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Chapter One
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Year 789 of the Modern Era

“I’m starting to hate this island,” Torque stated, spitting some blood to the side before taking a deep breath. 

“It's not that bad,” Arilden replied, trying to sound upbeat as he wiped the greenish blood from his katana. 

“The place is filled with giant insect monsters that try and kill you at every turn,” Torque argued, kicking at the carcass of a slater the size of a large dog. 

“You know Plantain is a tourist destination right?” Mort asked, sitting on a charred bug corpse to the side. 

As he spoke the halfling pulled off one of the dead creature’s legs and sniffed at it as if he was about to take a bite. 

“No tourist is allowed out of the city’s walls without an armed escort though,” Monnie replied as she looked about the old ruins they were standing in. “I think one of the outer towns was even destroyed by these creatures as well.” 

“And the weather is pleasant,” Arilden added with a smile, sheathing his sword. 

“And there is loads to eat,” Mort said, slapping his round belly before he took a bite of the charred slater leg.

“That’s disgusting, Mort,” Monnie exclaimed, her face scrunching up, revolted by her brother’s actions. 

“You’re right,” Mort agreed, spitting the mouthful out and wiping his mouth. “Very acidic. Pass me one of those strawberries you collected before, I need to get this slimy texture out of my mouth.” 

“Do you put everything in your mouth?” Monnie frowned, taking her pack from her shoulder before taking a strawberry the size of a melon out and tossing it to Mort.

“Thanks,” grinned the chubby halfling before taking a large bit. 

“You can’t say that you hate the fruit and vegetables of this island,” Mort said, his mouth full as he looked back to Torque. “Never have I seen such large growth, and so flavoursome. Did you see that pumpkin patch we passed just out of town? Size of houses. That would feed me for months.” 

“More likely one weeks,” Torque replied flatly, drawing a laugh from the others.

“Fair point,” Mort laughed as well, wiping the strawberry juice from his face. “Time to move on?”

“Time to move one,” Arilden agreed, taking the lead from the large room and into the gloom of the ruins. 

“This treasure better worth all this hassle,” Torque let out a deep breath as he walked beside Arilden.

A smile came to Arilden’s face in agreement, though he was confident that whatever reward they found at the end of this dangerous trek it would indeed be worth it. They had only been following this trail for a few months, but Arilden could tell it was promising. A confident feeling had filled his gut the moment they had stumbled upon the reference to a powerful treasure hidden on the island of Plantain. 

It was reasonable to believe no one had already plundered this treasure as well, for the native creatures were vicious and dangerous. Although, the island was a tourist destination for its overgrown fruits and vegetables, as Monnie had said: very few people ventured outside the high city walls. Most came to Plantain for the white sand beaches, views of the thick jungle and towering mountain peak at the centre of the island where fresh water constantly gushed from the summit like a fountain, and, of course, the famous plants. Very few actually knew that Plantain was once inhabited by elves and their old towns and cities lay in ruins among the trees, covered in vines and now homes for giant insects and other creatures. 

It had only been a rumour that Plantain contained old elven ruins, a story passed about in the taverns of the Sand Sea. But some part of Arilden knew there was truth to the tales the moment he heard them. The ship’s navigator, and elf, had also virtually confirmed the stories, though he had not been interested in exploring the old ruins. 

“Wait,” Torque said suddenly, holding up his hand to stop the party. 

Cautiously they moved forward, moving around the fallen rubble in their path and into another wide room where natural light poured in through the hole in the ceiling. Torque’s yellow eyes shimmered brightly in the dim light, his cat-like pupils wide as he peered into the darkest corners. 

Looking into the next room Arilden could not see anything untoward. Torque was a werewolf though, and his senses were far more acute than Arilden’s. Quietly he and the halfling twins waited, straining their ears to pick up the slightest of sounds. Through the stillness and hollow whisper of the wind Arilden could just make out the sound of scuttling feet on stone. The noise grew louder as a giant centipede scurried into the room, coming from a hole hidden in the shadows and through the loft of light before heading down another hard-to-see tunnel. 

In the sunlight the creature’s scaled back glowed a hot red and its hundreds of claws chipped the stone floor. Great pincers in front of its mouth clashed like a metal vice, sending a chill down Arilden’s spine as he watched it pass. 

Minutes seemed to drift by as they all watched the endless row of legs race across the room. Finally, the centipede disappeared from sight and together they moved into the room. Cautiously at first, but when nothing jumped to attack them their confidence grew as well as their pace through the dim hallways. 

When they had first entered these ruins nearly a day ago, Arilden had thought it was all underground as many staircases carved up through the stone of the island’s largest mountain. But on their trek it had become clear that the stairs also followed the side of the cliff faces, winding up to the higher plateaus where thick vines dangled, closing off what views they might have seen. Even in the darkest of hallways Arilden had not felt as if he was underground, for many times there was a gaping hole in the ceiling where natural light flowed in, or crumbled walls that led out into the thick jungle. All of this made him wonder if they had ever gone underground and this was all simply old stone buildings that had become covered in vines and plants. 

