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Chapter 1: "The Call to Adventure" – A Desperate Dream
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The pre-dawn air tasted of brine and broken promises. Sinbad the Sailor—though he despised that title now, for what good was a sailor without a ship?—sat hunched on a barnacle-encrusted pier, watching the fishing boats limp back to shore like beaten dogs. His once-magnificent turban, a gift from the Caliph himself after his third voyage, now hung limp and stained about his head, its golden thread unraveled and dangling like the hopes of his youth. His beard, which had once been black as midnight oil and groomed to perfection, now sprouted gray and wild, reaching nearly to his belly, tangled with bits of dried fish and salt. His hands, those same hands that had once commanded forty men and steered vessels through typhoons, now trembled as they clutched a cracked clay cup of yesterday's coffee, cold as a merchant's heart.

"Captain!"

The voice shattered his miserable reverie like a rock through temple glass.

Sinbad turned to see Abdul lurching up the dock, his wooden leg—a souvenir from their disastrous encounter with the Roc three years prior—clacking against the warped planks with each step, the sound echoing across the empty harbor like a countdown to doom. Abdul was a mountain of a man, broad as a wine barrel and nearly as round, with a face like weathered leather stretched over granite. His remaining eye—the left one, bright and brown as a falcon's—gleamed with an excitement that Sinbad immediately distrusted. The right eye was covered with a patch made from sailcloth, embroidered inexpertly with a golden anchor that looked more like a mangled fishhook.

"Don't 'Captain' me, Abdul," Sinbad growled, taking a sip of the wretched coffee and grimacing as it hit his tongue like liquid regret. "I haven't captained anything larger than my own misery in two years, and that voyage has been remarkably uneventful."

"Ah, but that's about to change!" Abdul dropped onto the pier beside him with such enthusiasm that the ancient wood groaned and cracked, sending a spider-web of fissures racing toward the shore. He slapped a rolled parchment onto Sinbad's lap with the force of a judge delivering a death sentence. "Look at this! Just look at it!"

Sinbad unrolled the document with the enthusiasm 

of a man unrolling his own burial shroud. The parchment was yellowed and brittle, covered in cramped script that danced before his eyes like mocking djinn. But three words leaped out at him, clear as lighthouse beacons in fog: Island of Gold and Leaves.

"Oh no," Sinbad said, dropping the parchment as if it had suddenly sprouted fangs. "Absolutely not. No. Never. I would sooner eat my own beard than chase another fairy tale across the cursed seas."

"But Captain—"

"Stop calling me that!"

"—it's real! Rashid found it in the archives at the old monastery. He cross-referenced it with three different sources. Three! You know Rashid—the man wouldn't believe water was wet without consulting seven scholars and a holy man."

As if summoned by his name, Rashid appeared at the end of the pier, moving with the careful, deliberate steps of a heron stalking fish in shallow water. He was a thin slip of a man, all angles and bones, as if God had started to create a human but had run out of flesh halfway through and decided the skeleton alone would suffice. His face was narrow and pointed, dominated by a nose like the beak of an ibis and eyes that sat deep in their sockets, perpetually squinting as if the world itself was written in letters too small to read. He wore robes of faded brown that hung on him like burial wrappings, and his fingers—long, delicate things that seemed to have too many joints—clutched a leather satchel to his chest as if it contained the secrets of creation itself.

"Sinbad," Rashid said, his voice soft and reedy as wind through papyrus. "I know what you're thinking. I thought the same. But this—" he patted the satchel "—this is different."

"Everything is always different," Sinbad muttered. "Until it tries to eat you. Then it's remarkably similar to everything else that's tried to eat me."

"The monastery records date back four hundred years," Rashid continued, undeterred, settling himself cross-legged on the pier with the practiced ease of a scholar who had spent his life folding himself into uncomfortable positions while reading. "Four separate expeditions reported the same island. Same location. Same landmarks. Trees with leaves of beaten gold. Fruits that weep precious stones. Rivers running with silver."

