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Chapter
One

 


High above the
city of Solaris floats the Magic Academy. Sitting on an island of
crystal rock it hovers majestically in the clear skies, its tall
spires sparkling in the hot sun of Narglefar. Slowly it turns in
the air, spinning like a pendant that adorns the great capitol
city.

Whenever he
looked upon the castle atop the floating island his eyes became
filled with wonder, their blue depths sparkling with
excitement.

But this day
was different.

A frown came
to his forehead as Melodin glanced up at the Mage Academy.

“Stupid mages,” he grumbled to himself, kicking at a pebble on
the street.

Beside him Dog
growled low as they walked through the streets of the Solaris
towards the bay.

“After three years they just boot me out,” he continued to
grumble under his breath. “Not like what I did was that
bad.”

Dog continued
to agree with him as the follow the cobbled stone roads through the
white washed buildings. High around him the white walls reached
into the clear sky, their dome rooftops perfectly designed with
rooftop garden and balconies for the hot weather. Large sails
spanned between the structures, covering the streets and offering
the citizens a shaded path beneath the harsh sun.

Uncomfortably
he loosened the white check scarf around his neck, feeling the
sweat build up and trickle down his back beneath his blue
sleeveless vest. Kicking at another pebble he jumped in pain as he
the stone struck his big toe.

“Stupid sandals,” he swore, hopping on one foot for a few
strides before returning to his normal gate. “Can’t even kick rocks
properly.”

Dog did not
agree with him on that statement, and sent a perplexed look his
way.

“What’s that look for?” Melodin grumbled at his fury
companion.

Dog rolled her
eyes and he let out a deep breath.

“I know,” he sighed, “I choose to wear these sandals so I
shouldn’t complain about them not kicking rock properly. But it’s
because of that stupid Academy I so annoyed.”

Dog growled in
agreement with that statement.

Shoulders
slumped and chewing his bottom lip he continued on without any more
whinging. He noticed a few people giving him a strange look as he
passed, likely thinking he was talking to himself, but curious
looks was all they did. Fortunately most people around here knew
how to mind their own business, unlike the Mage Academy teachers
who liked sticking their noses in his research.

Following the
path downwards the buildings soon opened up onto a large
thoroughfare that followed the sea line around the bay. With no
particular direction in mind he started along the boardwalk gazing
at the people down on the beach, specifically the girls in bikinis
that were lounging in the sun or wading in the shallows.

It was quite
the marvellous sight, not just the girls of course, but the waters
of the Sand Sea in general. The sand in this ocean was so light
that it did not settle at the sea floor, instead it floated
throughout the waves, making it seem as it was desert dunes that
moved like the ocean. That was a fairly accurate description to his
mind, and truly it was a marvel.

Far out in the
bay he could see the Solar Gates that closed off the bay from the
dangers of the open sea and allowed the authorities to regulate who
came and went.

A crowd
further down the walkway where it lead into Judicial Square caught
his attention and curiously he moved over to join the many gathered
people as the gazed towards the gallows where a group of people
were standing.

“So it’s true,” he heard someone in the crowd remark to their
friend. “The Iron Helm pirates have finally been
caught.”

Curiously he
looked back to the gallows at the line of pirates that stood with
their hands bond behind their back and a noose dangling before
their faces.

“Evil bastards,” someone nearby said viciously.

“But those two woman are so hot,” another person remarked, “I
don’t want to see them hang.”

“No, this can’t be happening,” wailed another, “The king of
the pirates is about to be executed.”

“Can you believe this?” someone slapped him on the arm, “How
can they do this to such a legendary crew?”

“I guess they broke the law,” Melodin replied to the young
man.

“Broke the law,” the guy looked to him his eyes teary, “Just
‘cause they rejected the rule of the Magisterium doesn’t make them
criminals.”

“Shut up kid,” an older man snapped, “Do you know how many
Merchant ships Captain Dee and his crew destroyed? How many lives
they’ve taken?”

“So they have no right to defend themselves?” the young man
snapped back, “How many lives have the Merchant Guild taken? Just
as many I’ll bet.”

“What do you know kid?” the man huffed, turning
away.

“More than you, jerk,” the young man yelled, “Captain Dee is a
great man. This is nothing but murder.”

The roar of
the crowd caught all their attention and Melodin looked up to see
the group of seven pirates dangling from the end of the ropes.

“Justice,” someone yelled triumphantly.

“No,” several cries echoed through the crowd.

“You bastards.”

“Take that pirate scum.”

“Damn it,” the young man beside him cried out, dropping to his
knees and punching the ground. “Those Mage bastards kill anyone who
opposes them.”

“That’s how it works kid,” the older man huffed as he slowly
turned and left.

The rest of
the crowd slowly departed as well, leaving a few mourners at the
foot of the gallows and Melodin standing awkwardly beside the
young.

“You alright?” he managed to stammer, “You took that all
really hard.”

“Of course I did,” the young man snapped, still sitting on the
ground. “Captain Dee and his crew were heroes the chose the path of
freedom, and just because they wouldn’t bow to the Magisterium they
were hunted down and killed. It’s not right.”

“Well,” Melodin replied, looking back to the swinging pirates,
“I can’t say I know that much about it.”

“What?” the young man balked, getting to his feet, “How can
you not know about it? Captain Dee has been the king of the Sand
Sea for over five years. He has discovered all the secrets of the
waves and journeyed beyond the waves of sand, further south than
anyone else. Everyone knows about Captain Dee and the Iron Helm
pirates.”

“Well,” Melodin scratched the back of his head, “I’ve been at
the Mage Academy since I got here three years ago. I didn’t really
get out much to be honest.”