Passing by a cluster of mushrooms the size of coffee tables they turned into another corridor. It was dim like the rest of the ruins, with a tree trunk or roots broken through one of the walls. At the far end the bright light of day streamed in, beckoning to them and leading Arilden’s party from the gloom.

Along with the sunshine the sound of a waterfall greeted them, arching over the exit from a higher plateau as it cascaded down hundreds of feet to the base of the cliff. From the exit of the ruins an old pathway led along the clifftop, its ancient flagstone cracked and covered in moss. The lip of the cliff formed an alcove over their heads for a few dozen metres, allowing vines to dangle over and obscure their view out from the clifftop. On many of the vines grew beans and pea pods the size of long swords and as they walked both Mort and Monnie collected some of the food. 

“These will go splendidly in a soup,” Monnie remarked as she put a few of the huge pods in her bag. 

The vegetables were too large though and stuck out from the top like loafs of bread in a paper bag. 

“Not a soup,” Mort disagreed, slinging his own full backpack back onto his shoulders. “That would be a waste. They should be steamed up so they’re still nice and crunchy.” 

“I hate crunchy veggies,” Monnie crinkled her nose. “The squeaking on my teeth sets my nerves on edge.”

“Who cares?” Mort snorted. “Everyone else in the crew prefer crunchy veggies.”

“Pierre doesn’t,” Monnie argued.

“That’s ‘cause he’s old and can’t chew them anyway,” said Mort. 

“Well, I don’t care,” Monnie stuck her tongue out at her brother. “I cook the main dishes so I decide how to cook them. You stick to your deserts. That’s all you’re good at anyway.” 

“Why are you always so disagreeable?” Mort wondered, shaking his head.

The twins continued to argue between themselves as Arilden and Torque led the way up the cliffside path. The alcove faded away into the rest of the cliff and the vines fell back to reveal the views out across the island of Plantain. From their high vantage point, Arilden could see the main township of Chickory in the distance, straddling the shoreline of white beaches.

“Shame the others didn’t come,” Arilden remarked to his friend as they walked. “They’re missing such a grand view.”

“I’ll bet Hawkeye is flying about as an eagle or something,” Torque remarked, glancing to the blue skies and fluffy white clouds drifting on the breeze overhead. “That elf likes being a bird more than anything else. I’m glad Fereo did not come though, she would be stopping every five minutes to inspect a new plant. Crazy dwarf.” 

“That’s true,” Arilden agreed with a slight laugh. “And Pierre is a bit old to be trekking the jungles and cliff sides.” 

“The only thing that old geezer enjoys is playing his rebec,” Torque remarked. “Damn good at it though.”

“I told you we would find a good musician for our crew, didn’t I?” Arilden said with a smile. 

Torque nodded slightly, his attention on the path ahead of them as it levelled off onto a plateau and disappeared into the trees. Out here in the open on the mountain side the jungle was not as dense and beyond the eaves of the forest Arilden spied the sparkle of a lake where another waterfall crashed into it from the rocky peak above. Among the trees he could also make out the forms of old houses and dome rooftops that had long since crumbled leaving behind haunting skeletons of civilisation. 

“Look,” Torque said suddenly, stopping and pointing towards another cliff top ledge higher on the mountain sides. “Does that structure look familiar to you?”

Lifting a hand to shield his eyes against the sunlight, Arilden looked to where Torque was indicating. Quickly he spied what he friend was referring too and his mouth fell open in surprise. There among the trees and overgrown vegetable plants stood a taller structure with solid stone pillars that almost blended into the foliage due to the moss and vines that covered it. But there was no mistaking what it was, for at the top of the pillars another giant rock formed a gateway with two metal horns protruding from its brow. The twin horns of onyx curved outwards before coming together at the tip where a single green gemstone glimmered in the rays of the sun. 

“A Door of the Abyss,” Arilden gaped, a mixture of wonderment and terror coursing through him. 

“A what now?” Mort asked in confusion as he and Monnie similarly gazed towards the higher plateau. 

“Stories have it that a demon is imprisoned behind that stone gateway,” Torque said grimly. “Fortunately, the doors look to be closed.” 

“Never heard that story before,” Mort remarked and shrugged.

“Torque and I have come across one of these Doors before,” Arilden explained seriously. “Whatever evil spirit that was imprisoned behind that one had infected the will of all those who lived near it and turned them against one another.” 

“The people of Plantain seem fine,” Monnie said, sounding confused. “Maybe its not what you think it is.” 

“So what happened to the elves who once lived on this island?” Torque asked in reply, his tone dark. 

“Whatever,” Mort sighed, clearly unintimidated as he bit into one of the beans he had picked. “Let’s just focus on this treasure we came to find and get out of here.”

“Before your waistline expands anymore,” Monnie remarked, looking at Mort’s ample belly. 

“I’m a healthy weight for a halfling,” Mort snapped back, slapping his stomach. “I do think I have put on a little bit though, no wonder with the food being so good. At least I haven’t gotten as fat as you, sister.” 

