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Prologue






Year 6 of The
Great Age






The earth was
still.

The rocks and
hills stood silent in the light of the full moon, their grey faces
turned silver under the clear night sky. The twisted boughs of the
trees among the rocks were bare and their pale bark seemed white
under the moon. The shrubs and bushes around the roots of the tall
trees were covered in the shadows of the night, and he looked into
the small clearing on top of the rocky hill with an anxious
feeling.

Taking a deep
breath he rubbed his hands together, stilling the feelings of
excitement swelling in his gut. His dark red eyes sparkled as he
looked to his Fae comrades nearby, standing in the clearing as he
was. There were seven of them, their golden hair glistening in the
moonlight as they waited patiently. As he glanced about his gaze
naturally fell upon Herthwy, his beloved. Her long flowing hair
danced on the light breeze as she looked up at the starry skies,
the light of the moon making her beautiful features glow.

He could not
help but smile as he looked at Herthwy, feeling such warmth kindle
in his heart every time he was near her.

A heavy sigh
from the man who stood beside him drew his attention from his
beloved and to his close friend.

“Something the matter Solordorr?” he asked
curiously.

“Nothing other than what I have already expressed, Rubrum,”
replied Solordorr seriously, his crimson eyes staring at the stone
pillar in front of them both.

Rubrum looked
to the small podium as well, feeling a slight sense of pride as he
looked at the carved stone that sprouted from the rocky ground like
a tree. He had created the meter tall pillar, summoning the earth
to grow with a wave of his hand, its design an extension of his
will. Sitting on the top of the podium, spread in a circle about
the flat top, were seven rings. Each ring was different, the
designs of the bands unique and the gems set upon the metal
sparkling with a different hue and shape.

His smile
widened as his eyes fell on the ring of silver, set with a topaz,
its appearance baring more straight and geometric carvings along
the band in comparison to the others. He had created that ring as
well; the Spirit Ring of Earth.

The other rings
on the pedestal were Spirit Rings as well, each with a different
spirit sealed within the gems. With all seven of them gathered
together the power he could feel emanating from the dais was
intimidating.

“You still have reservations about sealing the spirits,” Rubrum
stated, knowing well what was troubling Solordorr’s
mind.

“Not only about the rings,” Solordorr replied, his arms crossed
before his chest. “The Doors we created to imprison the
manifestations still worries me.”

“We are the Elders of the Fae,” Rubrum said, pulling
Solordorr’s gaze to his. “What leaders of our people would we be if
we did not try and make the Faelands a more peaceful
place.”

“Control is not the answer,” Solordorr replied. “But I do not
wish to have this discussion again. I was out voted by you and the
others.”

Solordorr
glanced to the other Fae Elder in the clearing, talking between
themselves. Ingaror and Gaylar were close by each other’s side,
like usual, their love no secret. Fulgir paced back and forth, his
eyes constantly darting towards the entrance to the clearing
opposite them. Varquis sat on the ground with her back to a large
rock seeming quite bored as she yawned wide and watched Herthwy
squat down at the base of a tree as something caught her
attention.

“But I will say this again,” Solordorr continued, grabbing
Rubrum’s attention, “Olcost cannot be trusted. He may be a King of
these Humanlands, but I do not like him.”

“He has agreed to the treaty we proposed,” Rubrum replied with
a shrug. “Not to mention he was in possession of the meteorite that
held the gems which allowed us to create these ring and the
Doors.”

“Only because he will gain from it.”.

“As do we,” Rubrum countered. “He is to have three of the rings
and we the remaining four. Trade routes will be established from
our lands to the Humanlands and free passage will be granted
through the Gates of the Fae. An apt name don’t you
think?”

Rubrum laughed
slightly, bringing a frown to Solordorr’s face.

“I have no aversion against the treaty,” Solordorr explained.
“My reservations are towards Olcost himself, and that wife of his,
Macrith. I do not trust them in the slightest.”

“That is no way to start a diplomatic relationship,” Rubrum
said. “It is natural for there to be mistrust to begin with, but we
must move past that feeling. Once the Fae, and the Humans, come to
see the mutual benefits of this arrangement that mistrust will
subside and a strong relationship will develop.”

“You are too trusting, Rubrum,” Solordorr shook his
head.

“And you are too suspicious my friend,” Rubrum smiled wide.
“You should not worry so much, we are only offering King Olcost
three of the Rings. The one of earth that I made, Herthwy’s ring of
the wind, and the one of water that Varquis created. The others,
including yours of life, will remain with us, that is the deal we
have made with Olcost.”

“I know the agreement,” Solordorr replied seriously. “But I
think we have made it too hastily. More time to study the full
extent of the Spirit Rings is needed.”

“We will do so,” Rubrum reassured his old friend. “and Olcost
will as well. The Mages and Sorceresses of these lands are quite
learned in the magical arts, as well as the so called Talents most
humans possess. Now that is something I would like to study
further. You know of the human talents, or natural born powers,
yes?”

Solordorr
nodded, though his expression showed that he clearly did not share
in Rubrum’s interest.

“Although, King Olcost apparently has no such ability,” Rubrum
continued. “But Macrith is well versed in magic, so I hear. Did you
know that the humans with these talents can do things that mimic
our own abilities?”

“I am well aware,” Solordorr said flatly. “Nor do I care for
such base imitations, be it a so-called talent or magical
ability.”

“Easy to guess why Olcost is interested in the power of the
rings we have crafted,” Rubrum winked at Solordorr who sighed
heavily again.

A tremor
rippled through the stones beneath Rubrum’s feet, distant and
uneasy. So subtle were the vibrations that only he could feel it
and it drew his attention inwards to his latent powers of the
earth. But then it was silent and all was still once again. the
breeze that had been drifting around the clearing on top of the
rocky hill disappeared and a hush fell over the trees and seeped
into the shadows of the night. The nocturnal animals also stopped
chirping and chattering as the air became dense with anxious
anticipation.

Fulgir stopped
pacing and Varquis got to her feet as a light appeared through the
trees at the opposite side of the clearing. It was a faint light,
but the eyes of the Fae spotted it keenly in the night, and
steadily it drew closer. The dark trunks of the trees parted and
the light walked from the path into the clearing.

The light
emanated from the body of a woman, tall and slender with sharp
cheekbones and jawline. She wore a beautiful gown of black satin
that fell with tailored precision over her shapely frame. About her
shoulders was a thick shawl of fur to ward off the chill in the
night air.

Beside the
woman walked a tall man with wide shoulders of a warrior and the
stern expression of a King. He wore armour of crafted plate metal,
gilt with gold, and at his hip was a keen blade sheathed in a
scabbard set with gemstones. From his shoulders flew a cloak of
black and silver and upon his brow was a crown of gold.

“King Olcost,” Rubrum nodded to himself and smiled.

“Looks every bit the warrior who conquered all of Middenland
with military power,” Ingaror remarked as he and Gaylar came to
stand to Rubrum’s left.

“And that is his wife, Macrith, beside him I presume,” Fulgir
said seriously.

“Yes,” Rubrum confirmed.

“Quite the pretty thing,” Varquis remarked, “if a bit
stern.”

“He brings soldiers with him,” Solordorr added seriously, as a
trio of armed soldiers followed behind the King and Queen into the
clearing.

Without pausing
Olcost and his entourage strode towards the seven Fae Elders, his
blue eyes hard and his jaw firm.

