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Prologue






“Mayor Ultearion.”


Ultearion looked up in surprise as his secretary called from
the doorway.

“It’s going to take a while to get used to that title,”
Ultearion laughed slightly and motioned for his secretary to enter.
“What’s going on Thriney?”

“There is a man to see you,” the woman replied, standing
before his desk. “He said he’s from the Magisterium.”

“Yes, of course,” Ultearion said with a start. “Magister
Leroux said there would be someone coming. I did not think it would
be so soon though, Leroux only set sail a few days ago. Anyway,
show him in.”

Thriney
nodded and swiftly departed as Ultearion organised the papers on
his desk so that it would appear presentable. It had only been a
short while since he had been elected as the new mayor of Dressel;
with the previous one having been hanged for numerous criminal
charges. Ultearion and Magister Leroux of the Sand Shark were the
ones to reveal the previous mayors foul nature, and as a result
Ultearion had been selected by Leroux to take the vacant seat of
the mayor. Captain Leroux had also recommended Ultearion for a
position of Dissatern, with the Magisterium.

Magister
Leroux and his crew had also resolved some great issues on the
island, restoring the island’s means of gathering energy from
lightning and eradicating a Death Cult that had been
growing.


Ultearion took a deep breath, recalling the part he played in
it all and smiled sadly as he remembered his dear wife who had lost
her life at the hands of the former mayor.

There
came a sharp knock on his door, grabbing Ultearion’s attention, and
a tall man entered. A frown quickly came to Ultearion’s face as he
looked on the man, who did not fit his idea of a representative of
the Magisterium at all. For the man wore dark robes with plate
armour covering parts of his torso and thighs. On one shoulder he
wore a guard and at his belt was a beautiful looking
katana.

The
man’s face was grim and his brown hair tied back from his face. He
looked more like a warrior than someone who worked in the
administration of the Magisterium.

Behind
the man a woman came, appearing much more likely to be an
administrator than the man, for she wore simple, respectable
clothes. Adjusting her reading glasses as she walked briskly into
the room and stood to the side, as if dutifully awaiting some
instructions.

“Mayor Ultearion?” the man greeted, his voice hearty, and he
sat comfortably down in one of the chairs before Ultearion’s desk.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“You too,” Ultearion said, gathering his composure and
stretching out his hand to greet the man.

With a
smile Ultearion’s handshake was accepted and tingles of magical
energy run up to his shoulder. The woman also shook his hand and
awkwardly Ultearion sat down, flexing the tingling sensation from
his fingers.

“You are from the Magisterium?” Ultearion asked curiously.
“May I ask your names?”

“I am Arildin,” the man indicated himself before motioning to
the woman, “And this is Lysa. We’ve come to discuss your recent
appointment as Mayor and the recommendation from Leroux for you to
be given the position of Disitern within the
Magisterium.”


Ultearion smiled, he had expected as much, but the curious
gleam in Arildin’s blue eyes made him uneasy for some
reason.

“But, I should tell you,” Arildin continued, his tone becoming
darker. “We are not from the Magisterium.”


Ultearion started to say something in alarm, but the sudden
build-up of magical power around Arildin made his words stick in
his throat.

“Calm yourself kid,” Arildin said seriously. “If I wanted to
kill you, you’d already be dead. I just want to talk to you, and
all you need to do is listen. But if you decide to call out and
make a scene, I will kill you, and your pretty secretary.
Understood?”

A
feeling of fear came over Ultearion as his lips went tight and he
nodded.

“Wise decision,” Arildin smiled, “Now listen close and listen
well, for what I about to say will change the fate of the entire
Sand Sea and the Magisterium.”


Ultearion swallowed hard and tried to keep himself composed
as he recalled that Magister Leroux had told him something like
this might happen. Leroux had also said that something big was
about to happen to the world, and with the Iron Helm Pirates
declaring their return by destroying Devil’s Lobby the stage was
set to erupt.

A cold
sweat started to bead on Ulterion’s forehead as he listened to what
the man had to say, he could feel his heart thumping heavily in his
chest and swallowed hard again.

“I take my leave now,” Arildin said, standing up and turning
for the door. “You had best make a decision soon, or it will be
made for you. Good day. And congratulations on your recent
appointment.”

The duo
left and the door closed loudly, echoing in Ulterion’s ears. He
felt faint and his stomach turned; if what that man had said was
true then the world was about to change dramatically.












Chapter One






“Don’t square your shoulders so much, Melodin,” Rowna
instructed him, standing in front of him with her sword in hand.
“That’s it; more side-on. The less of a target you are the less
likely you’ll be hit. Now attack.”

Melodin
cautiously stepped ahead, the stick in his hand thrust for Rowna’s
chest. Easily the swordswoman slapped aside his weak
attack.

“Be mindful of your front foot,” Rowna instructed as Melodin
thrust again. “Keep your knee slightly bent and stay on your toes;
ready to retreat.”

Across
the main deck of the Sand Shark he pursued Rowna carefully,
stabbing at her with his stick as she backed away defending
easily.

“Good.” Rowna nodded, a flicker of light coming to her dark
blue eyes. “Now defend!”

Rowna
suddenly went on the attack, her broken sword stabbing and swiping
from all angles, making him rapidly retreat and struggle to defend
himself. She was only striking with the flat of the blade, but her
hits were not soft, and over the last few days that they had begun
training his body was already covered in bruises.

“Footwork!” Rowna cried just before Melodin’s feet became
tangled and he fell to the deck.

He tried
to roll and scramble back to his feet but before he could the flat
of Rown’s blade whacked him across the shoulder blades.

“You’re dead.” Rowna said simply and Melodin collapsed on the
deck, breathing heavily.

The loud
laughter from Qui caught his attention and Melodin pushed himself
into a sitting position before glaring at the Halfling.

“How many times have you died now?” Qui laughed, as she sat
watching from the main sail boom. “A dozen just this
morning?”

Melodin
pouted, “Well? I only started learning a few days ago. I bet you
couldn’t do any better.”