“The Mage Academy?” the young man narrowed his eyes, “So,
you’re one of the bastards that had Captain Dee killed.”

“What?” Melodin balked, “Don’t be stupid kid. I couldn’t care
less about all that stuff.”

“Who are you calling kid?” the young man snapped back, “You’re
no older than me buddy.”

“Whatever,” Melodin sighed and turned away.

“Hey, where do you think you’re going?” the young man growled,
“I’m not done with you yet. You’re just like the rest of those Mage
bastards.”

“Hey,” Melodin spun back around, “Don’t throw me in with that
lot. Just because I went to the Academy doesn’t mean I’m part of
the Magisterium. Why don’t you just go and cry at the foot of the
gallows with the rest of those weirdos and leave me
alone.”

“Who are you calling weirdo?” the man roared, his fists
balling, “You’re the weirdo. You and your stupid
mongrel.”

Dog did not
like that and her hackles went up as she barked and growled at the
distraught young man.

“Melodin.”

The voice
caught his attention along with Dog and the other young man, and he
looked to see two familiar faces walked towards them across the
square.

Dog barked
happily and was quick to dart towards the couple, her tail wagging
exceitedly.

“Reith. Eclaire,” Melodin smiled wide, “What are you guys
doing here?”

“Nothing much,” Reith shrugged as he and Eclaire stopped and
looked towards the young man Melodin was arguing with. “Who’s your
friend?”

“I don’t know,” Melodin frowned at the young man, “He’s not my
friend.”

“My name’s Drake,” the young man declared proudly, “And you
better remember it.”

“So why are you two here?” Melodin asked, ignoring
Drake.

“Following a lead,” Reith shrugged, insisting on being
mysterious.

“And why aren’t you at the Academy studying?” Eclaire spoke
up, a smile on her face as she brushed her hair back behind one of
her elven ears.

“Well,” Melodin stammered, “I sort of got
expelled.”

“What?” the elf exclaimed. “Why? What happened?”

“It’s a long story,” Melodin sighed, feeling a curious gaze
from Drake as well.

“Nim didn’t get expelled as well I hope?” Eclaire inquired
seriously.

“No,” he shook his head, “She’s fine.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” Reith remarked with a slight
laugh.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Melodin frowned, sticking his
hands the pockets of his pants.

Reith laughed
in reply, shaking his head.

“Did you learn anything at least?” Eclaire smiled.

“Sure I did,” he nodded, “Me and Dog learnt heaps.”

“Hey, will you guys stop ignoring me,” Drake huffed
angrily.

“Why did you get expelled then?” Reith asked Melodin, not even
looking at Drake.

“Well-”

“Hey, damn it,” Drake shouted, “You can’t just come over,
interrupt our argument and then ignore me completely.”

“Who are you again?” the sky pirate frowned in confusion,
causing Eclaire to titter.

“That’s it,” Drake huffed, “I’m out of here. But don’t you
guys forget: I’m going to be the greatest pirate the Sand Sea has
ever seen.”

The odd young
man waved over his shoulder as he walked off down the
boardwalk.

“He was a strange one,” Eclaire remarked, “Who was he
again?”

“Some Captain Dee fan boy,” Melodin shrugged, looking down to
Dog and giving her a pat on the head.

“Yeah, shame about that,” Reith nodded, glancing over to the
gallows where the bodies of the pirates were being taken
down.

“You knew him?” Melodin raised an eyebrow slightly.

“A little bit,” nodded the sky pirate. “Any way, we should be
going Eclaire. See you around Melodin.”

“Right,” nodded the elf, and they turned to leave.

“Hey, hold up,” exclaimed Melodin, “Is that it?”

“What?” Reith asked as he and Eclaire stopped.

“We haven’t seen each other in ages and that’s all we’re going
to say to each other?”

“We have business to attend,” Reith replied simply. “We can
grab a drink tonight, if you’d like.”

“Of course I’d like to,” he was quick to reply, “Just tell me
where and I’ll be there.”

“See you at the Gold Roger for dinner then,” Reith smiled
briefly before turning away and walking briskly from the square
with Eclaire close beside him.

“The Gold Roger?” Melodin said to himself as he started from
the area as well, “Do we know that place Dog?”

Dog whined
unconvincingly beside him as they moved back towards the beach.

With not much
else to do he and Dog wandered about the city, getting some food
and a few of the many stalls that lined the streets and filled the
city plazas. Dancing girls paraded at the feet of the large statues
and at the front of the many fountains that were positioned
throughout the roads. Accompanying their colourful garments as the
twirled was the sound of merry music, played by the bards that
busked for their meals.

Like usual the
streets were crowded, filled with locals going about their business
as well as visitors walking about with wide eyes as they gazed at
the many sights Solaris had to offer. These tourists were the first
victims of street urchins that darted through the people, cutting
purses and picking pocket.

Fortunately,
he was not some naive tourist and was careful to avoid those pick
pockets, as well as the thugs that loitered in front of the
alleyways looking for easy prey to rob.

The day soon
passed into afternoon, and then evening, and as the sun began to
set the wind brought with it a chill bite that sent a shiver along
his spine.

The breeze was
not the only thing that made him shiver, for his wanderings had led
him into the shady part of town in his search for the Gold Roger.
Here the cobblestone pathways were more cracked and broken, their
surfaces hardly ever repaired and never swept. The white wash of
the building walls were flaking away to reveal the terracotta brick
beneath. The gutters that followed the roads were clogged with
rubbish and other refuse that sent a unsavoury stench to linger in
the air.

