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The Hawenti accepted the gift of the Gods and became immortal.
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The Wenti refused the gift of the Gods and remained free and mortal.





The Hawenti


The High Elves are called ‘Hawenti’ in the language of the Llewenti, as opposed to the ‘Wenti’ who identify as ‘free’ Elves. The Hawenti accepted the gift of immortality offered by the Gods. They are immortal in the sense that they are not vulnerable to disease or the effects of old age although they can be killed in battle. They are divided into two main nations: the Gold Elves (the most prominent) and the Silver Elves. The Hawenti have a greater depth of knowledge than other Elvin nations, due to their natural inclination for learning as well as their extreme age. Their power and wisdom know no comparison and within their eyes the fire of eternity can be seen. This kindred of the Elves were ever distinguished both by their knowledge of things and by their desire to know more.


The Morawenti


The Night Elves are called ‘Morawenti’ in the language of the Llewenti. The Morawenti are a subdivision of the Silver Elves, the second of the Hawenti nations. They are therefore counted among the High Elves as they accepted the gift of immortality offered by the Gods. Morawenti are immortal in the sense that they are not vulnerable to disease or the effects of old age although they too can be killed in battle. Morawenti tend to be thinner and taller in size than other Elves. Their very pale skin, almost livid, characterises them while their gaze is deep and mysterious. They all have dark hair while their eye colour varies between grey and black. They favour wearing dark coloured tunics with grey or green shades and robes of fine linens, cotton or silk.


The Llewenti


One of the seven nations of ‘free’ Elves, they are called ‘Llewenti’ in their language, ‘Llew’ meaning ‘Green’ and ‘Wenti’ meaning ‘Elves’. They were so named, because their first Patriarch’s attire was green. They are counted among the nations of Elves who refused the gift of immortality offered by the Gods. Llewenti enjoy much longer life than Men, living for five to six centuries depending on their bloodline. Their race is similar in appearance to humans but they are fairer and wiser, with greater spiritual powers, keener senses, and a deeper empathy with nature. They are for the most part a simple, peaceful, and reclusive people, famous for their singing skills. With sharper senses, they are highly skilled at crafts especially when using natural resources. The Green Elves are wise in the ways of the forest and the natural world.


The Irawenti


One of the seven nations of the ‘free’ Elves, they are called ‘Irawenti’ in the language of the Llewenti, ‘Ira’ meaning ‘Blue’ and ‘Wenti’ meaning ‘Elves’. They were so named, because their first Guide’s eyes had the colour of the tropical seas and azure reflections emanated from his black hair. They are counted among the nations of Elves who refused the gift of immortality offered by the Gods. Irawenti enjoy much longer life than men, living for four to five centuries depending on their bloodline. Their race is similar in appearance to the Green Elves but darker and wilder, with greater physical powers and a closer empathy with water. They are for the most part a free, joyful and adventurous people, famous for their navigation skills.


Having sharper connection with rivers and oceans, they are at their strongest and most knowledgeable when aboard their ships. The Blue Elves are wise in the ways of the sea.





MAIN ELF FACTIONS AND CHARACTERS1



KINGDOM OF ESSAWYLOR
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THE ROYAL HOUSE OF DOR TIRCANIL


The Hawenti ruling House of the Kingdom of Five Rivers in Essawylor




	
Aranaele Dor Tircanil: Queen of Essawylor
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THE CLAN OF FILWENI


One of the twenty nine Irawenti clans of the Kingdom of Five Rivers in Essawylor




	
Feïwal dyn Filweni: Guide of the clan of Filweni, Captain of the Alwïryan


	
Nelwiri dyn Filweni: Pilot of the Alwïryan


	
Luwir dyn Filweni: Commander of the clan of Filweni, Oars master onboard the Alwïryan


	
Arwela dyn Filweni: Seer of the clan of Filweni
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THE HOUSE OF DOL LEWIN – ELDER BRANCH


One of the five Hawenti Houses of the Kingdom of Five Rivers, banished from Essawylor by the Queen




	
Roquen Dol Lewin: Lord of the House of Dol Lewin elder branch


	
Curwë: Herald of the House of Dol Lewin


	
Aewöl: Counsellor of the House of Dol Lewin


	
Gelros: Hunt Master of the House of Dol Lewin
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THE ROYAL HOUSE OF DOR ILORM


The Hawenti ruling House of the principal realm in the Llewenti Islands


Norelin Dor Ilorm: King of Gwarystan, Sovereign of the Hawenti, Protector of the Llewenti, and Overlord of the Islands
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HOUSE OF DOL LEWIN- SECOND BRANCH


One of the twelve Hawenti Houses of the Kingdom of Gwarystan, originating from Mentolewin




	
Camatael Dol Lewin: Lord of the House of Dol Lewin, Envoy of the King in Nyn Llyvary
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THE GUILD OF SANA


Secret Guild in the Llewenti Islands




	
Saeröl Dir Sana: Master of the Guild of Sana






FOREST OF LLYMAR


[image: ]


THE CLAN LLYVARY


Llewenti clan, principal and historical members of the Council of Llymar Forest




	
Lyrine dyl Llyvary, ‘the Lady of Llafal’: Elder Matriarch of the Llewenti


	
Nyriele dyl Llyvary, ‘Llyoriane’s Heir’: Llewenti Matriarch, High Priestess of Eïwele Llyi in Llafal


	
Tyar dyl Llyvary, ‘the Old Bird’: Warlord of Llafal
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THE CLAN ERNALY


Llewenti clan originating from Nyn Ernaly, members of the Council of Llymar Forest




	
Mynar dyl Ernaly, ‘the Fair’: Warlord of Tios Halabron


	
Voryn dyl Ernaly, ‘the Ugly’: Captain of Tios Halabron


	
Lore, ‘the Daughter of the Islands’: Gran Druidess, Envoy of Eïwele Llya


	
Dyoren, ‘the Lonely Seeker’: Knight of the Secret Vale
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THE CLAN AVRONY


Llewenti clan originating from Nyn Avrony, members of the Council of Llymar Forest




	
Gal dyl Avrony: Warlord of clan Avrony
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HOUSE OF DOL ETROND


Rebel Hawenti House originating from Ystanetrond, members of the Council of Llymar Forest




	
Curubor Dol Etrond, ‘the Blue Mage’: Guardian of Tios Lluin


	
Almit Dol Etrond: Lord of the House of Dol Etrond, Warlord of Tios Lluin


	
Loriele Dol Etrond: Noble Hawenti Lady
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1 See also in the annexes the geopolitical map of the Llewenti Islands and the heraldry lore of the Hawenti Houses, Irawenti clans and Llewenti clans




[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]




CHAPTER 1: dyn Filweni
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2542 by Essawylor’s reckoning, 290th day, Austral Ocean


“I am sinking. There is water in my mouth. There is water in my lungs. The tide is too strong. I will be cast upon the rocks. I am sinking…”


“Quárë mapa2! Quárë mapa!”


“A cry in the water! It’s him! Where is his hand? How can I get to it? I am sinking…”


“Quárë mapa Filwen! Quárë mapa Filwen!”


“Ah! I can’t grasp it! Where is it? We came so close! All that effort, just to die on the cliffs of the Islands! I am sinking…”


“Quárë mapa Filwen! Quárë mapa Filwen!”


