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Chapter One
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Year 785 of the Modern Era

“This is a stupid idea,” he mumbled.

Torque sighed as he looked up from his shackled wrists and to the high cliffs of Pallim Down. The early morning mists over the Sand Sea waves were starting to clear and the sheer rock walls of the island loomed like a great shadow. At the summit of the cliffs watch towers broke the even outline, stabbing into the morning, their windows glinting in the rising sun. 

Rays of light shot through the fog, burning on the top of the cliff and making the black stone appear all the more ominous. Throughout the black stone face of the cliff there were veins of red rock, which burned like fire in the sunrise. 

Torque was standing on deck of the barge, as the prow pushed boldly into the lifting mists. Heavy shackles tugged at his arms and bit into his wrists, a thick chain connected him to the other prisoners in the line. The manacles were of magical quality, making his wrists feel cold and his hands numb. If they had just been normal metal shackles he could have used his metal moulding talent to break free. But that was not the case. There was another row behind him as well, similarly bound, and to all sides stood tired and grim faced guards. 

Glancing to the young woman standing beside him, Torque watched as she bit her bottom lip, her eyes filled with fear as she stared to the tall cliffs of Pallim Down. 

To his left another prisoner appeared just as nervous, muttering something under his breath, his wide eyes staring at the deck of the barge. 

Torque sighed again, feeling no fear or anxiety as he watched the huge cliffs draw closer. A loud horn called out from the island, reaching through the fog from an unseen port at the base of the cliff. 

The call was replied to by a similar horn from the back of the barge. Several more times the horns called to each other, the lonesome sound echoing unsettling across the calm waters and through the mist. 

A halo of orange light appeared in the clouds ahead of the boat, inviting them closer. Several more joined the first light and the sight of Pallim Down’s port revealed itself as the mists began to lift faster. 

“Break off,” the captain of the barge called loudly and seconds later the boat slowed.

Some guard at the sides of the barge began to paddle with long oars that splashed loudly in the water, guiding the boat into the small dock. Beyond the wharf was a single building situated in the middle of a barren beach at the base of the cliffs. 

A slight whistle of appreciation came to Torque’s lips as the rest of the clouds finally cleared to reveal a huge gate spanned between two cliffs of sheer walls. The doors were made completely of iron with tall towers running up the cliff at either side. From the look of it there appeared to be a bridge spanning the gap between the cliffs at the top of the gates. 

“See that scum,” One guard said loudly, moving to stand at the prow of the barge, in front of Torque. “Those are the Gates to Hell. Once you step beyond them there’s no coming back. Say hello to your new home, where you’ll spend the rest of your life rotting away.”

The guard captain laughed aloud at that and was joined by many other guards on the barge. 

The rotund man’s words had little effect on Torque. But glancing to the other prisoners beside him, he could see that both of them had become more worried. 

“This really is a stupid idea though,” Torque muttered quietly, gazing up at the huge doors of iron. 

“Alright. Move it you wretches,” the captain roared as the barge came to a halt and the gang planks were lowered onto the wharf.

Torque’s line was first and they were pushed along the wooden jetty at a swift pace, taking a well used path past the single building and towards the great doors. Although the mists had lifted the morning was still dull, the clouds lingered, blocking out the sunlight and making everything appear more bleak. 

At the base of the great doors, next to the cliff side and one of the tall towers, was a smaller door. The path led them there, making Torque wonder if the big gates even opened. 

The door through the Gate’s of Hell was more like a tunnel, displaying the might and thickness of the iron gates to all who passed through into the area. 

As he walked from the tunnel of iron Torque’s gaze went towards the sky only to see a high roof that looked more like the underside of a bridge. It was clearly curved and huge crystal lights hung from the underside, sending white light down onto the buildings and roadway that had been built in the gap between the two cliff faces. 

The road led between a few dozen buildings in the direct line along the centre of the gorge. On both sides buildings of black stone were built up the cliff face with more crystal lights shining in the corners of the township. At the far end of the wide ravine the road came to a sudden end where it reached the base of another huge iron gate. 