“The wind has gone quiet,” Herthwy remarked quietly, distracted
by something in the trees to the right.

“Greetings,” Olcost called as he stopped half a dozen paces
from the Fae, the podium baring the Spirit Rings between them. “It
is an honour to meet with you again, Elders of the Fae.”

King Olcost
bowed his head respectfully and Queen Macrith dipped into a polite
curtsey, the light from her body still glowing and causing the gems
set in the rings to sparkle.

“Greetings to you as well,” Rubrum bowed his head in respect,
as did the other Fae.

Though Rubrum
noticed that Solordorr did not bow his head to the King and Queen,
something that Olcost did not miss either and his bright blue eyes
glinted dangerously.

“Tonight marks a grand occasion,” Rubrum spoke up, “when the
lands of Humans and Fae begin a relationship of mutual benefit. May
these Spirit Rings be a token of our friendship.”

He motioned to
the podium and Olcost’s eyes lit up in excitement.

“So these are the rings you spoke of,” King Olcost stepped to
the pedestal for a closer look, his wife right beside him. “Are
they as powerful as you claimed?”

“Of course,” Rubrum nodded.

“You need not doubt our ability, or honesty,” Fulgir spoke up,
a slight hint of irritation in his voice.

Fulgir had
always been short of temper, much like the lightning he could
command. Ingaror was also known for his anger and when the pair of
them started arguing there was little to be done to stop them. But
both knew the importance of this treaty with the King of the
Humanlands, and would hopefully keep their angers in check.

“I do not doubt you at all,” King Olcost smiled disarmingly, “I
am simply in awed of your skills, good Fae.”

The King’s
words calmed Fulgir and Rubrum breathed a bit easier as the tension
eased.

“The three we agreed you would be allowed to have are those
closest to you,” Solordorr said curtly, his arms still
crossed.

The remark
brought a flash of annoyance to Olcost’s eyes, but he did not make
any hasty replies. Instead the King looked to his wife as Macrith
picked up the Spirit Ring of Earth to examine more closely.

“These truly are as wondrous as the Fae claimed,” Macrith said,
her blue eyes sparkling. “I can feel the unbridled energy emanating
from them. With these any thoughts of rebellion from our rivals
will be quashed.”

Olcost smiled
wide as Macrith placed the Ring back on the stone pedestal, his
gaze returning to Rubrum and the other Elders.

“I must admit I had my doubts, good Fae,” the King said, his
eyes glinting. “But you have exceeded your word beyond
measure.”

“Now it is time to exceed your word,” Solordorr spoke up before
the King could continue.

The man
chuckled and nodded his head, lifting a hand to ease Solordorr’s
ire.

“Yes, of course,” King Olcost agreed. “I am nothing if not a
man of my word.”

Rubrum smiled
and nodded as well, looking to Ingaror beside him who wore a
similar expression of satisfaction. A flicker of a frown came to
Rubrum’s brow as he noticed a glint of light in the shadows of the
trees at the edge of the clearing. Leaning slightly to the side to
get a better look at the curiosity, he noticed several more glints
of light, almost like the moon was reflecting off something
metallic. Through the still air the sound of a whistle called out
and Gaylar suddenly lurched to the side as an arrow stabbed through
her neck, splattering Ingaror with blood. Rubrum’s mouth fell open
and a cry erupted into the air as many more arrows whistled in at
him and his dear friends.

“Traitorous wretch!” Solordorr cried out as three arrows
thundered into Ingaror’s face and chest, dropping him to Gaylar’s
side.

“Why?” Rubrum cried, looking to Olcost.

But the human
King offered no reply as he lunged at Rubrum, his sword hissing
from its sheath. Desperately Rubrum called forth his earthen
powers, commanding a wall of stone to block the coming strike. But
the response from the earth was sluggish and the wall was too thin
to turn Olcost’s blade. The stone crumbled and the sword flashed
brightly as it stabbed into Rubrum’s left shoulder.

A burst of heat
and pain shot through his body and pulled away from the tip of the
weapon, again commanding the earth to aid him. A spear of rock shot
out from the ground towards Olcost, but again it was too weak and
the King slapped it aside with his sword, turning the spear to
rubble.

“How?” Rubrum exclaimed as he fell backwards to the ground.
“Why?”

Olcost said nothing as he walked calmly towards Rubrum as the Fae
continued to crawl backwards. But seeing the glow about Macrith
intensify Rubrum could guess that the Queen had somehow limited the
power of the Elders.

“Rubrum!” the voice of Herthwy pierced the sounds of battle and
tore his attention from Olcost.

Rubrum looked
desperately to his beloved as she staggered towards him, several
arrows sticking out from her chest and back. Tears filled his eyes
and he forced himself to his feet in an attempt to reach her. But
pain suddenly exploded up his leg and he stumbled to the dirt.
Stubbornly he tried to get back his feet and reach Herthwy, but his
leg would not work properly and all he could do was crawl across
the rocks and dirt.

More screams
filled the air as Varquis somehow managed to kill one of the
soldiers who had accompanied Olcost, but it was at the cost of her
own life and she fell to the ground with a sword through her
gut.

“We must flee!” Solordorr screamed out, trying to dodge the
arrows but collecting one in the arm and another in the
shoulder.

An arrow
whistle by Rubrum’s head stabbing into Herthwy’s thigh and making
her fall to her knees several paces from him where she continued to
scramble across the ground, reaching for him.

Fulgir’s roars
of anger and rage filled the air as he killed the other of Olcost’s
men. But he was quick to meet his end as well, drawing the
attention of the hidden archers who riddled Fulgir with arrows.

Rubrum could
feel death close its cold fingers around him and all he could think
about was reaching Herthwy so that they might die in each other’s
arms. But the heavy footsteps of Olcost stabbed at his heart. His
breathing was laboured and his head felt light, the stones beneath
his hands slick with blood.

Herthwy was
closer now, reaching for him, her face streaked with tears. He
reached out for her as well and their fingers touched as the dark
shadow of Queen Macrith loomed over Herthwy. The sword in the
Queen’s hands flashed in the moonlight, its edge glistening with
blood, as it shot down between Herthywy’s shoulder blades. The
bloody tip stabbed through Herthwy’s chest and into the stones.

Rubrum froze,
his mouth agape as he watched his dear Herthwy slump to the ground,
her blood pooling around her lifeless body. His reaching hand began
to shake, still reaching for his lover. Tears flowed from his eyes
and it felt as if his heart had split in two and fallen into the
darkest abyss of despair.

Rubrum did not
even feel Olcost’s sword stab through his back and into the ground
beneath him. The pain of watching Herthwy die was far greater than
anything the human King could inflict. Still he tried to crawl to
the side of Herthwy, oblivious to the fact that Olcost’s sword was
holding him in place.

Desperately he
clawed at the rocky ground, his fingernails tearing on the stones,
his vision going dark. Shadows slowly took over his mind and his
head dropped to the stone. But it was not cold as he thought death
would be, and instead he could feel the warmth of the earth around
him, dragging him down into its welcoming arms. He was home and a
peace came to his heart and mind. That serenity was quickly
replaced with red anger towards the traitorous King. Fury seethed
within his heart and he cursed Olcost and all that would take on
his lineage.