"And four separate expeditions returned to tell the tale?" Sinbad asked, his voice dripping with suspicion 

like honey from a broken hive.

Rashid's face twitched, his left eye developing a sudden fascination with a nearby seagull. "Well. Three returned. Mostly."

"'Mostly'?"

"The fourth expedition's ship was found drifting off the coast of Persia," Rashid admitted, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "Intact. Fully provisioned. Not a soul aboard. But—and this is important—the hold was full of gold. Gold that the Sultan's mint confirmed was genuine and of unprecedented purity."

Sinbad felt something cold slither down his spine, as if winter itself had decided to take a stroll along his vertebrae. "And the crew?"

"Never found." Rashid's eyes finally met his, and Sinbad saw in them a mixture of fear and hunger that he knew all too well—it was the look of a man who knew he was walking toward doom but couldn't help putting one foot in front of the other. "But Sinbad, the gold was real. Twenty tons of it. Twenty tons! The Sultan's tax collectors have been living like princes for decades on the proceeds."

"Wake up, you barnacle-brained buffoons!"

The shout came from the shore, where Farid was 

striding toward them with the cocksure swagger of a rooster who had never met a fox. He was young—scandalously young, barely twenty summers—with a face like polished mahogany and a smile that flashed white as lightning in his dark face. His body was lean and hard as braided rope, muscles moving beneath his skin like cats fighting in a sack. He wore his wealth—what little he had—on his body: a crimson sash around his waist, golden rings in his ears, and a curved dagger at his hip with a jeweled pommel that Sinbad suspected was glass but Farid swore was ruby. His hair was a mass of black curls that defied any attempt at order, springing from his head like joyful chaos made manifest.

"Are we sitting around feeling sorry for ourselves, or are we getting rich?" Farid vaulted onto the pier with the grace of a cat, landing beside them with barely a sound despite the rotten wood. "Because I've already spent my share in my mind, and let me tell you, the imaginary wine tastes spectacular."

"Your share of what?" Sinbad asked wearily. "Disappointment? I've got plenty of that to go around."

"Your share of this!" Farid produced a small object from his sash and tossed it to Sinbad with a flick of his wrist like a gambler throwing dice.

Sinbad caught it reflexively, and immediately wished he hadn't.

It was a leaf. A golden leaf. Not painted gold, not gilded—solid gold, beaten thin as gossamer but unmistakably real. It was shaped like an oak leaf, every vein and curve rendered in perfect detail, and it weighed exactly what a leaf of solid gold should weigh, which was far more than any natural leaf had a right to.

"Where did you get this?" Sinbad's voice was barely a whisper, his hands trembling so badly the leaf danced and flickered in the dawn light like a tiny flame.

"Found it in a sailor's pouch at the Crooked Anchor tavern," Farid said, grinning like a demon who had just negotiated an excellent contract for a soul. "Old man from Basra, drunk as a camel in a wine vat, babbling about an island where trees grew treasure. Said he'd found it on a beach, washed up after a storm. I thought he was mad, but I traded him three cups of wine for it. Took it to a goldsmith yesterday—" he paused for dramatic effect, his eyes gleaming "—the man offered me enough money to live like a merchant for a year. For one leaf! Imagine what an entire tree would be worth!"

Sinbad looked at the leaf. Then at Abdul's eager, one-eyed face. Then at Rashid's scholarly intensity. Then at Farid's reckless enthusiasm. He felt the tide of fate pulling at him, as inevitable as the moon's influence on the seas, and he knew—knew—that resistance was futile. The universe had a sense of humor, and that humor was currently pointed at him like a loaded crossbow.

"I'm going to regret this," he said.

"Probably!" Farid agreed cheerfully, clapping him on the shoulder hard enough to rattle his bones. "But you'll regret it rich! That's the important part."

"We'll need a ship," Abdul said, his practical mind already racing ahead to logistics and disaster. "And a crew. And provisions. And—"

"And money," Sinbad finished bitterly. "Which, if you'll recall, is the one thing we spectacularly don't have."