The guards leading the line of prisoners pushed Torque and the others across the wide road to a large building. Just inside the open doors they were stopped as some other guards wearing a different symbol on their jerkins walked down the line, systematically clasping metal bracelets around the wrists of the prisoners. 

Torque frowned as he watched a guard secure a bracelet on his forearm. This single binding was also designed to nullify magic and talents. As the new bracelet was put on, the chains and shackles were taken off and collected by the guards from the barge. 

It felt slightly better only having one cold and numbing shackle on his wrist, but still he flexed his fingers uncomfortably. 

“Next,” a man sitting at a table at the front of the line called loudly, catching Torque’s attention as the line of prisoners moved forward. 

The woman ahead of Torque stepped forward where she was stopped by a guard in a certain spot right in front of the desk. Beside the man seated who had called for the next prisoners were two others, one a very docile looking Halfling with vacant eyes and blank expression, and the other a young man, who was preoccupied with reading a book. 

“What is your name and age?” the seated guard asked loudly of the prisoner. 

“Gynah,” the woman replied hesitantly. “I’m twenty-five.”

There was silence as the seated guard ticked off a name from his list and looked to the Halfling beside him.

“Gynah,” stated the Halfling, his voice monotone and his clouded eyes still staring blankly at whatever was in front of him.  “Twenty-five. Appearance matches the thief Gynah from Solaris. Convicted by the court of Ennis Lobby for a dozen thefts and burglaries. Two counts of murder. Four counts of fraud. One count of impersonating a Magister. Several counts of assault and brawling. Possesses a shadow walk talent. Sentenced to life imprisonment in Pallim Down Prison.”

“Another one for Elka’s gang it seems,” mumbled the seated guard, making a note in a separate booklet before looking back to the woman. “Strip.”

“What?” Gynah exclaimed in surprise. “Piss off y-”

The guard beside the woman suddenly punched her in the gut, causing her words to become a gasped cry as she doubled over in pain. The man was quick to pull Gynah by the arm so she did not fall.

“Do not back chat me and do as I say,” the seated guard sighed, appearing more bored than annoyed. “Strip you clothes off willingly or we will remove them forcefully. It is standard procedure to make sure you’re not smuggling anything into the prison.” 

“Bastards,” Gynah growled low through gritted teeth. 

Slowly the woman began to undress to the excited whistles and laughs from the prisoners behind Torque. Curiously the guards were unexcited by the attractive woman taking her clothes off, which Torque did not miss. 

Covering herself as best she could Gynah stood in front of the desk, her eyes showing how much she wanted to throttle the seated man. 

“Stand normally with you arms by your sides,” the seated man sighed as he put on a pair of large round glasses. 

Gynah did as she was instructed and Torque watched curiously as the seated guard appeared to examine every inch of the woman’s body. 

“Turn around sweetheart,” one prisoner, louder than the others called out with an excited laugh. “The moment we’re in there I’m going to have you.”

“Not afore I do,” roared another prisoner. 

“We’ll all ‘ave a round fellas,” laughed a third. 

“Alright,” said the seated guard, lowering his spectacles. “Put those clothes on. Move on.”

The guard beside Gynah handed the woman some folded clothes, a simple shirt and pants with canvas shoes and undergarments. Hurrying from the open space in front of the desk Gynah quickly pulled her clothes on and joined the back of the line further along.

“Next,” the seated guard called out and Torque stepped forward to the specified position. 

The guard stopped him with a baton in one hand, his stern eyes watching Torque very closely. Torque returned the glare before turning his attention on the seated man.

“Name and age,” the guard predictably said. 

“Its rude to ask for a name without first introducing yourself,” Torque replied evenly.

As he expected the guard beside him was quick to discipline him, punching Torque in the gut with a heavy fist. 

Torque had been ready for it though and tensed his stomach muscles to absorb the blow. The punch did not even knock the wind from his lunges and Torque smirked at the guard. 

The man’s face turned red in anger and he hit Torque again, this time with the baton. Again Torque absorbed the blow without barely flinching, all the while his unblinking gaze laughing at the man. 

“Enough,” the seated man called out before the guard could try again. “I am Captain Norich, second in command after Pallim Down’s warden, Disitern Haydin.” 