“I will kill you,” Rubrum swore, his voice sounding distant and
full of hate. “I will kill all from the line of Olcost, may every
child from your loins who touch the Spirit Rings fall to ruin and
death. Even if it takes me thousands of years in the Humanlands I
will have my revenge.”

Within his
anger and hatred for Olcost he saw a light, a seething flame that
could keep him from death’s bitter hands.







Chapter One






Year 799 of
the Great Age






Melodin let out
a deep sigh as he flicked through the last pages of the book he was
reading. In fact, he had barely read any of it at all, stopping
only to look over a few of the parts that had interested him. It
was not like it was some grand tale though.

“Olcost’s Great Reign,” Melodin read aloud as he turned back to
the cover. “Not much of a read, Dog.”

Beside him lay
Dog, his faithful companion, reading her own book intently. In the
shade of the stairs her fur glistened like silver, her ears pricked
as she focused on the words on the old pages. Melodin watched
closely as dog’s vivid green eyes followed the lines of writing,
never missing a word, before she used her nose and paw to turn the
page. It was a rather peculiar sight; a dog reading. But he had
grown used to Dog’s oddities.

When he was
studying at the Mage Academy in Solaris, the capital of Narglefarr,
Headmaster Dorrell had taken a closer look at Dog, wondering if she
was in fact a mage who had become stuck in animal form when
transforming. But none of the magical tests suggested anything of
the sort, Dog was just a dog, albeit a rather strange one.

But Melodin did
not care about any of that, Dog was his dear friend and that was
what mattered. He had known her virtually all his life, both
orphaned at a young age when the state of Reparian attacked
Melodin’s homeland of Lakelinds. But that was very long ago and now
he was thousands of miles south of his homeland sailing the waves
of the Sand Sea as the apprentice to Magister Leroux.

“You could’ve gotten me a more interesting book,” Melodin
continued, gazing across the main deck of the Sand Shark and
towards the Captain’s cabin beyond the main sail. “Although, the
bit about Queen Macrith being an incredibly powerful sorceress of
nullification magic was interesting. I didn’t realise the first
King and Queen of Middenland were such a powerful couple. I suppose
they had to be to unify the realms though.”

Melodin hopped
to his feet and stretched his arms above his head with a groan. It
was midmorning and the sun was already hot. Above his head the main
sail flapped in the breeze, suggesting they needed to be tightened
a bit. But that was of little concern, for it was not the sails
that were the main propulsion through the waves. The Sand Sea was
unique in that its sandy waters were filled with electromagnetic
currents that latched onto the metal hulls of the ships and pulled
them from island to island.

Covering his
eyes from the glare of the sun Melodin looked up to the top of the
main sail and where he could see Qui’s feet dangling over the lip
of the platform as she kept an eye on the horizon. But knowing the
Halfling, Melodin guessed that she was probably fast asleep.
Fortunately, with Leroux as Captain, there was never any real
threat of attack by pirates. The Sand Shark was well known in the
waters of the Sand Sea, and well respected, and with the magnetic
current already steering the ship towards the next destination they
could sail with a minimal crew and with minimal work.

In fact,
including himself and Dog, there were only three others on board,
not including the Captain of course.

Singing from
the forecastle deck above him caught his attention and brought a
smile to his face. Arnruil, the Numadine elf, was up there tending
to her raised garden beds that sat along the rails. She had started
the garden soon after she had joined the crew back on the island of
Ondrim, and already it was growing with startling vigour, despite
the salty spray of the waves.

A whistle came
to his lips as he started across the rolling deck, towards Captain
Leroux's cabin to return the book and maybe find one worth reading.
On the quarter deck he spotted Rowna, practicing her sword work as
usual. He paused half a second to watch as she twisted on her toes
into a pirouette, as if fighting an opponent, her broken broadsword
glinting in the sunlight. Ever since he had met Rowna she had been
determined to become the best swordsman she could be, and hailing
from the School of the Broken Sword she was determined to find
those who had been responsible for destroying her Dojo and killing
her friends and family.

Sometimes he
wished he was as skilled with the sword as Rowna, but he never
liked the idea of killing anyone.

“Maybe that’s why I’m no good at magic?” Melodin mused quietly
to himself as he pushed through the door to the cabin without
knocking.

Although, he
had studied at the Mage Academy, and was apprentice to a Magister,
he had never shown much talent for magic. Force magic had been the
vocation suggested to him by the professors at the Academy, but he
still struggled to cast the most basic of spells. Qui was also a
force mage, but unlike him, she was very talented indeed. Qui had
tried to teach him the ways of a force mage, and he practiced with
the Halfling daily ever since he had joined the crew. But that had
been a long time ago now, and as far as he could tell he had not
improved at all.

As the door
swung shut Dog quickly slipped in behind him, carrying her book in
her mouth as she too searched for another.

As usual the
cabin was empty and filled with shelves of books lining the walls
and several tables with curious items on them. In one corner was a
small desk and a few chairs and Melodin knew that the back wall had
a secret door that led into Leroux’s private room where he slept.
Of course Melodin was just assuming that Leroux slept and he would
not at all be surprised if he learnt that the Captain never
actually rested.

“Alright, what have we got?” Melodin wondered aloud as he
returned his and Dog’s book to the shelf, probably not in the right
place, and started to look over the others there. “’Spirit Rings:
Fact or Fable’, ‘Metallurgy: a Master’s Secret Techniques to
Working Metal’, ‘The Magisterium Compendium’, ‘An Appendices of
Magic: Volume One’, ‘The Legends of the Fae’.”

He continued to
mumble the titles as he moved along the shelf, his finger running
across the old leather spines and embossed writing. There was dust
on the shelf as well; making it appear that Leroux had not taken
these books out since he had first placed them there.

Dog barked and
pointed her nose at one of the books on the lower shelf, as if
asking Melodin to take it out for her. Curiously he dropped to his
haunches and pulled the old leather hardback from its spot.

“A Complete Guide to the Known Talents and Powers,” Melodin
read before offering the tome to Dog, who took in her mouth,
careful not to damage the leather. “I still wish I had a natural
born talent, the ability to heal myself like Rowna would be nice.
Or be super strong like Judge. I wonder what he’s doing these days.
You remember our friends Judge and Buccus, right Dog?”

He smiled
playfully at Dog, but she did not seem too amused with his teasing
and her green eyes frowned at him, causing him to laugh.

“Melodin?” the voice of Captain Leroux, stole Melodin mirth and
he jumped in surprise before spinning about to face the
Captain.

“Captain?” Melodin exclaimed. “I was just getting a book to
read. I didn’t mean to disturb you. Sorry.”

“That is quite alright,” Leroux said with a bemused smile, his
dark eyes glinting behind his round glasses. “In fact I have been
meaning to speak with you. Come have a seat.”

Without waiting
for a reply Leroux turned and sat down at the small desk and
Melodin awkwardly followed. Even though he had been sailing with
the Captain for quite some time, the man still had a mysterious air
about him that made Melodin feel a little uncomfortable.

As Melodin sat,
Leroux took a deep breath and ran a hand through his short blonde
hair before fixing Melodin with a stern gaze. Awkwardly Melodin
looked away from the captain’s eye to Dog, who had lain down by the
chair and started to read again.

“You have many questions,” Leroux stated, drawing Melodin’s
blue eyes back to his dark orbs.

A feeling of
annoyance suddenly sparked in Melodin and a frown came to his
face.