Melodin rubbed
his nose and cringed as he looked about at the unfamiliar
pathways.

“You sure it’s around here, Dog?” he asked curiously, dropping
an eye down to his fury companion.

A low growl
was all the reply Dog cared to make, but it was hardly
reassuring.

“This doesn’t even look like the main road through this area,”
he continued to mumble as he paused at a junction.

A loud moan
from on dark path grabbed his attention and he spotted one of the
working girls busy with a client. Awkwardly looking away and down
the other path he spotted a few thugs patting down a drunkard in
search of anything valuable.

“Let’s go this way,” Melodin said before quickly moving down
the last path open to him, and the one not currently
occupied.

Quickening his
pace Melodin moved down the path, his eyes darting to the shadows
cast by the street lights. Before he could move a dozen paces
someone came from the side out of the building and crashed into
him. Together they stumbled to the side and crashed into a stack of
crates, splintering the wood and sending the piece skipping across
the road.

“What the hell?” A young man grumbled as he untangled himself
from Melodin and rolled into a sitting position. “Hey, you’re that
Melodin guy. What’s the big idea? Do you work for them?”

“What?” Melodin grumbled rubbing his head, “I don’t even know
you. And you’re the one who barged into me, you should
apologise.”

“It’s me, Drake,” the young man smiled, the light of the
street lamp falling across his face.

“Great, you again,” he groaned in reply.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“There he is,” a shout from the doorway of the building Drake
and run from caught their attention. “Get him. And his
friend.”

“I’m not his friend,” Melodin balked jumping to his feet as
Dog barked loudly.

“Quick. Run,” Drake cried grabbing Melodin by the arm and
pulling him away.

“Stop.” Cried the thugs in the broken doorway before they took
chase.

“Thieves.”

More yells
followed as Melodin raced away with Drake, Dog close at his
heels.

“What the hell?” Melodin yelled at the young man, “Why’d you
pull me into this?”

“Hey, I saved you’re life. You should be grateful,” Drake
shouted back, “If you had stayed there, they would have killed
you.”

“Grateful?” Melodin balked. “I was fine until you tackled me
into those boxes.”

“Tackled?” Drake asked back in confusion. “That was a perfect
escape. I would’ve gotten away if you hadn’t got in my
way.”

A ball of fire
scorched between them, stealing his sight for a moment and taking
away whatever reply he was about to say.

“You little bastard. Stop,” the thugs screamed, not willing to
give up their chase.

“This way,” Drake called out, darting down a side
alley.

With no better
option Melodin followed quickly into the dim pathway, nearly
tripping over some rubbish as he strained to keep up with Drake. A
loud crash quickly came from behind as their pursuers stumbled over
the rubbish, swearing loudly before taking up the chase again.

This Drake guy
seemed to know where he was going, so all he needed to do was keep
up with the red haired man as he jumped over boxes and took another
sharp turn.

Forcing his
legs to move faster he followed Drake around the turn and up a
narrow flight of stairs. Ahead of his the red haired man hopped
atop the railing and launched himself onto an adjacent balcony,
easily making the distance.

Gritting his
teeth Melodin followed, planting his foot firmly on the stair
railing and jumping as far as he could towards the opposite
terrace. But the distance was further than he realised and a cry
escaped his mouth as he realised he was not going to make the
distance.

Flailing like
dome drowning monkey he tried to grab the edge of the balcony, but
he knew it was no use. Suddenly a firm hand clasped around his
wrist, stopping his fall and making him swing face first into the
railing. Pain shot through his face, but it there was no time to
worry about that and quickly he scrambled onto the terrace with the
help of Drake. As he tumbled over the rail Dog easily touched down
beside him, having made the jump with ease.

“Come on,” Drake pulled him to his feet before leading the way
along the terrace at full speed.

Melodin was
quick to follow, not willing to wait around to see if the thugs
could make the jump, and with Dog right beside him he sprinted
along the wooden boards of the balcony. Shouts and more loud bangs
chased after him as the men chasing tried their luck at jumping the
gape. Another ball of fire shot past his head, narrowly missing the
mark before it exploded into the roof above him.

A loud
drumming raced up behind him, sounding off the wood and brick in
quick succession, shattering potted plants and windows as it fell
upon them.

“Get down,” Melodin yelled, grabbing at Drake’s shirt as he
instinctively ducked behind the wooden railing.

They both
dived low just as a dozens of sharp spikes showered around them,
embedding in the brick and wood.

“A spike thrower,” Drake remarked, a grin on his face, “That’s
a rare power.”

The second the
barrage of spikes stopped Melodin was back on his feet, Drake and
Dog beside him and together they continued their escape from the
overly aggressive ruffians.

Drake
continued in the lead taking the quickest path to the rooftop and
making Melodin scramble after him as they headed across the
terracotta tiles, jumping from one building to the next. The sounds
of pursuit died down but they continued to run until they were
certain they had left the attackers far behind.

Finally they
came to a stop in a rooftop garden and Melodin dropped to his
knees, breathing heavily.

“What the hell is you problem?” Melodin gasped between
breaths, looking to Drake, “You almost got me killed. Why’d you
drag me into this?”

Breathing
easier than he was Drake shrugged, “They thought you were my
friend. If you’d have stayed behind they would’ve killed you. So in
other words, I saved your life.”

Melodin
frowned and wiped the sweat from his brow.

“Whatever,” he let out a deep breath, “What was all that about
anyway?”

A grin flashed
to the young man’s face, his pale blue eyes sparkling.

“This,” Drake pulled out a rolled piece of paper from his
pocket.

“They wanted to kill us over a scrap of paper?”