“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Torque replied respectfully. “I am Torque. As for my age I don’t really know, mid to late thirties I would suspect. I doubt your Archive Mage would have me on record.”

Torque looked to the vacant Halfling. He had only seen a few Archive Mages before now, and still the sight unsettled him a bit. The mages were easily identified by the tattoo above their left eyebrow and their blank expressions. 

Archive magic was a taught ability, allowing the mage to remember huge amounts of information with perfect clarity. But it comes at a cost, rendering the mage virtually lifeless. As such, most Archive Mages were poor people willing to sacrifice themselves for their families that are then provided for by the Magisterium. 

“Torque,” the Halfling said flatly after a few moments. “Age unknown. Werewolf. Metal moulding talent. Convicted of murdering Disitern Cornelius in Ennis Lobby and inflicting grievous bodily harm on the officers who arrested him. Highly dangerous. Sentenced to life imprisonment in Pallim Down.”

“Knows a bit more than I thought,” Torque remarked with a smirk. 

“A werewolf,” the guard beside Torque said quietly, shuffling back a step. 

“There is another of your kind in here; Traz,” Norich said, after taking a deep breath. “You will need to speak with him about your potions to prevent your beastial transformation. If you do not keep your lycanthropy under control and end up massacring the other inmates during a full moon, you will be promptly executed. Understood.” 

“Sure,” Torque replied, taking off his jacket in anticipation of what Norich was about to command him. “Take care of that jacket for me. I want it back in good order.”

“Take your clothing off,” Norich said anyway, as if he was reading from a script, and made some notes in his booklet. 

Kicking his pile of clothing away Torque stood calmly as Norich put his large glasses on again and eyed Torque closely. Although he was not sure of the nature of the glasses, Torque could reasonably guess the spectacles were magically created to see through his body and identify any oddities like perhaps a swallowed key for the bracelet on his wrist. 

Torque had not swallowed anything of the kind, but he watched uneasily as Norich frowned and took another look. The guard did not say anything and took his glasses off before making another note. 

“Get your clothes and move on,” Norich said, dismissively waving as his focus was on his writing.

The guard beside Torque shoved some neatly folded clothes into his arms as Torque walked past and joined Gynah at the back of the next line. 

“Such a grand place for a holiday, don’t you think?” Torque said sarcastically to the woman as he joined her before redressing. 

Gynah offered a nervous smile before looking away, her head lowered as she started to chew her nails. 

“Terrible clothes,” Torque continued to grumble as he pulled on the shirt, leaving it unbuttoned as he rolled up the sleeves. 

Once dressed Torque and the other prisoners were forced to wait in a line until all had been inspected by Captain Norich. This took a few hours and for the entire time the prisoners were forced to stand. A few of the inmates tried to sit down on the ground as they waited. But the guards were quick to deliver a beating and force the prisoners to stand. 

Finally, the last of the new inmates was processed and the guards led the prisoners onward along the hallway and back onto the road that led straight to the large doors. Before they reached the entrance into the compound they were stopped and forced to line up in front of a podium where a tall and well built man took to the stage. 

Silence fell over the area as the large man glared down at the prisoners, his shaved head and deep scar across his jaw giving him a threatening demeanour. Seconds continued to tick by in tense silence and the large man began cracking his knuckles. As the man’s fierce glare moved to each of the prisoners they lowered their eyes, intimidated. But Torque held the man’s gaze, feeling more amused by the theatrics than anything else. 

“Welcome to Hell,” the large man said loudly, breaking the silence and his eye contact with Torque. “Welcome to Pallim Down Prison, the largest in all Middenland. Only the worst are thrown in here. Mass murders, psychopaths, and political monsters that need to disappear. And now you pathetic worms have the unfortunate pleasure of joining the ranks of the condemned. I’ll be surprised if any of you cockroaches survive one day in the compound.

“I am Disitern Haydin, warden of this prison,” the large man continued, his glare falling on Torque once more. “As far as you wretches are concerned I am the master and the king of Pallim Down. My word is law. 