“You say this now?” balked Melodin, and Dog stopped reading to
growl in agreement. “I’ve been your apprentice for over three
years.”

“Your point?’ Leroux asked, his tone rather harsh.

“I had a whole bunch of questions when we first met,” Melodin
explained, his annoyed tone easing.

“And now I am willing to answer them,” Leroux stated seriously
and Melodin let out a great sigh and slumped back in his chair. “If
you do not wish to ask anything we can speak another
time.”

“No, no,” Melodin sat upright again. “I’ll ask. If I wait it’ll
be another three years until I get the chance again.”

He laughed but
Leroux did not seem to see the amusement and an awkward silence
quickly fell over the cabin making Melodin feel even more
uncomfortable.

“Okay,” Melodin said, gathering his thoughts. “I’ll start with
the biggest question, which has been running through my head since
before I joined your crew. Why did you request me to be your
apprentice?”

A slight smile
came to the corners of Leroux mouth, and his glasses flashed in the
light of the ever-light crystal on the wall.

“You had just been expelled from the Mage Academy when I
requested you as apprentice, yes?” asked the Captain.

“That’s right,” nodded Melodin. “Headmaster Dorrell kicked me
out for reading a book that had been forbidden, or
something.”

“It was a tome on necromancy, if I remember correctly,” Leroux
said, his subtle smile lingering. “That magic has been forbidden by
the Magisterium for many centuries.”

“Yeah, the headmaster said something like that when he was
expelling me,” Melodin replied, glancing away as he ran a hand
through his dirty blonde hair.

“You were also at the bottom of your class,” Leroux continued,
causing Melodin to sigh heavily. “Facts that, understandably, made
you wonder why I requested you as my apprentice, even though you
were not in your final year of studies.”

“That’s right,” Melodin nodded. “So, why did you want
me?”

Leroux’s
glasses glinted in the light again as he rested back in his
chair.

“Would you believe me if I said it was because I admired your
determination and thirst for knowledge,” wondered Leroux, causing
Melodin to frown.

“Well, since you said it like that, no,” he replied flatly, and
Leroux’s smile widened for a brief instant.

“It was because of that,” Leroux stated, pointing to Melodin’s
chest.

In surprise
Melodin looked down, his eyes instantly falling onto the ring that
hung on a chain about his neck and dangled at the middle of his
bare chest. The pink diamond that was set on a silver band
shimmered in the light, the deep crack through the rock causing the
light to be fractured oddly through the depths of the stone.

“The Spirit Ring of Wind,” Melodin said, picking the ring up
and holding it before his eyes. “But you didn’t say anything when
we first met.”

“Did I need to?”

“I guess not,” Melodin conceded. “Although I was glad when the
spirit was freed, I kind of miss her now that it’s broken. Wait,
you said once there was some residual energy in the ring, does that
mean the spirit is still bound to it?”

“No, that energy is gone now,” Leroux said flatly. “The Spirit
of Wind is free to do as she wishes.”

Leroux’s voice
trailed away and he looked to the side and out the windows across
the main deck. The light of the sun was glaring brightly off the
decking turning the window almost completely to white light. The
reflection on Leroux’s glasses hid his dark eyes, but Melodin felt
a strange sadness come over the Captain.

“I suppose I don’t need the chain any more then, do I,” Melodin
remarked as he pulled the silver chain from his head and took the
ring from it.

Without much
thought he slipped the ring on to his right hand and placed the
chain on the table. He recalled the first time he had put the ring
on, his whole arm had gone numb from the power of the Spirit
imprisoned in the stone and then he was unable to take the ring off
again. Now there was no such tingling and he could easily slip the
ring off and on his finger, which he did several times just to make
sure.

The legends of
the Spirit Rings told of tales of evil beings within the stones
that granted any wearer incredible powers, but in exchange the
Spirits would consume their life. But that had just been folk
tales, as he had discovered, and the spirits merely stayed true to
the contractual agreement with whoever put the ring on their
finger. Having heard the tales of the Spirit Rings the wearers
would naturally offer their life in exchange for the Spirit’s
power, even though it was not necessary, and the Spirits did not
correct them.

Melodin had
never made such a contract with the Spirit of Wind, having only put
the ring on to save from losing it. In the end he was able to
remove the ring from his finger and place it on the chain about his
neck. There were a few times he had considered making a deal with
the Spirit so that he would no longer be considered useless at
magic. But he had never found the courage to do so, and after the
battle with Renwis on the island of Descarte, the Spirit Ring had
been destroyed and the wind spirit freed.

“Why did you want me as an apprentice because of the ring?”
Melodin asked, the memories drifting from his mind as he looked
back to Leroux.

“The Spirit Rings interest me,” Leroux shrugged and looked away
again.

“Is that because you’re a Fae, or because you’re a Magister?”
Melodin asked seriously, bringing Leroux’s gaze back to
his.

A slight smile
came to Leroux’s face, but he did not reply.

“Reith told me before we parted back on Aberdeene,” Melodin
explained. “Why did you never say you were a Fae
before?”

“Did I have to?” Leroux asked in reply, his eyes unblinking.
“My appearance and features state that I am Fae, do they
not?”

Melodin looked
to the Captain's blonde hair and dark eyes, which for the first
time, he realised were deep red in colour.

“I suppose so,” Melodin agreed. “Did the others know before I
did?”

“Qui and Rowna did not, neither did Judge or Buccus when they
were sailing with us,” Leroux answered. “Arnruil knew the moment we
met, which is understandable given she is of the Numadine elves who
are subjects of the Fae. As for my previous crew, before I took you
on as an apprentice, most of them were aware of my
heritage.”

“Does that mean you know Solordorr, Dex, and Nefriel?” Melodin
asked, referring to the only other Fae he had ever met.

“I suppose you could say we are acquainted,” Leroux glanced out
the window again. “But there are many of us in the Faelands, and we
do not all know each other.”

“What about here, in the Humanlands?” Melodin asked
curiously.

“Myself, and those you have referred to are the only ones I am
aware of,” Leroux answered, his eyes still looking across the main
deck.

“I know Solordorr is after the Spirit Rings as well,” Melodin
said, “and I think he has the one of fire, lightning and maybe
water. Why are the Fae so interested in the Rings, you created them
right?”

“Yes,” Leroux said, his tone quiet and his eyes continued to
stare through the window.

“I mean the Fae, not you personally,” Melodin laughed slightly.
“I wonder what Solordorr is planning to do with them?”

“When it comes to Solordorr, no one can be certain,” Leroux
replied, looking back to Melodin. “But I suspect his main goal is
to reclaim the Spirit Ring of Life, without that ring we Fae have
been unable to die, or create new life.”

“Yeah, I heard about all that,” Melodin said seriously. “I hope
Solordorr finds it.”

An expression
of curiosity flashed across Leroux face, but it disappeared as
quickly as it had appeared.

“Let us move on shall we,” Leroux smiled slightly. “Any more
pressing queries?”

Melodin paused
and scratched his chin thoughtfully, of course he had numerous
questions, but at that point none of them seemed overly
important.

“Can’t think of any at the moment,” Melodin finally said and
let out a deep breath.

“Good,” said Leroux and leaned forward in his chair to rest his
elbows on the table. “Then it is time I tell you something: we are
to return to Solaris.”