“Why would I want to?” Qui smiled back. “My unarmed style and
Force Magic is all I need to beat anyone. Which reminds me: it’s
about time I give you your lesson in force magic and martial
arts.”

Slipping
from the boom, Qui dropped to the main deck and landed with a roll,
lighty jumping back to her feet and turning a wicked grin towards
Melodin. Uneasy feelings washed over him as he watched the Halfling
slowly walk over, cracking her knuckles.

“Isn’t it about time for lunch?” Melodin stuttered, jumping to
his feet.

“Lunch? It is not even mid-morning yet, Melodin.” Judge called
down from the forecastle, an amused look on his face as he watched;
leaning on the rail.

Melodin
shot a glare over his shoulder at the dark skinned man as he
watched on, the wind causing his blood red hair to flutter
about.

“Rowna?” Melodin quickly looked to the swordswoman, who was
now at the base of the main sail, getting a drink of water from one
of the barrels secured there. “We’re not finished yet? Right? We’ve
only just started, right?”

Melodin
backed away from Qui and towards Rowna as he spoke, his training
stick back in his hands defensively between him and the fiery
Halfling.

“We’ve been training for a few hours now,” Rowna replied
simply. “It’s always good to regularly change your training. But I
do have one thing to say: do you recall how Targorn from Ondror
fought with his rapier? That’s what you should be trying to imitate
when learning the basics.”


Melodin’s mind flashed back to their friend who had lost his
life battling an evil cult on the previous island they had docked
at, and he recalled the style of fighting Targorn had used whilst
wielding his rapier. It was called the Lightning Blade technique, a
school of sword art that optimised a wide fencing stance to use
quick attacks.

Targorn
had been a master of the Lightning Blade technique, but Melodin had
seen the man fight enough when they were on the island to have
something to try and imitate.

“He’s all yours now Qui,” Rowna said, bringing Melodin quickly
from his contemplations.

“Rowna,” Melodin exclaimed, jumping back from Qui; who had
crept closer.

“Come on Melodin,” Qui said soothingly, though her eyes were
gleaming with mischief. “Didn’t you want to be a force mage? You
got to practice if you want to get good at it.”

“I need a break, alright,” Melodin argued, skipping back a few
more steps towards the crew’s quarters beneath the
forecastle.

“Rest is for the weak,” Qui continued to slowly pursue him.
“Put down that stick and lift up your fists so we can get
started.”

Melodin
clenched his jaw and glanced to the stick in his hands. From the
shadows of the stairs that lead from the main deck to the foredeck,
Dog jumped and grabbed the stick from his hands.

“Dog?” Melodin exclaimed in horror as his closest companion
trotted off across the main deck, her white fur glistening in the
sunlight. “You’ve betrayed me!”

Judge
laughed from above him and even Rowna chuckled, and now that he had
no weapon, Qui’s grin widened.

“Alright. Alright,” Melodin cried, darting to the right to
prevent from being cornered, and to the base of the forecastle
stairs. “We’ll train. Just give me a second.”

“That’s more like it,” Qui clapped her hands before she raised
one finger. “You’ve got exactly one second.”

“You’re a little demon, you know that Qui?” Melodin glared at
the Halfling.

Before
he had a chance to ready himself there was a cry to his left which
caught his attention. He turned just in time to catch Arnruil as
she tripped down the flight of stairs and crashed into him.
Together they tumbled to the deck, arms and legs
entangled.

Melodin
groaned heavily and opened his eyes to see a pair of breasts in his
face.

“I am so sorry,” Arnruil said, pushing back from him and
straddling his hips. “Are you unharmed?”

“I’m fine,” Melodin groaned.

A sweet
smile spread across the woman’s face and she brushed back her long
blonde hair behind one of her pointed ears. Arnruil was a Numadine
elf, different from other elves in that the Numadine were closely
connected with the Fae.

“Hold the railing, Arnruil.” Qui said emphatically, grabbing
the elf’s attention. “How many times do we have to say it? You
could’ve broken your neck, you know?”

“The railing, of course, I forgot,” Arnruil continued to smile and
stood up, dusting off her white dress that was almost
sheer.

“You’re so clumsy,” Qui said quietly, shaking her head as
Melodin got to his feet.

“I know,” Arnruil laughed lightly. “If only we were in a
forest; I only seem to trip on things that are
unnatural.”

“Please take more care,” Melodin said, a slight frown on his
face. “You only joined the crew at Ondror; it would be terrible if
we lost you so soon.”

“That is kind of you to say,” Arnruil smiled wide, her blue
eyes sparkling like a still lake filled with stars.

“Hey, Judge,” Qui suddenly burst out, turning an angry glare
to the railing that overlooked the main deck form the forecastle.
“Couldn’t you have help Arnruil out? She could’ve died falling down
the stairs.”

“I was busy talking with Buccus here,” Judge turned and looked
down at them.

Beside
Judge, Buccus now stood, his bowler hat on his bald head and a
stogie in his mouth. Floating between them was Judge’s Buncle Cat,
Moggy, her black smoke drifting about her and veiling her feet and
tail.

“Who cares about the stupid dwarf?” Qui snapped. “He’s not
even half as good looking as Arnruil.”

Buccus
snorted and blew a cloud of smoke from his mouth.

“You are right about that, I suppose.” Judge remarked flatly,
glancing back to Buccus.

“Can’t argue either,” Buccus shrugged. “You’re certainly a
pleasant sight for a thirsty sailor, Arnruil. You too,
Rowna.”

“Thank you,” Arnruil smiled.

“Hey!” Qui cried, grinding her teeth. “What about me? I’m a
girl too, you know?”

“You’re boobs are too small,” Buccus was quick to reply and
snickered.

“Too small?” Qui roared, her fists clenched.

Buccus
laughed to himself, obviously expecting such a response, and took a
long drag of his cigar.

“I think I shall get some drink and food,” Arnruil said aloud
and headed across the deck, almost as if she were floating, her
bare feet making no sound.