“Too late! Farewell my friend! I am sinking… but… why did you call me Filwen? Filwen is not my name! Filwen is my ancestor! I am Feïwal! I am Feïwal dyn Filweni…”


“Feïwal, Wake up! You had a bad dream! Wake up! Wake up! Of course you are Feïwal! Just as I am Nelwiri! Soon it will be dawn. There is news! Excellent news! We have finally left the Sea of Cyclones behind us! We made it! We achieved what Father could not. Now there lie two fates before us. Either we shall make history, or we shall die, swallowed by the Austral Ocean, without a single witness to sing our glorious feat,” declared Nelwiri, his voice trembling with joyful excitement.


“May Gweïwal Uleydon protect us!” was the only answer his elder brother Feïwal could muster, as he struggled to wake up and recover from the trauma of his recurring nightmare.


It was as if the dawn was delayed. The two Blue Elves set off walking, side by side, along the railing. They preferred the soaked ship’s deck, even though it was relentlessly pitching and yawing in the sea, to their small cabins. They looked with fear and weariness to the rows of black waves, topped with crests of foam, rolling endlessly toward the south. The enthusiasm of their first days aboard had waned, consumed by the monotony of days that had elapsed in an endless routine, where any sailor’s activity was but another link in the chain of perpetual repetition. Wandering this vast ocean knew no end. Their existence marched on, slowly, through sapphire sky and emerald water.


Their words were scattered by the wind into the darkness of early dawn.


Feïwal muttered, “What have I done, Nelwiri?


“What do you mean?” inquired his brother, with a tone of imperceptible worry.


“What have I done? How did it come to this?”


“The crossing to the Llewenti3 Islands is a relentless ordeal. This is what the ancient writings of Queen Llyoriane tell us,” Nelwiri assured.


“We will never return. I feel it in the ocean. I feel it in the wind. A mighty force is now at work, drawing us inescapably towards the south. Gone are the days of Essawylor4, blown away by the ocean wind like clouds in the sky. We will never return, I know it now and it fills me with dread,” Feïwal declared.


“Why would we care to go back? Filwen and his sons never returned. We will cross the ocean. Such was our vow. It has always been our clan’s high purpose to discover that haven of the Llewenti beyond the Austral Ocean.”


“A cursed fate for those doomed to sail the ocean endlessly. Now we shall witness whether Feïwal dyn Filweni is the great navigator that he pretends to be.”


“Feïwal, you are the most experienced sailor amongst us. You led us beyond the Sea of Cyclones. No one has achieved such a feat in centuries, not even our father.”


“Father was reckless and unthinking. He was impervious to doubt and heedless to our responsibility for others. His only obsession was to honour our vow and cross the ocean, whatever the cost. How many times did he embark upon that extraordinary journey to reach those islands from which no Elf has ever returned? What do you suppose he felt when his ship disappeared at sea, to the atolls Fadalwy wide? What do you suppose he was thinking as he saw his companions die, before they were swallowed by the Austral Ocean? I know the guilt he felt in that moment, for it remains heavy in my thoughts as well,” Feiwal replied.


Nelwiri became insistent. “Father pushed our dangerous quest to new bounds. He left us a considerable legacy. He bequeathed to us the most comprehensive maps and the most accomplished crews to conquer the ocean. He was the greatest explorer of his time. That I know. He would be proud to see us sail in the wake of our ancestors.”


Feïwal was hesitant. “His inheritance is a difficult burden to bear. I was bestowed with an honour that demands great responsibility. The quest to discover the Llewenti Islands is no common ordeal. It is consuming my strength.”


Nelwiri reminded his brother. “I was so proud that day you were proclaimed Guide of our clan by the council and entrusted with the sacred book of the Llewenti Queen.”


“Son of Filwen, the Ancient and the First,” Feïwal muttered barely audibly, as he recalled the last words of the ritual.


“You have no responsibility for what will come to pass. Each of us chose our fate. We are making history, no less,” answered Nelwiri.


The conversation was interrupted by the sound of a bell chiming eight times, heralding the end of another shift. Soon the fuss made by those preparing to relieve their companions could be heard. There was no lack of vigilance on this vessel. Night and day, sailors took the watch. Two equal groups of Blue Elves formed the crew. They were called lines, as the two equipages slept on opposite sides of the ship. Every eight hours, they took turns on the deck. One full line was required to manoeuvre the ship. Only Feïwal, the master of the vessel, had the authority to summon both lines together for particularly difficult manoeuvres.


A few weeks had passed since their departure from the kingdom of Essawylor. As they had crossed over that invisible boundary separating the world’s two hemispheres, the crew had celebrated the ritual of the “Nen”5, in hope and in joy. That night, the songs had been beautiful. They had gathered between the foremast and mainmast to celebrate the beauty of Cil6, the Elvin star of the West and the symbol of hope for all Elves that shines so brightly upon those crossing the Nen. Since then, they had wandered the oceanic desert, fruitlessly trying to circumvent the Sea of Cyclones. Many moons had passed; weariness had succeeded joy, doubt and apprehension had followed.


Sailors crossed the deck in silence. The ship’s crew was composed exclusively of Blue Elves. Each one had been selected with care. They were experienced and knew the tropical seas surrounding Essawylor well. They had chosen to abandon their homes, to search for new territories, despite the peril, or perhaps because of it. Some were too exhausted to express their joy at the prospect of some hard-earned rest; others were already focused on the tasks awaiting them. Joyful effusions usually formed an integral part of the Blue Elves’ culture; that day, however, few were light of heart, though many exchanged ritual signs to ward off sea spirits and protect their companions. A new bond seemed woven between the members of the crew since they had crossed the Sea of Cyclones. During the journey, they had endured the scorching heat, torrential rain and lashing wind. They had managed to overcome their fear and coordinate manoeuvres, even when faced with inevitable prospect of being swallowed by black mountainous waterspouts. Only then had they realized the full extent of the warning that Feïwal dyn Filweni had given to the youngest amongst them before they had departed.


“No Irawenti7 can claim to be a sailor before he has wandered the Sea of Cyclones.”


Irawenti meant ‘Blue Elves’ in their language. While their skin was dull, their eyes were the colour of tropical seas, and azure reflections emanated from their black hair. The Irawenti descended from clans of free Elves who had first wandered the East of the world, before settling in the tropical forests of Essawylor. Their domain was in the centre of the mainland, by the shores of the Austral Ocean, along the banks of the five rivers.


These Irawenti sailors belonged for the vast majority to the clan of Filweni8. It was not the most influential, nor the richest clan in the kingdom of Essawylor, but from that line descended ingenious shipwrights and triumphant sailors. Fierce characters they were, who remained free and independent, mainly known for their feats of navigation and their devotion to Gweïwal Uleydon, the Great God of the Seas and Lord of the Waters.


Long ago, the clan founder, Filwen the Ancient, along with his sons, had built the greatest ships ever seen on those waters, to sail south and cross the ocean. No news of that lost fleet had ever reached the shores of Essawylor, but the Filweni had ever since perpetuated a love of the ocean. Each of them shared a bond that other Irawenti could never understand. They all heard, in their youth, the call of the sea, and made the irreversible choice to pursue their greatest dream. The wave-tossed surface of the ocean pulled relentlessly at their heartstrings. They shared with their ancestors an attraction to mystery and exploration. The challenges, the hardships and the possibility of death represented, in their eyes, the ultimate victory, the triumph of faith over fear. The Filweni were not conquerors motivated by greed and power but explorers eager to defeat the vastness of the ocean. In their veins flowed the blood of the most capable sailors a navigator could ever hope command.