"Ah!" Rashid reached into his satchel and produced another scroll, this one sealed with red wax and bearing the stamp of a merchant house. "I anticipated this objection. I took the liberty of approaching Merchant Hassan al-Farouk. He's agreed to finance the expedition in exchange for half the profits."

"Half?!" Farid exploded, leaping to his feet and pacing the pier like a caged tiger, his hands gesturing wildly enough to frighten passing seabirds. "That's highway robbery! That's piracy! That's—"

"Better than nothing," Sinbad interrupted, feeling the cold weight of necessity settling over him like a wet cloak. "Which is what we have now. What's the catch, Rashid? There's always a catch. Merchants don't invest out of the kindness of their hearts—assuming they have hearts, which is a generous assumption."

Rashid's face did something complicated, like a man trying to smile while simultaneously sucking a lemon. "We have to take his nephew."

Silence descended on the pier like fog, thick and ominous.

"His nephew," Sinbad repeated slowly, the words tasting of ash and premonition in his mouth.

"His nephew," Rashid confirmed miserably. "A young man named Omar. Hassan says the boy needs 'character building' and 'real-world experience.' I believe the exact words were 'turn him from a mewling whelp into something resembling a man, or die trying. I'm comfortable with either outcome.'"

"Oh, that's fantastic," Farid said, his voice dripping with sarcasm thick as honey. "Nothing builds confidence in a voyage like knowing we're babysitting some merchant's pampered pup who's probably never been further from shore than it takes to vomit over the side."

"We need the money," Abdul said pragmatically, his heavy hand falling on Sinbad's shoulder like the judgment of fate itself. "Captain—Sinbad—you know we do. My wife is pregnant with our fourth child. I can't keep feeding them on hope and fish bones. Farid owes money to half the taverns in the city. Rashid's monastery kicked him out for 'unhealthy obsession with secular texts and possible demon worship.' We're desperate. This is our chance."

Sinbad looked at the golden leaf again, watching it catch the first rays of true sunrise, transforming it into a fragment of captured sun. He thought of his own debts, his own failures, the pitying looks from former friends who crossed the street to avoid him. He thought of his wife's grave—dead these five years from fever while he was at sea chasing another stupid dream—and how he'd promised her father he'd provide for her, a promise he'd broken as thoroughly as a ship on rocks.

"When do we sail?" he asked, the words tasting of resignation and barely suppressed hope.

"Three days," Rashid said. "The ship is called the Maiden's Regret—"

"Oh, that's not ominous at all," Farid interjected, 

rolling his eyes so hard Sinbad worried they might fall out of his head.

"—and she's sound. Hassan had her inspected. Forty feet, double-masted, crew of fifteen. She's waiting at the merchant's dock."

"And Omar?"

"He'll be there tomorrow for introduction. Hassan's orders."

Sinbad nodded slowly, feeling the familiar mix of excitement and dread churning in his gut like a storm brewing. He'd felt this before—before the Valley of Diamonds, before the Old Man of the Sea, before the Roc. It was the feeling of standing on the edge of a cliff, knowing you were about to jump, unable to stop yourself even though you could see the rocks below.

"Right then," he said, hauling himself to his feet with a groan that came from somewhere deep in his aging bones. "Abdul, start gathering crew. Find men who are desperate but not completely stupid—we need a balance. Farid, get supplies. Food, water, rope, weapons—"

"Weapons?" Farid's eyes lit up like twin stars. "Are we expecting trouble?"

"We're sailing to a mysterious island where the 

fourth expedition vanished without a trace despite bringing back twenty tons of gold," Sinbad said dryly. "What do you think?"

"Fair point. I'll get the really sharp weapons."

"Rashid, I need you to map our route. Consult every source you have. I want to know about currents, storms, reported sightings, everything. If someone so much as sneezed in that direction, I want to know about it."