“Melodin,” Qui growled, turning a furious look towards him.
“We’re training. Now.”

Melodin
felt the blood drain from his face and he quickly skipped away from
the angry Halfling to the middle of the deck.

“Perhaps you should take a moment to calm down first.” Melodin
suggested.

“I am calm,” growled Qui, tendrils of magical energy drifting
around her fists. “What’s the matter with you? Stand your
ground.”

“I’d prefer not to die though,” Melodin replied weakly, slowly
moving into a fighting stance.

“Don’t worry,” Qui grinned a queer gleam in her eyes. “I won’t
kill you. Now, let’s work on your defence.”

“Qui. Melodin. Stop,” a loud call came from the door to the
Captain’s quarters beneath the quarter deck.

Relief
flowed over him and Melodin smiled as he relaxed and turned to see
Captain Leroux stride from his cabin. The man’s short blonde hair
sparkled in the sun, his red coat flowing out behind him as he
moved to stand before the two of them.

“All hands on deck,” Leroux looked to the other crew members,
his round glasses flashing brightly. “We are changing magnet
current.”

The
others were quick to move and get ready, but Arnruil stayed
motionless at the foot of the main sail, a blank look on her
face.

“Melodin. Qui,” Leroux said, turning his attention back to
them. “You two will go and re-target the Magnetic
Anchor.”

“Really?” Melodin exclaimed, a wide smile coming to his face.
“Alright. First time. Let’s go Qui!”

“I shall instruct you as to which current to target once you
are ready,” Leroux said as he turned back for his cabin. “Hurry
up.”

Melodin
was quick to get moving, but Qui followed slowly, grumbling under
her breath. But as they headed down the hatch by the main sail and
into the hold Qui focused on their task, jumping to the front as
they reached the floor of the hold. Down here was all their stocks
of food and other items like spare wood and canvas for ship
repairs, as well as an assortment of weapons, clothing and monies
stored in large wooden chests.

Beside
the main sail they headed down another hatch into a low space where
Melodin could see the keel of the ship and the wooden frame that
looked like great ribs. Melodin had to crouch a bit as they hopped
across the main-mast step and towards the bulkhead of the ship. A
small crystal light was set into the masts by the low ceiling,
throwing yellow light along the keel and making the steel bindings
that had been nailed into the wood sparkle. There was also metal
binding along the ribbing, but they were used for more than just
reinforcement and played a key role in the Magnetic Anchoring of
the ship.

“Here we are,” Qui said as she lead the way into the bulkhead
at the rear of the ship, “The ship’s navigator.”


Melodin’s mouth fell open as he moved through the small door
into a room with a high ceiling. Bright crystals lit up the room,
shining off the metal pedestal that sat on the keel at the centre
of the room. There were more instruments positioned about the edge
of the small room, also made from metal with strange levers and
wheels.

“Get around the back,” Qui instructed him as she positioned
herself by a large lever next to the central podium.

Melodin
skipped around the back where there was a small standing spot that
allowed access to two large wheels connected to the central table.
His mind was filled with absolute wonder as he looked at the device
before him, wondering what the wheels did and gazing at the centre
of the pedestal where a needle-like device, which reached down from
the ceiling, was stabbing into a crystalline surface. Beneath the
glassy surface Melodin could see lines of light flickering in all
directions. One of the lines was brighter than the rest, and was
connected to the large metal needle that came from the
ceiling.

“Are you both ready?” the voice of the Captain spoke from a
metal trumpet on the left wall.

“Yes, captain,” Qui replied, gripping the large
lever.

“Melodin?”

“Yeah, I think so,” Melodin replied.

“Good,” Leroux said, hints of amusement in his voice. “Brace
yourselves and disengage the Magnetic Anchor.”

“Aye sir,” Qui cried and wrenched the lever up.

The
needle-like device retracted from the crystal pedestal, causing the
line of light to flicker angrily, like lightning. The whole ship
suddenly lurched like it had run aground; nearly making Melodin
tumble across the pedestal and to the ground. But he held on and
the ship slowed as the magnetic current released its
hold.

“As you are aware, Melodin,” Leroux said calmly as Melodin
gathered his balance, “Due to the high sand density of the Sand
Sea, there are many magnetic currents that run between the many
islands. We need to change currents. So if you would, by turning
the wheels in front of you move the Homing Needle to the current in
sector B5.”

“Right,” Melodin replied, hesitantly as he grabbed the two
wheels, one in each hand and began to turn them.

The
homing needle above the crystal surface moved easily and he quickly
got the hang of turning the left wheel for moving the needle front
and back, and the right wheel to move it left and right.

“Where’s sector B5?” Melodin asked, moving the needle
carefully and watching with amazement as darts of light reached out
from the crystal-like depths, trying to latch onto the
needle.

“Use the common alphabet across the X axis and the common
number system along the Y axis,” Leroux explained. “It is fairly
straight forward.”

Melodin
was still confused, but he bit back any further questions and
frowned.

“Hurry up Melodin,” Qui called from the side as he moved the
needle to the left of the table top.

“Be aware that if you select the wrong magnetic current we
could be thrown adrift at sea for weeks before we realise that we
are on the wrong path,” Leroux remarked casually, making the sweat
on Melodin’s brow increase. “Are you at sector B5 yet?”

“Yeah, I think so,” Melodin replied.

“Good,” said Leroux. “Now be careful, there are a few currents
in that sector. They are displayed as separate lines of light
through the crystal.”

“They overlap each other all over the place,” Melodin called
out, biting his bottom lip.

“Yes, exactly,” Leroux said calmly. “Now, I want you to
position the needle above the light that is producing a lilac hue.
Move the needle carefully so that it will connect along the current
away from the others; we do not want to select two different
currents, else the ship could be ripped apart. No
pressure.”

“But-”

“Hurry up now,” Leroux cut Melodin off. “The longer we are not
connected to a magnetic current and only using the wind as
propulsion the more likely we are to attract the attention of
sea-monsters, who could destroy the ship quite easily.”