“The capital?” Melodin raised his eyebrows. “What
for?”

“The Grand Magisters have called for all of us to be in
attendance,” Leroux explained seriously. “There is talk of pirates
massing in the Sand Sea and plotting to strike at the heart of the
Magisterium. The killing of most of the Iron Helm Pirates several
weeks ago has likely sparked this retaliation, for that crew was
rather popular among the lot of them.”

“Yeah, I heard about that too,” Melodin said, his brow furrowed
as he considered the news.

Even as Melodin
replied he felt the ship turn in the waves changing its course by
connecting to another magnetic current through the sandy waves.

“We’ve changed course,” Melodin remarked, and turned a curious
eye to Leroux. “How’d you do that? The controls to change the
course are at the bottom of the ship, and you’re up here. Wait, are
you using that spell you showed me back on the island of Don where
you can become ethereal and wander about like normal, just
invisible?”

“No,” Leroux replied simply.

“Then how’d you do that?”

“It is my vessel.”

Melodin frowned
and scratched his head again, glancing down at Dog as he pulled
some knots from his hair.

“Well,” Leroux said as he abruptly got to his feet. “I am glad
we had this talk. You need to go and inform the others of our
change in route.”

As Melodin
stood, Leroux swept through the small cabin and pushed through the
secret door into his private room, closing it behind him and
leaving Melodin in a sudden silence.

Taking a deep
breath Melodin gave Dog a shrug before they headed back out onto
the main deck, just as the others were coming towards him.

“We’ve changed the course,” Qui exclaimed as she dropped down
from the rigging. “Did you tell the Captain? What’s going
on?”

“He changed the course,” Melodin explained, causing the
Halfling to frown.

“Why?” Rowna wondered curiously. “Where are we going
now?”

“To Solaris,” Melodin answered. “The Grand Magisters are
calling all the others to return.”

“That sounds exciting,” Arnruil said with a smile, her blue
eyes sparkling with stars.

“That’s stupid,” Qui huffed, crossing her arms. “I want to go
to San Cridio for the turn of the century celebrations. They say
the beaches there are packed with women in bikinis and men in tight
swimmers.”

The halfling’s
eyes lit up as she thought about it, but the others ignored
her.

“The Magisters are only called together at times of great
importance,” Rowna said darkly, a frown coming to her face, her
blue eyes narrowing.

“Apparently the pirates are massing or something,” Melodin
shrugged, his eyes going to the horizon and the clouds that could
be seen crawling along the tops of the waves.

“You mean they think there will be a war?” Rowna exclaimed,
bringing a worried expression to Arnruil’s face.

“Probably,” Melodin nodded.

“That’s nonsense,” Qui spoke up. “Pirates, magisters, and the
merchant guild have been fighting for decades, but it’s never
escalated to a full blown war. I bet those old magisters are just
overreacting.”

“You’re probably right,” Melodin agreed, but Rowna still looked
concerned.

Arnruil was
smiling once again though, seeming to have completely agreed that
the odds of a full scale war was unlikely, and she skipped back
across the deck and up the stairs to the forecastle deck to return
to her garden.

“Back to Solaris,” Rowna said quietly as she turned from
Melodin, her hand always on the hilt of her sheathed
sword.

“Just great,” Qui huffed. “The festivities in Solaris won’t be
as good as the ones in San Cridio, it’s in the middle of the
monsoons season back there you know.”

“Yeah, I know,” Melodin nodded, feeling Qui’s disappointment.
“No girls in bikinis to look forward to.”

Qui grumbled
something else under her breath as she walked away, but he did not
catch the words. Although Qui had pointed out that a war was
unlikely, and that the Magisters were just being overly cautious,
he could not shake the nagging feeling in his gut. Maybe it was
just nervousness, for he never liked fighting, or maybe he was
excited to return to the capital and see all his Academy friends
again. Or maybe he was just hungry.

It was hard to
tell and he continued to ponder it as he made his way up to the
prow, his eyes on the horizon. In the distance the heavy clouds
flickered with lightning, promising a grand storm to come.







Chapter Two






Stepping
outside into the grey morning Judge drew in a deep breath, the
smells of rain and salt filling his senses. The town of Dayis was
already awake and the muddy streets were filled with people and
wagons. The sky overhead was overcast, promising more rain to come
and a light fog was starting to lift from tops of the shingled
rooftops.

Running a hand
through his dark red hair to pull out the knots that had formed
during his sleep he looked over his shoulder to the building behind
him. An old wooden sign, half covered in moss, hung over the wide
door displaying the name of the tavern and hotel. Below the hanging
name the entrance was open and dark against the whitewashed walls
of the house.

“Buccus?” Judge called, a slight frown coming to his face. “Are
you coming?”

“Quit yer yammering,” the gruff dwarf called back and made no
appearance from the dim room.

With a sigh
Judge looked back to the streets and leaned on his long handled
axe. But when he noticed the butt of the shaft getting all dirty
from the mud he grumbled and lifted it from the muck.

As he lifted it
to rest it on his shoulder he paused to admire the beautiful
weapon. He had found the axe in the depths of a legendary labyrinth
that he and Buccus had ventured in search of lost treasure. The
journey had been a difficult one and many times they had nearly
died from the traps and monsters that lurked within the maze of
stone and shadows. But they had reached the centre and claimed the
valuables for themselves; this very axe being the grandest of all.
It had once been held by a famous warrior, who had never been
defeated in battle, and it looked every bit a weapon of legend. The
head of the axe looked more like one used for splitting logs, its
beard short and sharp. At the other side of the head it was flat,
like a hammer head and into the metal was carved the likeness of a
dragon roaring. At the butt end of the shaft was a ball and
chain.

Even with his
incredible strength that could rival a dragon’s the axe felt heavy
in his hands. Not as weighty as it had done when he first lifted
it, but it still felt solid. Judge liked that aspect and he
imagined that it was how a weapon was supposed to feel instead of
being as light as a twig and causing him to wonder if he would
break it on the next attack.

Judge smiled as
he admired the weapon and lowered it to rest on his shoulder.
Amazing as it was though, it was not yet complete and he wanted to
make one addition to the weapon before he would be satisfied that
it was the right axe for him.

In the air in
front of his eyes a small cloud of black smoke suddenly formed,
swirling together to solidify into the shape of a Buncle Cat, an
animal that hailed from the Faelands.

“Moggy,” Judge greeted his companion with a smile. “How are you
this wet morning?”

Moggy meowed
softly as she floated in the air, slowly turning upside down with
small genies of black smoke drifting from her form and the end of
her tail. In her little paws a piece of paper appeared from the
smoke and Moggy scribbled something onto it with a claw. With
another meow she handed the note to Judge and drifted over his
hands as he took the message.

“Slow,” Judge read aloud and laughed softly as the note
crumbled into ash. “Yes, they are being rather slow.”

Again he looked
back over his shoulder, wondering where his comrades were. Just as
he looked Buccus appeared from the building, slipping his bowler
hat onto his bald head before lighting up a stogie and blowing the
smoke into the light breeze that blew through the streets from the
bay.

“Are you ready now?” Judge asked, causing the dwarf to frown at
him.

“’Course I’m bloody ready,” huffed Buccus, his heavy boots
stomping through the mud as he joined Judge. “That git wanted twice
as much as agreed. Told you it would be a damn pain letting that
pirate join us.”