“What?” Monnie roared in anger. “How dare you? You can’t call a woman fat.”

“But you can call me fat?” Mort snorted. “Double standards much?”

“Come on guys,” Arilden said seriously, glancing to the Door of the Abyss again. “Save it for later. Let’s find this booty and get out of here as quickly as possible.” 

“Agreed,” Torque said as they set off once again. 

It was not far to the edge of the trees and soon they were following the crowded path through the trees. Roots had dug up much of the flagstones and more of the huge fruiting plants and vegetables grew about, making up most of the undergrowth. Birds were noisy in the branches overhead and the lower plants rustled with smaller animal life. A caterpillar the size of the dog crossed their road once, ignoring them completely in its search for food. 

Under the eaves the light of the day was greatly diminished and deep shadows lingered among the thick trunks hiding the larger and more aggressive animals. 

What they could not see they could still hear as the forest was alive with animal calls. Most were soft chatter or a distant grumble, but there was something about this place Arilden did not like. This part of the jungle felt different to the rest they had ventured through, it felt old and more threatening. Perhaps it was due to the presence of the Door of the Abyss that had set his nerves ill at ease, or maybe a great devilry had become aware of their wander through the woods. 

It was not a noise or animal call that he had noticed, rather a deep sensation in his gut like the rumbling of thunder but deeper, like it was ten feet below the earth. It was almost as if he could feel the vibrations of the sound waves instead of hear them, it pressed against his temples and made his stomach feel heavy. Fortunately it was not a constant sensation, coming and going like the roll of the wind across the canopy of the trees or the lapping of the sandy waves against the beach. 

Trying not to think too much about it Arilden focused on the path before them as it twisted around a patch of celery stalks the height of a large fence. Before them the trees parted slightly as they reached the edge of the crystal clear lake. Half in the water and falling down stood a large stone building, the stained glass of its dome roof half caved in and its windows shattered. The entrance way was open and broken, one of its standing pillars collapsed across the stairs and covered in pink flowering vines. 

Without a word they headed up the stairs, their anticipation bubbling within them. 

Although Hawkeye had not been interested in coming with them he had transformed into a bird and scouted the island the day they had arrived on Plantain. From his reconnaissance Hawkeye had identified this building as a place of importance and suggested they begin their search there. 

Of course Arilden and the others were happy to heed the elf’s suggestion and after a day’s travel up the mountain they were all eager to see what they might find within. 

From first sight the building appeared as some kind of temple to Arilden’s way of thinking. But as they entered it was revealed that this ruin was rather a place of archiving. Many ancient books lay scattered on the floor and the shelves of the bookcases to the side of the small alter room were bare and broken. The place had been left in a hurry. 

Arilden eyes quickly went to the small dais and pedestal directly opposite the entrance where the water of the lake lapped around the base of the stone plinth. Across the lucid waters floated lily-pillies that were flowering and filling the air with a pleasant perfume. The water below the floating plants was dark and uninviting, and through the gloom Arilden thought he saw something move deep in the water, causing a slight ripple to flicker across the still surface. 

Other than the dark pool the sight before them was almost magical. The sunlight streamed down through the open roof, shining directly onto the altar where an old book had been placed. In the light the tome seemed to glow and the dust in the air around it sparkled like fairy lights.

“Don’t tell me that book is the treasure,” Torque said flatly, his disappointment obvious. 

“That’s a shame,” Mort sighed. “I was hoping for something more shiny.” 

“Books can hold far more value than gold, my friends,” Arilden said as he walked towards the dais. “This could be filled with the magic of the elves, or even list hundreds of places with stashed jewels.”

“That sounds better,” Monnie said. “Treasure stashes are good.” 

“Honestly,” Arilden sighed and laughed. 

“We are pirates after all,” Torque said, flashing a grin at his friend. 

“True,” Arilden agreed, also smiling as he reached the pedestal. 

The water of the still pool splashed about his feet as he came to the plinth and moved to grab the thick tome. 

A sudden whistle and flash of metal shot from the side as an arrow thudded into the tome. Before Arilden could react the rope that had been tied to the arrow went taught, pulling the book away from Arilden’s reach. 

Quickly he spun about, his eyes meeting with the cocky smile of a young man standing at a hole in the building wall. With a bow in one hand the young man caught the book and quickly stuffed it into a shoulder bag without removing the arrow and rope. 

“That belongs to us, kid,” Torque said, unimpressed with the young man’s sudden appearance. “Find your own treasure.” 

“Yeah, who do you think you are?” Monnie demanded irritably. 

“I am the Sky Pirate Reith,” the young man bowed slightly. “Tis a pleasure.” 

“Sky Pirate?” Torque scoffed.

“You’re a long way from the north, boy,” Arilden said, a deep frown on his face as he walked to Torque’s side. “We pirates down here sail the waves of the Sand Sea. Airships can’t fly over these waters.”

“I am temporarily grounded,” Reith shrugged, casually notching another arrow on his bow. “Enough chatter, it’s time for me to exit stage left.” 