Melodin’s eyes widened as he looked at the tangle of light
lines through the sector he believed to be B5. There was no clear
division between the lines, and several of them had a purple hue of
varying shades.

“Hurry Melodin,” Qui snapped, “I don’t want to be fish
food.”

“Just a second,” Melodin stammered, turning the wheels
slightly to shift the direction of the needle.

“Come on!”

“Alright. Alright,” Melodin snapped back and Qui engaged the
lever. “Wait …”

It was
too late, and his voice was drowned out as the needle stabbed into
the crystalline surface and connected with one of the magnetic
currents, releasing a rumble like thunder that shook the ship and
made it change course swiftly, speeding up as the magnetic pull
dragged it through the brownish waves.

“You say something?” Qui turned a curious look to him once the
noise died down.

Melodin
shook his head weakly, his features pale.

“You don’t look too good,” Qui frowned. “Let’s go back up and
get some fresh air.”

“Yeah,” Melodin nodded, internally debating whether he should
say something to the captain.

“Good job you two,” Leroux said through the metal trumpet.
“From now on you both will be responsible for the
navigation.”

“Aye sir,” Qui grinned wide, straightening her
shoulders.

“So I picked the right current?” Melodin asked with some
concern.

“I think so,” Leroux replied. “The ship is still in one piece
and we are moving in a general easterly direction.”

Melodin
breathed a bit easier, but something in the Captain’s tone made him
feel a bit uneasy for it was almost as if Leroux had no real plan
where he was going.

“You may return to the deck,” Leroux continued as Melodin and
Qui headed for the door that lead back along the keel. “And
continued your force magic training.”

A sudden
feeling of dread came to Melodin heart and he looked slowly to Qui
as she turned a wicked expression towards him her dark eyes
sparkling in the light.

“Captain’s orders,” Qui said and giggled before she quickly
headed down the keel and back to the hatch that would take them up
through the hold and to the main deck.

Melodin
sighed heavily and slowly followed, pausing at the step of the main
mast as something caught his eye. Curiously he squatted down and
peered through the gloom where the step connected to the keel,
there, to his amazement, grew a small plant. Its dark green leaves
feeling soft as he gently caressed it. As far as he could see it
had not grown from a build-up of dirt in a crevasse, but had rather
sprouted from the wood of the keel.

“Get up here Melodin!” Qui yelled down from above, pulling his
attention away from the odd sapling. “It’s training
time!”

Melodin
ran a hand across his brow and through his messy, dirty blonde hair
and started to climb the ladder to the hold and on to the main
deck. He had been sailing the exotic Sand Sea for many months now
and still there was something to surprise him around every
corner.

“Maybe Sand Sea ships are built from living wood or
something,” he muttered to himself as he climbed out of the hatch
and on to the main deck.

“Surprise attack!” Qui cried the moment he stepped from the
hatch, and her powerful turning kick collected him in the side,
sending him sprawling across the deck and into the lap of Arnruil
as she sat by the railing.

“Come on, Melodin,” Arnruil smiled down at him, “Do not give
up.”

Those
simple words and the warm smile on the elf’s face gave him enough
strength to dismiss his annoyance and jump to his feet, ready to
spar with Qui.

Such
teaching tactics were to be expected with Qui, and after having
been taught by the Halfling since he first joined Leroux’s crew, he
had become used to it. But despite the many training sessions with
martial arts and being taught the basics of Force Magic, he had not
improved that much. His fighting techniques had slowly developed to
an amateur level, but as for his magical ability, it was virtually
non-existent.


Occasionally he had been able to cast a weak wave of energy,
but ultimately he had resigned himself to the fact that he was just
not cut out to be a force mage. He was just an average guy with no
natural born talent, fighting skill, or magical ability. But
despite his disadvantages he was incredible grateful to be
surrounded by such wonderful comrades.

Qui's
next attack slipped through his defence and connected heavily with
his cheek, sending his thoughts swirling. The next thing he
realised he was kneeling on the deck and stars were dancing in
front of his eyes.

“If only I had Rowna's ability to heal myself,” Melodin
groaned, shaking his head to dismiss the lights in his eyes. “Or
Judge’s super-human strength.”

“None of that, or any other natural born talent, would help
you against me.” Qui laughed aloud, her hands triumphantly on her
hips. “Now, come on, get up. Your defence still needs work. I’ll
make you the best martial artists in all the Sand Sea, or kill you
trying.”

“That’s not your decision to make!” Melodin cried, jumping to
his feet.

“Alright, alight. You’re right about that one.” Qui sighed
before a grin came to her face. “I’ll make you the second best,
after me.”

















Chapter Two






The
white canvas of the jib and flying jib above his head flapped in
the breeze glowing brightly in the midday sun. Lazily he sat on top
of the figurehead of a great white shark that crashed into the
waves of the Sand Sea, its mouth open, showing its black
teeth.

With a
yawn Melodin stretched out more, leaning back against the haul as
he gazed across the sparkling waves. Like golden flowers cresting
the tops of rolling hills of sand, they shimmering in his eyes,
only broken as a Sand Dolphin jumped from the waters and played in
front of the ship with the rest of its pod.

In the
distance, on the horizon, great plumes of white clouds clawed up
into the deep blue sky where a flock of gulls soared, crying out to
the wind. The flock banked to the left and dove towards the
shoreline of white sand a few hundred metres away. Beyond the
shining sand tropical forests covered the land with the peaks of
green mountains poking their heads up in the distance.

They had
been following this coastline for nearly three days now, but it
seemed that the magnetic current they were following had not come
from this island. This was a shame, for it had been quite a few
days since he and Qui had selected the magnetic current, and prior
to that they had already been at sea for over a week. Needless to
say he was starting to get a little stir-crazy, as were the rest of
the crew. But that was not the worst of it; they had started to get
low on rations.