“Let all thoughts of joy and hope flee your minds; this is Pallim Down. There is no chance of escape. No chance of your court cases being appealed. This is your world now. A world run by me and my men. 

“You think of escape perhaps,” Haydin continued, cracking his knuckles as he began to pace back and forth across the podium. “End such useless dreams. Pallim Down was once a fiery volcano thousands of years ago. Now it is a deep crater with caldera walls no man has ever climbed. No one has ever escaped this prison and no one ever will. 

“You will all die in here; some sooner than later,” Haydin glared at Torque once more. “You pathetic lowlifes are nothing more than ants under my boot, and if you piss me off I will crush you. Welcome to hell, bastards.”

Haydin snickered loudly and was accompanied by the guards surrounding the prisoners. Torque smirked as well, seeing the humour in the man’s grandeous speech. But looking to Gynah and the other inmates around him, Torque could see that Haydin’s words had had some effect on them. 

The warden gave a gesture to the guards as he stepped down from the podium and Torque was pushed along with the prisoners towards the grand metal doors. Unlike the entrance they had been brought through, there was no obvious passageway for them to move through. 

A sense of excitement came to Torque’s mind as he wondered if the large doors would actually be opened this time. He was sorely disappointed though and as the lead prisoner was brought to the gate one soldier placed a hand on the metal surface and created a tunnel through the thick gates.  

“No!” one of the inmates behind Torque suddenly screamed and sprinted in the other direction. “God, please no! I don’t wanna go in there! I’m too young to die!”

The crazed man did not get far, and two of the guards tackled him to the ground. There the pair of muscled guards punched and kicked the prisoner a few times to silence his cries before roughly picking the man up and throwing him back to the line of prisoners.

“Move it!” a guard near Torque snapped, shoving Torque in the shoulder and pushing him into the tunnel alongside Gynah. 

Torque did not resist, laughing quietly to himself as he walked confidently along the tunnel and out into the open air. The bright sun greeted him and warm breeze flew in from the north, blowing through his greyish brown hair. 

Beyond the tunnel the area opened out into a wide cobblestone plaza with village houses framing it and leading down a gentle sloping hill towards the centre of the long extinct volcanic crater. 

At the edge of the plaza a crowd of inmates had gathered to greet the newcomers, cruel grins on their faces as they waited for all the prisoners to enter and the tunnel to close behind them. 

“This was a damn stupid plan, Arilden,” Torque grumbled quietly as he and the new inmates stopped and the other convicts moved to greet them to the prison known as Pallim Down. 
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Several months prior to Torque’s imprisonment.

Loud voices and poor music filled the dimly lit tavern. Smoke from pipes and cigarettes hovered in the air above the heads of the seated patrons. The smell of cooking meat wafted from the kitchens behind the bar, mixing with the stench of alcohol and body odour. 

A cheer rose up from the dance floor in front of the fiddler as the musician started playing something more jolly. The man playing was not the best musician Arilden had ever heard, but it was enough to get the drunkards dancing and singing. 

Despite the rowdy crowd of sailors and townsfolk the mood in the tavern was light and most people were here to enjoy themselves and forget their troubles for a while. There were a few surly patrons, slumped at that bar or in the dark corners unable to drown their sorrows despite the amount of booze they consumed. 

Looking through the crowded tavern, Arilden took a sip of his drink, his brow furrowed. It was an expression he wore often of late, ever since the events on the island of Neach Brathaidh. After hunting down the legendary treasure of the pirate Arvery, Arilden and his friends had gone to Neach Brathaidh to see Golrad, the captain of the Spider Pirates. Then, Hawkeye, had still been working for Golrad to make sure the pirate continued to give protection to his elven brethren. The Magisterium had been chasing the elves for many years because of their unique, and powerful, abilities of shape shifting. 

Golrad had betrayed Hawkeye and his kin, selling them out to the Magisterium. The villainous pirate had also betrayed his former crew to the government of the Sand Sea, and the Magisterium had not been kind. Both Hawkeye’s people and the members of the Spider Pirates had been brutally killed on Neach Brathaidh. 

“Another dead end,” Hawkeye said angrily as he joined Arilden at the table, bringing him from his thoughts. “Nearly a year and we have found no information about Golrad.” 