In the blink of an eye the young man fired his bow. Arilden and the others did not react though, for the angle the man had held his bow meant the arrow was never in a danger of hitting one of them. 

“Was that supposed to hit me?” Mort asked after the arrow whistled harmlessly over his head and out the open door. “If it was, you missed.”

“I don’t miss,” Reith grinned wide. 

A deafening roar suddenly split the air, rumbling from the trees out the front of the temple and causing Arilden and the others to cover their ears. The crash of leaves and splitting of wood followed the bellow as a huge shadow burst from the trees and crashed through the entrance of the temple. 
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The form of a monstrous beast blocked the entire entranceway, towering over Arilden and his friends. If it was not moving Arilden would have mistaken it for a tree of some kind, its arms and legs appearing as a mass of twisting roots and branches. Its hair too was like the boughs of a willow tree and as it stood before them, golden coloured eyes burning with anger, its root-like toes cracked through the flagstones and into the earth. 

“A green man,” Mort gasped in awe.

“Don’t gape,” Torque shouted, his sword in hand. “Burn it to cinders already.”

“I can’t,” Mort exclaimed, sounding horrified at the thought. “Its a green man, a forest deity. We mustn’t harm it.” 

“What?” Torque exclaimed. 

“Just run for it,” Arilden cried out before the great tree-like man unleashed a great bellow from deep within its gut.

The sound like deep drums rattled Arilden's chest and he could feel the pressure against this temples and stomach. Even if they chose to fight, something told him at this enemy was far beyond their abilities.

“Monnie! Come on!” Mort cried out as they turned to flee, grabbing his stunned sister by the arm to pull her along.  

Arilden took the lead, racing out the hole in the wall where the thief, Reith, had vanished. His friends were close behind him and the green man let out another great roar that forced Arilden to cover his ears. 

Glancing over his shoulder as they sprinted from the ruined temple he saw the stone wall explode outwards as one of the fallen pillars thundered through it. The giant creature followed quickly, its long strides taking it at great speeds. It was closing quickly and Arilden’s mind raced to think of an escape. 

The forest around them was slowing the green man at the moment, but then they broke from the trees and took to the rugged cliff top that ran the edge of the lake. A huge boulder suddenly crashed into the shallows of the lake beside him, showering them with mud and spray. 

Arilden did not need to look over his shoulder to know the creature was close behind them now. 

“Look!” Torque cried out, pointing ahead. “There’s that kid! Teleport and grab him Arilden, and throw him back for the monster.”

The self-proclaimed Sky Pirate seemed to have realised they were racing after him as he glanced over his shoulder and threw a ball towards them. The projectile did not reach, for they were still some distance behind. But as it smashed into the rocks along the shoreline it exploded into a cloud of smoke.

Arilden did think to use his short range teleportation spell to dart through the smoke and at least snatch back the book Reith had stolen. But being this close to cliff’s edge with a smoke screen obscuring his vision, the thought was only in passing. 

Instead Arilden glanced over his shoulder to see the monstrous creature very close now, and lifting another rock to throw at them. 

“At least slow it down, Monnie,” Arilden called to the halfling running behind him, and struggling to keep up with her large pack. 

“Don’t hurt it though,” Mort quickly added, similarly struggling to run at these speeds. “That will bring us bad luck.” 

“Alright,” Monnie replied, extending a hand out behind her as they continued to run for their lives. 

A mist of blue and silver shot from Monnie’s fingers, creating frost on the ground beneath it as it twisted about the green man’s legs and feet. The cold mists suddenly solidified into blue ice and stopping the beast in its tracks. The green man was snapped to a standstill, causing it to drop its boulder as it looked to its feet that were held in ice. 

A smile came to Arilden’s face as they plunged into the smoke screen left by Reith and charged out the other side having only stumbled over a few rocks and fallen tree trunks. 

“Nicely done,” Arilden congratulated the halfling as they continued to run. 

“I do hope you didn’t cause it to twists its ankle,” Mort groaned loudly. “That will be a weeks worth of bad luck.” 

“Who cares?” Torque added.

“Look, there’s that thief,” Monnie exclaimed, drawing everyone’s gaze to the cliff line ahead of them. “He’s stopped.” 

Not far in front of them, where the edge of the cliff curved back towards the mountain sides where the huge waterfall that fed the lake fell, stood the young man. His bow was over his shoulder and his attention on something in his hands. 

“Got him now,” Mort laughed. “Nowhere to go but down the rapids and over the waterfall.” 

“I’ll get him,” Arilden said, his eyes narrowing as he focused on the young man standing on a rock by the cliff’s edge. 

Using his short range teleportation spell Arilden flew towards the thief, thinking to tackle him off the rock and subdue him before he had any chance to shoot his bow. 

Seconds before he crashed into Reith the young man turned a grin towards him and the small plate in Reith’s hands flashed brightly. The thief vanished and Arilden tackled only the air before tumbling across the turf and rocks. Jumping back to his feet Arilden looked back to where the Sky Pirate once stood, a frown coming to his face as he grumbled under his breath. 