“It’s a map,” Drake replied as if that fact alone was of great
importance.

“A map?”

Dog growled
low, an unhappy look on her face.

“That’s right,” nodded the red head.

Melodin sighed
again and ran a hand over his face, “Is it at least a treasure map
or something?”

“No, that’s just silly,” Drake was quick to say, “Who’d write
down instruction to buried treasure? Why make it possible for
someone else to find your hard earned loot?”

Melodin
frowned at Drake, “Then what is it a map of?”

The grin on
the young man’s face widened, his eyes shining all the
brighter.

“It’s a map of the Sand Sea,” Drake replied, unrolling the
paper on a nearby table.

“Really?” he asked as he jumped to his feet and moved over to
see. “I thought no one could chart the Sand Sea.”

“Only a few ever had,” Drake replied confidently, “And this is
the best one of all.”

A slight smile
came to Melodin’s face as he looked down at the precisely drawn map
that carefully showed the hundreds of islands in the Sand Sea.

“What are those?” Melodin wondered, pointing to the different
coloured lines that spanned between the islands, “Shipping
lanes?”

“What? Really? You don’t know?” Drake asked back in surprise,
“How could you not know?”

“Hey,” Melodin frowned angrily, “I’m not from Narglefar, and
I’ve spent my whole time here locked away in the Mage
Academy.”

“The lines are electrical currents,” Drake explained as if he
was talking to a child, “You see, all the sand floating through the
waters throws off traditional compasses, making it very hard to
navigate. That’s why the ships that sail the Sand Sea are outfitted
with electrical conductors that can home in on the many different
currents that run through the waters. These different lines
represent the different electrical currents created by the swirling
seas. Did you know that a ship’s conductor can be configured for
different currents? And that no one current is the
same?”

“I’m not a child,” Melodin said flatly, a deep frown on his
face.

“You jump like one,” Drake laughed, “You’re dog jumps better
than you.”

“Shut up,” he huffed in reply, looking down to Dog who wore a
smug expression.

“Thanks, by the way,” Drake gave him a smile, “For before.
Those spikes looked like they would’ve hurt.”

“Yeah, they did,” Melodin agreed, scratching the back of his
head, “Never come across that power before.”

“They shoot the darts out of their palms,” Drake nodded,
“Anyway, what were you doing around these parts? Lost?”

“No,” he was quick to reply, “Just because I didn’t know where
I was going doesn’t mean I’m lost.”

Drake frowned
curiously, “Good point.”

“I was heading to the Gold Roger,” Melodin continued, “I was
nearly there until you ruined it.”

“Nearly there?” Drake raised an eyebrow and walked over to the
side of the rooftop garden, “But isn’t that the Gold Roger
there.”

The young man
pointed down towards the main street and to a tavern on the corner
of a small square. Hanging above its open door a large sign hung
with the words ‘Gold Roger’ written in yellow paint.

Melodin,
glanced down to Dog before turning a confident grin towards
Drake.

“See?” he declared, “Like I said: nearly there.”

Drake laughed
and slapped him on the shoulder, “You’re not so bad after all, for
a mage at least. How about you join my pirate crew?”

“Thanks, I think,” Melodin frowned, wondering if that had
actually been an insult. “But what crew?”

“The one I’m in the process of assembling.”

“Really?” Melodin asked curiously, “How many do you
have?”

“Well, it’s just me at the moment,” Drake looked awkward, “But
if you and you’re mutt joins, that’ll make three.”

“Her name is Dog,” Melodin frowned. “She doesn’t like being
called mutt.”

“My bad,” Drake smiled, “Sorry Dog. So does this mean you’ll
join?”

“I don’t know,” Melodin replied thoughtfully.

“No rush,” Drake said happily, “I don’t really have a ship yet
anyway.”

“You’ve really got this planned out, don’t you,” replied
Melodin dryly.

“Nope. Not at all,” laughed Drake. “But you think about it.
Let me know what you decide. Later.”

With another
slap on his shoulder Drake headed off at a jog, following the
rooftops towards the west where the last rays of light sat like a
burning fire along the horizon. In the clear skies over head the
first of the stars were starting to wake up and the shadows about
the city streets grew darker.

“See you around,” Melodin called out before he turned his gaze
back to the tavern where he was planning on meeting Reith and
Eclaire, “Right, now how do I get down.”

Peering over
the edge of the garden he started looking for some way to easily
descend to the ground, but as a sudden thought came to him he
looked back to where Drake had run off.

“Wait,” he started to call, but the young man was nowhere to
be seen, “I am I supposed to let him know my decision? I don’t even
know how to find him.”

With a sigh he
looked to Dog, who offered no suggestions as she sat patiently
beside him.

“Whatever,” he mumbled, turning his attention back to finding
a way off the rooftop.












Chapter
Two






The stench of
smoke and stale beer grabbed him by the throat as he walked through
the open doors of the Gold Roger. The hour was getting near dinner
time and the noise of the crowd muffled out all else.

Moving through
the patrons he noticed a feeling of tension in the air, emanating
from the groups of sea dogs that were drinking down their fair
share of alcohol.

“To Captain Dee,” one loud toast was made as he passed by a
sorrowful bunch.

The clank of
mugs followed with a sad cheer and Melodin moved by their table as
the group swallowed down their full mugs along with their
sadness.

Moving through
the full tables and people he looked about anxiously, trying to spy
his friends, or a free table. But neither presented themselves on
first glance.

With a frown
he paused be the fire and slowly surveyed the busy tavern, looking
hard at the dim corners at the back.

“There they are,” Melodin mumbled to himself, his eyes
lighting up as he spotted the blue hair of Eclaire in the far
corner.