“We will,” Arilden said confidently. “The bastard can’t hide forever. Someone will know something. I’m certain.”

The elf did not reply and looked away, his piercing grey eyes gazing off through the crowd. 

Fereo, the dwarf, joined them then, carrying with her a plate of food for their table. Arilden grabbed a bite as Fereo put the tray down and took up a chair. They had been at sea for a few weeks straight and the fresh food tasted delicious. 

“I need a shave,” Fereo remarked as she ran her fingers over the blonde stubble on her cheeks and jaw. “It will be nice to have a proper bathe here as well. Torga isn’t the cleanest of port towns though, it would have been nice to go to the capitol.”

“Dangerous you mean,” Arilden corrected seriously. “Hawkeye is still a wanted pirate.”

“Come on,” Fereo said between mouthfuls of food. “Everyone thinks he’s dead. I bet Golrad thinks so too and will come out of hiding soon, then we can finally put an end to this chase and make that miserable jerk pay for what he did.”

Arilden nodded, taking another mouthful of his drink. Hawkeye did not reply though, his eyes hard and his lips tight. 

Hawkeye was also right in his assessment of it taking too long to find the pirate. Much longer and Arilden feared Golrad would slip away from them forever. There was little possibility of Golrad leaving the Sand Sea and Narglefarr, the borders of the realm were under tight security these days with the animosity between Reparian and Zarkadia, the neighbouring countries, growing and war seeming a likely result. The pirate’s best chance was to flee to one of the thousands of islands that filled the Sand Sea, and if he managed to do that without leaving a trace there was very little chance Arilden and his friends would ever locate the traitorous man. 

“Don’t you guys think its odd that we can’t find any information on Golrad?” Fereo asked as she ate. “Its like he simply vanished. I’m starting to think your theory about the Magister’s helping him is accurate, despite its obvious lack of evidentiary proof.” 

“But even if the Magisterium helped Golrad disappear, it is very unlikely they would let a infamous pirate simply walk away,” Arilden replied seriously. 

“Perhaps the Magsiters betrayed Golrad and executed him?” Fereo offered optimistically. 

“That would be a suitable end for him,” said Arilden, his focus on Hawkeye as he watched the anger continue to brood in the elf’s grey eyes. 

“I will not rest until I look upon Golrad’s corpse myself,” Hawkeye said simply, his tone hard. 

Arilden offered no reply, finishing off his drink and turning his gaze back to the crowded room. He knew how the elf felt, revenge was a bitter pill and once it took a hold there was very little that could free you from its clutches. Such desire for revenge had once consumed his every thought and he had only found an end to it after many people had died by his hand. 

That was a dark page in his even darker history, and one Arilden did not want to relive in his memories. Fortunately, that darkness was overpowered by the times of joy in his life which he would never forget. 

“Where’s Torque?” Arilden asked, looking to Hawkeye and Fereo as the thought came to him. 

Hawkeye shrugged and Fereo scratched her chin thoughtfully. 

“I think I saw him chatting to one of the barmaids,” replied the dwarf. “They were quite flirtatious too.”

“Well, we have been at sea a long time,” Arilden admitted with a slight laugh.

Just then he spotted Torque move through the crowd, coming from the bar and slipping into the empty chair at their table. 

“That was quick,” Fereo remarked with some surprise. 

“What was?” Torque ask in reply, a confused look coming to his yellow cat-like eyes. 

“Weren’t you trying to sleep with that barmaid?” Fereo wondered, her tone clearly showing her little interest. 

“No, she was not my type,” Torque continued to frown. 

“So what were you doing then?” Fereo pressed, becoming more curious. 

“What do you think?” Torque said, helping himself to the food. “I was trying to get some info on Golrad.”

“Any luck?” Arilden asked swiftly. 

“Maybe,” Torque answered, a gleam coming to his eyes. 

In the light of the crystal lanterns the thin scar that ran from Troque’s chin, across his lips, to his cheek bone made it look like he was smirking. 