“The hell happened?” Torque wondered as he and the halflings joined Arilden.

“He must have used a Personal Key,” Arilden grumbled, his hands going to his hips. 

“A what?” Mort scratched his head.

“A magic device that allows you to teleport to a pre-determined location,” Monnie explained, sounding a bit exasperated. “Don’t you read?”

“Not that kind of stuff,” Mort frowned. “Where did you read that?”

“It was in one of Fereo’s books,” Monnie shrugged. “I was looking to see if she had any romance novels.”

“The thief was a resourceful little wretch. I’ll be sure to remember his name and pay him a visit one day,” Torque said with a frown. “Now we have no treasure.”

A thunderous roar suddenly split the air, grabbing everyone’s attention as the green man broke free of his ice shackles and charged towards them once again. Picking up one of the broken shards of ice the creature threw it with all its might. Its aim was true this time and projectile raced straight for them. 

“I got this one,” Mort said casually as fire curled around him forearms. 

Pooling the flames together Mort launched a large ball of red and orange flames into the ice shard, disrupting its flight and turning it to steam. The ice shattered under the heat, showering them all with small shards as well as filling the air around them in steam. 

“Looks like we’ll have to destroy this green man of yours this time,” Torque said seriously.

“Wait,” Monnie said suddenly. “I have an idea. Come on.”

Quickly the halfling led the way to the water’s edge and began creating a boat made of ice. The running footsteps of the beast shook the ground as it closed rapidly and Arilden looked anxiously along the cliff as the green man crashed through the remnants of Reith’s smoke cloud. 

“We ride the rapids down,” Monnie said confidently once the boat was finished.

“Over the waterfall?” Mort exclaimed. “Are you insane?”

“Got a better idea?” Snapped the other halfling. 

“Not really, no,” Mort conceded, his tone easing. 

“Get in,” Torque said hurriedly as he jumped in the icy raft.

The sword in Torque’s hand suddenly morphed into a paddle as Arilden helped the two halflings into the boat. The green man was nearly on top of the now, tearing another boulder from the ground and throwing it at them in one movement. 

With another spell Arilden amplified his strength as he pushed the boat off from the shore and jumped in with his comrades. His boosted strength saved them, pushing the craft across the placid waters as the boulder crashed into the lake, bouncing across the surface several times before disappearing into the blue depths. 

“Here,” Monnie said as Arilden jumped into the boat, struggling to keep his footing on the slick ice. 

The halfling handed him a paddle made from ice and together they all began paddling as quickly as they could, out towards the lake’s centre and into the mouth of the rapids that rushed from the plateau and down the narrow gorge. 

The green man continued to hurl boulders after them from the shoreline, but it appeared as though its anger had been greatly played out now and it throws haflhearted. All missed the mark by several meters, showering them all in water and sending waves into the blue dingy that threatened to capsize them. Monnie had crafted the boat well though and it did not tip over. But as they came to the start of the rapids Arilden wondered if this really was the best course of action.

“This is a terrible idea,” Torque said, speaking Arilden thoughts. 

But despite his words Torque shot his friends a grin, his yellow eyes sparkling, just as they were pulled into the white waters. 

“Hold on,” Arilden cried, using his icy cold paddle as best he could to steer the ice boat away from the rocks. 

Cool water filled Arilden’s face as they crashed over a small drop, drenching his clothes and stinging his eyes. Shaking the spray from his hair and face he drove his paddle into the turbulent waters, trying to steer the craft away from the next rocks.

“Left! Left!” Torque cried out beside him, similarly trying to steer the boat.

Mort and Monnie were at the middle and fore of the long boat, paddling fiercely. 

“Big drop!” Shouted Mort from the prow just before they tumbled over another short fall. 

Although Arilden did not notice, the banks on either side had grown tall as the water cut a path down through the rocks. Twisting and turning them rode the rapids through the gorge, somehow managing to stay upright and not be thrown from the boat. Several times they crashed heavily into some rocks and Arilden felt the hull grind across some jagged snags under the foaming waters. The ice boat held together though, largely thanks to Monnie doing some running repairs in between paddling and trying not to be thrown overboard. 

Around the sharp turns in the ravine they shot, ricochetting off the cliff face and rocks like a piece of flotsam being knocked about in a storm. The impact of one blow sent great cracks through the side of the boat and nearly knocked Arilden over the side. Sacrificing his paddle Arilden managed to hold on, slipping down into the raft and holding on as best he could as they rode the maelstrom. 

Out the other side of the rapids they shot, grinding the rocks as the turbulent water calmed, leaving them drifting absently in the swift current. Breathing heavily Arilden gathered himself and took a quick head count of those still onboard. Fortunately everyone was still there. 

The sound of roaring water stole any relief Arilden might have had and his eyes widened as he looked to the river ahead of them. The swift moving waters that cut through the deep banks came to an abrupt end as it rushed over a wide waterfall. 

“Hold on,” Mort cried out seconds before their craft sped over the lip of the falls. 