The reason he
had not seen them earlier was that a cloaked man had been obscuring
his view. But as he approached the man left the table, freeing up
the seat for Melodin to slip into.

“Hey guys,” he smiled wide as he sat down, Dog barking happily
as she went and asked for pat from both Reith and
Eclaire.

“You’re late,” Reith said flatly, giving Dog a quick scratch
behind the ear.

“I ran into some trouble,” Melodin replied, with an awkward
laugh. “But I’m here now, so let’s eat.”

Even as he
said the words a waiter stopped at their table and placed down some
large plates of food.

“I’m not late after all,” Melodin exclaimed, helping himself
to the food, “Perfect timing, if you ask me.”

“Starting without me?” a familiar voice called above the
clamour of the crowd and a young woman sat down opposite him.
“Typical.”

“Nim?” Melodin smiled wide, “I didn’t expect to see you
here.”

“We invited her of course,” Eclaire was quick to say, “It
would have been rude not to.”

“I guess,” nodded Melodin, “Well, let’s eat. Man, it so good
to have the crew back together. It feels like age since we all
fought at Delaforr. What have you two been up to?”

Melodin
watched Eclaire and Reith exchanged quick looks, as if waiting for
the other to speak first.

“The usual,” Reith finally spoke up with a shrug, “Searching
for the remaining Spirit Rings.”

“And that’s why you’re here?” asked Melodin, his mouth full
with food.

“Yes,” Eclaire smiled at him, “We heard of tales of
adventurers sailing the Sand Sea who possess unusual powers, likely
a result of wielding Spirit Rings.”

“You’re planning a voyage?” Nim asked curiously, dropping some
food for Dog.

Reith nodded,
“I’ve gathered all the crew, and we’re just waiting on the ship
now.”

“What your airship, The Banshee?” Nim was quick to
inquire.

“I’m leaving her with a friend for the time being.”

“Can I come with you?” Melodin cut in, his eyes
sparkling.

“No, you can’t,” Nim spoke up seriously. “You have to continue
studies at the Academy.”

“I got expelled remember,” Melodin replied with a
frown.

“Not anymore,” Nim smiled, “Here, a letter from the
headmaster.”

The young
woman pulled out a envelope from a pocket of her school uniform and
handed it over the table.

“What?” he wondered, taking the paper and opening it to read
what the Headmaster had to say.

“It does not say much, only that he requests your attendance
immediately,” Nim said, her smile widening. “You should not keep
him waiting long, he is a Grand Magister as well as the Academy
Headmaster after all.”

“Wait, you’ve read it?” Melodin frowned at the young woman as
he finished reading the letter.

“No need to be upset,” Nim smiled disarmingly.

“Sure,” he replied slowly, a frown still on his
face.

“You’re not happy?” Eclaire asked curiously.

“No, I am,” Melodin scratched his head, “It’s just weird is
all. I wonder what he wants to talk with me about?”

“You know the headmaster has a short temper,” Nim laughed
slightly, “He was probably just having a bad day and he took it out
on you. But isn’t this great, hopefully you will be fully
reinstated and we can all graduate together.”

Slipping the
letter into his pocket he smiled and shrugged.

“Well, in any case I’m sorry Reith,” Melodin said as he
returned to eating, “I’ll have to decline your kind offer to join
your crew. Maybe another time.”

“Sure,” Reith replied, his dark eyes sparkling over the top of
his drink.

As the food
dwindled the waiter returned with more meat and vegetable platters
and a new pitcher of wine. As the night wore on the drunken sailors
and pirates in the tavern began to sing songs and tell tall tales
of their adventures, but the dour mood remained and as the
merrymaking subsided weary eye turned down to their drinks and
slowly the tavern emptied.

It felt good
to share a meal with his friends again and a wide smile stayed on
his face long after he, Dog and Nim left the tavern and returned to
the floating island of the Academy and Magisterium.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” Nim smiled wide as they
walked into the dorm rooms reserved for his year level.

“Yeah, I guess so,” he replied, taking a deep breath, his eyes
moving about the room.

“Hey,” Nim said, bringing his eyes back to hers, “I’m glad
you’re back. Night.”

“See you tomorrow,” Melodin replied, watching her head off
into the rooms excluded for the girls only.

Taking another
deep breath he headed through the doors into the boys room and to
his old bed. As he walked through the dark room all his weariness
fell upon him suddenly and with a wide yawn he fell face first into
his pillow, not bothering to change into his small cloths. Dog was
quick to jump up and make herself comfortable at the foot of his
bed and before he realised he was fast asleep.

All too soon
the next morning tore him from his dreams and groggily he pushed
himself out of bed. Dog lied in the same place he was last night,
having only slightly changed her position. Golden light streamed
through the windows, playing on the thick rugs and floorboards,
sending the dust dancing on the air.

Working the
fury feeling out of his mouth he looked about the small dorm room.
The number of students had drastically decreased after the first
year, and now there were only a handful of students in his year
level. Three of the remaining we male, including himself, and was
one of the smallest contingent in recent years. Although there were
about a dozen beds in the room, owned by students in their third
year and higher, only about ten of them were in use.

As he absently
gazed about the early morning he noticed that no one else was still
abed and with bleary eyes he looked up at the clock above the large
fireplace.

“Is that the time?” he exclaimed, his eyes widening and all
cobwebs vanishing from his mind. “Damn it, just got back and I’m
late for my appointment with the Headmaster.”