Feïwal dyn Filweni was their Captain. He was a dyn9, a noble among his clan who descended from the Blue Elf warlords who had conquered Essawylor and were granted a land to rule and a shore from which to worship Gweïwal Uleydon. The clan of Filweni’s Guide shared the instinct of those rare Irawenti sailors who had known how to make sense of the tiniest changes in the colour of water, the sudden acceleration of currents, the migration of certain species of fish or the flight of migratory birds. Life on the ship largely depended upon him. His crew repaired the damage caused by bad weather, refitted spars and rigging. He also commanded the various crafts represented on the ship: carpenters, blacksmiths, weavers and ropers. Feïwal was also the shipwright who designed the Alwïryan10, the mightiest ship of the Essawylor fleet. This achievement was a tribute to the legendary boat of his ancestor, Filwen, of whom Feïwal was a worthy heir. It was the result of years of study and research.


The Alwïryan now traced its way through the middle of the Austral Ocean, heading south. The vessel was their only kingdom and ultimate refuge. They worshipped it as a deity, revered it as an ancestor and cherished it like a precious steed. Beautiful, elegant and powerful, the Alwïryan was one hundred and thirty foot long and twenty foot wide. Most of its power stemmed from its eighty oars, yet two masts supplemented the great ship’s speed and manoeuvrability. Its triangular sails could navigate the high seas, and, when faced with heavy storms and headwinds, its rowers could take to the deck. Its two collapsible masts reduced its air resistance during storms. From the top of the masts, the Blue Elves could look out over the sea from a height of one hundred feet. They had built this marine animal with the exotic wood Bronyel11, from the silver trees found on the shores of Essawylor. Its rigging weighed more than the great forge of Ystanlewin12, and its lanyards, laid end-to-end, stretched out for more than half a mile. Thanks to the hull’s shallow draught and the great height of its keel, this magnificent vessel could face the open sea sure of its ability to overcome most dangers.


The Alwïryan was now alone in the middle of the Austral Ocean. Strong marine currents were drawing it irresistibly towards the infinite south. Never in the history of that age had a ship from the kingdom of Essawylor strayed so far from its shores.


Two hundred and sixty Elves were aboard the Alwïryan. Artisans or sailors, all of them possessed that dual obsession for freedom and for exploration.


Feïwal had chosen the most direct, and the most dangerous, course towards the Fadalwy Atolls, those desolate islands at the heart of the Sea of Cyclones which had been named after his father. He was following the flight of migratory birds, retracing the path taken by his ancestors.


The route through the East would have meant confronting the vastness of the Eastern Ocean, the dwelling of Gweïwal Uleydon, God of the Seas. That crossing would have been much longer and there was always danger for a ship in unknown waters. The Irawenti ancient texts prohibited navigation through the domain of the almighty sea god. None among the Blue Elves would dare to defy the word of their most revered divinity. The few sailors who had taken this route and returned had reported strange tales of enchanting mist and bewitching songs that intoxicated the mind and induced a lethal stupor.


The western way would have meant a long, dangerous coasting along the rugged shore of the endless equatorial steppe of the Anroch Desert. In those inhospitable regions, there was no hope of replenishing food or water, and the threat of barbarian warships was omnipresent. No Irawenti explorer had ever returned from those maritime kingdoms, a vast mosaic of human tribes equally disparate and warlike.


But that night, Feïwal was beset with terrifying dreams, nightmares, and, despite the good news that his brother had delivered, Feïwal knew these dreams to be bad omens. His mood was dark, his gaze full of worry and concern. Checking the position of every single sailor in his crew, he crossed the deck in silence. He noticed that no one was talking, no one was singing. Only the northern breeze blowing into the sails could be heard that morning.


“Today is the 290th day of 2542, by Essawylor’s reckoning, or year 2200 of the Second Age, as our friends the High Elves would call it,” proclaimed Nelwiri decisively, with his usual good humour as he turned to a fresh page of the ship’s log.


“It is the 98th day of our navigation. Let us hope there will be many more to come,” he added sardonically, in an attempt to cheer his brother.


“You should not mock the gods, son of Fadalwy! You should know better after all the deaths we’ve had to mourn!” harshly replied the Captain of the ship.


“Siw! 13 I would not dare have such a thought, but you will permit me, I hope, to enjoy this north-westerly breeze, which is gently pushing the Alwïryan towards our glorious future. Let me note down our position and speed. Do you see how powerful the ocean’s current is today? It’s certainly unusual; almost unnatural, I’d say.”


Nelwiri stood on the elegant aftcastle of the ship, on a slightly elevated walkway, which allowed him to look over the lower deck and stand just beside his brother. He held the helm with a firm hand as they headed south. From time to time, he glanced at the wind rune, one of the clan’s most sacred relics, which was placed in front of him to help him stay on course. But his attention was mainly focused on monitoring the wind and the sails. Too swollen, they could tear, and even break the yards. If they deflated and beat against the mast, the ship would lose pace. Nelwiri had a connection with the Alwïryan, as if he were the only link between the hull and the rigging. This was a hard task, and one which he rarely abandoned. Only Gyenwë, another renowned Irawenti sailor, replaced him for a few hours each night. Nelwiri was a true Filweni who, amid the boundless space of the ocean, lived fully, marvelling endlessly at the glorious days, the exquisite nights and spectacular sunsets. He was revered by all for his knowledge of the ocean and famous for his numerous heroic feats onboard. He inspired the rest of the crew with his bold deeds and unflinching bravery. A tall and thin Elf for an Irawenti, he was an incomparable navigator, despite his apparent playful recklessness.


Nelwiri noticed that the clan’s two other noble dyn were about to join them on the aftcastle.


“Today, we will have our council earlier than usual; Luwir and Arwela are joining us. They look concerned too. I trust they could not get much rest and they are eager to discuss our options.”


A beautiful, elegant Irawenti lady climbed the stairs first, dressed in light blue robes, her long dark hair flowing in the wind. Her name was Arwela dyn Filweni. She was the elder sister of Feïwal and Nelwiri, considered by many to be the wisest of her people, skilled in healing and in the reading of the stars. She was a rare and precious figure onboard, for few practitioners of her art ventured on the open seas. Love for her brothers and her commitment to the clan’s quest had driven her on this long and perilous voyage. She made use of her considerable learning, and her deep understanding of the souls of the sailors, to ward off bad fortune and to inspire hope.


Luwir dyn Filweni followed her. A robust Irawenti with a severe expression, he was considered one of the ancients among the Blue Elves. The arms of Essawylor, on his silver helmet, were a reminder of his prestige as commander in the army of the kingdom. Luwir was the clan’s most experienced warrior but onboard was known as the Oars Master. Rowing a ship with a multitude of oarlocks required a great deal of skill and coordination and his Irawenti crew was composed of highly trained specialists. He knew how to inspire his rowers to work harder and longer without pushing them beyond their limits. That morning, however, his mood was dark, he was visibly worried and concern was etched into his face.


“May Gweïwal Uleydon protect us today and in all days to come,” he began with the Irawenti ritual salutations as he moved to grasp each of his kin with affection. The Blue Elves called this warm-hearted form of greetings, Abriwa14, and it illustrated the genuine cordial relationships among them.