Arilden did just that, clutching to the side of the cold and icy boat as best he could the pull of gravity yanked them down the straight drop. The fall seemed to go on forever and the wind whistled past his ear. But the end came quick enough, the impact jolting his body as the water thundered into his face and the boat shot beneath the surface. 

Luck was with them for there were no sharp rocks waiting for them, only a deep and dark pool that was crowded by thick trees. 

Holding his breath Arilden kept his eyes shut as he hung onto the raft. The dulled roar of the waterfall filled his ears along with the gurgle of the water and air bubbles. His lunges soon begged for air and opening his eyes the surprisingly buoyant ice boat popped back above the surface of the water. 

Coughing and spluttering Arilden wiped the water from his eyes and quickly checked to see if all his friends had made it down the waterfall. He breathed a sigh of relief as soon as he double checked that all had made it as well. 

“I really don’t like this island,” Torque said through deep breaths, wiping the water from his face, his metal paddle still firmly in his grip. 

“But that was fun,” Mort replied with a laugh, gathering himself from among the backpacks and slumping against the side of the boat. 

“It was fun, but that’s got nothing to do with it,” Torque said, his paddle changing shape and forming back into a sword. “We came here for treasure and are leaving with none. I don’t like this island purely on principle.” 

Mort and Monnie both laughed at that and a wide smile spread across Arilden’s face as he looked to the trees that lined the banks of the fast moving river. Under the eaves the jungle was dark and unwelcoming, with unusual animal calls reaching out to them as they drifted along. 

Bugs the size of small dogs skipped across the surface of the river, following the boat for a ways before breaking off again. Although the jungles of Plantain had a dangerous reputation for its wildlife, there were many creatures that were benevolent. 

“Who wants a slice?” Mort asked as he took out an orange the size of a melon and began tearing off the outer flesh and handing out the large pieces of fruit. “I wonder where this river will take us.”

“Back to Chickory,” Torque said confidently. “I’d say this was the exact river that cut through the town.”

“That would be convenient,” Monnie said happily before becoming distracted by part of the boat. “Hopefully this raft won’t melt before we get there.” 

“Just patch it up if it starts to,” Mort said with a shrug.

“Sure, just patch it up,” huffed Monnie at her brother. “I’ve been doing that ever since we fled down the rapids. Not to mention slowing down that green man and providing paddles. I can’t keep up this level of talent use forever you know. I do get tied, you know.”

Mort had a witty retort to further tease his sister, but Arilden stopped listening. As he ate the juicy slice of orange he turned his gaze to the surroundings. Through the shadows he caught a glimpse of a large creature moving through the trees, scurrying over the rocks and around the tree trunks with ease. It was likely one of the giant spiders that were a common sight on Plantain. He and his friends had come across quite a few of those beasts on their initial trek yesterday. Aggressive and dangerous, those spiders were incredibly quick and could shoot sticky webs that were as thick as rope. The scorpions were worse though, as were the eagle-sized wasps. 

The trees slowly pulled back from the river bank as they drifted into a small lake surrounded by some hills. Not far away the high walls of Chickory came into view and Arilden felt a wave of relief flow over him. It was unfortunate they had returned empty handed, but it was good that they returned all in one piece. 

Around the lake the hills were bare from the annual ritual of cutting back the forests, leaving behind dead stumps and trees with skeletal limbs with no growth. It was high maintenance to keep the jungle at bay, well away from the city and the roads. But it was something the locals took very seriously in case one of the cities be attacked by the monsters of the island. Apparently one of the smaller cities in the north west of the island had not taken the curtailing of the forests as seriously and had been completely destroyed by the creatures some years ago. 

Hundreds had died back then and the Governor of Plantain was not willing to risk that again. Four towns still remained on the island and were huge attractions for tourists from all reaches of the Sand Sea. The last thing the Magisterium wanted was another town on Plantain to be annihilated. 

At the other-side of the lake the river moved on a straight path for Chickory’s high walls, vanishing through a metal grate at the wall’s base. Without a word Arilden and the others decided to disembark there and walk the remaining distance to the main gate. 

Leaving the ice boat to melt on the shore of the river they picked their own path across the grasslands, passing a few outlying farms that braved the dangers to grow the huge fruit and vegetables that Plantain was famous for. 

The gates of the city were open as they approached with a pair of guards standing at the entrance looking rather bored. 

“Ho there,” one of the guards greeted them with a friendly smile. “I remember you lot. How’d the treasure hunting go?”

“Poorly,” Torque said with a disgruntled tone.

“Least you’re still breathing,” remarked the second guard with a laugh. “Good thing too, I bet five crowns that you folks would come back.” 

“As did I,” laughed the first guardsman. “Most others bet you’d die once they heard of your little venture.”

“I’m a glad to disappoint them,” Arilden said with a brief smile.  

“Me too, friend,” said the first guard, rubbing his palms together. “Go on through folks, and tell you what, come to the Elderberry Inn tonight and I’ll buy a round.”

“Yeah, maybe share your tale with us all,” added the second as Arilden and the others walked past. 

“Thanks,” Mort said with a smile. 