“The barmaid pointed me to an old sailor,” Torque explained between mouthfuls. “Apparently he used to work on Magister’s ships before he retired recently. The last trip he went on took him to Ennis Lobby where they took on a mysterious passenger. The crew were kept in the dark about it of course. But it’s impossible to keep secrets on a ship with such a large crew. 

“The old fella says the passenger was a pirate,” Torque finished, a grin coming to his face as he looked to Hawkeye. 

“When was this?” Arilden asked, refusing to get too excited. 

“About the time we left Neach Brathiedh.”

“That’s Golrad,” Hawkeye said seriously. 

“What else did the old sailor say?” Fereo asked curiously. “Where did they take the pirate passenger?”

“Some place called Pallim Down,” Torque replied offhandedly. 

“Damn it,” Hawkeye cursed, his hands now in fists. “I should have known the coward would flee to there.”

“Where’s Pallim Down?” asked Arilden curiously. 

“Just off shore from Ennis Lobby.”

“So what’s the problem?” wondered Torque. 

“Pallim Down is a prison,” Hawkeye replied seriously. 

“Yes, I’ve heard of that place,” Fereo said suddenly. “It’s the biggest prison in all Middenland. There aren’t any cells or fences either, it’s an open compound prison. Apparently a lot of the other realms of Middenland send their worst criminals there along with political refugees that the governments wants to erase. Not a very nice place if the stories are true.” 

Without a word Hawkeye rose from his seat and left the table, pushing his way through the crowd for the exit. 

“Wait here guys, I’ll talk to him,” Arilden said, swiftly following the elf. 

Outside the night was dark with dozens of glowing lanterns lining the main street of Torga. The sky was clear and filled with bright stars, though no moon shone in the heavens this night. In the streets, more drunken shenanigans were taking place with over half a dozen taverns and pubs situated along this particular road. 

As he swept from the tavern Arilden spotted Hawkeye slip into the nearest alleyway and he ran to catch up with the elf. 

“Hold up, Hawke,” Arilden called as he jogged into the alley and joined the elf. 

Hawkeye had stopped, taking his frustrations and anger out on an empty crate. The old wood burst apart as Hawkeye kicked into the shadows. 

“You alright?” Arilden asked with some concern, for the elf was usually very composed and did not show his emotions so openly. 

“No,” Hawkeye snapped, before he took a deep breath to steady himself. “I am not alright. But if Golrad thinks he can hide from me in Pallim Down he is sorely mistaken.”

“How do we get to him though?” Arilden wondered, shaking his head and feeling defeated. 

“I will fly in and kill him myself,” Hawkeye stated firmly, his grey eyes burning with fires of anger. 

“That is suicide,” Arilden countered quickly. “The prison may be an open compound but there will be magical protections in place to prevent people from the outside teleporting, or flying, in. The moment you land in there you will not be able to get out.” 

“That does not matter,” Hawkeye replied evenly, his voice firm. “So long as Golrad dies by my hand, my fate is not a concern.”

“Come one, Hawke,” Arilden frowned at his friend. “Don’t be foolish. Of course it matters.”

Hawkeye turned away from Arilden then, his body suddenly transforming and his clothing falling to the ground. Before Arilden realised what was happening Hawkeye had transformed into an owl and disappeared into the dark night.

“Wait,” Arilden exclaimed, but it was too late. “Hawke! Damn, I hate it when he does that.”

Continuing to grumble to himself Arilden unhappily snatched up the elf’s discarded clothing. Scrunching the garments into a ball under his arm he picked up Hawkeye’s boots as well and returned to the tavern. 

*    *    *
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Present day, in Pallim Down Prison.

“Lookie ‘ere!” the crowd of prisoners cheered happily as they walked towards Torque and the other new inmates. “Fresh meat.”

“There’s a girlie too,” exclaimed another prisoner, his tones clearly showing his lust. “I call first round!”

Gynah gasped and fell back a step, her eyes wide in horror.

Torque clenched his jaw and glared at the approaching crowd. He had guessed this would happen, such scum and villainy were all the same; they had no control over their own lives so they abused and tormented those who were weaker than they were. 

“Get back, scum,” snorted a burly man, shoving past the others. “This bitch is mine!”