Hurriedly he
jumped to his feet and pulling off his clothes he grabbed his
uniform from the lock box at the foot of his bed. He had arrived at
the Academy with virtually no other clothes than the ones he was
wearing, but they had been nice enough to lend him a few sets of
uniforms. When he had been expelled he had figured he might as well
leave the uniform behind, and fortunately enough it was still where
he had neatly folded it away.

As he buttoned
up his shirt he quickly raced from the dorm and through the halls,
Dog close at his heels. The corridors were quiet as he sprinted
along, hearing the noise of people eating and talking coming up
from the main hall. With his shirt half buttoned and messily tucked
into his pants he raced past the main hall, wishing he had the time
to get some food to break his fast. But making the Headmaster wait
was not a wise decision.

From the main
hall he raced outside into the stone pathways through the old
buildings. The air was fresh and the sun shone brightly in the
clear skies. Floating above the dusty streets of Solaris the wind
was clean and held a slight chill to it, but in short time the heat
of the sun would increase and the shade of the many trees on the
floating island would be a welcome refuge.

Skirting the
edge of the large circular courtyard that welcomed visitors to the
Academy he ran to the large building with tall spires, sitting
slightly apart from the other mansions and housing the rooms of the
professors and of course the Headmaster.

Through the
front door he raced nearly bowling over Professor Napp as she read
over her notes for the day. As usually she looked rather attractive
in her robes, with a low cut to display her neck line and cleavage
of course, the standard for most sorceresses.

“Melodin?” the professor exclaimed as he skipped around her.
“No running! But hurry, the headmaster is not known for his
patience.”

Melodin called
a greeting and understanding as he continued up the main stairs,
Dog still close at his heels. Down a few more hallways he finally
reached the headmasters office and slowed to a stop, taking a deep
breath as he rested, his hands on his knees.

Barely a
second after he stopped the headmaster’s door opened and the man
himself greeted Melodin with a stern expression.

“Headmaster Dorrel,” Melodin said as he straightened and the
elderly man motioned for him to join him in the office.

With an
awkward glance to Dog he followed Dorrell inside, his eyes going to
the shelves of old books and tables of strange items. The
headmaster moved straight for his desk and sat down, indicating for
Melodin to take up the seat in front of the desk.

“You are late,” Dorrell said sternly as Melodin sat
down.

“Sorry,” Melodin mumbled sheepishly, looking away from the old
man’s hard glare. “I over slept.”

“Typical,” Dorrell huffed and looked down at the open letter
on his desk. “Why does he want you, of all people?”

“What?” Melodin asked curiously. “Who wants me?”

“You are aware that final year students undertake an
apprenticeship with a Magister, yes?” Dorrell asked, ignoring the
questions.

“Yeah, I remember Nim saying something of the sort,” nodded
Melodin.

“Well, my associate, Magister Leroux has asked to take you on
as his apprentice,” the headmaster explained. “I have, of course,
advised him against the idea but he insisted, even though you would
not be in your final year even if I had not expelled you. I have
not forgotten about that either, young man. There are things that
are not meant to be tampered with, a truth that is ten times more
important when it comes to magic. But perhaps this will be a good
thing for you, Leroux is a stern man, I hope he will be able to put
you on the right path.”

“What exactly are you saying?” Melodin frowned and scratched
his head, causing Dog to growl low.

“Should you want to, you are to become Leroux apprentice,”
headmaster Dorrell stated simply, his expression showing clearly
his dissatisfaction with the idea.

“Meaning I’m not expelled anymore?” Melodin’s eyes
brightened.

“Seems so,” Dorrell sighed heavily.

Melodin
laughed aloud with delight and turned a wide smile towards Dog, who
barked with excitement.

“Calm yourself, boy,” headmaster Dorrell raised his voice to
quieten Melodin. “This is no boon. Apprenticing with Magister
Leroux, with any Magister, is no easy thing. Indeed I do not
believe you capable of it, many final years students are not ready
for such an undertaking. But Leroux has insisted and declared that
he will take full responsibility, so it will be such. You leave
tomorrow morning. Until then return to your lessons as usual, and
do not mention this to your cohorts. If they ask you must simply
say that you have been granted reenrolment and will be undertaking
some specialised teaching away from Solaris.
Understood?”

“Yes sir,” Melodin answered seriously, but his smile
remained.

“Very good,” Dorrell nodded and handed him the letter that had
been on his desk. “This is for you, it states the place where
Leroux is waiting for you to join him. He is docked at the town of
Torga and expects you there promptly.”

“Of course,” Melodin said taking the papers. “Couldn’t you
just teleport me there is he is eager to start?”

“I doubt you have the funds to pay for such a service,” the
headmaster replied simply.

“Good point,” sighed Melodin and looked to Dog. “Looks like
we’re walking, Dog.”

“Then you had best get going with tomorrow’s dawn,” Dorrell said
and motioned towards the door. “You may go.”

“Yes, thank you,” Melodin nodded and stood up before heading
for the door, but he stopped as a thought came to him and he turned
back to the headmaster. “Sir? Did you manage to learn anything
about Dog. Like how she can be able to read books and such?”

Dog growled low at Melodin, seeming unhappy with being talked about
while she was in the room.

“No,” Dorrell said simply, looking up from his work and to
Dog. “She is a regular pooch. There are theories that some animals
possess talents like humans, but I cannot be sure if Dog is one of
those. Neither is she a mage who had become trapped in animal form
after casting a spell of transformation. She is, by all
appearances, just a dog.”

“I see, thanks. Bye,” Melodin said, feeling a bit disappointed
as he left the headmaster’s rooms. “Well, you’re not just a dog.
You’re my Dog.”

Melodin turned
a smile down to his dear companion and she barked in agreement, her
tail wagging happily.

