
Changing Times



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CHANGING TIMES

    

    
      First edition. July 9, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Kaeleb LD Appleby.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227040596

    

    
    
      Written by Kaeleb LD Appleby.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Changing Times (Sins of the Father, #3)

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Epilogue

Also By Kaeleb LD Appleby

Sins of the Father Book 3

By Kaeleb LD Appleby

Cover Art by KiDA

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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Year 777 of the Modern Era

“Go Raziel!” his brother yelled at him and pushed him along the passageway. “I’ll hold them back for you and the others to escape!”

“But you’re our leader Maele,” Raziel argued. “We need you to-”

“You’re the leader now,” Maele cut in, turning to his brother and grabbing him firmly by the shoulders. “If I cannot stop them, our people will all die. Go, and show them a new way of life on another island.”

“I can’t leave you, brother,” Raziel shook his head, his lips tight.

“You must,” Maele insisted and smiled. “This doom is because of my actions. I decided to start relations with the settlers against the instructions of the Fae. I must now take responsibility.” 

“Then this is my fault as well,” Raziel snapped. “For it was together we convinced the others. I will stand beside you and defend their escape from Giarnar.”

“Please brother,” Maele said firmly, trying to keep his composure. “Do as I say. Go and lead our Numadine brethren to a new home, away from the Magisterium and on another island in the Sand Sea. There are other Numadine colonies out there, find one and join. The other elves with gladly take you in. Now go!”

Maele roughly shoved Raziel backwards, nearly causing him to fall down the steps.

“No,” he breathed as he looked back to his brother.

A smile spread across Maele’s face, his grey eyes sparkling in the dim light of the passage. 

“But you’re my only family left,” Raziel said, shaking his head in denial.

“You’ll find others who you can call family, I’m sure of it,” Maele said with a smile. “Good bye my brother.”

Raziel could not reply, tears coming to his eyes as he watched his older brother shape shift into and earth golem. The bulk of the creature blocked out the light from the start of the corridor. Without a word Maele used the abilities he gained from transforming into a golem of the earth and created a wall of rock between them. 

“No,” Raziel cried out, lunging at the rock wall and smashing his fist into the unyielding stone. 

He thought about shapeshifting as well and tearing the new wall down, but he did not. The sudden attack on Giarnar by the Magisterium had already killed so many of them. Not just Numadine either, the human settlers had also been targeted by the ruthless armies of the Magisters. 

The earth shook as some explosions blasted into the ground above, destroying the forests and township that had been built.

“Brother,” Raziel whispered quietly and took a deep breath.

Wiping the tears from his face he turned from the stone wall and hurried down the steps. The passageway was narrow and steep, with no lights breaking through the darkness. He had already changed his eyes to that of a deep mole allowing him to see perfectly in the pitch blackness. 

The path down was long and the further he ran the more distant the rumbles of explosions became. A slight flicker of hope lingered in his heart for Maele was the strongest among the Numadine, and if anyone could hold back the Magisterium forces it was him. 

His brother would find them again, Raziel believed it with all his heart. So right now he would flee with the other survivors and find a new home where he could prepare for Maele’s return. 

A steely resolve built within his heart and by the time he emerged from the dark tunnel he knew what he needed to do. Beyond the narrow stairs was a small cove inside a cave, and beyond that the open waters of the Sand Sea were dark and foreboding.

Raziel changed his eyes back to normal and looked about to the other elves who had managed to escape to here. There were barely a dozen of them, most of them the elderly and the young. Whimpers and tears sounded softly around the grotto and everyone’s faces were masked with fear and pain. 

“Where’s Maele?” asked one of the other elves as Raziel joined them as they prepared to set sail on a sloop. 

“He stayed behind so we might escape,” Raziel replied stiffly. “Come we must hurry.”

The others did not argue and all gathered themselves onto the sloop. Raziel gave one final look towards the dark stairwell, fiercely wishing his brother would suddenly come from the shadows and join them. But it was not to be and untying the last of the ropes the sloop anchored onto a magnetic current deep beneath the sandy waves of the sea and pulled them from the cove into open waters. 

As the boat cut through the waters, slinking away into the moonless night Raziel looked back to the island he had called his home for the last several centuries. He could almost feel his heart shatter as he looked to the great tree above the sheer cliffs. It had once stood hundreds of feet tall with a wide canopy of lush green leaves. In the spring the leaves would turn pink and fall like snow to the grassy plains and forests below. He recalled climbing that tree with Maele and sitting in the branches together, looking out over the island and sandy waves of the sea beyond. 

Now the great tree was a canopy of angry flames as the whole island burned. The light of the fire lit up the night like a rising sun and Raziel watched with teary eyes alongside the others. Balls of fire rained from the underside of the branches like the pink leaves had once done and thick smoke was gushing over the cliffs like waterfalls. 

“A Magister dreadnaught,” the elf in the nest called down and several of the others cried out in despair. “To port.” 

“Our flight has been for naught,” one of the older woman sobbed and the youngest cried.

“The smoke will provide a cloak for us,” Raziel spoke up, trying to sound strong. 

His words had been accurate and the dreadnaught did not spot them among the black waves. The magnetic current beneath the waves of sand grew stronger, pulling them through the waters and into the night. For hours Raziel stood at the stern of the small sloop, watching the great tree burn, his mind blank and his heart aching. Long after Giarnar vanished on the horizon and the new day dawned he continued to stare back towards his homeland and where he said goodbye to his brother. 