Melodin’s stomach grumbled loudly, reminding him of the
little food he had eaten for lunch. He would have thought that the
Captain could just teleport away to the mainland, to the Narglefarr
capitol of Solaris or some such, and bring them back some fresh
food. But even though he had suggested the plan to the captain,
Leroux had said it was not possible, for they were too far for him
to cast such a teleportation spell.

So for
the time being he was forced to suffer through his
hunger.

“Melodin?” he flinched as he heard the call from Qui, and
slunk down further, holding his breath.

Come to
think of it, the lack of food was not the worst thing at the
moment; it was Qui. The fiery Halfling was the most agitated of the
lot of them, and she had gotten into the habit of taking that
frustration out on him during training sessions, as she called it.
But in truth it was more like her using him as a living punching
bag.

Qui’s
calls drifted away and he let out a sigh of relief.

“How long have we been at sea?” Melodin wondered
quietly.

“Over two weeks.”

The
sudden reply made him jump and nearly tumble from his position on
the figurehead into the sandy waves below.

“Qui?” Melodin exclaimed in surprise, grabbing a hold of the
bow sprit to stop himself from falling.

“So this is where you’re hiding.” The Halfling grinned down at
him from the forecastle deck railing.

“What? Hiding?” he tried to laugh, “Don’t be
ridiculous.”

“Didn’t you hear me calling?” she frowned at him.

“I was asleep,” Melodin stammered and looked away.

“You’re so lazy.”

“I need extra rest with all the training we’re doing,” Melodin
objected.

“Well, stop sitting about,” Qui replied moving away. “Come
on.”

Melodin
groaned loudly and slowly he stood up and climbed from the
figurehead, over the railing and onto the forecastle deck. He
followed Qui down the short flight of stairs to the main deck where
Rowna and Judge were busy doing things.

“Alright then,” Melodin said with resignation and began
stretching. “Let me warm up first. And please try not to hit me in
the face so much.”

“What are you talking about?” Qui turned a frown towards him.
“Why would I be hitting you in the face?”

“We’re training, right?” Melodin asked, scratching his
head.

“Now?” balked Qui, holding back a grin. “Don’t be stupid.
Captain says there’s a storm coming, so we need to ready the ship.
Tighten the ropes, tie down the cargo, and whatnot.”

Melodin
relaxed and laughed slightly to himself.

“We train after that’s done,” Qui continued, making him wince.
“So hurry up. Off to the rigging with you and drop
canvas!”

Melodin
took a deep breath and slowly headed for the shrouds, passing by
Dog at the base of the main mast as she happily chewed on a stick.
Melodin paused and squatted down by Dog, patting her around the
neck, but his attention was drawn to where the decking framed the
mast. Maybe he had just not noticed this before, but he just
realised that the planks of the deck were actually connected to the
mast with what looked like small roots.

“Melodin,” the call from Arnruil pulled his attention away and
he stood up as the elf came from the crew’s quarters in the
forecastle. “Here. Some more lotion from the Lord Leroux to prevent
sun burn.”

Arnruil
carried in her hands a glass vial filled with a clear liquid.
Melodin’s eyes widened as he jumped to his feet and hurried over to
Arnruil before she could trip over her own feet and send the vial
smashing across the deck.

“Thanks,” Melodin smiled as he carefully took the vial from
Arnruil’s hands and poured some of the liquid into one of his
palms. “Leroux is Captain, remember? Not a Lord,
Arnruil.”

“Is it not the same thing?” Arnruil asked in reply, gently
taking the vial back and moving over to where Rowna was tying down
some barrels.

Melodin
pondered Arnruil’s question as he spread the lotion over his bare
arms and chest, face, and as much of his back as he could. He
started in shock as he realised that Arnruil had taken the glass
vial back, but even more surprisingly she was now on the forecastle
deck with Judge and Qui, and the vial was still in her
hands.

“Maybe she’s getting used to it,” Melodin mumbled thoughtfully
as he headed for the shrouds and climbed up to the
topsails.

With
everyone working at preparing the ship it did not take long until
everything was secure. But even by then, the clouds on the horizon
that Melodin had noticed earlier were drawing much closer and the
wind had picked up greatly. Their ship was still moving at a good
pace; despite the fact they had wrapped up the sails, and it was
being pulled by the magnetic current through the golden-brown
waves.

As
promised, he and Qui trained again, and once again the focus was on
his defences. Fortunately, it seemed that Qui was in a better mood
this day and she was a bit gentler when punching him in the
face.

The
storm struck around the middle of the afternoon, forcing them to
the quarters as the Sand Shark rolled and reeled in the turbulent
waters. Lightning cracked overhead and thunder roared. Rain pelted
the ship and it was like the night had already come it was so
dark.

Storms
were a common occurrence on the Sand Sea, so they were all used to
it, but by Melodin’s mind this one was easily the worst he had been
in. With nothing else to do he lay in his bunk with Dog beside him,
sound asleep. Such slumbers seemed to be the only thing to do and
the snores from Buccus sounded between the booms of thunder and
above the drum of rain.

There
was not threat that the storm would sink the ship or throw it off
course, due to both the magnetic current it was anchored onto and
the fact that Magister Leroux was its Captain. So soon enough
Melodin was also sound asleep.

The
storm passed in the night and the next morning came crisp and
bright. The shoreline that they had been following had disappeared
and all around was nothing but open ocean of rolling brown waves
with caps of white foam. No more gulls cried in the clear sky and
the pod of dolphins seemed to have also gone on their way. There
was no wind either, and the sails, once unfurled, hung limp on the
masts. But because this was the Sand Sea the absence of wind was
not such a bad omen as it was on other waters. The magnetic current
kept them moving, straight and true, giving Melodin confidence that
he had selected the right current after all.

As the
days drifted by with no wind and the waves stilled, that confidence
started to dwindle and after another week at sea all his confidence
was gone.

“We’re done for,” Melodin groaned as he lay on the deck by the
stairs to the quarter deck, hiding from the midday sun.

“Done for.” Qui echoed as she lied beside him in the
shade.