He picked up
his pace as he left the Professors building, hoping to catch the
last minutes of breakfast before he would need to go to the lessons
for the day. But despite his rush the main hall was already empty
and he went to the first classes of the day thinking about how
hungry he was.

All was just
how he remembered it before he was expelled, but that came as no
surprise considering it had barely been two days since the
headmaster had ordered that he leave the Academy. His friends were
just the same, albeit excited to see him back and filled with
prying questions. Melodin did he best to make up some story to hide
the fact that he would be apprenticing with a Magister before his
final year, but he could tell that they were suspicious, especially
Nim. But thankfully she did not try and weed the truth out of him
and by lunch time they had seemed to forget their curiosities.

Although he
was excited to be joining Magister Leroux’s crew part of him wished
he could remain at the Academy, studying with his friends and
enjoying the fact that there was little to worry about in life. But
the thoughts of sailing the Sand Sea filled him with wonder as well
and he began to daydream about the adventures waiting for him.







Chapter
Three


His breathing
came hard as he staggered back a step, desperately trying to hold
his ground against the flurry of punches and kicks that darted into
him, every blow carrying incredible strength behind it.

His hands
moved in a blur as he tried to keep up with the attacks, his eyes
peeled for any opening that might present itself. But there were
none, his opponent was too skilled, and too quick.

A sudden feint
to his face forced his defence high only to receive a crushing fist
into his gut. Air burst forth from his lunges, destroying his
composure and making him stagger back a few steps. But he did not
get far and the next thing he realised his feet had vanished from
beneath him and ground smacked him hard in the back, interrupting
his attempts to inhale.

Coughing and
spluttering he gasped for air, and found none.

“Relax. Just breathe,” remarked his opponent as he stood over
him.

“Easy … for you … to ... say,” Melodin wheezed and coughed
involuntarily, his eyes watering.

The young man
chuckled at that and as Melodin regained his breath and wits he
accepted the offered hand to stand up.

“You still have to work on your stamina,” the young man said
turning away and walking over to a bench in the Academy gardens to
grab a towel and bottle.

Still
breathing heavily Melodin frowned at his teacher, watching him as
he towelled the sweat from this naked torso.

“What’s that look for?” his teacher laughed.

“Did you have to hit me so hard, Dex?” Melodin coughed again,
drawing another laugh from the young man.

“If it were a real fight I would have hit you ten times
harder,” the man smiled, his dark red eyes sparkling behind the
strands of his dark blonde hair. “Come have a rest.”

Taking a deep
breath he straightened and moved over to the bench, grabbing his
towel to wipe the sweat from his body before taking a drink from
his flask.

“You know,” Dex said, “I was surprised to hear you weren’t to
be taking any more lessons from me, and even more surprised when I
was told quickly after that you would again. I’m not one to pry,
but what happened?”

Melodin paused
as he swallowed a mouthful of water, glancing down at Dog who at
calmly beside the bench reading her book.

“I was expelled and then re-enrolled in the span of a day,” he
replied, looking back to Dex who gave him a curious
look.

“That’s unusual,” his teacher replied, “I was worried it was
because you didn’t like my lessons and then realised I was the only
one in Solaris who could teach you.”

“Except you haven’t taught me anything about force magic,”
Melodin sighed.

“You knew that before our first lesson,” Dex replied
seriously, “There aren’t any force mages in all of Narglefar, as
far as I know anyway. All I can show you is the martial arts that
force mages use as a base for their magic. Sorry I can’t do
more.”

“Yeah, I know,” he sighed slumping down on the bench. “Why’d I
have to get this stupid vocation? I wish I had gotten to be a
battlemage.”

“Still hung up on that?” Dex laughed, “Get over it
already.”

“Shut up,” Melodin half smiled, remembering that Dex was on
half a dozen years older than himself.

“Hey,” Dex said, motioning towards the closest building,
“Looks like you have admirers.”

Melodin
glanced to where his instructor was motioning to see a few first
year girls watching them curiously from the eves of the
veranda.

“More like your admirers,” Melodin scoffed, “You’re the one
with the eight-packs abs.”

Dex laughed at
that, looking down at his muscular form before pulling on his
top.

“Keep training, you’ll get there,” Dex offered, sitting beside
Melodin and breathing a deep breath. “The air is so fresh up here.
It was a good last session. You’re off to join one of the Magister
ships tomorrow, right?”

“Yep,” Melodin nodded, a smile coming to his face.

“Well, you take care of yourself out on the Sand Sea,” Dex
said seriously, “It’s a dangerous and deceptive place, let me tell
you.”

“You’ve sailed out there?” Melodin turned a curious eye
towards his mentor, who nodded.

“Yeah, nearly died a few times as well.”

“You used to be a pirate?” Melodin raised an eyebrow in
surprise.

“Pirates and Magisters are not as clear as black and white,”
Dex replied seriously, “There’s no clear cut good and bad out
there, though some might disagree. Really, all you can do is fallow
your heart and what you believe to be right.”

Melodin
frowned slightly and looked to the trees and plants about the
gardens thoughtfully. Birds fluttered about the branches and bees
buzzed busily around the many flowers.

“Hey, Dex,” Melodin said thoughtfully as he picked at the soft
grass. “What are Faelands like? I’ve always wanted to visit
them.”

“The Faelands?” Dex seemed surprised and then hesitant. “They
were beautiful, once.”

“Once?”

“For a long time now a state of limbo has been over the
lands,” Dex explained, seeming like he was having trouble finding
the words. “Nothing dies, but no new life is born either. It’s like
a state of entropy slowly decaying into an undeath.”