The sunrise was cold and empty, reflecting in the mood that held sway over everyone in the ship. Cries and weary mumbles filled the still air as the group sat together in silence. They had lost everything that they held dear. There was not one among them that did not feel the loss keenly, like a cold blade had been plunged into their hearts.

The morning grew warm and the wind blew, but no one noticed or cared, starring absently at the boards between their feet or off across the brown waves where darts of lightning flickered in the depths.

The magnetic current they had anchored onto would take them to their next destination, so none busied themselves with managing the sloop or even thought to select a better current to follow. It was as if everything no longer held any meaning, all the beauty and colour in life had faded into a bleak cloud of emptiness. 

Maele had told him to lead the other Numadine now, and once the grief had worn away they would look to him for guidance. But he had nothing to offer, and no notion of how he might lead. Fear and anguish filled his heart as he sat down and starred at the wooden boards of the deck. 

“Brother, how I wish you were here,” Raziel whispered quietly, tears once again coming to his eyes. 

The despair he felt in heart was mixed with rage towards the Magisterium and silently he swore that one day he would get his revenge. 
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Chapter One
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Year 783 of the Modern Era

In the black night rain poured down. Lightning smote the heavens, flickering off the tumultuous waves. The sloop lurched to the side, throwing him against the wall of the cabin. 

“We’ll be torn apart in these waves,” Torque cried above the dim of the thunder and waves.

“Where are you going?” Arilden shouted back as his friend ran for the stern deck. 

“Gotta ride these waves somehow,” Torque shouted back as he staggered up the steps and scrambled for the wheel.

“He’ll be thrown over,” Fereo cried in alarm as she hugged the cabin wall at the centre of the vessel, her bag close in her arms.

“Stay here,” Arilden said to the dwarf before racing after Torque.

Fereo did not need to be told twice and slunk in a corner so she would not be thrown about.

Wind stung Arilden’s face as he stumbled onto the deck. A wave crashed into the port side, sending black water across the deck and nearly tripping him up. Another bolt of lightning tore through the heavens and Arilden saw Torque at the rudder, his teeth bared as he struggled to wrestle control.

The storm had come up out of nowhere just as the sun was setting and they dropped canvas to wait it out. Although the Jagged Sea south of City State was known for its ferocious squalls, this was not the time of the year that they generally formed. All had been clear sailing since they had left City State and they would have reached Port Moesby on the morning tide.

But now that this storm had wrapped them up in its deadly clutches it would be a miracle if they saw the next day. 

“I’ll help,” Arilden called out as he joined Torque, grabbing a hold of the rudder as well.

Together they fought the waves, trying to turn the sloop through the maelstrom. The thunder was deafening overhead and every time the lightning flashed Arilden saw a glimpse of the violent waters. It was like an army of deep blue warriors had risen up to fight the clouds, spurred on by the biting winds the waves reached higher than the top of the sloop’s mast. 

The sound of splitting wood cracked above the raging storm as the rudder in Arilden and Torque’s hands broke apart from the strain. 

“Well sh-” Torque began to say before a huge wave crashed into the side of the ship. 

Salty water stung Arilden’s eyes and knocked him from his feet. The back of his head hit the railing, stealing his thoughts. 

Arilden awoke with a start, glancing in surprise to his comfortable surroundings. Bright sunlight streamed in through the window accompanied by the sound of the birds and bees in the garden beyond.

With a deep breath he pushed himself to a sitting a position and rubbed his eyes. With a frown he tried to recall the dream he was having before he woke and scratched his head. It returned to him slowly in flashes and he sighed again. 

That storm had nearly killed them, and still it returned to him in his dreams. After he had hit his head Arilden did not know what had happened. The sloop must have capsized though and the waves had washed them ashore in a small cove on the island of Skior. 

He remembered little of what happened after he realised he had survived the squall and had awoken in this very bedroom. That had been nearly a week ago. 

Torque and Fereo had both washed ashore on Skior as well and over the course of the week the locals had been kind enough to help them recover. 

Getting dressed into a light robe and slippers the owner of this house had lent him, Arilden wandered from his bedroom and out into the garden. The house was situated on top of a hill that overlooked a wide valley in the centre of the island. The lake glistened in the morning light and the river that snaked away down the valley sparkled like a road of diamonds. Around the lake and along the river was built the small township of Skior, their red rooftops glowing brightly in the morning. Framing the valley were tall mountains that resembled pillars holding up the sky, their heads covered in green growth and about their feet was thick forests. With the shoreline of Skior mostly cliffs the main access to the valley was from the river mouth. 

In many ways it seemed to Arilden that he had come to a place far removed from the rest of Middenland and all the troubles of the world felt very far away. 

Arilden had never known this place existed, though he was very grateful it did. Skior was only a small island with an even smaller population situated on the southern side of the Jagged Sea. It was considered to be part of Nargelfarr but Arilden had learned that they mostly governed themselves with little interest given by the Magisterium. 

The governing body of Nargelfarr had more pressing concerns as well, and Arilden had learnt a few days ago that war was brewing between Reparian and Narglefarr. A part of him considered returning to the empire and supporting his fellow Reparians in this conflict, but the last time he worked for Reparian it had ended badly. 

The last time was when he had worked undercover as a Kingsguard in Lakelinds to the north and helped the empire successfully conquer the lands. His wife and son had been caught in the fighting and died. That was when Arilden had abandoned his homeland and came south to City State to live with Torque. 

