got wider. “Could you get me through them too? Or open them?” 

“Easily. But,” The shadow came closer and revealed a person. “I won’t.” 

Male’dezsima frowned as she saw the captain, or so she assumed his title was, of the very ship. Sighing in defeat, she squatted down again. She watched in curious amusement how he walked by her into a shadow, then appeared on the other side of the bars from another shadow. It was so fluid and natural looking, and she wished to be able to have such an ability. She didn’t even know what she was Guardian over. She had to be one, however, knowing it in her very bones. 

“Please really tell me why I am here? Who and what are you?” she pleaded.

He bent down on the opposite side, grinning like a cat that just caught a mouse. “You’re a hostage, yes, for the Guardians, and I won’t tell you why. I am the leader of the Wyndespark pirates of the Western Sea Islands. Since there is no indication that you will be leaving my side for quite some time, I’ll give you my name. Lenzce Gilhaaven, but you won’t be calling me that unless you want trouble, understood? You call me Sir or Master, take your pick, but you were warned about calling me anything else. As for what am I, I am your Ransomer, Master, Pirate Lord, and as I told you before, the Guardian of Shadows. “ 

“So you know of Guardians then?” she beamed happily.

“Oh most definitely, but not in happy ways like you, so be careful what you say,” he warned darkly. 

“I know I am one too!” she chimed. 

He leaned back and shook his head. His eyes were filled with humor, but he remained silent and studied her. She assumed he didn’t believe her.

“It’s true I am!” she repeated. 

Leaning forward to look at her, he taunted, “What are you Guardian of might I ask?” 

“I’m not really sure, but I absolutely am, without a doubt,” she confessed boldly. He shook his head and walked away, leaving her with many things to think about. 

“Here’s your grub!” a man hollered while shoving a few pieces of hard bread and meat at her. She shot up from her sleep and stared at the unappetizing meal with a grimace. 

“You steal me away from my home, and now you want to starve me to death? Creator help me!” she whined. 

The man laughed loudly, dunking a cup into a barrel with a splash. She watched as the cup returned, filled with ale dripping down the sides carelessly. He handed it out to her and mocked, "A little something ta help ya forgit yer worries!” 

“I want water. A priestess must always be in control of her mind,” she declared.

The man became frustrated and shouted, “Are ye a luny? Aye, actually, ye be one. Well, we ain’t got none. Water don’t keep well on a long trip, turns sour. See? A little Ale is good fer ya.” 

He shoved the cup to her through the bars and walked off. She looked at her meager meal tossed to the floor, and her cup of undrinkable fluid and wailed for about an hour over it. Though she heard shuffling from above, everyone seemed to have forgotten about the poor lady locked in the depths below. Starving, she ate a bit of the bread and gross meat since she doubted after being drugged all that time that she ate at all. Maybe they shoved a little broth down her throat, but how would she have known really? 

After struggling with the meal, she was ever so thirsty. She kicked the cup over in anger and shoved herself in the corner of her cell. Her only power over her situation was to die of dehydration, and she would do it well for the sake of the Creator above! Oh, what a test to endure, maybe four or five days? A week? 

The steady, confident sound of footsteps came down the creaky stairs as she observed her hated ransomer. She wanted to call out to him, but his warning lingered In her mind carefully. He observed the cup on the floor rolling slightly with the waves to and fro. The liquid from the spilled puddle had almost dried. 

“Picky eater, I hear. That isn’t good.” 

“You don’t force a priestess to contaminate her body. That’s an act against the Creator!” Male’dezsima complained, “So I must die, here and now.” She placed a hand to her forehead as though she was taking her final moments before the eternal slumber. 

He folded his arms and chuckled, “Don’t get many priestesses or priests for that matter in the Seas. They don’t care to come anymore. And the Creator would really punish someone for supplying a common meal, something they normally eat themselves, for another person? I don’t go as ‘you’ by the way.” 

He stared with narrowed eyes silently, almost as if he waited to hear a specific response back. She feared him greatly. There simply was an evilness about him she reasoned. Thinking to herself carefully for a few moments, she knew to phrase her words gently. 