“He helped us find the labyrinth and this axe, remember,” Judge
replied seriously. “Honour demands we return the
favour.”

“Spare me your talk of honour,” Buccus snapped. “He’s only
trying to get into the capital without trouble you
know.”

“He did say as much,” Judge stated flatly.

“Whatever,” the dwarf dismissed the conversation with a wave of
his hand. “Where is the git anyway?”

“Right behind you.”

The voice made
Buccus jump and drop his cigar to the mud, causing him to curse
loudly as he tried to save it.

“Ready to go, Torque?” Judge asked, eyeing the pirate
closely.

The pirate
flashed a smile, his larger than normal canine teeth glinting in
the soft light. His yellow eyes, with pupils like a cats’,
shimmered as well as he lifted a few large bottles towards
Judge.

“I had to stock up for the road,” the man grinned. “The best
vodka they had.”

“Should’ve gotten water,” Judge frowned slightly.

“Water?” Torque exclaimed. “It’s the monsoons here in
Narglefar, there is plenty of water about.”

“Good job,” Buccus agreed, having abandoned all hope of saving
his dropped stogie and lit up another one from his
pocket.

“Shall we get going then?” Torque asked light heartedly, the
scar running from his cheek, across his lips to the end of his chin
making his smile seem wider than it was. “Horses? Or are we
walking?”

“Walking,” Judge said simply, taking the lead from the tavern
and down the puddle filled road.

“Shame,” Torque remarked as he and Buccus walked beside
Judge.

“Too much of a walk for you, old man?” Buccus asked, his tone
light.

“Old?” Torque took the bait. “I may have grey hair, but I
wouldn’t call myself old. Not as old as you anyway, dwarf.”

“Look at me beard,” Buccus argued, grabbing at the black ends of
his well-groomed beard. “Ye see any white hairs? Not a one.
Probably am older than you anyways though. What would you be,
Torque a century or so?”

“Yeah about that,” the man nodded. “I stopped
counting.”

Buccus laughed
at that and Torque joined in, but Judge did not see the humour.

“As soon as you get to a hundred or so you don’t care no more,”
Buccus laughed and took a drag of his cigar. “What’s the average
age of a werewolf, Torque?”

“I don’t know,” the pirate shrugged. “I don’t really associate
with other werewolves. But I think the oldest is around five
hundred.”

“Good effort,” Buccus remarked. “But that be only about
middle-age for dwarves, or elves for that matter.”

Both Buccus and
Torque continued to talk about seemingly random things as they
moved through the streets of Dayis, and Judge was starting to
wonder whether Buccus was merely putting on a friendly attitude or
whether he had been exaggerating his annoyance in agreeing to
Torque travelling with them.

Judge suspected
it was the former, for the first time they had met Torque it had
been on the island of Don and then the man had not exactly been on
their side. In fact Judge did not rightly know what side Torque was
on. The man sailed with the Battle Pirates, of which Melodin’s
father, Arilden, was the Captain, and as far as Judge could guess
Torque was still part of the crew. It was clear to him that there
was something more to the reason why Torque wanted to accompany
them to Solaris.

It mattered
little though, it was only about a day’s walk to the capital and
then they would go their separate ways. Judge’s main concern was on
the weather and the dark clouds that were lingering overhead, a
heavy downpour would slow their journey and he was eager to reach
the Mage Academy.

As they left
Dayis, following the main road northeast the clouds began to part
and the sun became sweltering. Humidity was high and it felt as if
the air was made of honey, so dense and moist that Judge’s clothes
stuck uncomfortable to his body. Baobab trees sat at the edges of
the roadways, the top of the shortest over twenty meters high with
trunks nearly as thick. The trees offered little shade though,
their spindly branches and small leaves barely throwing a shadow
onto to the road. Where the thin branches sprouted from the trunk
large pink flowers bloomed, their petals much larger than the trees
leaves to attract birds, bees, and other creatures.

The baobab was
not the only tree in bloom, and all of the rugged shrubs that
sweltered under the harsh sun during the dry season were full with
leaves and colourful flowers as well. The air was thick with the
scent of the plants and the damp of the rain, attracting even more
bugs that flew about Judge’s head and face, annoying him
endlessly.

The difference
between the dry season and the wet season in Narglefar was like
comparing black with white, the land was almost an entirely
different place. The barren plains and rocks were covered by green
grass and pools of water and running creeks cut through the wet
carpet. The monsoons also brought many animals out from their
hibernation beneath the hot sands, the most common of which being
large frogs and toads, some the size of small horses. Most were not
dangerous unless provoked and they kept a cautious distance from
the roads where they lingered in the pools and streams.

The bridges
along the main roads finally made sense during the rains, for the
gullies and shallow gorges were now filled with rushing water as it
raced towards the Sand Sea, their banks now alive with flowering
trees that sprouted new leaves and water birds hunted in the
reeds.

The roads were
fairly busy with large wagons of merchandise ambling by accompanied
by armed men on horseback. Once or twice they passed by a laden
wagon struggling in the mud with the guards eyeing those who passed
by cautiously.

Most who were
on the highway were riding on horseback or on the back of camels,
kicking up mud into the faces of those who walked. Every time a
little bit of the muck flicked up onto Buccus’s arms or legs he
would grumble loudly, and Judge could feel the dwarf glaring at
him, after all it had been his decision to walk instead of ride to
Solaris.

But in Judge’s
mind, riding on a wet saddle was a lot worse than getting a little
bit dirty.

Torque did not
complain as they walked, taking a drink from his hip flask every so
often and topping it up with the vodka when they stopped for a
break at the base of a large baobab. It was about midday, when they
paused to catch their breath and allow their tired feet and legs to
rest, it was then the clouds started to release their rain in
gentle drops that fell straight down from the grey heavens.

“If we got horses, we’d be at the gates by now,” Buccus
grumbled as they set off into the increasing rains.

“And the wet saddle would have chaffed your balls raw,” Torque
laughed, bringing a smile to Judge’s face.

“A camel would have been no different either,” Judge added,
“and a wagon would get stuck in this stinky mud.”

“You’re strong,” Buccus replied. “You could just pull the wagon
out.”

“Come now,” Judge said heartily, “where’s your adventurous
spirit Buccus? Show some stoicism and enjoy the walk.”

“Adventurous spirit?” the dwarf huffed. “That died about fifty
years ago. If I had my way I’d retire to some place warm where I
could lounge in the shade all day drinking rum and eating rare
meats.”

“Retire?” asked Torque. “I thought you said you weren’t old? Do
you dye your beard, master dwarf?”

“Hell no,” snapped Buccus. “And I ain’t old. What’s wrong with
retiring early and enjoying the good life? Nothing at all, that’s
what.”

“You are right my friend,” Judge said honestly. “There is
nothing wrong with that idea. But for me, I could not bring myself
to retire, my soul is made for the open seas and the winding roads
under my feet.”

“That’s ‘cause you’re human,” Buccus replied. “Humans are all
impatient.”

“The wise words from a wizened dwarf,” Torque smirked and took
a drink from his flask.

“Wizened?” Buccus roared. “I ain’t old I tell ya.”

Both Judge and
Torque laughed in response to the dwarf’s outburst, causing Buccus
to grumble into his beard.