“Like hell she is,” one of the new inmates behind Torque yelled, jumping to the front to face the prisoner. “I already called dibs back when we was being processed.”

“We better hurry before Elka’s crew gets here,” Torque heard another prisoner beside the burly man remark.

“You’re right,” nodded the burly man, hurriedly striding towards the new inmate who had declared he would rape Gynah first. “Outta my way!”

The new inmate did not back down and the pair met viciously. Punches were thrown and kicks made as they fought. The burly man managed to grapple the other prisoner, trying to get him into a headlock. Screams suddenly erupted through the air as the burly man tried to pull away. The new inmate had bitten the burly man’s neck like some beast, ripping apart flesh and tearing out the prisoner’s carotid artery. Blood spurted into the air as the burly man fell to the cobblestones, desperately holding his neck to try and stem the blood. It was no use though, and the man’s face went pale before his eyes rolled back in his skull and he died. 

All the other prisoners in the area gasped slightly and took a step back in surprise. The inmate who had viciously bitten open the other man’s neck laughed aloud before spitting a globule of blood to the side. Slowly the man turned back around to smile at Gynah, his chin and chest covered in blood, and his eyes wild. 

“Gods,” Gynah gasped, stumbling back another step in terror. 

“You’re mine, bitch,” the bloodied inmate laugh, hurriedly moving for Gynah. “You better put up a fight. Its no fun if I can’t tease a scream or two from your pretty mouth.”

Gynah fell to the ground in fear and the crazed inmate lunged for her. But Torque had had enough, and before the man could fall over the woman, he grabbed the inmate by the arm and pulled him off balance to the ground.

“Son of a bitch,” the insane prisoner roared as he jumped back to his feet and sprung towards Torque. 

Torque acted quicker though, driving forwards off his back foot and landing a heavy kick into the man’s gut. The prisoner doubled over as the air left his lunges and might have fallen to the ground if Torque had not continued his attack with a powerful upper cut. The force of his punch nearly lifted the prisoner off his feet and splattered the man’s nose across his face. 

The fight could have ended there, but Torque decided not to. 

Slipping around the prisoner’s back before the man fell to the ground Torque grabbed the man by the belt and scruff of his neck. Lifting the dazed prisoner over his head Troque suddenly dropped to one knee, shattering the prisoner’s spine on his leg. The insane man’s screams came out as a gurgle as he gasped for breath that did not come. 

“My mother wasn’t a bitch,” Torque said simply, casually pushing the dying prisoner off his knee and standing back to glare at the other inmates around the area. 

“What the ‘ell?” several of the inmates were wondering quietly as they all looked on with surprised expressions. 

“Such strength.”

“He’s the werewolf,” Torque heard another remark quietly. 

“Screw this, I’m out of here,” said another, more loudly this time and the gathered crowd began to disperse. 

“The Emperor’s will be ‘ere soon anyways,” remarked another. 

More murmurs flooded through the prisoners as many of them wandered away from the area, clearly thinking the fun had ended. 

Seconds later a commotion erupted at the back of the thinning crowd along what looked like the main road through the buildings. Inmates were hurrying to get out of the way as a large group of stern-faced women marched towards the large gates. One of the women sat proudly atop a white horse, her face hard and wrinkled and her hair cut in an aggressive manner. 

“Damn its her,” one prisoner hissed as he ran by Torque, hurrying for an alleyway. “Get gone while you can mate. Elka’s one of the four Emperors of Pallim Down. She hates men. She’ll kill you dead.”

Torque watched the thin man run for the safety of an alleyway before turning his bemused expression back to the nearing convoy. His eyes met with the glare of the woman riding the horse and saw clearly the disdain in her expression. 

“One of four emperors?” Torque wondered quietly, scoffing at the thought. “This would be amusing if I wasn’t already busy.” 

Most of the inmates had scattered now, leaving only Torque and the other new prisoners standing in the area. Like Torque, most of the others wore confused expressions on their faces as they watched Elka’s group move to stop in front of them. 

“More bitches?” chuckled an inmate behind Torque, drawing some laughs from the others as well. “Guess this place won’t be too bad ‘ay?”