“Maybe we’ll see you there,” nodded Arilden as they left the guards at the gate and headed into the city. 

The streets of Chickory were of cobbled stone lined with townhouses. Quaint lamp posts stood along the roads and horse drawn carriages passed each other with ease. Pedestrians talked cheerfully in groups as they looked at the many shop fronts and market stalls.

“We’re heading back to the ship,” Mort said as the group stopped on the street corner and turned to each other. “Put this haul in the stores.” 

“Sure,” replied Arilden, stretching some stiffness out of his shoulder. 

“I know the perfect dish to do with those peas,” Monnie said, more to herself than the others as she and Mort gave a wave and started for the bay. 

“Its not long past lunch time,” Arilden remarked, looking to Torque. “Want to find some food?”

“Sounds good,” nodded the werewolf, glancing up to the thatched rooftops. “Pierre will probably be in the main square over by the beach, busking.” 

“At the exact same spot we left him too,” Arilden agreed as they headed along the main road. 

“Does he ever stop playing music?” Torque wondered, shaking his head slightly.

“Well, he wouldn’t be much of s ship’s musician if he did,” Arilden replied with a smile. 

“I wish he didn’t play such depressing songs though,” Torque remarked. 

As suspected they found the elderly musician under the shade of a palm on the main square by the white beaches. Pierre was easy to spot among the crowds of tourists, wearing an old coat with tails and dirty cream shirt. His messy white hair shone in the sunlight and in one arm he cradled his rebec like a baby. 

Pierre was not playing any music though, and with Fereo beside him they were speaking with a pair of guards. Arilden noticed the tension in the group before he and Torque moved close enough to hear what was happening. 

“You need a permit to busk in the city, old man,” one of the guards was saying, her hands on her hips.

“But I am not busking,” Pierre replied casually. “I am only sitting and playing my music.”

“In that case you need to complete a Form Five application to be a street performer,” said the second guard, a frown on his face. 

“That’s absurd,” Fereo huffed, glaring up at the guards. “We just want to sit and play a few tunes, not do a whole performance.” 

“They’re the rules,” explained the first guard. “I don’t make them, just enforce them.”

“Exactly, so head over to the Magister’s Buildings and ask for a Form Five application,” said the seconds guardsman. “You’ll need to pay an administrative fee of ten crowns as well.”

“So expensive,” Fereo exclaimed with a horrified expression. 

“Would you rather a fine of twenty crowns?” Asked the first guard. 

“But-” Fereo began to argue some more, but Pierre quietened the dwarf down.

“It’s alright, Fereo,” Pierre said with a slight smile. “We do not want to cause trouble guardsmen. I will stop playing.”

“Fine,” shrugged the second guard and let out a sigh. “Whatever, but if we catch you playing again we will demand you pay the fine.”

“If you can’t pay you spend the night in prison and we confiscate your instrument for good,” added the first one, her expression very serious. 

“That’s quite alright,” Pierre replied with a strained smile. 

“No it is not,” another man said loudly, coming over to the group and Arilden Torque approached as well. “I was enjoying this man’s music.”

“Listen, buddy-,” the second guard started to say, but his partner cut him off.

“Magister?” The first guard exclaimed in surprise.

Arilden’s eyes narrowed slightly as he regarded the tall man closely. The man had short blonde hair and round glasses, his fine dress made him to be of someone of importance and high in the hierarchy of the Magisterium, and the emblem displayed clearly on his coat told every one of his station. 

“Please continue playing,” said the Magister to Pierre as he turned to walk away. 

“But sir,” the first guard said in alarm, stopping the Magister. “He has no permit or license.”

“So?” Asked the Magister in reply, his eyes narrowing behind his glasses. “Return to your patrols guardsmen.”

“Yes sir,” the pair said dutifully before hesitantly moving off.

“Thank you, sir,” Pierre said before the Magister could walk away. “Is there a song you wish to hear? It would be the least I could do for causing you this trouble.”

“No, no song,” replied the Magister, his dark eyes going distant. “I was enjoying the tune you were playing before the guards interrupted you.” 

“Then I shall continue that,” Pierre said with a smile as he brought his bow to the strings and began playing a hauntingly beautiful melody.

“Excuse me, Magister,” Arilden spoke up before the man could walk away. “Thank you for going out of your way to help my friend. Might I know your name?”

“Leroux,” the Magister replied simply, regarding Arilden closely before walking away again.

“Good day,” Arilden managed to say without stumbling over his words. 

The name Leroux was well known to him, and after the events of Pallim Down prison those few years ago, Arilden had read in the newspapers that Magister Leroux had joined the hunt to find those responsible for the mass breakout of criminals kept there. 

Leroux offered no farewell as he returned to his seat in a nearby cafe where a few others were waiting for him. 

“Did he say Leroux?” Torque asked quietly as he and Arilden watched the Magister for a few more moments.

“He did,” Arilden said, forcing himself to turn away from the cafe. 

“In that case we should leave this island quietly,” Torque replied with a serious tone, his yellow eye still directed towards the cafe. “Although, that swordsman with Leroux looks like a good challenge.” 