“That sounds sad,” Melodin said honestly. “Well how come there
are not more Fae in this realm if your homeland is so
bad?”

“It’s still home,” Dex said seriously. “And most Fae hate
humans rather fiercely.”

“I guess that’s understandable thanks of Olcost,” Melodin
nodded. “Can you fix it? The Faelands, I mean?”

“I believe so, yes,” Dex nodded, a determined look coming to
his eyes. “It’s part of the reason why I’m in the Humanlands
actually.”

“Really?” Melodin asked with some surprise. “Why’s
that?”

“Well,” Dex said slowly, seeming rather hesitant once again.
“The popular theory is that the reason the Faelands are in their
current state is because seven spirits were taken.”

“You mean the Spirit Rings,” Melodin said, his features
brightening as the realisation came to him. “You should’ve said
something earlier. Here, I’ve got the ring of wind. If it means
healing your homeland you can take it. Though, I have grown quite
attached to it, to be honest.”

Melodin lifted
the silver ring on the chain about his neck towards Dex, but he was
filled with pangs of regret at the thought of it being taken
away.

“That’s kind of you Melodin,” Dex laughed lightly. “But one
alone won’t change anything. Besides, it is the Spirit Ring of Life
that is really needed, I think.”

“That’s what the other Fae was looking for, back in Delaforr,”
Melodin exclaimed. “His name was Solordorr, and he was a bit of
jerk actually. Do you know him?”

“I doubt many can actually claim they know Solordorr,” Dex
laughed again. “But, you could say we’re acquainted.”

“Is he helping you find the Ring of Life?” Melodin frowned and
scratched his chin.

“I guess so,” Dex replied, seeming a little bit
awkward.

“Do you have any clue as to where the ring is?” Melodin asked
curiously.

“Nope, none,” Dex said simply and took a deep
breath.

“Well, I hope you find it,” Melodin said honestly. “Before
Solordorr does as well; I don’t really like that guy.”

Dex laughed
again, his amusement greater than Melodin would have thought, but
he guessed that Solordorr and Dex must have known each other a
little bit and that Dex did not really like Solordorr either.

A loud bell
suddenly sounded from the tower, echoing throughout the halls and
reverberating off the stone.

“Well, that was a good last lesson,” Dex said jumping to his
feet and grabbing his things, “I’ve got to be off, and remember
Melodin, always have fun. And hey, I might see you out on the sandy
waves.”

“You’re heading out on the Sand Sea?” Melodin asked quickly,
jumping to his feet.

“Yeah, a friend of mine is organising an expedition and asked
me to join,” Dex smiled back, his dark red eyes sparkling. “It
should be fun. I’ll see you around Melodin, keep training
hard.”

“Yeah, I will,” Melodin nodded, “Next time we meet I plan on
being stronger than even you.”

Dex laughed
and waved over his shoulder and he jogged from the gardens and into
the Academy corridors.

A with a
determined smile on his face Melodin grabbed his uniform and
affects before he too raced from the gardens, eager to get to the
main hall to eat some food.

* * *

From his
balcony the city of Solaris reached out before him, its terracotta
rooftops appearing as little round hills trembling before the great
and swirling waves of the Sand Sea. Beyond the dome rooves he saw
the harbour and the many white sails of dozens of ships sitting in
the port, protected from the dangerous waves by the huge gate that
stretched from one headland to the other, blocking any unauthorised
passage. And beyond that was the open sea, its golden brown waves
rolling with the wind, the shadows of great sea beasts drifting
beneath the surface.

Those rolling
waves looked foreboding this day, their colour darker than usual.
Locals would say that such colour was a warning of a great storm to
come. But from his view point it was clear that the storm had
already arrived. It was early afternoon and on the horizon loomed
tall clouds, their white plumes reaching high into the air
sparkling in the sunlight whilst the underside was as black as
night. A vein of light suddenly shot through the clouds, snaking up
through the plumes and darting down into the sea.

On any ocean
storms were a great danger, but here, they were far worse. A slight
smile came to his face as he watched the bolt of lightning hit the
ocean, diving beneath the waves and dividing into hundreds of
tendrils that raced through the waters reaching far and wide.
Anything that was in its path would be annihilated, be it ship or
fish. This was the reason the Sand Sea was known to have storms of
both the sky and sea. Such destructive power sent a shiver of
excitement down his spine.

His crimson
eyes sparkled as he continued to watch the growing storm from his
balcony. Resting his hand casually on the stone railing his took a
sip of his drink, the warm breeze blowing through his blonde hair,
and flicking strands across face.

He looked
again to the ships docked in the port, many of them receiving
maintenance and cargo as they were prepared for a voyage out into
the harsh waters.

“Soon,” he muttered to himself, his crimson eyes lingering on
the ship he would be taking. “Soon we will have what is rightfully
ours.”

* * *

The bustle of
activity in the dorms brought him from his slumbers and with a wide
yawn he stretched out in his bed and slowly opened his eyes.

“Damn it!” Melodin cried when he saw the time. “Late
again.”

Jumping out of
bed he pulled on his regular travelling clothes and sandles before
he raced for the door. All the other students had already gone down
for breakfast and he grumbled under his breath as he swiftly moved
from the dorm rooms.

“Could’ve woken me,” Melodin said under his breath. “They’re
just jealous that I get to study somewhere different I’ll bet,
jerks.”

Dog barked as
she walked alongside him and a frown came to his face as a loud
bell sounded throughout the Academy.

“You’ve got to be kidding me?” Melodin groaned loudly.
“Breakfast is over already? Did they reduce the time or something
Dog? guess We’ll just have to get something in the city as
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