“I picked the wrong current, Qui,” Melodin continued weakly.
“We’ll be stuck at sea forever, going around and around in circles
until we run out of food and die from starvation.”

“We’re done for.” Qui wailed again.

“The Sand Sea certainly is remarkable,” Arnruil said
pleasantly as she walked across the deck to where Judge sat on the
railing. “What are you doing Judge?”

“Fishing,” the tall man replied, brushing back his dark red
hair with one hand whilst his other hand held a rod out over the
still waters. “When food stores run low there is nothing to do but
refill them. Take note, Melodin,” Judge called over to him, “There
is always food around. Especially here, at sea.”

Tiredly
Melodin pushed himself to his feet and stumbled over to the railing
beside Judge and Arnruil.

“How come you haven’t caught anything yet?” asked Melodin,
gazing blankly to where the fishing line vanished into the
waters.

“Fishing is a game of patience and perseverance,” Judge
replied confidently.

“More like a game of futility,” Qui said as she also joined
them.

“Look at the pair of you,” Buccus laughed as he walked over
too, lighting up a cigar as he walk. “You claim to be part of a
Magister’s crew but are lifeless after a few weeks at sea. I was
once stuck on these seas for near on six months without even the
glimpse at land. Our food stores were gone and we had to fish for
our meals. Fortunately, we managed to collect enough water during
storms to survive and one of me crew was a water mage as well, so
death did not seem likely. But as the days drifted by with nothing
to eat save a few scraps here and there I was ready to start eating
me own boots. Thank whatever gods there might be that I had enough
cigars to last me until we finally reached port.”

“Seriously? Six months?” Melodin groaned heavily and collapsed
to the deck, his back against the railing.

“Six months?” Qui scoffed. “Not likely. No islands are that
far away from each other.”

Buccus
smirked and took a long drag of his cigar, the flames in the
tobacco lighting up his dark eyes.

“Saying things like that shows how ignorant of the Sand Sea
you really are,” said the dwarf his voice low and
menacing.

“Ignorant?” Qui flared, her lethargy suddenly
vanishing.

“The line moved!” Arnruil suddenly exclaimed, for she had been
watching the fishing line in the water the whole time.

Judge
was quick to turn his attention back to his fishing and Melodin
jumped to his feet as everyone looked to the thin line eagerly.
Seconds drifted by which seemed like hours, but there was no
movement.

“Maybe it was just the waves,” Arnruil said sheepishly after
several minutes.

“Waves!” Melodin exclaimed with delight. “There are waves
again!”

Just
then the slightest whiff of breeze danced across the top of the
water and over the ship, caressing the cheeks of everyone by the
railing as it made the sails move gently.

“And wind!” Qui cried and clapped her hands
together.

The wind
picked up then, filling the sails and making Melodin forget his
hungry stomach, and making everything seem as if it was right once
again. But although the wind had returned it was still several more
days before Melodin noticed any real change or indication that they
were drawing closer to land.

The sand
dolphins returned one morning, playing around the prow of the ship
and that afternoon some sea birds flew overhead. It was not until
the afternoon of the following day that an island appeared on the
horizon and by the course of the ship it looked like this would be
their stop.

As the
island drew closer Melodin headed to the forecastle deck and
watched eagerly as the island approached. They were coming from the
west and the sun was on their backs, turning the sandstone rocks of
the shoreline gold. Rolling hills reached far out beyond the stony
beaches and nestled among the hills he could see many houses with
terracotta roofs with many poplars and cypress trees dotting the
hillsides. Beyond the countryside villas he caught a glimpse of a
large city between the hills, but it quickly vanished.

Further
to the north, along the coastline, he could see some outlying
islands, similar to the mainland in appearance, though one of the
islands in the distance he could see the buttresses of a large
castle sticking over the top of the trees and rocky
coasts.

As the
ship draw closer to the coast the magnetic current pulled it
southwards and along the beaches as the island stretched away. Soon
the land curved to the east and they sailed around a wide cape. As
the island started to turn back to the north another island to the
east greeted them.

The ship
turned north as well and the two islands drew close together,
forming a channel where many ships sailed. Many of the white sails
that filled the waves were of fishing boats, but Melodin gaped at
the sight of huge merchant vessels that were being escorted by
warships that were twice the size of the Sand Shark.

Among
the other ships they sailed up the channel and into a huge bay of
dark blue water that was fed from many rivers from the islands. To
Melodin’s mind the body of water resembled a small ocean or huge
lake, rather than a shipping bay.

“Back on blue water,” Melodin heard Rowna remark quietly as
she stood beside him.

A wide
smile was on Melodin’s face as he struggled to decide which
direction he wanted look. Across the blue water many fishing
vessels bobbed on the waves and in the distance in all directions
he could see the shore lines of the islands and their large
townships of sandstone buildings and terracotta rooftops. To the
east, on his right, the tiles of the roofs had been painted red,
and on the western island they were blue. A curious thing, but
something else caught his attention at that moment. Ahead of them,
seemingly at the very centre of the huge bay was a small island of
black rock where a solitary tree of pale wood grew.

“Wait a minute,” Melodin said as the realisation came to him.
“We’re not slowing. Are we still anchored to the magnetic current?
I thought the currents vanished once we reach the
islands?”

“They do,” Qui cried back as a fever fell over the all the
crew on the forecastle deck.

“Are we going straight through the bay and out the northern
channel?” Buccus wondered aloud, seeming the calmest.

“What do you mean?” Melodin asked.

“This is the Island of Don,” Buccus explained, lighting up a
cigar. “It was once whole, but a war long ago, broke the island in
two. So like the channel we came through before, there is a similar
one at the north end of the bay.”

“So we don’t get to stop here?” Qui groaned heavily, her
shoulder slumping.

“We may yet,” Judge said, hints of concern in his voice. “For
if the ship does not go around the small isle we shall surely
crash.”

“Crash!” Melodin exclaimed, rushing to the railing and looking
ahead to the island he noticed before.