“Sir, I would ever be grateful for a bit of water or something less ale-like.” He watched her give an obviously played up smile and bat her eyelashes. 

“I see you decided to pick that one. I figured ‘master’ would be too hard to slide off your tongue.” Picking up the cup and filling it again from the barrel much more carefully than his lackey, he walked into a shadow to the other side. Her head twisted quickly to catch the motion. His eyes gave a look of exasperation. 

“Sir please, I don’t wish for ale,” she cried, afraid he was going to grab and violently force the fluid down her lungs. He was a full-grown man who could truly hurt her if he so chose. She waved her hands and stepped back to the wall. She was terrified. 

He rolled his eyes and sat on the floor, patting the ground near him. “Male’ you lunatic, sit down and quit acting so dramatic.” 

She scrunched low and slowly crawled until just out of his reach to the right side of him. “My name, Sir, is Male’dezsima.” 

“I am aware of what my captive’s name is. I find it too long, so I decided to shorten it. Get use to it Male’,” he declared with a low growl to his voice. he then took a sip of the ale and watched her while he did so. 

“Cheap stuff this is, you’d be vomiting all night,” he commented while critiquing it and swirling it about, “Male’ come closer.” 

“I’m okay right here, really,” she whimpered. He stared at her with a coldness that frightened her even more. He didn’t have to say it for her to understand that she’d better listen anyway. She shuffled ever so minutely as he continued to observe her until at last he was satisfied with her distance of a foot away. 

“If you don’t want to drink what you’re given, I’m going to teach you a separation spell. It’s not a very powerful one, so don’t think you can use it as a way to escape. It won’t separate bars and things. It’s a water-based casting, but it will separate the waters and ale parts.” 

Male’dezsima nodded in intrigue and hoped to learn it. The only problem was that she never learned very many at home. They always seemed to fail when she tried. She remembered how her peers mocked her for her lack of casting ability, and the priests were exasperated with her. She could memorize the whole theory of it word for word, but nothing happened ever. A frown fell on her face as she recalled the taunts. How could she possibly be a Guardian when she couldn’t cast a single spell? 

“What’s wrong Male’? I told you to listen. I want you to focus,” he snapped with a hard look on his face. 

“I...” She quickly shot a look toward him, frightened into attention again. He turned his head in anticipation of her words. 

“I can’t do any casting,” she cried. This time, it wasn’t her full energy burst of dramatic sorrow but a more silent inner pain. There was a seriousness he sensed about it. 

“A self-proclaimed Guardian who can’t do any casting? Really now, one has to be a lie then, for one can’t be both a Guardian and without magic ability all at the same time. The Decrees of the Guardians and their Criterion declares it.” 

She wiped her eyes while still sniffling silently. Within her very bones she’d never admit to not being a Guardian. Looking at him, she asked, “How do you know about that book? That’s a priest’s book, written in Nazerian in fact. I learned it with my training but...” 

Taking another sip of the ale, he informed, “There’s been several translated copies around in the Southern Seas for ages. Your well-kept secret lore isn’t so secret down here. We have many things you don’t think we do floating about the Seas.” 

“You’ve read the scriptures?” she questioned in surprise. 

“Yes, we have them too. I have a personal copy about. You can decide for yourself how well that improves our character.” He glowered with a merciless look. 

She looked to the floor and studied the boards silently until he appeared ready to speak with her again. His temperament was a sort she’d never encountered before. The Southern Seas were known for hostile, blood thirsty ways, lawlessness, and corruption to its core. The people were unredeemably wicked in all their dealings. That was why no one, priest or otherwise, journeyed the southern coast but only talked of the Seas in byword. Even the Guardians themselves held no power here, nor dared set foot for too long. 

“Male’ take the cup.” 

She reached over and delicately attempted to, trying to avoid his fingers all the while. She accidently brushed one and winced in fear. He made no expression but waited for her to sit back down. 