“I brought the inventory with me. We have important matters to discuss.”


“Abriwa! Luwir, and good day to you too,” replied Nelwiri ironically, his look showing that he had already anticipated what the discussion would be about.


Luwir ignored him and drew the book from his bag awkwardly. He always dressed for war no matter the circumstances, wearing a brass breastplate, an Irawenti helm and iron shin guards. He opened the book where lists of all the ship’s furniture, supplies and materials were kept.


“I estimate that we have no more than thirty days of supplies and water left,” he stressed in a deep voice, pausing emphatically. “Today is probably our last opportunity to turn back and return to Essawylor.”


Feïwal did not respond, his gaze fixed on the horizon. Arwela intervened.


“It would be wise, Feïwal. The crew’s morale is very low. Each day brings many new injuries. Our sailors are weary and exhausted and I fear that they will soon start to despair. They have been at sea for almost a hundred days. Let us go back and restore hope among them,” she insisted.


Still Feïwal did not respond.


“Every day, when tending to the wounded, I am bombarded with desperate questions that I do not know how to answer. I try to find words of hope. I struggle with all my might against the pernicious influence of those cursed sea spirits which plague us. This trip is one long embrace with waves and hail. Small wonder that Irawenti ships have not ventured this far south before,” she continued.


Seeing that Feïwal remained indifferent to their case, Luwir made a last attempt to convince his captain.


“Returning home is not a defeat. It is honourable, Feïwal. Siw! We have learnt a great deal. We can come back next year with more experience and better preparation. We now have maps to cross the islands in the Sea of Cyclones. We have lost many days trying to circumnavigate them. Our next attempt will be considerably easier. I say we go back; we can make it in less than sixty days. Cil Cim Cir15!!! We can return home if we start to ration out the crew today. This is our last chance, Feïwal.”


To his astonishment, the ship’s captain replied in an unusually harsh tone.


“It is not so. The Filweni are no merchants. They do not succumb to sickness of the mind or fatigue of the body after a few days at sea. The Filweni demonstrate incredible bravery and resolve. They can endure terrible hardships and perils for months when they are onboard the Alwïryan. Do you know why?”


None of the dyn Filweni dared to answer; they all understood that the decision had already been made in Feïwal’s mind. They would sail until the end of the voyage.


“We, Filweni, have a greater purpose. We have a responsibility to others for we are the keepers of the book of Queen Llyoriane. We are the legatees of the Llewenti’s message. We must find the last haven of the Elves before it is too late. Only the greatness of our ideal can match our intransigence,” concluded the Guide of the clan, his voice trembling with uncontained emotion.


To the ears of Arwela and Luwir, this prophetic plea sounded like a condemnation. A long silence followed.


“That being said, there are a number of tasks that require our attention,” Nelwiri finally offered, in an effort to reduce the tension.


Their attention, however, was suddenly caught by the deck’s trap door opening. From the bowels of the ship emerged a group of High Elves. The Hawenti16, as they were called in the language of the Irawenti, were heavily armoured with plates, shields and long swords.


Fair to behold, this group of Elves were pale skinned with fine and beautiful features. Tall and proud in their bearings, they stood a whole head taller than the common Irawenti. Despite their slim build, they looked as strong and robust as they appeared agile and quick. The oldest and greatest of all civilisations, the Hawenti were extremely graceful and noble, for they were counted among the greatest and most powerful race in the whole world and their actions had shaped history wherever they dwelt. Considered immortal by the other races of Elves, they did not die of old age for time had no effect on them. Only violent death was offered to them to depart from life.


A tall Elf led them, his head shaven, his chainmail as dark as his eyes. Four of his guards followed him, with a cold and haughty air. Two of his companions, his bard and his councillor brought up the rear. Every day at dawn, the same ritual sparring matches would begin: a storm of blows, shouts and wounds to entertain the eyes of the Irawenti sailors. It lasted the full morning. The tall Elf would participate in this exercise to the point of exhaustion, combating four guards at the same time. The bard was playing the same fighting tune with his harp, repeatedly, obsessively, as though he was trying to exorcise a sick curse from the past. The High Elves’ duty aboard this ship was not to navigate, but to fight.


The tall Elf was of high lineage, a ‘Dol’17 nobleman from Essawylor, heir to one of the most powerful houses of the Kingdom of the Five Rivers. Roquen Dol Lewin was his name: a great Elf, strong, robust and righteous, an imposing figure with a severe-looking face. It was difficult to determine his age, as he was young for the force that he could muster and yet his natural authority gave him the command of an elder.


Around fifty High Elves formed the rest of his retinue; they were prepared to deal with any onslaught from a hostile ship. They were the inner circle of the followers of Dol Lewin, and all were formidable warriors who had survived countless battles defending the kingdom of Essawylor’s northern border. They now formed the Unicorn Guard, attached exclusively to the service of Roquen Dol Lewin. They were armed for war. Although they were certainly not accomplished sailors, their fanatical devotion to their Dol had driven them to set out upon this journey, beset as it was with all manner of dangers. A commander named Maetor led them.


Feïwal considered this group of Hawenti for a while, his gaze fixed on the High Elf lord. Memories came flooding back to him.


“I do not like them,” declared his sister Arwela aggressively as she stepped forward. She was not accustomed to displaying her emotions in such a manner, but she had decided to seize this opportunity to challenge her brother’s authority and blame him for his stubbornness.


“I know,” Feïwal replied coolly.


“I do not like their arrogance,” she went on, “The bard Curwë acts like a bright, flamboyant figure. He dresses in the finest cottons and silk even whilst onboard the ship, so as to mark his difference.”


“Curwë is loyal. He is filled with passion for exploration and learning. He will be a valuable friend. I asked him to record a reliable account of our journey. It will be a significant contribution to our noble quest,” defended her brother.


“Siw! All of them behave contemptuously towards our kin. They shirk away from their fair share of the workload. They drink our water and eat our supplies. I cannot understand why we have troubled ourselves with them. They are a burden which will prove increasingly cumbersome,” added Luwir, who shared the Filweni lady’s feelings towards the High Elves.


“The Dol Lewin is a most honourable house and a formidable force in battle. They paid for the peace and prosperity of the kingdom with their blood. They defended the northern border from the incursions of the desert hordes. They protected our clan over many centuries. We owe them our help,” Feïwal replied.


“Yet, at the height of their splendour, there were rumours of conspiracy against the Queen of Essawylor, whisperings that that they wanted to increase their growing power even further,” Arwela retorted.


“Since when does my beloved sister pay attention to rumours from the Royal Court, from that serpents’ nest?” Feïwal asked, still defensive.


“I do not. But how do you consider the young lord’s companion, that Aewöl? He is no common High Elf. He does not belong to House Dol Lewin. I was told that he and his servant are counted among the Night Elves, those who prefer the shadows to the shining light. It is said he comes from the fallen house of the Morawenti18.”


“I have known Aewöl for a long time. He always demonstrated concern and support for our clan and for all our expeditions. He has studied the ancient writings of Queen Llyoriane. He believes in the existence of the Llewenti Islands. It is Aewöl who convinced Roquen Dol Lewin and his retainers to join us. We can trust him. We need his craft and his lore.”