The
black rock was much closer now, and rapid approaching too and it
did not look like that Sand Shark was making any
deviations.

“Not good!” cried Qui and she raced from the forecastle deck.
“Get the anchors! I’m releasing the magnetic
connection!”

“Drop canvas!” Buccus cried out and they all jumped to try and
stop the ship from crashing.

Judge
reached for the helm as Rowna went for the ship’s anchor. But
Melodin did not move, the island was far too close to avoid
it.

“Brace for impact,” Leroux said calmly, suddenly appearing beside
Melodin with a slight smile on his face.

“Dog!” Melodin cried as he dove to the deck by the railing and
hugged his fury companion close.

Seconds
later the ship suddenly lurched and a horrible grinding noise
sounded in Melodin’s ears. Closing his eyes tightly he hugged Dog
close as he was tossed about and crushed into the railing with the
sudden decrease of speed. The sound of wood splintering stabbed
deep in his heart and he imagined the Sand Shark being torn apart
on the rocks. From this day forth the island’s locals would name
this small rocky isle ‘The Sand Shark’s Bane’ and forever he would
know the shame of choosing the magnetic current that led to their
doom.

How
could fate be so cruel?

But then
it was over.

The ship
stopped moving and the sound of splintering wood vanished. All was
silent aside from the gentle lapping of waves against the haul and
rocky shore of the isle.

Slowly
Melodin opened his eye to look in to the vivid green orbs of Dog,
who looked to be waiting for him to let her go. He did so and
quickly stood up beside Leroux, who had not moved from his spot
despite the crash.

The ship
had indeed smashed right into the rocky island, and right in front
of the ship’s bow sprit the pale tree stood silently, as if nothing
had happened.

“Are we alive?” Melodin wondered quietly, running a hand over
his face in disbelief.

“Indeed,” Leroux said with a smile. “Come, shall we disembark.
It looks like we have come to the Island of Don.”

Melodin
watched as Leroux continued to mutter to himself as he casually
hopped over the forecastle deck railing and onto to the figure
head. Without slowing he jumped from the shark’s head and down to
the large rock that the pale tree grew out of, its bone white roots
clinging desperately to the black stones.

The rest
of the crew joined him then and Arnruil was quick to follow the
Captain’s lead onto solid ground.

“So nice to be back on land,” the Numadine elf remarked as she
took the same path as Leroux.

“Is everyone unhurt?” Judge asked seriously, looking to the
other crew members.

“I hit my head,” Qui said flatly, her hand holding the side of
head.

“You’ll be fine,” Rowna said flatly. “It’s thick enough not to
sustain any damage.”

Before
Qui could reply Rowna followed Arnruil. Buccus laughed as he jumped
the railing and walked across the figurehead as the others
followed.

“Come on Dog,” Melodin looked to his oldest friend as he
slipped over the rail. “Need me to carry you?”

Dog
barked in reply and easily jumped the railing and trotted across
the figurehead before she jumped to the stone of the large boulder
that the tree grew from.

“Guess not,” he said quietly to himself as he followed and
jumped from the ship.

The drop
was not that great to the large bolder that sat at the centre of
the island, and he landed easily between the great roots of the
trees that seemed like it was dead. As his gaze returned to the
islands in the distance, in all directions, he casually picked up a
fallen branch and absently twirled it about. The stick was about a
metre in length, and despite looking like it was dead wood it felt
sturdy in his hands, similar to the stick he practiced sword play
with. Dog thought it looked similar as well and she jumped
alongside him with a bark.

“This one’s not for chewing,” Melodin said to Dog’s eager
expression. “This one is mine. Here, have this one.”

As he
spoke he grabbed a small stick from the loose stones and threw it
for Dog to chase down. He was a good throw and the stick landed a
little ways away in the shallows of the bay. Dog had no thought for
the water and was quick to splash into the shallow to retrieve the
stick which she brought back to the land and sat down to gnaw at
it.

Melodin
smiled and continued to twirl the thin branch he had collected as
he joined the others. The isle was not very large and its mass was
predominately made up of the huge boulder at the centre where the
tree stood. To the side of the large rock the other’s had gathered
and were looking back at the Sand Shark, inspecting the damage
caused by running aground.







Chapter Three



Surprisingly the ship did not seem that damaged despite
thundering into the rocky island. With its entire prowl sticking
out of the water the Sand Shark looked much larger than it did when
sailing on the waves. The figure head of the great white shark
loomed over the top of the group, its black teeth and red eyes
glinting in the afternoon light. The keel was scrapped but,
thankfully, unbroken, and most of the damage looked as if it was
sustained on the boards that ran along the hull.

“Thought it would be worse,” Melodin remarked, resting his
stick on his shoulder.

Dog came
alongside him and sat down to continue chewing on her
branch

“It seems as though it is bad enough, Melodin,” Judge said
grimly, standing beside him. “All those planks will have to be
replaced, I think. If the Sand Shark were in the waves as she is,
she would be taking on water.”

“Poor ol’ Sandy,” Qui shook her head sadly. “How are we going
to fix her?”

“There should be some ship wrights on one of these islands?”
Rowna added, looking to the island that had blue coloured
rooftops.

“That there are,” Buccus answered, blowing cigar smoke off to
the side. “Both Rota and Bassria have good shipwrights, but they
almost solely work on the merchant vessels of the two
families.”

“What do you mean?” Rowna sked curiously.

Melodin
sighed and turned his attention from the conversation, looking to
Arnruil who was off to the side, squatting by the shore and looking
at something under the gently lapping waves. He started over to see
what the elf was looking at, but a trail of black smoke from above
Judge caught his eye and Moggy floated down in front of him.
Curiously the Buncle cat twirled slowly around him, looking closely
at the fallen branch in his hand and then down at Dog, a slight
look of envy in her eyes.

“Do you want a stick too?” Melodin smiled, and Moggy stopped
in front of his eyes, tumbling over so she was floating
upside-down.