This had seen him and his good friend met Fereo, the beardless dwarf, as she searched for the Philosopher’s Stone. Naturally the most powerful families and government in City State had learned of this as well and many people had died in the quest for that rock. In the end the Stone was not found and the woman Torque loved betrayed him. 

His time in City State had not ended well either.

In fact everything that he decided to do of late was ending in conflict and turmoil. He had been the one to decide to sail south from City State, right into that storm that landed them here. 

Arilden sighed heavily again and wandered along the veranda as it curved about the complex. 

Aside from the recent setbacks Arilden had been interested to learn about the locals of Skior. The community was mostly farmers and fishermen, all of whom were martial artists who practised in the School of the Broken Sword. The house where he and his comrades had been staying whilst they recovered was in fact owned by the Grandmaster of the school, who was also the leader of the community. 

Turning the corner along the veranda Arilden spotted the Grandmaster, sitting off in the garden and looking down the hill to a lower plateau. 

“You’re up early,” the grandmaster remarked without turning as Arilden joined him.

“Not as early as you, Nohar,” Arilden remarked with a light tone.

“Nor as early as your comrades,” the elderly man remarked, motioning to the plateau below where two swordsmen were sparing. “You friend Torque is improving very quickly. It’s rather remarkable.”

“He was always talented when it came to fighting,” Arilden remarked, watching his friend spar with one of the warriors.

As soon as he was recovered from the ship wreck Torque had been eager to learn from the warriors of Skior and spar with them. But the sword fighting here was very different to what Arilden or Torque knew about. The fighters of the School of the Broken Sword used what they called weapon skills designed to break their opponent’s defences and attacks. The most remarkable thing about them was that also, as the name of their school suggested, they carried a sword that was broken. 

Although it was not technically a broken blade, rather a weapon crafted to appear as though it had been broken half way from the hilt. Through their weapon techniques the warriors could also conjure a blade of energy to complete the sword, enhancing their skills and allowing them to fight as if they were wielding a proper sword. 

Arilden found it all very intriguing, for he had never come across such techniques before and the skills used resembled some of the spells he used whilst fighting. 

Torque, however, was not able to use the techniques of the Broken Sword, not that he really tried to learn then anyway. 

“Barely a week and your friend is almost equal in technical ability to my son,” Nohar nodded, the line on his face showing that he was deep in thought. “He cannot use our techniques, but is able to match our best warriors in combat. Truly talented.”

“His abnormal strength and speed come from the werewolf blood in his veins,” Arilden stated and Nohar nodded slowly. 

“But the talent was there to begin with,” Nohar said, more to himself than to Arilden. 

Arilden did not reply as he continued to watch Torque and Nohar’s son spar. The pair must have decided not to use any of their technique or talents, for Torque was not changing the shape of his weapon as he fought and Nohar’s son cast no techniques. 

“Come,” Nohar said suddenly getting to his feet and moving onto the lawn between the seat and the veranda. “Our techniques are similar to your battle magic, let us see how you’ve improved since arriving here.”

A slight smile came to Arilden’s face and as he grabbed the air to his side he cast a spell. With a brief flash of light Arilden reached into a magical pocket and took out his katana. Slipping it into the belt of his robe he drew the blade and admired the keen edge before readying himself. 

Nohar had drawn his broken sword from his belt as well and stood calmly facing Arilden a few feet away.

“Show me if you have mastered the Omni-break,” Nohar said simply, readying his sword before him. 

From the jagged end of Nohar’s broken broad sword a blade of green light began to shine. Taking a deep breath Arilden remembered what Nohar had taught him about the technique. It was the greatest technique of the school and the Grandmaster had only agreed to teach it to Arilden because Arilden had in turn taught him some battle magic spells.

Nohar had taken to the spells rather well, which surprised Arilden and made him think that the sword techniques were in fact just another form of magical spells. That had further complications though, and it suggested that practically everyone should be able to become a mage or sorceress with some study. Such a fact would not sit well with most mages and sorceresses though, for most he knew liked to consider themselves better than everyone else. Arilden had seen such elitism all the time when he had been studying Battle Magic at the Academy and hated it then as he did now. 

Focusing his thoughts Arilden could feel the magical energy swell inside him and he directed the flow into his katana. The weapon was specifically created for battle magic and a warm glow ran through the metal of the blade, burning brighter along the edge. 

“Omni-break,” Arilden cried out as he lunged towards Nohar, stabbing forward with his katana.

As Arilden’s blade connected with Nohar’s broken sword there came a flash of white light. The green energy completing the Grandmaster’s weapon shattered and the force of the magic pushed Nohar back a step.  

The old man did not fall and gathered his footing quickly as a slight smile came to his face. Nohar gave Arilden a brief nod before he sheathed his broken sword and relaxed his shoulders. 

“That loosened up the old joints,” Nohar laughed, stretching his fingers and shoulder.

“That was incredible!” exclaimed a young girl as she hopped from the veranda and skipped over to them. “Do it again. Teach me it already grandpa.”

“Rowna? Just what are you doing here?” Nohar frowned, though his tone was light. “Shouldn’t you be doing your morning chores and exercises?”

“All done,” Rowna said proudly, her hands on her hips as she stuck her nose in the air. “Teach me the Omni-break grandpa. I’m ready.”