The road took a
turn, moving through some rugged rocks filled with cracks and
crevasses. The path had become harder under foot as it moved
through the boulders and on a slight decline to a long stone bridge
that crossed a deep gorge and waterfall. It was still considered
the beginning of the monsoon season, but the gorge was filled with
water and the falls were thundering, sending a great spray into the
air and shrouding the bottom of the cliff with mist.

The bridge was
old, but well made, crumbling in parts but still sturdy and capable
of baring hundreds of loaded wagons at one time. At the other side
of the crossing the land became flatter as it moved closer to
Solaris, and the great rocks almost vanished entirely. Baobab trees
still dominated the landscape and the streams amid the plains
glistened like silver ribbons.

The rain grew
heavier before falling into a steady downpour that took the heat
from the land, but the humidity remained. Half the time Judge was
unsure if his face was wet from the rain or sweat.

Moggy floated
by his head and offered him another note, this one reading simply:
wet and hot. It was a fair enough statement, if a bit redundant,
and as the note crumbled into black ash he gave the buncle cat a
perplexed look. But as he looked at Moggy he truly wondered if she
even felt the rain and heat, he had to blink a few times when he
looked at her, for the rain seemed to fall right through her black
form, leaving her fur completely dry.

By
mid-afternoon the walls of Solaris filled the horizon, the grey
bricks standing proudly up from the green grasses, its turrets
bearing white flags of the Magisterium.

“They have increased their security,” Torque noticed, pointing
to the line of people at the West Gate trying to get into the
city.

“That might be a problem,” Buccus said, and spat to the
side.

“It will be,” Torque said and sighed heavily. “You two should
be alright, but I may have more than a little trouble.”

“I said we’d help you into the city, and we will,” Judge said
seriously, drawing Torque yellow eyes to his and making the man
flash a grin.

“That is honourable of you, Judge,” Torque chuckled, “but
things have changed. If we enter as comrades you will also be met
with trouble. I can take care of myself from here. We were merely
travelling together, alright.”

“Suits me,” Buccus agreed easily.

Judge frowned
deeply, but he could see the wisdom in Torque’s words. The man was
a pirate, and there was little else the Magisterium hated more than
pirates. It was a feud that had been brought about through the
Merchant Guilds of the Sand Sea. The Guilds wanted the monopoly on
trade shipping so they persuaded the Magisterium to enforce
licenses to ship cargo. The pirates evolved from those who did not
want to pay for such a license, as well as from common banditry and
pillaging of the merchant vessels.

With no other
viable options before them they joined the queue waiting to get
through the gates, along with all the others standing in the mud
and rain whilst the soldiers screened each visitor from the cover
of the gates and thick portico entrance.

The wait was
long and the rain continued to fall, soaking into Judge’s boots and
making his toes cold. Finally, after what seemed like hours, they
were to be the next in line, but the wagon in front was met with
some resistance.

“What’s this then?” a soldier demanded, throwing back the cover
over the back of the wagon. “Fireworks?”

“Keep ‘em dry would ye?” one of the two dwarves driving the
cart was quick to ask, grabbing the hide cover and pulling it back
over the brightly coloured rockets to keep the rain off the fuses.
“We’ll have enough trouble lightn’ the buggers in this deluge as it
is.”

“You got a license?” the soldier asked, his eyes
narrowing.

“Licenses?” the other dwarf wondered. “Since when do we need a
damned license?”

“Magister just brought the new law into force,” another soldier
replied. “You need a license to sell and release fireworks in
Solaris.”

“This be the first we heard of it,” huffed the first of the
dwarves.

“Here’s a permit into the city,” the first soldier sighed
heavily and handed the dwarf a piece of paper. “But you need to
purchase a licesnse from the Merchant Guild as soon as possible. If
you are caught without a license you will be fined and imprisoned
for three months and your goods will be confiscated and sold to the
benefit of the Magisterium. Understood?”

“Aye we hear ya,” the second dwarf grumbled and flicked the
reins to urge the horse onwards through the gates.

“Next,” the soldier waved to Judge. “What’s your business
here?”

“We’ve come for the celebrations,” Buccus said
loudly.

“And I also wish to speak with the Mages at the Academy,” Judge
added seriously.

“And you?” the soldier looked to Torque.

“The celebrations of course,” the pirate replied calmly. “And I
am not really with those two. We just met on the road.”

“Right, names?” the soldier asked, but it sounded more like a
demand, and the other soldier there got ready with his pen and ink
on the table that stood under the cover of the gate
archway.

“Judge,” said Judge as he looked to the others under the cover,
there were several more soldiers, a few that looked like mages and
a man wearing the attire of a gentleman and who seemed out of
place.

“Judge,” the young woman with a tattoo over her eye said,
stepping forward to stand beside the soldier at the desk. “His
appearance matches the description of a man who sailed with
Magister Leroux for over a year. A native of the island of Pharos.
Known talent: strength. Is often seen with a companion animal, a
buncle cat.”

“Excuse me?” Judge balked in surprise.

“Don’t mind her, she’s an Archive Mage,” the soldier dismissed
the oddity as if it were a common thing.

“Archieve mage?” Judge asked, still confused.

“Never seen one?” smirked the soldier as he looked up from his
desk. “They’re not that rare, really. Their magic allows ‘em to
store huge amounts of information in their heads.”

“Comes at a cost though,” the soldier beside Judge said
seriously. “There ain’t much else in their heads. Just look at her.
Vacant as a corpse until you tell her to recount
something.”

“That’s why most Archive Mages are from the slums, poor folk
wanting to give their loved ones a chance at a real life,” the
other soldier explained. “The magic is taught see, and the
Magisterium pays the families of those who volunteer a small
fortune. Not something I’d do willingly, tell you that
much.”

“Nor me,” agreed the other soldier. “Here, watch this: Ethel,
come.”

The young woman
obeyed the soldier’s command like some well-trained dog and moved
to stand before the man, her pretty face expressionless.

“Tell me about Magister Leroux,” the soldier instructed the
woman.

“High Magister Leroux,” Ethel recited like she was reading from
a book, “File classified.”

“Damn it,” the soldier huffed. “You need a special code word or
something to hear the rest, but you get the idea right. And watch
this, you can grab her tits and stuff as well and she don’t
care.”

The soldier
reached out for the woman’s chest, but the man wearing fine
clothing intervened, grabbing the soldier’s wrists before he
touched the woman.

“You know the law, soldier,” the gentleman glared at the
soldier.

“Sorry, got carried away,” the soldier apologised and withdrew
his arm before looking back to Judge. “This fella is Ward. He helps
Ethel with day to day chores and what not.”

“Disitern Perridon, greetings,” the gentleman smiled slightly
at Judge and Buccus before turning a glare towards the soldier.
“The line grows long as you continue to dawdle. This is not a
market square. I want to see things moving efficiently,
man.”

“Yes sir,” the soldier straightened to attention and the
Disitern turned away, a scowl on his face.

“I be Buccus,” the dwarf spoke up, seeming keen to get things
moving as well.

“Ethel?” the soldier asked, turning to the vacant
mage.

“Buccus, dwarf,” the woman said, her voice monotone. “Captain
of the Berserker Pirates.”

The soldier’s
eyes widened and the others about the area almost jumped in
surprise.

“Deceased,” Ethel finished and all visibly relaxed. “Killed by
Captain One-Eye and Grand Magister Parvin along with the entire
Berserker Pirate crew.”