“Male’ place the cup so that you can stare at the fluid in it. Focus on it. Ever so silently whisper your wish to separate pure from that which changes the water from its natural state. Think on what real water is, not what you think it is right now. Bring the cup to your lips, taste only water.” 

She followed his instructions word for word, trembling the whole while. Though he was teaching her the spell different than she’d ever been instructed before, she feared his anger when disappointing him in failure. She spit out the ale in disgust. 

“I can’t do it!” she sobbed, “I fail and fail and fail!” 

He raised his brow and shook his head with a sigh. “You almost performed the casting, but purposefully failed. Why would you do that? Do tell me. I don’t like it when people waste my effort.” 

She continued to sob. Shaking his head in dismay, because she wasn’t even consolable at the moment, he took the cup from her and tried a sip. “There. Male’ drink your blasted water!” he shouted as he shoved the cup to her in a hasty thrust. Some spilled to the boards, which greedily soaked it up. 

She lifted her head and carefully picked up the cup, taking a sip. The water had such a pure and clean taste, and she seemed comforted finally. Soon, the moment fled as the cup was empty, and her parched voice returned. He grabbed the cup and went for some more ale without one word to her. He came back and took a taste just before handing her the water again. She cringed at the thought of drinking from the same glass. 

“You didn’t mind my saliva the first time. You’d best not become too picky, for until you fancy to learn that spell yourself, I’m going to have to perform it for you, and that means second-hand spit for you. And don’t think yourself any higher than below my feet, Landwalker!” he bellowed. He seemed to think she looked down on him for being from the Southern Seas. He stepped away and up to the deck, leaving her trembling. 

It was a good week before she saw his face again. She was mainly given her meager rations by the old, hobbling one. He’d never talk much with her, but tossed the food and went. There was always a glass of water, and she knew exactly how that was brought about. Twice a lanky, squinty eyed guy came. He didn’t seem too bad, but when she asked his name, all she got was a grin, meaning he wasn’t going to answer her. That was all for a whole week. It was like she was being punished for something she didn’t have a clue about. 

In her boredom, she counted the boards on the floor, then the ones on the walls, and then she laid down on the ground, counting the ceiling. She craved sunlight, warmth, and stimulus. How long was she to stay? The various shuffling above made no sense to her, as she couldn’t discern a meaning or a purpose yet. She would beg the Captain if it ever pleased him to show up again. 

“I’d scrub floors and polish boots, and man the tall, watch tower bucket thingy,” she babbled to herself. 

“I wouldn’t trust you in the crow’s nest for anything!” he muttered, “My whole ship would be gone within an instant.” 

She startled at the response, unaware of being observed. “Sir, can I go up there?” 

“I heard you the first time. No.” 

“But what if...,” she begged. 

“No,” he curtly replied again. “I have no intention of letting you out wandering and causing trouble up there until we’re away from Othex borders and several days out to sea from land. Keeps you from thinking about jumping ship.” 

She nodded, and a little smile laced her lips. “So I’ll get to go free soon?” 

He strolled parallel to the bars. “We’ve been sailing along the borders between pirate territories, kissing the very line, really. Just stopped at the last port city a few hours ago to stock up on supplies so we can turn into my waters. You say you go free, but the way I see it, you’ve lost any hope of escape. No Guardian, no Landwalkers, no family can reach through now.” 

He enjoyed seeing her soul sink at the idea. She didn’t even know what to respond with. She was stuck on a boat in a foreign place with cruel people and horrible food. She was a slave really, just like the tales she heard about when she was young. These people stole whatever they wanted. This time she was the victim. 

“Three days. Three days, and you can at least see the sun,” he promised while walking away again. 

It was the longest days in her life, but what could she do but wait? Her meal keepers shook their heads as she told them her countdown. Oh, how she wished they’d stay to chat with her. She felt so lonely. Even the greasy, smelly one, she tried everything. 

The final day, she clutched the bars in anticipation as she saw the Captain come. He studied her as he slowly opened the door with a creak. She took a few nervous steps away, feeling out the situation. He seemed inclined to merely see the moment play out. Running above, the sunlight beamed brightly overhead. The glare from both sky and water burned her eyes painfully. 