“Eagerness is good, but you must also temper your enthusiasm,” Nohar replied seriously. “You are not yet strong enough to handle the omni-break. The technique places a great strain on the mind and body of the wielder. Arilden is only able to do so because he is a Battle Mage.”

“That’s not fair,” Rowna grumbled, crossing her arms. “I’ll be eight this year. I’m plenty strong enough.” 

“Once you are able to beat your father in a duel I will teach you,” Nohar said simply, causing his granddaughter to grumble more. “Now off you go, you have lessons to attend.” 

“Fine,” Rowna sighed heavily before she skipped away.

Arilden slowly sheathed his katana as he watched the young girl depart, a strange feeling stabbing at his heart. Rowna said she was eight; the same age his son Melodin would have been if he was still alive. 

Arilden sighed heavily and turned away, looking to the high peak of the thin mountains and feeling the breeze flow through his shoulder length hair. 

“That technique was good,” Nohar said, drawing Arilden’s attention. “Nice form and execution. But it was lacking impact. If I had wanted to I could have nullified the attack so that it only broke my weapon. The Omni-break is designed to destroy all your opponent’s defences, both magical and physical. You have a long way to go before you master the skill.”

“I doubt that I will master it,” Arilden said seriously. “Especially without a teacher to guide me.”

“You are all set to leave on the afternoon tide then, as you mentioned yesterday,” Nohar nodded understandingly as he moved back to his seat at the edge of the hill. 

“Yes, I think we have over stayed our welcome,” Arilden said with a slight laugh. “It’s nearly been a week. We cannot take advantage of your hospitality any longer.” 

“Do not be foolish,” Nohat waved away the notion. “Now, if you had been here longer than a week I might have agreed with you.”

Arilden laughed at the old man’s jest and Nohar chuckled to himself. Arilden understood that there was seriousness to the Grandmaster’s words though. The people of Skior had been kind to Arilden and his crew, but everyone had done so with the belief that they would be moving on once ready. No doubt they would be welcomed by the locals if they decided to stay, but that would require becoming a responsible member of their society, farming and helping provide. 

Arilden, and neither Torque nor Fereo, had any desire to do that and their sights were still on the southern horizon. 

“You still plan to venture into the Sand Sea?” Nohar asked curiously and Arilden nodded. “You will find more schools of weapon techniques on the islands there. If you wish to learn what they have to teach do not tell them you have previously learnt from me and the School of the Broken Sword.” 

“Why is that?” Arilden wondered with a frown.

“Old rivalries don’t die,” the old man shrugged. “And grudges are hard to bury. The conflict between the many schools has never ceased and not all are friendly towards the Broken Sword.” 

Arilden nodded understandingly before a curious thought came to his mind.

“It’s strange, I have never come across the school of weapon technique north of the Jagged Sea or Emerald Ocean,” Arilden said, sitting down next to Nohar. “But they are common in Nargelfarr and Sand Sea?”

“The schools originated in the Sand Sea,” Nohar explained. “It is only in recent times the dojos have begun to expand northwards.”

“I hope it continues to expand,” Arilden said honestly. “It is a perfect place for those with weak or no natural born talents to find their way.”

“It is also a place for those with strong talents to dominate,” Nohar said seriously. “Take your friend Torque for example; he had the talent to mould metal into almost any shape. That skill alone with no weapon techniques is a powerful ability when fighting with a sword. My granddaughter, Rowna, she has a remarkable healing talent. An injury that would kill others heals on her within minutes. One day she will be the greatest master of the Broken Sword, I just hope that I will still be alive to see it happen.” 

“You’re not that old,” Arilden joked, causing the elderly man to smirk. 

The smile was quick to disappear as Nohar looked off across the mountains a distant look coming to his eyes. 

Arilden fell silent as well and looked down on the village around the lake. It was peaceful here and life was pleasant. A cool breeze flew up from the southwestern end of the valley, dancing off the lake and up the hillside to Arilden’s cheek. It would have been nice to stay on Skior longer, but already he was feeling a little bit restless. Torque and Fereo were the same, both eager to travel and see what the world had to offer them. Perhaps one day he would return to Skior and rest in the peace and quiet. 

The thought was a good one, but the desire to get moving again filled his heart. Arilden left the old Grandmaster at the hillside and returned to his room to change into his usual attire; a hooded robe of black with a metal armguard and road-worn boots. The rest of his belongings he kept safe in his magical pocket, which did not hold much. The rest of their belongings had vanished beneath the waves during the storm. Most of that had been Fereo’s alchemy equipment, of which she had been most upset about. There was nothing to be done about it now though and Fereo had managed to hold onto her shoulder bag, which contained most of her treasured items. 

The morning drifted by quickly and soon Arilden was bidding Nohar and his family farewell. Torque was beside him and together they headed into the sparse village around the lake. 

“Fereo is at the blacksmith,” Arilden remarked as they walked and Torque nodded. 

From Torque’s furled brow Arilden could see that his friend was still thinking about the betrayal of Selene. Torque had loved Selene for a decade, and thought that she loved him as well. It had been when they were searching for the Philosopher’s Stone with the others that the truth had come out. For the past several years Selene had just been using Torque to further her own ends. In his fury Torque had killed the woman he had once loved and in her dying moments Selene had slashed Torque’s face and tried to kill him as well. 