Judge noticed
Buccus’ lips go thin and his jaw clench, almost biting off the butt
of his stogie.

“She does that sometimes,” the soldier laughed
slightly.

“Buccus, dwarf,” Ethel continued. “Mercenary who sailed with
High Magister Leroux. Berserker Mage. No talent
recorded.”

“That be me,” Buccus nodded. “Don’t know who that other fella
was, I thought I was the only Buccus in the Sand Sea.”

“Right,” the soldier nodded to his comrade who wrote the names
on his paper. “You two may enter. Next?”

“My name is Torque,” said the pirate as he moved to stand
before the soldier and Judge and Buccus headed through the
gates.

At the other
side of the archway Judge stopped and looked back, his gut twisting
uncomfortably as the soldier asked the Achieve Mage for a
record.

“Torque,” said Ethel. “Werewolf. Talent: metal manipulation.
Pirate with the Battle Pirates. High priority target. Extremely
dangerous. Detain immediately.”

As soon as the
mage said Torque was a pirate and with the Battle Pirates the
weapons of the soldiers hissed out of their sheaths and the mages
on standby unleashed a volley of spells to arrest Torque. But the
man did not resist, seeming to expect such a turn of events.

Judge took a
step, thinking to help their companion, but Buccus was quick to
grab him by the arm.

“Don’t be stupid laddie,” Buccu hissed at him. “Torque knows
what he’s doin’.”

Judge clenched
his jaw, but heeded Buccus’s words and did not intervene as magical
bindings wrapped about Torques arms and torso. A slight frown came
to Judge’s face as he noticed the bemused smile on the pirates
face. It was almost as if Torque was finding the whole situation
rather entertaining, and as the soldier pulled him from the gateway
Torque did not resist.

“To a cell with you,” Judge heard the soldier leading Torque
say gruffly. “Damn foolish thinking you could get past us. Don’t
know why we don’t just hang you here though. Bloody
pirates.”

“You know the Magisters like to put on a show with their public
trials and executions,” one of the other soldiers answered and the
rest of the conversation was lost in the sound of the rain as the
soldiers hurried down the street.

“Come on,” Buccus said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s find some
place dry where there’s drink and food to be had.”

Judge followed
the dwarf’s lead, but his gaze remained on the path the soldiers
had taken Torque. A frown was on his face and he wondered why the
pirate had not resisted, and why he had even come through the main
gates so openly. Surely Torque could have guessed that security
would be increased with the coming celebration for the turn of the
century. It did not sit right with Judge at all and his suspicions
circled about his head long after they had left the gates in search
of a tavern.












Chapter Three


The boards of
the forecastle deck stretched out from the ends of his toes and
towards the railing that overlooked the main deck. More frequently
of late his attention had been drawn to the decking, for it made
for quite the remarkable sight. The boards were not straight and
laid in rows; rather it seemed as if the planks merged into each
other like the line in a tree’s bark. Melodin recalled the first
time he had set foot on this ship, and never had he noticed any
such oddities, and now that he thought further on it he reasoned
that it had only really been after the island of Don, where the
ship crashed into the small rocky isle between the two islands. The
crash had been his fault, but the captain had not seemed upset and
had been quick to start making repairs with help from Arnruil.

Perhaps Leroux
and the elf had added some magic to the repairs that had brought
about the strange morphing of the planks. The decking was not the
only thing that had changed, the posts of the railings now seemed
to be growing out of the deck and into the top bar. The masts, too,
seemed to be growing and the boom, gaff and yard were now branches.
He would not at all be surprised if the shark figure head suddenly
started moving and swimming through the waves. Melodin was also
sure he had seen leaves sprouting from the top of the main mast
last time he was in the crow’s nest.

But now that he
thought more on it, the changes were not at all that surprising,
after all there was many different magics in the world, most of
which he had no clue about.

“I should have asked Leroux about the ship’s changes,” Melodin
remarked to himself and took another bite of his apple. “Guess I’ll
have to wait another three years before I can get a decent answer
from the man. Right Dog?”

Beside him, Dog
growled slightly, seeming annoyed that he had distracted her from
the book she was reading. But Melodin hardly noticed her annoyance
and continued to munch on his apple as he listened to Arnruil hum
while she tending to her garden.

The tune caught
his attention though, for it was different from her usual cheerful
tune and sounded sad and melancholy. He also noticed that she was
not actually doing anything to the plants, merely kneeling before
the boards of the raised beds and staring vacantly at one of the
bright daisies with yellow and pink petals.

Curiously
Melodin moved from his seat next to Dog and joined the elf by the
beds, noticing tears tickling down her face.

“Are you alright, Arnruil?” Melodin asked with some concern as
he sat back down and drew the elf’s attention.

“I was just remembering,” she replied softly, her demeanour
changed from her usual absentminded cheer, “of a time long ago when
I was young.”

“This was back on the Twin Islands of Ondrim?”

Arnruil nodded
and wiped away her tears.

“Yes,” she said, her eyes distant. “As one of the three Elders
of the Numadine I watched over the Door of the Abyss that is there,
and observed the north island as the humans first landed and the
wars between them and my people began.”

“War is always terrible,” Melodin agreed, his mind drifting
back to when his hometown had been invaded by the armies of
Reparian.

“There was also joy then,” Arnruil smiled, but her cheer
swiftly vanished as an expression of greater pain came to her
gentle features.

“The man you loved,” Melodin said softly, recalling the story
she had once told him.

“He gave me a flower like this one once,” smiled Arnruil, her
hand reaching out and delicately touching the petals of the daisy.
“Before he was killed by one of my people who I had thought my
friend.”

“That’s when you tried to stop the war and the Numadine wanted
to execute you?”

Arnruil nodded,
her eyes still on the flower.

“Good thing Solordorr intervened and stopped that,” Melodin
said and tried to smile, but Arnruil’s mood did not
change.

“Was it?” she asked sadly. “Perhaps death would have been
kinder.”

A frown quickly
to come to Melodin’s brow as he regarded the sudden change in
Arnruil’s disposition. Usually she was so cheerful and delighted in
every day.

“Don’t say that,” Melodin implored. “If you had been killed we
would’ve never met and you wouldn’t be part of the
crew.”

A smile came to
the elf’s face then as she looked to him.

“Of that I am glad,” She said. “And sailing among people as
broken as I am is comforting in some ways.”

“Broken?” Melodin exclaimed and laughed. “What do you
mean?”

“Qui was a slave for fifty years,” Arnruil replied casually.
“Rowna’s family and friends were all slaughtered virtually before
her very eyes. How could either of them not be broken after what
happened to them?”

“Not me though,” Melodin grinned and slapped himself on his
chest.

“You were orphaned and lived on the street since you were
five,” Arnruil said seriously.

“So were a bunch of other kids,” Melodin shrugged. “Times were
hard after Reparian attacked, but people were generally nice. And
don’t forget I had Dog with me.”

“Your guardian spirit?” Arnruil smiled cheerfully, drawing a
bark from Dog, who had suddenly become interested in their
conversation.

“She likes to think so,” Melodin agreed with a laugh before he
turned a serious expression back to the elf. “Arnruil, everyone
goes through hardships in life, that’s just how it is. What
happened in our past and the choices we made make us who we are
today, and its events that brought us to this very spot so we could
sail the Sand Sea together. I wouldn’t want it any
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