Arwela was unconvinced. “Trust them if you will. I do not like them at all. I do not like the madness and the thirst for revenge that I see in the eyes of Roquen Dol Lewin. I do not like the attitude I observe in the bard Curwë. I dislike the silence of the Night Elf Aewöl. They are, altogether, a threat to our endeavours.”


“Siw! Do not judge them so harshly and so quickly,” interrupted Feïwal with authority.


“I was in the Queen’s halls, Arwela, the day that Roquen Dol Lewin burst in with pride, despite his despair. There, in front of the entirety of the assembled Royal Court, with profound anger in his voice, he told of the defeat of his army. He described with poignant veracity the burning of his city and the plight of his people. I still remember the strong emotion I felt when Roquen evoked the massacre of his family. The words fell hard and accusingly, and together they formed a direct insult to the face of the lordly Dol and the noble dyn who sat in the hall of the diamond throne, gathered around our sovereign. I heard and I believed his story. Trapped and cornered into an act of hopeless resistance, and overwhelmed in number by the enemy, the army of the House of Dol Lewin had been decimated because the Queen deliberately withheld reinforcements. It was this betrayal that caused the fall of a glorious lineage whose nobility dated back to the dawn of time.”


Arwela was incredulous. “The Queen, whatever her faults, is not one to regret, still less to apologize. He should have known that. Queen Aranaele is cruel and ruthless. I cannot believe that you would deny us a safe return for the sake of these Hawenti who we barely know.”


“Undoubtedly, she spared him no contempt. I was there when she rose from her throne. I can still hear her cruel words of banishment. I saw with my own eyes how that affront paralyzed the last Dol Lewin with shame. Then, I heard from the back of the hall, the clear voice of the bard Curwë, intoning the song of Lewin. I saw Roquen rising. Galvanized by the impetuous verses, he left the halls of the diamond’s throne honourably. Irreparable words had been exchanged. I knew that exile and death were the only two options left for him.


It was in that very moment that I decided we should leave the kingdom and sail south; I proposed to the noble Roquen that he join us in our quest across the ocean. We had waited for too long! So do not pronounce any ill words against our guests, Siw! They are our friends. Be patient, as one day they will honour us. Roquen Dol Lewin’s word is not to be taken lightly,” concluded Feïwal.


*


Gradually, the sea turned blue as the sun climbed the sky. The white sails of the ship billowed in the light wind. After the hail and storms of the Sea of Cyclones, their enemy was now the calms of these warm tropical seas that paralyzed the ship. The Irawenti sailors had a name for these waters: the Shade Islands, large stains below the surface, darker than the surrounding waves, spreading several miles across. Marine spirits haunted these still waters and absorbed all air currents, ensnaring vessels in the calms. Only the toil of rowers could free ships from such traps. Everyone’s attention was now fixed on this danger, and whenever the sails began to wave, a profound shudder rippled through the crew. The long journey had exhausted the sailors and they were acutely aware of the diminishing food and water supplies. Speed was now their major preoccupation.


When noon had passed, the breeze picked up significantly, driving the last thin clouds from the sky. The ocean flow, like the unseen hand of the God of the Seas, drew the ship southwards at a high speed. Feïwal set about taking several measurements, with an hourglass and a long rope that strung together Irawenti runes at regular intervals. He was amazed at the sheer power of this driving force, which neither sail nor oar could fight. The Alwïryan and the elements were not so much opponents as partners in a dance. Feiwal again calculated their position by examining the horizon through an azure gemstone, which the Filweni claimed could make the stars visible even in radiant sunlight.


For most of the time during the day, Feïwal stood on the aftcastle, next to his brother Nelwiri who was at the helm. He had set up a table and secured to its surface a large map which he annotated with comments and precious details as they journeyed onwards.


When the evening came, a dark cloud rose from the southeast. Feïwal frowned. Crossing the Sea of Cyclones had damaged the ship, and he did not feel equipped to deal with another new storm, or the hits and knocks that would accompany it. He gave a few brief orders. Mounting the rigging, some Irawenti sailors carefully checked the long ropes that ran along the yards which allowed for movement. Additional efforts were required. The sailors lowered the thin and flexible sails designed for fair weather, and hoisted instead a thicker, more resistant material that was etched with silver runes. Ropes were stretched across the deck for support and safety. Hatches were covered and a large piece of cloth was secured around the helm to protect the coxswain from the waves.


All night long, the wind struck in short, capricious jerks. Several times, the great ship listed to the point where the water began to brush the leeward rail. Nelwiri took the first watch. All was quiet on board, except for the hissing water at the ship’s stem. The helm jerked violently at each oscillation of the ship. The sail-bearing masts cast their lunar shadows across the deck. A silvery glow emanated from the wind runes, illuminating the face of the Irawenti coxswain and adorning him with a flickering mask. Taking his position by the few stars still visible, Nelwiri confirmed their course with his precious magical instrument, whose curved rune tended towards an elusive and mysterious point, the object of all their dreams and their hopes: the infinite South.


He heard febrile incantations a few steps behind him. Turning around, he saw, on the edge of the aftcastle, Feïwal’s silhouette which looked like a fleeting shadow against a threatening sky. Solitary, taking refuge in his prayers and invocations, he seemed more alone than ever, preferring to suffer in silence out of his companions’ sight, knowing that their friendship and support could not alleviate the doubts that haunted him.


The next day, when morning came, the sea breeze was still rising, and the crew lowered the yard of the mainmast to half-height. Nelwiri was managing to escape the tight lows of the swell and to ride on the shifting domes of the high waves. The southeast wind was now hot and cutting, the main sail so rounded that it unbalanced the ship. Water whistled along the hull. The large, heavy ship jumped from wave to wave, thrusting its bow into the watery blue blades, throwing up flakes of foam. The rain now flowed like silver hair.


Feïwal was afraid, as he always was before major storms. The fear chilled his back and gripped his heart. As always, he was filled with doubt. He was too experienced, though, not to recognize that it was Gweïwal Uleydon alone who held their lives in his hands. But, as always, the most difficult task was to conceal his apprehension from those around him. What they needed to see in him was that wintry blankness, even as his blood boiled in his veins and his heart pounded with suffering. That sacrifice, that aching loneliness, was what he owed to his crew. If they ever were to doubt him, the battle that was about to take place would be doomed to failure. He stood alone at the stern, motionless, frozen like the statue of an ancient Guide of the clan. From his elevated position, he surveyed the entire ship, offering his silhouette to the eyes of all his sailors. The wind lifted his light robes and his long hair of dark sapphire. His eyes were fixed on the horizon. He appeared absent.


A murmur was heard among the Hawenti warriors who were at work on deck. All were astonished that no order had been given, and they began to wonder about the dangerous passivity of the Captain.


The Irawenti sailors around them were long-accustomed to their master’s ways. They curtly reminded them simply to follow orders if they wanted to survive what was coming. The tension was palpable.


Suddenly, Feïwal’s voice could be heard, clear and thunderous from the stern. Usually so calm and melodious, it suddenly seemed authoritarian and implacable. Orders came rapidly and without pause. The sailors ran in every direction, each fully aware of what task they had to perform. The ship changed its course, making a quick and masterful jibe. Skilfully working with the currents and gusts of wind, it adjusted to a more favourable position that allowed it to reach its maximum speed. It bowed graciously, amplifying the circle of foam that its hull was pushing forward, like a racehorse suddenly feeling the spur of its master. Instead of trying to flee the danger, Feïwal chose to challenge it.