Glancing to his friend now Arilden noticed the cut across Torque’s face was already nearly healed, largely thanks to Fereo’s alchemy abilities. The scab was peeling back to reveal a pink scar running from his chin across his lips to his cheekbone. The wound made it look as if Torque was always smirking, and Arilden thought that such an expression seemed to look natural on Torque’s face, strange as that sounded. 

“Oi, Fereo?” Torque called out loudly as they came to the blacksmith. “You here?”

The workshop area was empty, though the furnace was burning brightly and bringing warmth to Arilden’s face even though he stood over ten feet away from the coals. Standing about the place was a workbench an anvil and all manner of tools were neatly positioned on the wall and in their specific place on the bench.

“That’s absolutely fascinating,” Fereo said as she and the old blacksmith walked from inside the shop, completely oblivious to Arilden and Torque. “So is there a specific layering technique or pattern when applying the powders?” 

“Not really, no,” the old smithy replied, pleased at the interest in his craft. “It all depends on what traits you want to imbue into your weapon.”

“And the different alchemy powders promote different traits,” Fereo nodded understandingly as she quickly wrote some notes into her little leather bound diary. “Truly fascinating.”

“When you’re done being fascinated, we’re leaving,” Torque said, causing Fereo to look at him surprise, as if she had just noticed them standing there. 

“So soon?” Fereo exclaimed, scratching her beardless chin.

“We have been here nearly a week,” Arilden stated. “It would be rude to impose on Nohar’s kindness any longer.”

“Come on, the boat is waiting,” Torque grumbled and started off without waiting.

“Right,” Fereo said, becoming suddenly flustered as she turned back to the smith. “Thank you so much for everything you have taught me. I had hoped to spend more time learning. The art of blacksmithing is truly fascinating.” 

“Not at all,” the old man smiled, his blue eyes sparkling. “Thank you for teaching me some of your alchemy; they will benefit my work tremendously.” 

“It was nothing,” Fereo blushed and smiled. “Good bye Mihan.”

With that Fereo waved and skipped after Torque. 

“My name is Michan,” the smith remarked, scratching his chin and looking to Arilden.

Arilden offered a shrug and a slight laugh as he gave a nod to the smith and followed his comrades. He recalled that Fereo had taken a long time to get his name right as well, and it was only recently she was managing to consistently call him by name. Sometimes Arilden thought Fereo was doing it deliberately, he indeed thought that when he first met the peculiar dwarf, but now he knew that she was just that absentminded, too involved in her work to really take note of much else. 

She was good at what she did too, her alchemy substances were masterful. Like Battle Magic, Alchemy was a rather rare form of magic and most that learnt the discipline at one of the Magic Academies in Middenland never reached Fereo’s capability. 

Arilden realised then he had yet to come across another battle mage in his travels. Most mages and sorceresses these days focused on the main elements like fire and water, broadening their knowledge to incorporate basic spells that made life easier, like long distance teleportation and Alteration that allowed use of magical pockets in thin air, just like the one Arilden used. 

He had never really been adept in those forms of magic, even the pocket he had created was small compared to what some mages and sorceresses could create. Arilden was, however, a master when it came to battle magic. 

Not far from the blacksmith shop Arilden joined his comrades as they boarded a large yacht that was bond for mainland Narglefarr. Only so often did the locals of Skior travel to the mainland, mainly to gather goods they could not harvest on the island, and to sell some of their own produce. 

There was plenty of space on the ship and Arilden was quick to lend a hand to the pair piloting the vessel. Torque helped as well while Fereo sat down and read over her notes, completely oblivious to all else. Torque helped to disembark as well and soon they were drifting down the river, following the valley towards the Jagged Sea. 

“Next stop, Storm Line,” Arilden said to himself as he moved the prow of the yacht.

Excitement bubbled within him as he thought of what was to come. The Sand Sea was a strange place from all the tales he had heard, where lightning ran beneath the surface of the water and the waves were so thick with sand it was like sailing dunes of liquid. Thousands of islands dotted the vast expanse of the Sand Sea, each of them different to the last. The word was the Magisterium of Narglefarr had been trying to conquer the entire Sand Sea for centuries and were still yet to discover all the islands.

It was a new frontier filled with adventure and danger. The unknown was still unknown in the south and no map had completely charted the region. There was treasure down there, and magic never heard of before.

The thoughts of such mystery and excitement brought a sparkle to Arilden’s eyes and he wondered if he might find an escape from the pain of his past on the golden waves of the Sand Sea. 
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Chapter Two
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The sloop from Skior pulled into the docks of Storm Line later that afternoon. The sun was hot, tempered only by the northern winds that blew down from the Jagged Sea. Gulls cried in the air and danced off the top of the waves before going to roost on the whitewashed rooftops of the town buildings. 

After bidding farewell to the men from Skior, Arilden walked with Torque and Fereo through the sprawling streets. Away from the northern breeze the heat of the sun beat down on Arilden’s brow, causing him to be thankful every time he walked into the shade of a tree or under the cover of a canvas canopy that covered many of the streets. 

Storm Line was a trading town and the gateway between the east and western reaches of Nargelfarr. The capitol of Solaris was many miles to the east along the coast line, and further beyond that, on the border of Zarkadia, was Fereo’s hometown of Sargat.

They were planning on heading the other way though, making for Duskin to the west and south not far beyond the western walls of Storm Line. It was further than it seemed though, for the western side of Storm Line was still many miles away, on the other side of the narrow strip of cliffs that divided the Jagged Sea from the Sand Sea. 