"Already done," Rashid said, patting his satchel with the pride of a mother hen showing off her chicks. "I have seventeen relevant documents, four maps—one of which might be accurate—and three separate accounts of unusual weather patterns in the region."

"Might be accurate?"

"The other three are definitely wrong. That's progress!"

Sinbad rubbed his face with both hands, feeling every one of his forty-seven years pressing down on him like stones. "And what will I be doing, you ask? I'll be praying. Praying that this isn't as stupid as it sounds. Praying that we're not sailing toward our doom. Praying that—"

"There you are!"

The voice that interrupted him was high and nasal, 

cutting through the morning air like a badly played flute. A young man was hurrying up the beach toward them, his fine silken robes—emerald green with silver threading—hiked up around his knees in a way that suggested he'd never had to wade through sand before and was discovering he didn't enjoy it. His face was round and soft as unbaked dough, with a wispy mustache that looked like someone had glued a caterpillar to his upper lip. His hands, Sinbad noted with dismay, were smooth and uncalloused, with rings on every finger that glittered like captured rainbows. His hair was oiled and perfumed, hanging in careful ringlets about his face, and he minced through the sand like a cat walking through water, each step accompanied by a grimace of distaste.

"Please tell me that's not—" Farid began.

"Uncle said I'd find you here!" the young man called, waving enthusiastically, his rings catching the light and sending rainbow sparks dancing across the water. "I'm Omar! I'm so excited about our adventure! I've read all about sailing! Well, I've had the important parts read to me. Reading makes my eyes hurt. But I've absorbed the general concept! Water, boat, destination—how hard 

can it be?"

The four men stood frozen, watching Omar approach like doomed criminals watching the executioner sharpen his axe.

"I'm going to throw myself into the sea," Farid announced. "Right now. It'll be quicker."

"The voyage hasn't even started yet," Abdul pointed out reasonably. "You might as well wait until we're further from shore. Make it count."

Omar reached the pier and attempted to climb onto it with all the grace of a drunk walrus attempting ballet. He slipped twice, nearly fell once, and finally had to be hauled up by Abdul, who lifted him like a sack of grain and deposited him on the weathered planks.

"Thank you, my good man!" Omar beamed, apparently oblivious to Abdul's expression, which suggested he was reconsidering several of his recent life choices. "You must be the crew! Uncle told me all about you. You're Sinbad—the famous one! I've heard such stories! The Roc! The Old Man of the Sea! The whales! Though between you and me—" he leaned in conspiratorially, his perfumed breath washing over Sinbad like a physical assault "—I think some of those tales might be exaggerated. I mean, a bird big enough to 

carry an elephant? Surely that's metaphorical!"

"It was very literal," Sinbad said flatly. "And it ate my best friend."

Omar's smile didn't waver. "Well! The past is past! I'm sure this voyage will be much safer. Uncle says I'm to be your assistant navigator! I've brought my astrolabe—" he produced a small brass instrument from his robes, holding it up proudly "—though I'll confess I'm not entirely sure which way up it goes. There are so many markings! Very confusing. But I'm a quick learner! Just this morning I successfully tied my own shoes!" He gestured down at his feet, which were encased in ridiculous pointed slippers of red silk, completely inappropriate for sea travel and already darkening with seawater stains.

Rashid made a small sound like a mouse dying.

"This is a mistake," Farid said, not bothering to lower his voice. "This is a huge, colossal, magnificent mistake. We're going to die. All of us. Horribly."

"Nonsense!" Omar clapped him on the shoulder with the enthusiasm of a golden retriever greeting a stranger. "Uncle says you're the best crew in the city! Granted, he also said you were the only crew desperate enough to take his money, but I'm sure that's just his 

little joke. He's quite the wit!"

Sinbad exchanged looks with his crew. Abdul's face was resigned, Rashid's was calculating probabilities of survival, and Farid's was contemplating whether drowning was truly worse than the alternative.

But the golden leaf was still in
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