“Hoist the mainsail, stay the course!” shouted Nelwiri, standing beside his brother. His voice, affected by anxiety, froze the crew.


Nervousness spread to all those aboard as if by contagion.


“There’s a problem attaching the main sail’s yard!” shouted Gyenwë, the boatswain.


Sailors hurried to his side to help solve the problem. Feïwal left the aftcastle to join the deck. He did not seem affected by the eyes that stared anxiously at him. His sister Arwela came and stood by him.


“All is dark and stormy. Gweïwal Uleydon wildly works up chaos,” she murmured. Anxiety marked her face that was usually so smooth. Her intense blue eyes were fixed upon the waves.


“The Llewenti Islands are somewhere in front of us. It cannot be otherwise. I can feel it. The breath of the wind, growing stronger by the hour, is speaking to me,” replied her brother, excitedly.


“The mast moves and the hull groans with each new fall. Will the sails hold? Will our pentacles resist the forces attempting to crush us?” Arwela exclaimed.


But the sea’s mysteries could not allow Feïwal to reassure her. Suddenly, a roll came from behind, lifting the ship up high before rushing it downwards. The ship then struck a wave with the same violence as a crash into a hard embankment. The hull shook, vibrated and crashed again. A wave swept across the deck, throwing an Irawenti sailor overboard; several others avoided the same fate just in time by grasping hold of the silk rope running along the rail. A cry of panic, a call in the wind, rang out from the back of the ship.


“Sailor... Sailor overboard!”


No reaction followed, no order was given. The victim’s companions looked on with horror at the empty space where the missing rope should have been hooked. All eyes turned to Feïwal, who remained motionless, his clothes soaked and his hands frozen blue, not making a single gesture. All understood that nothing could be done, nor would be done, to save him. Amid huge, twenty-foot waves, with a deck flooded by rushing salt water, and sails beginning to tear under the force of the wind, Feïwal would not risk the lives of other sailors to save the lone Elf about to be engulfed. Such was the law of the ocean. Such was the ruthless trial of Gweïwal Uleydon. The Alwïryan continued its wild journey.


A huge dark cloud, mottled with pale specks, stretched out across the marine horizon. Long, thin clouds, like torn-up strips of paper, preceded it, foretelling heavy showers. Already the vessel struggled. It plunged into the collapsing sea, its long yard occasionally making contact with the water. Then, it was lifted so high that the oars and ropes were detached from their anchor. The rain began again.


For several hours, they sailed in a thick dark veil, with a strong breeze throughout, under a warm rain that soaked their clothes and dripped from their faces. For some time, they stopped manoeuvring, frozen as if petrified by the ordeal that awaited them. Feïwal was leaning on the railing, his thoughts lost in the vastness of the ocean, when a distinct clatter caught his attention. It was a threatening sound, rising above the murmur of the sea, the groaning of the hull and the creaking of the sails.


“Siw! Did you hear that? Is there something hidden in the rain?” asked his sister Arwela, standing beside him.


Both of them concentrated for a while. The mysterious sound echoed again, this time very clearly and from the same direction as before: directly in front of the ship. It resounded again and again until it became overwhelming. The whole crew had now gathered on the ship’s deck. The horrible noise in the dark intensified. A wall of rain surrounded them completely. They could not bear the melancholy howl which invaded their ears. Feïwal shook his head and uttered sacred incantations. He grasped at the small piece of rope tied around his neck, marked with runes, from which hung a silver pendant. He kissed and kissed it again, continuing to do so obsessively, until the horrible sound finally exploded to an end.


“I never heard such a thing... We have entered... something,” Feïwal managed to say after the shock had waned.


Panic had spread across the great ship’s deck; those fierce Elves that feared neither deadly enemy nor ravaging storm began to shake with terror as their imaginations were driven into the shadows. They looked around them, with pallid faces and haggard eyes, as though a terrifying event was beginning.


A violent gust of wind suddenly cleared the clouds and the rain appeared to stop. For a brief moment, the vast ocean revealed itself. Towards the south, they could decipher the towering foam of enormous waves, which appeared higher than ships. These waves formed a formidable fleet driving forward at great speed. A bright halo in the air preceded them. This mighty vision lasted but a few moments before the terrifying view vanished. The crew had been shaken to their core. There was a moment of silence. It soon ended with cries, desperate prayers and panicked shouts.


Feïwal’s orders could no longer be heard by the crew. Commands were also being given by the other dyn of the Filweni in order to restore discipline, but none would obey. Finally, Luwir’s horn sounded several times; the sailors began to regain their composure and focus on the instructions given by their Captain. Feïwal’s voice could be heard once again, loud and clear, as though the Guide of the Filweni had been delivered from all anxiety now that the end was imminent. Irawenti sailors rushed across the deck to obey his commands. Anchors were brought back on the deck and tied around the main mast with thick, heavy ropes, four fathoms long. The task was dangerous, and required twenty sailors to execute it. Another dozen Irawenti, agile as squirrels, clambered onto the rigging, using ropes, halyards and shrouds to maintain their balance whilst adjusting the ship’s yaw. Nelwiri was roaring orders from the deck. The sails soon came down. The boatswain’s howling was scattered by the wind, but it did not take long to remove the foremast; the Irawenti sailors worked in decisive and instinctive gestures.


“We need to maintain our speed! Luwir! Gather the rowers and make haste! We need power to steer the Alwïryan! Urgently!” ordered Feïwal.


In the meantime, his brother Nelwiri was screaming instructions to the crew masters.


“Myem! Lenpi! Osso! Nety! Clear these fools from the deck and take your positions.


Curwë! This is no place for Hawenti, either. Get out of here, all of you, Cil Cim Cir!! Get out! Find some shelter. ”


The crew hastened into the holds of the vessel until the deck was finally cleared. Luwir was the last to reach the deck hatch. He closed it behind him. His deep voice reverberated as he yelled orders at the crew to organize the rowers’ benches. Soon, the beating of the drums resounded, coordinating their efforts.


Meanwhile, Roquen hoisted the colours of House Dol Lewin to the top of the main mast. No one offered so much as a word or gesture to dissuade him from putting himself in such a dangerous position. His expression was as hard as ivory. This cold, reckless resolve made Roquen completely unreachable. His piercing eyes had the coldness of steel blades. The white war unicorn against a field of purple, now fully unfurled, proudly faced the air like a sublime challenge to the elements. The Alwïryan, sails and rods down, was naked but for this proud standard. It was ready for battle.


Nelwiri went back to the aftcastle and clung firmly to the helm. He was working with a heavily reduced sail to control the Alwïryan in the wind. The shell, bilge and keel creaked ominously. The Alwïryan was now bouncing between mountains of water. Waterspouts corkscrewed down from a cascading sky ripped apart by lightning. It was pitching and rolling like a frail piece of bark adrift. Nelwiri kept adjusting the ship’s course in a continuous effort to escape doom. But the exercise was becoming increasingly difficult; the Irawenti pilot was blinded by the growing darkness, surging rain and flashes of lightning. He struggled desperately against the raging ocean. Feïwal was quick to join him. He applied five and then ten degrees of starboard helm to stay on their chosen course. The helm shook violently. Every time a wave came rushing against the ship and buried it under a mass of foam, he trembled with pain, his own flesh suffering from the blows that were hitting the Alwïryan. The two brothers kept only four of their best sailors on deck to help handle the ship. All of a sudden, a monstrous swirling water column rose up on the horizon. It advanced at the speed of a galloping horse towards the ship.