“A bit too bright?” he commented without concern as he watched her flinch and moan. “Not what you were expecting once you came up here?” 

Tears ran down her face as she tried to adjust to her surroundings. Stepping toward the railing, she closed her eyes and focused on the breeze until she was grabbed just before she tipped over into the sea. 

“Male’ get your sea legs, will you? You almost fell off the ship! I knew a few moments out here you’d get yourself in trouble,” he barked in irritation. 

“Well I don’t belong on a boat,” she sobbed, still happy to be out in the fresh sea air and now fearing to be shoved back to her horrid place so soon. 

“You belong here now. You don’t get to change that.” He yanked her to the top deck and sat her down so she could hold the railing safely there. “Keep here til you see straight. If I see you move even a finger width.” 

“Yes Master!” she saluted, hoping the extra little appellation might coax him into letting her keep the little freedom she had. 

He looked at a loss of words. Somehow, the comment caught him off guard. With a raised brow, he monitored her carefully from behind a ways, also focused on setting the ship’s course. She gave a friendly wave to whoever gave eye contact, but none dared acknowledge the act. 

For the longest time she remained quiet, watching the crew and their everyday routines. Some drying fish, others preparing items she assumed were for trade, a few kept watch, and a couple of the young men practiced their combat. There was a variety of people set before her, more than she realized. Features from all over the world showed their traits in this most disperse people, outcasts and enslaved had mixed their blood well through the centuries. 

As the cool evening calm came down, everyone seemed to laugh and tease away, all remote from her. Annoyed to be left out, she turned to ask the Captain, "Why won't anyone talk to me?!” 

“Because they were ordered not to,” he replied in a testy tone. 

“Why can’t I speak with them? Afraid I’ll turn them against you?” she pouted. 

“That would never happen even in your distant dreams. Also, you’re on a ship full of pirates from the Southern Seas. Do you think it wise to associate too much with us? After all, you are still wishing you were elsewhere,” he countered. 

She looked at the crew sitting about a bunch of barrels and crates, laughing at some joke. Some looked haggard, others quite strong and fierce. Both types of people could do great harm to her. Through their toughness and their scars, she knew their pasts were vastly different than her own. There was probably a lot more suffering, things she’d never have to go through. Her life was fairly pleasant until now, theirs might not ever have things like that. 

“I do want to be elsewhere, my home, but I think I’d like to see what kind of people you all are too since I haven’t got the power to go home yet,” she sighed. 

“Or ever,” he declared. 

“I’m to be ransomed. What if the bill is paid? I am going home after that, right?” she wondered, looking up at his profile. 

He grinned while watching his crew, “Things aren’t so simple. This goes beyond what you suppose. You’re not willing to listen to what I have to say, so I have nothing to bother telling you about. “ 

“What do you mean? I swear I’ll listen! Please Master, Sir, Master!” she interjected swiftly.

He laughed at her ridiculousness. “Let’s just say revenge has no price.” 

He turned and walked away, leaving her wonder at such words. She listened to the crew’s conversations silently until the darkness chased her back to her unlocked cell for sleep. She couldn’t quite grasp all that they were saying, ship terms and places she never knew. She felt her head spinning. 

It took about another two whole days until Male’dezsima had her limit of boredom and being avoided. After searching the entire boat, for no one seemed inclined to stop her since she was obviously no threat, she found the Captain’s private quarters. Taking a large sigh and collecting her nerves, she dramatically rapped on the door, getting no response. She then gently slid the solid wooden door open to peek in. Before her, the Captain sat at his desk looking at something she knew not. He looked annoyed at the intrusion, and she was pretty sure that if it was anyone else, he would’ve said worse. Instead, he glared quietly, waiting for her to explain herself. It was almost better if he was barking at her. 

“I want a chore,” she blurted ever so bluntly. 

He looked her up and down skeptically. Placing whatever it was that he was working on down, he stood up and leaned on his desk. “You can’t be trusted with anything. Besides you’re a hostage, I don’t damage things of value.” 