Arilden glanced over his shoulder, noticing the well-built man with Leroux who had a sword at his hip. The man was clearly from the kingdom of Nazier, on the island of Pharos, his white hair and dark skin a racial trait of those people. 

The man’s mere presence showed he was very confident in his ability, almost confirming Torque’s statement. The others with Leroux were also clearly very capable and Arilden felt some curiosity spark within him. He pushed it away quickly though, knowing well that engaging with Magister Leroux and his crew would only bring trouble. 

Turing his attention to Pierre and Fereo, Arilden tried to ignore the sudden unease in his gut. 

“Shall we return to the ship guys?” Arilden asked, drawing Fereo and Pierre’s attention. 

“After this song, my friend,” Pierre said with a smile as he played.

“Arilden?” Fereo asked with some surprise as she looked up from the notes she was writing in her book. “Torque? When did you two get here? Was the expedition successful?”

“No,” Torque said flatly. 

“That’s a shame,” Fereo replied, scratching her clean shaved chin. “Well, I did tell you; elven artefacts don’t last as long as dwarven ones. No doubt it was all dust, yes.”

“Not quite,” Torque said. “There was a few things but some other guy showed up out of nowhere and took it before we could.”

“Really?” Fereo asked with some surprise. “Perhaps I should’ve come, sounds exciting. But I suppose my time has been of better use here. You know there are so many different alchemical reagents on this island, it’s fascinating. Is the plan to stay much longer? I would love to catalogue as much as I can.” 

“No,” Arilden said seriously, glancing to Leroux at the cafe again. “I think we should leave promptly. Pierre, are you finished?”

“I am on the last movement,” the older man replied, not breaking his rhythm as he spoke. 

Patiently they waited for Pierre to finish his song and with each passing second Arilden felt more eager to leave. Not many people had the ability to make him feel ill at ease, but this Magister Leroux was certainly one of them. 

Finally the song ended and Pierre finished by bowing low towards the nearby cafe as if the Magister and his crew had been the sole audience to his performance. Leroux and those with him did not seem to take note, engaged in their own conversations. 

“No encore?” Pierre asked, sounding a little disappointed.

“Play us another back at the ship,” Torque said, flashing a smile as they left the area. “Make it a jolly tune though, all your songs are so damn depressing.” 

“You youngsters,” Pierre sighed and shook his head, “no appreciation for the classics.”  
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Chapter Three
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A cool wind skipped off the cove of Chickory, swirling through the tall masts of the hundreds of ships that filled the wharfs. Although the skies were mostly clear and the sun was bright, the temperature was pleasant. 

Arilden spotted his ship easily enough, picking the dark wood of the hull and golden figurehead that was shaped like an eagle in flight, its wings spread back across the hull. Gold too were the adornings around the captain’s cabin at the stern and many of the fittings bore the same hue. The sails were furled as the ship anchored in the harbour, but as Arilden looked to his proud vessel he always imagined the white sails billowing in the wind as it cut through the water. 

“Make ready to set sail,” Arilden said as he and the others boarded the ship. “Is Hawkeye here?”

“I am,” said the elf as he came from the crew’s quarters below the quarter deck. 

The reply caught Arilden by surprise, but he smiled as he greeted his friend.

“Do you ever leave the ship?” Torque wondered, drawing the gaze of the elf’s piercing grey eyes. 

“I have just returned from watching you run from that giant beast in the island ruins and then tumble down the rapids,” Hawkeye stated simply. 

“Thanks for you help with that,” Torque replied, his sarcasm obvious. 

“I would have grabbed the thief before he teleported away,” Hawkeye said, looking back to Arilden. “But I was not close enough.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Arilden shrugged. “We’ll find another treasure to hunt, a better treasure.” 

“What treasure?” Wondered Torque.

“Still working on that part,” Arilden admitted with a slight laugh. “Torque, go and make sure Mort and Monnie are ready to leave. Hawkeye get those sails untied. It would be best to leave this island quickly.”

Both Torque and Hawkeye nodded and started to follow the order. But they stopped and all eyes turned onto the man who had just walked onto their ship without an invitation. 

Arilden’s gut went tight as he realised it was the Nazier swordsman he had spotted in Magister Leroux’s company earlier. Instantly Torque and the stranger locked eyes, both taking full measure of the other and filling the air with tension.

“Can I help you?” Arilden stepped forward, tearing the man’s attention from Torque. 

“You are the captain of this ship?” Asked the swordsman.

“I am.”

“My name is Sabre,” the swordsman introduced himself, his eyes of lavender sparkling with confidence. “I work for Magister Leroux.”

“What do you want?” Torque asked, his voice very calm. 

Sabre’s eyes narrowed slightly as he looked back to Torque, his hand gripping a bit tighter around the hilt of his sheathed sword. Seconds slipped by at a painfully slow pace as the two warriors regarded the other. It was as if a silent understanding was passing between Torque and Sabre. Somehow they each knew the other was a very skilled swordsman
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