“Siw! It is heading towards us! We are lost,” shouted Nelwiri, terrified.


Desperately, he made a full about-turn to port, trying to avoid the huge whirlwind that was now digging a chasm into the ocean surface. Screaming in anger at his helplessness, he failed to avoid the impact. A frightful mountain of water broke onto the Alwïryan, sweeping across the deck, spraying rope attachments in all directions and ripping everything else up into the air. The mainmast could not hold. Already almost broken at its base, this latest onslaught completely broke the wood, and the mast fell to port with a horrendous crash, very nearly crushing Roquen. The standard of the Dol Lewin, that white war unicorn against the field of purple, disappeared into the sea. The helpless Roquen was catapulted against the gunwale. The Alwïryan careered about dangerously due to the broken rigging, still attached by ropes, pulling downwards at the side of the ship and acting like an anchor in the swirling sea. It was taking on huge amounts of water. Roquen escaped drowning and managed to stay aboard thanks to the side ropes. Galvanized by terror, with an intense determination, he summoned all his strength to reach the shelter of the deck by pulling himself along the fallen mast.


The whirlwind disappeared a few hundred feet astern of the vessel, whirling up into the mass of cloud above. Spiralling deeper and deeper in ever narrowing circles, the Alwïryan heeled more perilously than ever. An imposing silence followed, as though a mysterious force had muzzled the storm, paralyzing its monstrous pack of waves before the next assault. This unexpected lull surprised Feïwal; it was as if the wrath of the elements had suddenly been diverted by an occult power, now that all was lost. He seized the opportunity and breathed more freely, surveying the scene for a few moments. Nelwiri, just at his side, was still strapped to the helm, unconscious, apparently stunned by the shock. Feïwal made sure he was still alive by quickly checking his pulse. Below, the deck of the ship was in chaos. Roquen was wounded. He looked powerless, fighting against the tilting of the vessel. No one else was left. His best sailors, his friends, were all lost. They had been blown away by the storm and swallowed by the Austral Ocean. Their silk cords were still hooked to the railing, but irremediably cut further down. No immediate help could be expected from those who had taken refuge in the hold. The hatch was blocked by an array of debris.


Only Roquen remained to be of any assistance. He was standing on the deck, wounded. Like some mythical image, the High Elf knelt, motionless. His sword, struck into the wood, maintained his balance though he looked vulnerable to the ravages of the ocean and the ship’s dangerous pitching. Powerlessly tied to the plight of the vessel, he was out of reach.


In the blink of an eye, Feïwal decided to act. A strong gust of wind suddenly swept the ship’s deck from stern to bow. The Irawenti navigator extended his arms to spread out his robes in full. The savage wind forcefully buffeted the folds of his cloak, propelling him from the aftcastle to the deck. Feïwal landed with great dexterity and rolled a few yards from the broken mast. With a rapid movement, he tied himself to the ropes, thus preventing any further downfall. He now stood beside Roquen.


“What can we do?” yelled the High Elf lord through the storm.


“Cut the mast! We need to cut the mast loose!” shouted Feïwal as the ship was about to fully tip over onto the sea.


In an instant, with the sort of strength and courage that inspires renewed hope, Roquen stood. His sword sprang from its sheath. Feïwal started shouting words of power in the ancient language of the Irawenti Guides. His face was severe, strained by the energy he was unleashing.


“Yagliw wary19!!!”


The words he pronounced suddenly began to drown out the noise made by the elements. Reverberating from those sacred incantations, the long gleaming blade of Roquen’s sword began to glow, as if possessed by some holy fire. The valiant young lord struck a first blow at the mast with all the force of his despair, causing a crash. A second strike, then a third, followed the first. The wood was pulverized. Yards, stays, cables, indeed everything, was pulled into the sea by the weight of the sinking mainmast. The Alwïryan rose up, carried by a mighty wave, before its own weight and the violence of the storm sent it crashing back down. The vessel then rose again, finding its balance on the sea. The force of those impacts had shattered the railing of the aftcastle. A crash rent the air. Roquen, senseless, was thrown to the ground with extraordinary violence. The railing of the aftcastle now lay contorted on the deck. His face swollen, his body bruised, Feïwal remained conscious. Screams of pain could be heard from the hold of the ship. The crew was trapped. The storm, as if temporarily overcome by their valour, seemed to retreat. The lull was brief. The Irawenti navigator tried to clear the deck of the mainmast debris in order to open an access to the hold and release his companions. But the hurricane was unleashed once again.


Within moments, the darkness of the sky had burst into a demonic dance of foam. The Alwïryan was plunged into a twenty foot deep abyss, and then up the side of another wave, before resuming its mad race between the liquid walls.


“To the stern!” screamed Feïwal to Roquen.


But the High Elf did not stir, nor did he respond. He lay unconscious, his hands still leashed in the deck’s cords. The rest of Feïwal’s words were lost in a roar of thunder. The ship groaned under the combined onslaught of the ocean and the hurricane, as it was on the point of being pulled apart. It teetered between port and starboard before diving downwards again. The sluices no longer drained the water that washed over the deck. The vessel was dying. Its slow death had already begun. Sea spirits circled around its bruised carcass, yelling wildly. Feïwal maintained his statue-like composure, riveted to the remains of the great mast, ready to disappear with it into the abyss. Impervious to the chaos of the elements, his posture remained defensive as his eyes searched the spray. He finally managed to reach the helm while waves, fifteen feet high, jostled and crashed against the Alwïryan, rolling across the deck like beasts. Cascading water crashed down upon the aftcastle before pouring in torrents down the steps to the deck. There he found Nelwiri, firmly bonded to the helm by ropes. He was still unconscious. His head was bloody. He was no longer master of the ship, whose mad, blind race was steered only by the chaotic winds. Feïwal clung to the helm, trying to regain power. Now confused, his senses were betraying him and the navigator lost control. He uttered a cry of terror as his mind was swallowed into nightmare. But it was not the storm’s redoubled violence that filled the Irawenti Guide with terror.


A winged shape, hidden by the spray, flew around the ship. Feiwal could not distinguish its contours exactly, although he recognized the silhouette of a large Elf amongst the swirls around him. However, his eyes were fixed on the two pale wings of the creature. Spread wide, they were beating with tremendous power, taking full advantage of the wind. In an instant, the winged creature was upon the aftcastle. It carried the breath of the entire storm. A flash of lightning set the horizon ablaze. The wind stopped suddenly. An aura of splendour and power emanated from the divine creature. Long sapphire hair covered the deity’s naked and ethereal body, as though shaped in the wind. He held in his right hand a silver trident, the symbol of his sovereign power over these waters. Feïwal stared around him, awestruck, completely motionless and utterly incapacitated. The creature moved forward and Feïwal could not resist it. Covering his face, he knelt down in front of it. But his supplications and imploring words soon died on his lips, like a gentle breeze caught up in a whirlwind. In a final effort of will, he held up the sacred relic of his clan, that little piece of rope inlaid with unknown runes. The Deity stopped, towering over him spreading its wings and brandishing its trident. Feïwal fainted at the blast of its power.