She looked up and stammered, “Yes I can, I was almost a priestess for real! I’m so bored! Give me something to do!” She rocked her head and scrunched her temples with her hands. 

“Learn some magics,” he snickered. 

She frowned at the thought, hopelessly in despair. Her hands drooped limply to her sides as she groaned while getting up. She was going to get nowhere in this and knew it. Some sailor walked by, noticing the door open. His eyes widened at the sight, then acted as if he seemed unconcerned a moment later. 

The Captain looked at him and called, “Erav, go get Fhir. This one’s demanding to spend hours mopping and sweeping.” 

Erav then nodded, shrugged, and replied, “What can one do, but let the loony have at.” 

The Captain shrugged too, making Male’dezsima’s mouth drop. She was both happy and appalled. As they waited for the first mate to come, she studied his room. It was a modest area filled with books and strange objects, things she speculated were magic based, things she didn’t want to think of. A cot lay to her left, and a narrow strip of glass ran around the back wall to let the sunlight in. One of the highest levels of the ship’s base, it could afford to do so when a storm rolled by. 

“See something you’re planning on taking?” he baited. 

“I told you I can’t work magic. What use would any of this unknown stuff be to me, only...” 

“Only?” he repeated.

She turned about the room in confusion. “You told me you had a copy of the scriptures.” 

“A priestess planning on stealing someone’s scriptures, that’s something I never thought about. You’re a bit backward than the rest of them, aren’t you?” he teased with a laugh. 

“No!” she bellowed, angry that he twisted her words so. 

“I have them, just not in this ship. What did I tell you before? I told you that I head up the whole Western Sea region.” He bent down to face her. “I have a lot more ships than this. Oh, a vast more. I only took this beaten one because it’s one of the fastest, a necessary evil when you want to snatch and run.” 

“So where am I?!” she wailed. 

“Don’t worry where next, but enjoy mopping and sweeping for a bit. You’ll need the relaxing,” he grinned with a wealth of insight swirling within his head. “Fhir, so good of you to come. I was wondering if you could keep this lady from being bored?” 

With that, the Captain laid instructions to Fhir, who was a rather stern and quiet first mate to the Captain himself. With dark Nazerian eyes, pale Asytrn hair, and tanned skin from living in the Southern Seas, he had quite a striking appearance. Looking to be a full-grown man, though not as old aged as a few of the crew, he looked like he commanded a good amount of respect regardless. 

Fhir turned out to be relentless with her tasks. She worked from morning rise until late enough at night that she was so tired she landed her head to the floor sound asleep. She had something to keep her busy now, but she was still alone from the crew. Fhir had no problem in being an impersonal dictator. 

“Are you enjoying yourself?” the Captain spoke up one day out of the blue. He was watching her scrub the deck boards, and the sun was falling to dusk. 

She didn’t reply but kept to her work. She knew she wasn’t content, but he was the cause of it all. The working tirelessly was partly her fault, too, she had to admit. Oh, how she desired to be home again! She was a priestess and Guardian. Wouldn’t the Creator be content with that? Here, she was far from dreams and both desires. 

“Male’ I asked you a question.” 

She then snapped, “I’m not of value to anyone at home. What’s the use in wasting the effort for a ransom? Really? You won’t get anything out of it except tormenting me, a pathetic wannabe priestess, and a magicless Guardian to boot! I’m not worth anything!” 

He stared at her calmly as she splashed her wet hands of suds about in the air frantically. She looked rather worn, both physically and emotionally. As she sobbed, she then asked, “Who is it that you’re trying to get at? Who?!” 

He stood tall and collected. “The Fresaire Guardians. Wasn’t it obvious to you from the beginning? You’re their relative distantly.” 

“You think I have any way to influence them?! Ha, I say! Ha! I observed them from afar as a priestess in training, and they don’t even acknowledge me! Aria only once as a baby! I’ve been dreaming my whole life for a welcome into their lives, but it’s all a dream, I...” She sobbed too hard to continue. The feeling of absolute abandonment flooded her. 