Arilden had only heard about the incredible sight in stories from his time at the Mage Academy and was eager to see it for himself. That would have to wait until tomorrow though. The sun was slinking ever closer to the western horizon, turning the skyline into a watery haze of yellow and pink, and making the clouds in the skies glow like gold. 

“Do you know of any good inns, Fereo?” Arilden asked as they walked, causing the dwarf to look at him surprise.

“Inns?” she mumbled, scratching the stubble on her chin. “No, why would I know? I’ve never been here before.” 

“I just thought you might have travelled and seen some sights whilst living in Sargat,” Arilden shrugged.

“Nope. Sargat born and raised,” Fereo smiled. “Although I have gone into Zarkadia quite a few times. And now that I think of it I’ve been to Solaris once or twice. Never over here though. There’s nothing really interesting this way.”

“What about the Storm Line?” Torque asked with a frown. “You know; what this town is famous for and named after.”

“What’s interesting about that?” Fereo asked genuinely. “It’s just a thin channel of land mass between the Jagged Sea and Sand Sea. True the Sand Sea is about a hundred feet below the cliff top where the Jagged Sea is at ground level, making for a rather peculiar sight and I hear many researchers have studied the anomaly to try and make some reason out of it. But it really isn’t that exciting. If you ask me I say it’s simply due to the Sand Sea being of greater density than normal oceans and large bodies of water.

“Although, it may be associated with the curvature of the earth,” Fereo said thoughtfully, almost talking to herself now. “Or even due to the magnetic currents underneath the surface of the Sand Sea that run between the islands, and are associated to the high frequency of violent thunder storms in the region. That is why this area is called the Storm Line right? The different air currents and pressure systems over the Jagged Sea and Sand Sea overlap here and create large storms cells on a weekly basis throughout the year. Maybe it is because of the high rain fall that causes the Sand Sea to be lower, or the Jagged Sea to be higher?”

Fereo’s voice trailed away and she began mumbling to herself as she took out her note book and scribbled a few pages as Arilden and Torque glanced to each other. Torque rolled his eyes, causing Arilden to laugh slightly and shake his head before taking a deep breath and focussing back on the township around them. 

Unlike the streets of City State that the dwarves had built, which were very straight and direct creating a grid like pattern through the buildings, Storm Line was rather haphazard. There were the main roads running mostly straight, but in between the side streets and alleyways were very chaotic and sometimes far more narrow than they should be with only enough room for a small gutter to run the centre. Small plazas were positioned seemingly at random about the place and market stalls lined the roads, competing for the shade under the colourful canopies and trees. Not many of the buildings reached over two stories with dome rooftops of all colours and balcony gardens that draped greenery across the whitewashed walls. Occasionally a narrow spire would break through the roofline, reaching into the sky with their pointed peaks stabbing into the air. Long poles extended upward from the tops of the towers, designed as lightning rods to keep the bolts away from the streets, and likely to harness the energy of the storm. 

It was only, usually, a short journey across the Jagged Sea from City State, either by boat or Airship. But the culture was very different. The Magisterium ruled here and was considered the ultimate authority. Almost like the monarchies of most of Middenland, save for City State which governed via presidential election. But instead of one person controlling the lands it was the Magisters who reigned supreme. 

Arilden did not know a great deal about the Magisterium and how it operated. But he did know that most of the Magisters were Mages and Sorceresses from the Magic Academy in Solaris. He was also aware that there were different tiers of Magisters, which was rather similar to the hierarchies of the companies of City State and the format of the President’s party. At the pinnacle of the Magisterium were the Grand Magisters, below them were High Magisters, then Magisters, and finally there were the Disiterns. 

It all seemed rather confusing to Arilden so he never gave it much study. Considering he was about to venture into the Sand Sea, a region under Magisterium rule, he did think it was time he knew how the government worked. 

“Isn’t there some famous inn called the Halfway House?” Torque wondered as they continued to walk absently through the busy streets. “Why don’t we stay there?”

“We will probably do that tomorrow night if we walk for Duskin,” Arilden replied and Torque gave him a confused look. “I understand that the Halfway House is in the middle of the Storm Line, at the midpoint between the east and west sides of the town.”

“This place in confusing,” Torque grumbled. “The region is called Storm Line and so is the town. It’s really two towns on either side of the narrow stretch of land, but they just call the place the same name. Damn stupid if you ask me.” 

Arilden agreed with a nod and a slight smile, still mainly focused on the buildings around them as he searched for a tavern or pub where they might stay the night.

The sun was setting and the merchants were packing up their stalls and going home. With the night crowds coming out for a drink it did not take long to see where most people congregated and together they found a nice looking tavern. 

The place was not as busy as the others seemed to be and they soon found out it was because the place was known for rough crowds. It was on the main road and attracted travellers from all walks of life. Most kept to themselves, looking only for a meal and a bed to sleep in, but if provoked they were all happy to start a fight.  

Despite the flow of travellers through this particular inn there was a three bedroom suite available for them at a reasonable price. Surprisingly Fereo did not complain about having to share a suite with two men, and in fact it was clear to Arilden that the dwarf had not really registered the information for she was too busy writing in her book about something. 

In her distraction Fereo even sat down at an occupied table, drawing confused scowls from the occupants. Torque was quick to redirect Fereo to an empty booth as Arilden purchased some food and drinks. 