Melodin
chuckled and snapped a twig from the shaft and handed to the cat.
Moggy’s eyes lit up and she took it happily by curling her tail
around the twig, thanking him with a meow. As she took hold of the
twig her pitch black fur and smoky trail changed hue and became
dappled with a light grey, making her look like some kind of
leopard.

“How’d you do that?” Melodin wondered, his eyes
widening.

Moggy
looked at him curiously before she quietly floated away, turning
and tumbling through the air as she played with the small twig.
Melodin laughed slightly and shook his head, looking to the stick
in his hands that resembled the branch he trained with Rowna even
more.

“Is that understood, everyone?” the loud question from the
Captain caught Melodin’s attention, bringing it back to the
conversation that he had completely missed. “Melodin?”

“Yep, understood,” Melodin replied quickly, biting down on his
lip and feeling embarrassed.

“Good,” Leroux smiled, the light flashing off his glasses as
he looked at Melodin. “I shall repair the ship, and you lot can
enjoy your shore-leave. And as I’v said many times: try not to
cause any trouble.”

Everyone
sounded their understanding and as Leroux turned to the ship the
crew looked to one another thoughtfully.

“Well,” Rowna started, “I have heard that there is a Dojo on
the island of Bassria. So I think I’ll go have a look.”

“I shall come also,” Judge said, a serious look coming to his
grey eyes.

“Are we heading off?” Melodin wondered curiously. “In that
case I want to look at the island with the red
rooftops.”

“That’s Rota,” Buccus explained, taking a drag of his
cigar.

“I thought this island was called Don?” Melodin frowned,
drawing an exasperated sigh from Qui.

“The whole place is known as that but the two islands are
called Bassria and Rota, after the big merchant families that rule
over them,” Qui explained, shaking her head at him. “I’ll go over
to Rota with you, Melodin. You’d be lost if I didn’t.”

“Good idea,” Rowna nodded, bringing a frown to Melodin face.
“Take Dog as well, and remember what Leroux said,
alright?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Qui waved away Rowna’s concern.

“What of you Buccus?” Judge asked, looking to the
dwarf.

“Me?” Buccus scratched his beard. “Rowna’s Dojo sounds the
most interesting.”

“It is decided then,” Judge said with authority.

“What about you, Arnruil?” Melodin called to the elf, who was
still at the shoreline.

With a
surprised look on her face Arnruil stood up and lightly skipped
over to the group, easily navigating the rocky ground.

“Did you hear what we were saying?” Melodin asked as she
joined them.

“Of course,” Arnruil smiled warmly. “I wish to stay here. I do
not have any fondness for human cities.”

“There looked like there was some countryside as well,” Rowna
said, with some concern. “Are you sure you want to stay on this
small isle?”

“Yes, it is very nice here,” Arnruil said honestly, “This tree
is very happy to have visitors after so long and has much to
say.”

“Right,” Qui, said slowly, the look of confusion on her face
mimicked by the others.

“If that is what you wish,” Judge shrugged. “In that case
shall we depart while the afternoon is still young?”

“Yes,” Rowna agreed, and looked over to the Captain, who was
inspecting the ship more closely. “Captain, we’re ready to
go.”

“Yes, yes,” Leroux said dismissively without looking to them.
“There are two boats on either side of the isle. Off you go, and
remember what I told you all.”

“Alright,” Melodin exclaimed and thrust his stick into the
air. “Let’s go. Come on Dog.”

“I bet you guys are going to the boring island,” Qui said to
the others as the group separated.

“Have fun looking after the kid,” Buccus smirked, indicating
Melodin and bringing a frown to Qui.

“That’s not nice to say,” Melodin grumbled.

“Don’t listen to the dwarf, Melodin,” Qui pulled him by the
arm towards the boat that had appeared on the eastern side of the
isle. “We’ll have more fun without them lot.”

Dog
barked in agreement and the two groups headed to the boats made of
blue glass that, Melodin assumed, Captain Leroux had conjured for
them.

“Good bye everyone,” Arnruil called out and waved. “Enjoy
yourselves.”

Melodin
waved a smiled before he gingerly climbed into the glass boat with
Qui and Dog.

“Where are the oars?” he wondered aloud, looking about the
shallow hull. “Cap-”

His call
was cut short as the boat suddenly slipped from the rocks and into
the dark blue water of the wide bay. By some magic the vessel
propelled itself through the gentle waves and towards the island of
Rota where the red tiled rooftops burned brightly in the afternoon
light.

“These boats are brilliant,” Melodin laughed aloud, regaining
his balance as the crystalline boat cut skilfully through the
waters.

Standing
beside Qui they gazed with wide smiles as the red rooftops drew
closer. The sun was hot at his back the breeze was filled with the
smell of salt. The other boats on the waves were mainly fishing
vessels steered by salty veterans that watched them drift by with
curious expressions. To the south, along the shoreline Melodin
could see large buildings and many wharves where, he assumed, most
ships docked. Among the anchored ships he could see huge galleons
and other merchant crafts unloading and taking on new
cargo.

Gulls
cried overhead, following the fishing boats in search of easy food.
As the shoreline came closer Melodin could see that much of it was
covered with pale rocks with many houses built virtually right on
the waves. But there were some pebbled beaches, the largest
positioned between the wide mouths of the three rivers that spilled
into the bay.

The
glass boat was taking them directly towards the nearest of the
beaches and Melodin could see that Qui was eager to take in the
sights of half-naked bodies lounging in the sun. Melodin was also
excited at the thought, but his gaze was drawn further away to the
sprawling buildings beyond the beaches.

Unlike
the last island they had stopped at where the buildings of Dressel
were tightly packed together with narrow alleyways, the streets of
Rota were wide and the houses built sparsely. That was not to say
there were not many houses, quite the opposite in fact, and Melodin
could see that the sandstone buildings stretched far over the
island. Sometimes the rooftops sat in large clumps of many houses,
several stories high with gardens hanging from their balconies, and
other times they looked to be part of city villas with walled
retreats where tall cypress and poplars grew.

To the
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