“It is likely they are never going to come. I knew that from the start when I kidnapped you,” he nodded.

“Then why?” she sputtered in despair. She felt even more lost as to his dark motives.

“Spite through and through.” 

“Well my parents will come to...” 

Interrupting her, he snidely remarked, “Yes, you’re most likely ‘baker’ of a father with his simple common wife will singlehandedly march to the Seas and battle several well established armies of different pirates, find the correct band of them, find the correct ship sailing about, and take you home after they best me? Male’ I ain’t going down easy mind you.” 

She sighed, “My dad is a butcher, actually.” 

Tossing restlessly, she then snapped, “Well what else can I hope for?” 

“Nothing, and don’t count on anyone else either. Life is a mess. You need to accept it and pick up the pieces. People get cut all the time doing so. That’s how it is,” he shot out in malice.

Male’ cried innocently, “Why are you hurting me so?!” 

Lenze shrugged, “This is life on the Seas. Be aware of it as it is. I keep telling you.” 

“But I don’t want to be here!” she yelled. 

His continued silence bothered her, and she tried to think through all the madness. He was so cruel! They all seemed that way. No niceness at all. She slammed the mop cloth down and tried to walk away to think alone. Darkness followed her as she felt like she was sinking. 
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Chapter 3: No Evading
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When she woke, she kept her eyes shut, her face neutral. She didn’t want to be awake or anything else for that matter. Her head hurt pretty badly anyway. Soon a few footsteps and a knock on a door transpired. She assumed she was lying on the cot in the Captain’s quarters. 

“Come in Fhir. She’s been asleep for a while now.” 

“What happened?” Fhir spoke in mild alarm. 

“She was agitated and fainted. Hit her head hard on the post nearest the main deck’s steps. Been out since, and patched her up a bit. You sent her to mop, and I ended up mopping her up." 

“An’ a bloody mess that probably was,” Fhir noted in an assessing voice, “She’s nastily pale.” 

“I know she’ll kick through. How’s everything tied down?” 

“Judging by tha winds, I thinkin’ we’ll be hittin’ a nasty in a day or two.” 

“The winds are giving me that same idea, too. The spells predict a good storm. We won’t pull to Synchei until too late. There’s no other islands around, so we’ll have to manage.” 

“Are we going ta Synchei?” Fhir asked. 

“No, I want to take the ship past to Hyios.” 

“As ye wish. May I prepare tha crew for tha storm?” 

“Better now than later. My problem will be this one.” Though she wouldn’t look, she knew he was gesturing to her. 

“Landwalkers...” Fhir sighed as he exited. 

The room was left in silence again, and she was left to her thoughts, the worst torture she faced. She felt so weak, useless, and lonely. Her situation wasn’t going to change. That was the truth. She couldn’t be in denial of it. She couldn’t use magic, she couldn’t expect someone to come for her, she couldn’t work herself to death to avoid the pain of it. The Captain was right. She needed to accept her messy life for what it was, and pick up the pieces. She’d feel pain. It was the absolute truth, but that was how it went. There was not going to be a rosy illusion for her. She was going to learn something about her simple self, weak as it was, and use what knowledge she did have to her advantage. She was going to take life by its plan, not her disappointed one, and make something greater than the original. 

Suddenly, something brushed against her face as she jumped. Glancing about, she found the Captain near her side with a bit of bandage. He had attempted to wipe her tears. Her head hurt as she sank dizzily down. 

“You hit your head hard.” 

She closed her eyes again, the movement bothered them so. “I heard. Storm and Landwalkers, too. I just want to sleep.” 

“Probably not the best thing to do with an injury like that,” he admitted.

“What’s on Synchei?” she asked without promising she wouldn’t drift off. It was best not to argue, and better to gain as much insight about a problem as one could. 

“It’s a major port island central to my territory,” he flatly spoke next.

“What’s on Hyios?” 

A sinister grin laced his lips as he returned, “Fhir is wondering the same exact thing. You both might see, but you’ll have to wait. I also want to trade ships up.” 