*


How long it lasted, he would not know, but the moment came when Feïwal finally awoke from unconsciousness. In his dizziness, he attempted to understand the hallucination he had been through. Feïwal’s gaze swept the space around him and scanned his surroundings in search of his companions. Nelwiri was still tied to the helm in a macabre dance. The rest of the aftcastle was empty. He moved towards the devastated railing. He could see Roquen below on the deck. The High Elf knelt and suffered in silence, his right arm severely injured.


In this twilight of doom, other concerns began to nag at his mind. But he could not do more. He let go. He gave up and started to murmur a song of old, the song of the Irawenti seafarers. With his last drop of energy, he sang beautiful verses about the ultimate refuge, the Llewenti Islands.


“Mew yae nienaw a ryan praw Lagni20,


Mew rywe syera akyaw Nyli Llewenti21,


…”


Nonetheless, though badly battered, his ship fearlessly continued on its course between the towering peaks, plunging into deep ravines only to be reborn at the top of fresh hills of foam.


His song’s lyrics seemed to preserve the ship from its ultimate destruction by conjuring protective marine spirits, dissuading the formidable force of nature from striking the final blow. How long did it last, this dance of death between the hungry and ferocious sea and its frail but agile prey?


Feïwal’s senses had failed him; he resolved to search through the darkness of the night to find his way. He prayed to the wild deity that he and his companions be spared, and that he be granted his soul and his destiny. His eyes burned with salt; his body was broken. Lightning ended in crackling thunder. Roaring waves, bellowing irresistible power, carried all sound away in an intensified rage. Suffocated by the wind, buried under a deluge of rain, battered by the downpour, Feïwal surrendered to the storm that had made him feel invaded and overpowered. He now chose to give up fighting, yielding to the power of the elements, to their superior forces, completely overcome by the magnificent cataclysm. He lost control, defeated, yet somehow he was communing with the chaos. His confused mind was wandering into the unknown, haunted by only Griffins and Storm Eagles. Feïwal smiled briefly, thinking of his brother’s warning to stop bearing the fate of others on his shoulders. He then lost consciousness.


The ship sped southward, as if sucked into an abyss, unaware of the day or the night, with no one watching over its destiny any longer. There was no sign of hope or salvation.


*


But, eventually, unexpectedly, the Alwïryan, still carried by the monstrous whirlpool, that vast column joining the darkness of the sky to the darkness of the ocean, met an invisible wall, bursting in an explosion of sand and water on the deserted beach of an isolated island. The whole isle was shaken with the furious vibration, a shuddering convulsion that felt like the final scream of the unleashed elements.


*


Although unlikely, the dawn finally came. The dim morning stillness was torn by a shrill sound, an awkward noise in the majestic symphony that had been played by the sea and the wind since time began. A pelican, chased by the wind, came to perch on the ship’s railing, seeking shelter from the fury of the elements. Its repeated cries finally released Feïwal from his torpor. A shouting in the wind brought him back to reality. He recognized, through the surrounding tumult, the powerful voice of Roquen. Feïwal despaired.


“How am I to help him in the obscurity of darkness?”


Soon the fury of the hurricane began to decline. Feïwal brushed the debris around him aside, got up, and began to call, hailing his sailors and shouting for his kin, but the wind carried his voice away into nothingness. He wandered on the deck, tripping amongst the wreckage and over ropes and debris. Finally he stumbled over Roquen, who stood motionless and silent; gazing with rage at his own battered body. Feïwal knelt beside him, overcome with emotion.


“Cil Cim Cir! We are safe. We were spared.”


The Hawenti Dol could not answer him. A vicious blow had struck him down; acute pain immobilized him. He endured this suffering without complaint, without a groan, as befitted a Lord of the High Elves. Feïwal set about tending to his injuries, but he quickly realized that the great Elf was suffering from more than just physical pain. A mystical force was at work.


It was only at that point that Feïwal noticed a faint star, shining through the veil of darkness that enveloped them. This distant speck of glimmering light was the first of many others that appeared gradually. Soon, the beach where they had run aground was bathed in a soft, silver light. The Irawenti Captain took advantage of this calm to rescue his companions. Nelwiri regained consciousness but remained weak and lost. He suffered from multiple fractures and severe bruising, but his first words upon waking were to inquire about the fate of his sailor companions. They then set about freeing up access to the ship’s hold.


Finally, the first survivors could emerge from the shipwreck. All were oblivious to their surroundings. They wandered around the deck, stumbling over debris, as if looking for some clue. Only the sound of the sea reached their ears. The rest of the crew gradually emerged from the hold, with eyes half closed, like owls coming out of a long night. Arwela scoured through the ranks, providing care and inviting everyone to prayer and piety. Feïwal began to gather his two watch units. While he himself was haggard, he roundly jeered his sailors, urging them to quick mental recovery. The count began. Many were injured with bruises and fractures. But there was also one fatal casualty, a young Irawenti sailor from the clan of Gnalwen. It was his first trip out to sea, and he had won over the entire crew with his fearlessness manoeuvring the sails, and his unfaltering hard work. He was found with a shattered skull, his chest crushed under an oar that had escaped its hinges. Many were the sailors that came to bow before his body before it was returned to Gweïwal Uleydon, as was dictated by the marine rites of the Irawenti. Arwela uttered sacred words and read the ancient scriptures. Overwhelmed, she added a prayer.


“Eïwal Ffeyn! Deity of storms! Eïwal Ffeyn saved us from a terrible end. However, in exchange for his leniency, he claimed the life of the youngest among us. May his soul return to the sea and the wind! The Lord of tempests sends us a warning. He demands our humility. This will remain in our minds.”


The Alwïryan had emerged from hell. It was battered but still alive; its vital parts were not affected though it was stripped of its masts and spars. The figurehead remained unwavering, despite the last remnants of an aggressive wind. It lay on the beach motionless, like the remains of a warrior fallen in battle. At regular intervals, knocks from the powerful ocean waves served as a reminder of the danger it had escaped.


*


The next day, the sun shone with all its brilliance, rising in a sky flecked with distant clouds. The ocean was still agitated, but its wrath seemed to have been largely appeased. The castaways could now gauge the full extent of the disaster. The Alwïryan, dismantled, its keel deeply buried in the sand, lay down like a flightless bird. The deck was heavily damaged, repeatedly punctured with gaping cracks like multiple bloody wounds. Water was flooding in through breaches in the hull. Pieces of the mainmast sunk through the collapsed ruins of the deck into the sodden depths of the hold. The door leading to the aftcastle had come off its hinges. To the rear, the rising tide began to flood into the stained-glass Lords’ cabins, but the aftcastle, though covered in debris, was largely intact. The rudder also appeared to have been spared. To the front, the foremast, which fortunately had been removed before the onslaught of the storm, was broken off at its hinges. Stripped of its sails, dethroned of its silver gull, the foremast was suspended in an unlikely position over the railing, jutting out like an ominous black gallows. The ship was laying on the beach of an island, which appeared to be little more than a heap of rock and sand deposited in the midst of the immense and magnificent sea. At high water, the wreckage was submerged, but, when the tide went out, the tips of the rocks were exposed and it was possible to walk out towards the beach. Fortunately, the Alwïryan had run aground on sandy soil; there was hope that the crew could repair and refloat it.
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