As they eat Arilden could not help but notice a few glances from other patrons. He tried to pass them off as general curiosity, but there were a few that lingered on them and whose eyes were filled with dark glints. 

He was sure to lock the bedroom door that night and place a simple alarm spell on the door to warn him if any tried to break in. The night passed peacefully though and early the next morning they took off without eating breakfast. 

There were no ships going into the Sand Sea from Storm Line due to the high cliffs with sheer faces, so the nearest Sand Sea ports were either Spargit to the east or Duskin to the west. As Arilden understood it, Spargit was not far from the capitol, and that was very far away, so Duskin was the closest of the ports and he was confident they could make the city in a few days walk. 

The thought of paying for teleportation crossed his mind, or even a carriage to ease their feet. But none of them had much money, so they would walk. 

“A grand start to our Sand Sea adventure this is,” Arilden laughed slightly as they walked from the inn. “We’re walking, and it seems we’ll barely have enough coin to ride a ferry to one of the islands once we reach Duskin.” 

“How do you propose we find more?” Torque asked, glancing over his shoulder down the street from the inn. 

“The Sand Sea is filled with coin and lost treasure,” Arilden replied. “I guess we just have to find some.” 

“Sounds so simple,” Torque said sarcastically, his attention still over his shoulder.

“Guess we’ll find out,” Arilden remarked, looking back down the street as well to try and discern what had caught Torque’s eye.

Arilden spotted nothing though and with a slight shrug focused on the path ahead of them. 

“Do you have any suggestions Fereo?” Arilden asked as they walked.

“About what?” Fereo wondered curiously.

“About how we might attain some wealth on the Sand Sea,” Arilden clarified and Fereo frowned thoughtfully.

“Piracy?” she suggested, almost making Arilden laugh aloud. “Or perhaps guard duty for a Merchant Ship to defend against piracy. I think piracy is the more lucrative though.” 

“That would make us criminals,” Arilden said flatly.

“I suppose so,” Fereo shrugged. “Criminality is a matter of perspective if you ask me.” 

“Most criminals are amoral though,” Arilden added seriously, making Fereo frown again.

“In that case we could be moral pirates,” said the dwarf with a grin, and this time Arilden did laugh aloud. 

“Is there such a thing?” he wondered.

“So make it a thing,” Fereo said firmly, as if it were that simple. 

“Guess we’ll find something,” Arilden sighed and looked to the pale blue sky.

Not a cloud obscured the blue heavens and as they walked from the buildings of eastern Storm Line and past the low wall the wind from the north whipped up.

“Incredible,” Arilden gaped as he saw the sight before him.

The road continued straight, almost like an arrow, heading directly for the west along a strip of land that was barely a hundred meters wide. To the right the land slanted away to the sandy beach where the waves of the Jagged Sea crashed. To the left the rocky land fell away abruptly, plummeting over a hundred feet to the waves of the Sand Sea below.

Drawn by the sight Arilden walked over to the cliff top, his mouth hanging open as he looked to the far reaching sights. The wind pushed at his back, threatening to toss him over to the thundering waves below. From this vantage point he could see veins of pale lightning dart beneath the golden waves. On the horizon he spied a ship with white sails cutting through the sandy waves with ease as it raced away to the south east, pushed along by the winds that billowed in it sails as well as the magnetic pull beneath the water. 

He had once read about the unique way of travelling and how the ships of the Sand Sea connected via a specialised anchor to the magnetic currents. It was those currents that also prevented aircrafts from venturing out over the ocean of sand and water, for the lightning beneath the surface was known to interfere with the crystal core engines used by the aircrafts. There was also documentation of several aircrafts being struck by the magnetic currents and pulled into the depths of the Sand Sea. 

Arilden could still recall one incident that he read about back at the Magic Academy when he was studying Battle Magic. Many years ago when they were first venturing into the Sand Sea they were trying different builds of aircrafts, and on one such occasion the magnetic current leashed together a dreadnaught ship and an aircraft, pulling them together in an incredible explosion over the waves of the sea. Since then all attempts to build an aircraft suited to travel across the Sand Sea was halted and all were resigned to travelling via ship. 

“Incredible,” Arilden breathed again, his eyes fixed on the horizon and a feeling building in his heart as if something were pulling him towards the distance. 

“Certainly is vast,” Torque remarked flatly, standing beside Arilden. 

“Why are you two standing about?” Fereo wondered, drawing Arilden and Torque’s gaze from the views. “We want to reach Duskin swiftly yes?”

“Just admiring the sights,” Arilden replied, bringing a confused expression to Fereo face. 

“Not much to see,” the dwarf replied.

“Perhaps you would all like a closer look,” a stranger called out to them as he and two others approached. 

A frown came to Arilden’s face instantly, for the man’s words were not friendly, and among the group he recognised two from the inn last night. 

The leader of the group flashed a wicked grin and Arilden’s brow creased further as he noticed the prominent canine teeth in the man’s mouth. The others with the stranger also snickered, showing off their pointed teeth.

“Werewolves,” Arilden said quietly to Torque and his friend nodded.

“They’re been following us since we left the inn,” Torque replied with a dark expression. “I recognised their stench immediately.” 

“So that was what you were looking at earlier,” Arilden nodded to himself. 

“A closer look?” Fereo asked back curiously, a smile coming to her face as she completely misread the situation. “That’s nice of you to offer. We are heading to Duskin to catch a ferry. But if you and your friends have a ship and are willing to let us sail with you I’m sure my companions and I would be most grateful.” 