She found him at the moment so forthright to her, and yet evasive all at the same time. It was peculiar that he would tell so much to a newly abducted victim. “Why do you want to trade ships? And why are you telling me most things finally?” She opened her eyes to study his face. 

“Asking multiple questions at the same time Male’ makes it hard to answer properly. I want to trade ships to evade some crew members I think I have trust issues with. Good men to push around in things, but not entirely safe to use all the time. I suggest keeping your distance, and I order you to keep silent,” he warned with a very malevolent face. The threat sent chills down her spine. “As for the second question, you’re not raving and rioting about. You can keep a sanity about you when you need to. Maybe that blow knocked some sense into you finally.” 

“You’re horrible,” she sighed and turned the opposite way to rest. Everything was too much for her at the moment. There was too much to comprehend and learn. She needed a good dream to sort it all out. 
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Male’dezsima woke with a huge jolt. Almost ending up on the floor, she noticed the ship move up and down very fiercely. She looked out the window, rain and waves violently covered and blocked its view. After watching it carefully from what she could catch from her limited sight, she noticed massive swells tossing the ship about in the water. It didn’t look good, and she hadn’t the slightest clue what to do about it. 

“I can’t swim in that,” she murmured to herself. Her hands shook in sheer fright. Wondering where the Captain had gone, she didn’t think him able to survive on the deck at the moment. They’d all be swept into the sea for sure! 

Sitting on the floor, since laying on the bed or chair only tossed her off a few times, she leaned against a wall, the only thing that seemed immovable at the moment. From time to time, a great splash of water crept along the floor from underneath the door. Its leaking presence alarmed her. 

After about an hour or so of this, she desired to know if she was the only one. If so, it wasn’t good in the least. Another thing to worry about was if the ship was to sink, when should she try her luck in the seas?

Looking around, she searched for some object to drift along with, perhaps a board, but there really wasn’t much she had at the moment that might really work with her weight and size. She’d drown for sure! Soon a temptation to at least peek outside grew within her, enough to spot anyone out there at all. Just seeing one person would give her comfort. 

Turning the tarnished knob, she was blasted with wind and water. It battered at the door, keeping it from reclosing. As water splashed aggressively into her face, she was blinded from anything else. Oh, how she wished she hadn’t attempted such a thing! 

She screamed, but that only allowed her to choke down water into her lungs. Gasping, she was frantic and unsure of her actions. She slid to the ground as water and ship movement pushed her away from the room, almost out onto the deck. She clawed at the wooden planks in desperation. 

“No!” she wailed before another blast of wave shut her up. 

Suddenly, a strong force shoved her back into the Captain’s quarters. She lay on her back while attempting to catch her breath. “What are you doing!” a voice shouted at her furiously. 

She rubbed the water off her face, ever so glad the splashing had ceased. “Do you want to drown in this?!” the Captain snapped.

In response, she only sobbed. She wasn’t meant to be here. This was far too much for her. The Captain, not getting an intelligent response from her, began to exit the room, for he had other issues to handle quickly, mainly keeping the ship from sinking. 

“Stay in here and don’t open that door again!” he barked. Soon, he was off into a shadow to the watery nightmare outside. 

She huddled in the corner for several hours after, completely terrified of any noise or dip too extreme. At least she knew one person hadn’t washed away, but he was perhaps the nastiest one. To calm herself, she drifted to thoughts and memories of home. 

After things had calmed on the deck, the door creaked open. The man before her looked exhausted, worn, and soaked through to the bone. He slumped down into his desk chair and glanced over to the lady shivering in the corner. Fhir followed, not looking any better. 

“Oh stop that now Male’! The storms’ over, you didn’t have half the troubles I had during it. The only thing that didn’t survive was the main sails. That’s pretty fair since it was one of the worst I’ve dealt with. Some of the other ships didn’t live to see the next day,” the Captain growled before speaking with Fhir what the ship’s next plans were. His private quarters weren’t so private at the moment, but heaven forbid him let her roam on the deck again and fall off right now. 

“So what do we do now? Aren’t those things the
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