“Kill that one,” the woman on the horse commanded, hearing the man’s words. 

One of the women in the group swiftly drew a dagger from her belt and threw it with lightning speed. The blade whistled past Torque’s ear, finding its mark in the eye of the inmate who had made the comment. The man fell dead without another word and the others stepped back from the corpse wearily. 

“You, girl, on your feet,” said the woman on the horse in the same gruff tone. “I am Elka. You work for me now.” 

“What?” Gynah stammered as she slowly got to her feet, clearly as confused as many of the others. 

“Hurry up,” Elka snapped irritably. “I don’t want to spend another second in this disgusting area.”

“But why should I go with you?” Gynah asked, a frown coming to her face as she managed to gather her wits. 

“Belligerent,” Elka scoffed. “Come with me and I’ll protect you from the disgusting wretches that wallow in this place.”

Gynah hesitated and glanced to Torque, who was watching the conversation curiously. 

“Don’t look to that fiend,” Elka yelled. “Disgusting animal. Don’t you dare look at me with that expression.”

Elka’s face turned red with anger, her eyes wide as she glared at Torque. 

“This is how I always look,” Torque frowned, returning the woman’s glare.

“Kill that one too!” Elka roared angrily. 

As quickly as before one of the women in Elka’s entourage drew a dagger from her belt and launched it at Torque. The blade flashed through the air faster than before, spinning for his neck. But Torque was quicker, catching the knife before it reached his flesh. 

His lightning fast reflexes caught the group of women by surprise and the one who threw the knife looked back to Elka in fear, as if expecting retribution for her failure. But the so-called emperor did not scold her lackey, instead a nasty expression came to her face and she sneered at Torque.

“So you’re the werewolf,” Elka said and spat to the side. “Ugly son of a bitch.”

“No need to be rude,” Torque replied evenly, tempting the woman into another anger out burst.

To his surprise Elka kept her composure, her eye twitching uncontrollably as she clearly struggled to suppress her anger.  

“Enough of this,” Elka finally said, her eyes still filled with hate as she turned her gaze to Gynah. “You, girl, lets go. Hurry it up.”

“No,” Gynah said unexpectedly and took a step closer to Torque. “I’m with the werewolf.”

“What?” Torque wandered, turning a confused look towards the woman. 

“You dare refuse me, bitch?” Elka roared, her face red and twitching uncontrollably. “Fine! But you will regret that decision, I promise you that. Let’s go!”

Yanking on the reins of her horse Elka spun her horse around and kicked it hard in the side. The white horse sprung away, its hooves sounding loud on the cobblestones as it cantered down the road. The rest of Elka’s crew were forced to run after their leader, leaving the area in a deathly silence. An uneasy whisper filtered between the other new inmates in the area as they all wondered what to make of the sudden events. 

“I hate this place already,” Torque said, letting out a deep breath. 
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Chapter Three
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Taking a sip of his cool drink Arilden gazed out across the plaza. The morning was already hot and a sun haze shimmered just above the paved ground, slightly distorting his vision. It was only mid way through Spring and already the daily temperatures in Ennis Lobby were oppressive. 

It felt hot and cracked. Parched like a desert and as coarse as drinking sand. No wind blew through the streets this day, turning the city into a baking oven and forcing the locals to compete to walk in the shade of the colourful sails that criss-crossed the roads. 

There were no canvas sheets covering the plaza in front of Arilden though, and the glare off the sandy coloured paving caused him to squint. He took another long drink from his cool beverage and wiped the sweat from his brow. Even under the parasol of the café where he was sitting the temperature was insufferable.  

A gentle whiff of a breeze came to Arilden’s moist brow, its warm touch granting little reprieve as it swept across the plaza and swirled around the gigantic crystal formations that dominated the town square. 

Arilden still found himself marvelling at the large natural constructs of bluish crystal, named Crystallite. Apparently they had been formed by the waves of the Sand Sea solidifying, due to lightning strikes. Many scholars believed that the entire Sand Sea would one day turn to crystallite, which would also be quite the marvel. 

Like great waves of the ocean, frozen
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