“That’s not what he’s talking about Fereo,” Arilden spoke up as the group of werewolves glanced to each other, confused by Fereo’s words.

“Then what did they mean?” the dwarf asked back curiously. 

“They are from the Lumiss family in City State,” Torque said loudly, moving to stand between his friends and the werewolves. “They have come to kill me.”

“Why would they want to do that?” Fereo frowned, scratching her head.

“Torque, you are a traitor, and deserve to die like one,” the leader of the group stated loudly, drawing grim nods from his crew. “We have been tasked with this.”

“You will fail,” Torque replied simply, drawing his sword, his eyes fierce.

“I doubt that,” the leader smirked confidently. “But first you will tell us the truth of what happened on Bitterblack Isle.”

“I already told you before I left,” Torque growled. “Selene and Giawaldt were consumed by greed and tried to kill me and my friends. They killed each other as well as Dravolt Drake and Donatello Greybeard.”

“Our people have been to the Isle since then,” the leader of the group replied evenly, drawing his own sword. “It has become clear that it was you who killed the daughter of Lord Lumiss as well as the others.”

“This is ridiculous,” Arilden cut in, moving to stand beside Torque. “Speak to Ria Gremory, she was there as well.”

“Like we would believe a demon?” the werewolf leader scoffed and spat to the side. “If you wish to stick to your lies so be it. You will answer for their deaths as well as the betrayal of Lumiss.” 

“Stay out of this Arilden,” Torque said before Arilden could draw his katana. “I will deal with this rabble.” 

“Your arrogance will be your demise,” the leader of the group grinned as Torque moved towards them and they fanned out to surround him. 

Arilden took a step back, a frown coming to his brow as he watched his friend stand easily as he waited for the werewolves to attack. 

“Shouldn’t we help?” Fereo asked as she came to stand beside Arilden.

“No,” Arilden said confidently. “Torque can deal with this by himself.” 

Arilden watched as Torque stretched his neck, still standing casually as the three werewolves circled him. 

“I’m waiting,” Torque said after he let out a deep breath. 

“Now!” the leader of the group cried out as he sprung towards Torque, keen sword flashing in the morning light. 

A flicker of concern came to Arilden’s heart as the woman in the group took out a rune etched plate of stone and turned one of the engraved circles on the flat of the device. The runes glowed like fire and she tossed the stone to Torque’s feet causing a sphere of pale blue light to engulf the area. 

“What’s that?” Fereo asked with excitement.

“A void sphere,” Arilden answered his tone serious. “It’s an extremely rare and expensive item that uses the magical runes on the stone to create an area where no magic or talents can be used. Not only that, they are very hard to make, and as far as I know, can only be used once for a limited time.”

“Seems like a waste to use that,” Fereo remarked thoughtfully. 

“They think that by nullifying Torque’s ability to mould metal and create different weapons they can win,” Arilden explained and a slight smile came to his face. “So you’re right, it is a waste to use that void sphere.”

The fight was ferocious and brief. As soon as the sphere was activated the three werewolves tried to overwhelm Torque. But they stood no chance. Aside from being a very skilled swordsman, Torque had been training for nearly a week on Skior, improving his skills. The leader of the group had the most ability of the three, but even he did not last more than a minute against Torque. 

The battle ended before the void sphere used up its time and the stone shattered with a small explosion. 

Wiping the blood from his sword on the jacket of the werewolf leader Torque turned back to Arilden and Fereo a dark expression on his face. 

“Shall we get going?” Torque asked as he sheathed the weapon. 

“Just a second,” Fereo said and rushed to collect the shards of the broken void sphere stone. “Maybe we should see if these three had any coin on them as well?”

“You can,” Torque said quietly and he started to head back to the road where a few other travellers had stopped and were murmuring about what they had just seen. 

Arilden gave the bodies a quick search, finding a few pouches of coins but nothing else of value.
“Come on, Fereo,” said Arilden once he had finished, feeling rather disappointed with himself. 
Times were skint though, and they needed the money. Fereo had already finished collecting the broken stone disc and was studying one piece more closely as she moved to join Arilden. As they walked back to the road to where Torque waited, Arilden noticed a pair of Storm Line guardsmen standing back towards the entrance to the township. They were talking as they were gesturing towards the corpses on the clifftop, likely deciding if they should do anything about the murders. 

Nothing came of it though and Arilden and his friends continued towards the west with the sun on their backs. Though the morning was bright a dark cloud seemed to linger around Torque as they walked, his friend’s eyes turned down to the road in front of his feet. The stay in Skior had done a good deal to lighten Torque’s mood since what had happened in City State, but now it seemed his friend had regressed back into a state of anger and depression. 

Nothing could be done about it though and only time would see that wound heal, so with a deep breath Arilden looked towards the distance. Beside him Fereo tripped on a rock as she wrote some more notes in her book and fell to the ground. Torque kept walking as Arilden moved to help the dwarf back to her feet, but she merely laughed it off and continued on as if nothing had happened. 

Not for the first time Arilden wondered what it would actually be like sailing the Sand Sea with these two. Fereo was so absent minded she would likely fall overboard if she was distracted, and if Torque remained depressed he would brood silently in some corner, not speaking to anyone. As it looked now, Arilden was starting to think that embarking on this venture was a rather poor decision. 

Although, it was not like he or his friends had anywhere better to go. 
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