
The sun arose on Westport bright and clear as it does most days, but the air about the seaport was different that day.  The hustle and bustle about the docks seemed more intense even though it had already been higher than usual for the past few weeks.  This was because the day for the departure of the mighty naval caravan to the new lands was approaching quickly.  The emotions of excitement, apprehension, dread, wonder, nervousness, and so many others were all caught up in a mighty whirlwind.  


There was more than the usual throng around the offices of the Harbor Master.  This time, instead of them being messengers, they were mostly ship captains and mates.  A lot of mumbling was going on and a loud shout every now and then.  It was clear the they were getting impatient to set sail.  Some had been waiting for weeks, being the first to be loaded, and their crews were getting hard to control.  Not to mention the Westport jail constable, who was eager to empty his cells of the unruly sailors gathered so far.  He looked forward to a quiet night's sleep for a change.


Finally the word came out that there were only a couple of ships left to load.  That meant that they would all probably be able to set sail the next favorable wind.  The most common phrase overheard was "It's about time!!!" as the group broke up.  Many, to get to where they were staying, had to pass by the Spearcast Tavern, the temporary headquarters for the Emigration Office.  Many mean looks were cast that way into the crowd gathered there as if it the delay was all their fault.


The purser didn't notice the commotion outside.  He was too busy with this last group of passengers.  He was tired and slept little some nights due to bad dreams of endless lines of ugly, smelly, foul spoken, ill-mannered people wanting something from him that he never had.

If the purser had had a chance to survey this last group, this is what he would have seen.

A thin framed young man who appeared almost gaunt as if he was underfed.  However, he was dressed in the clothes of a sailor, though of a slightly finer cut of cloth than normal.  He was carrying surprisingly few items with him.

A jovial man, who, as he cracked a joke with one of the sailors standing watch on a pile of tagged belongings, let his name be known as Grandall, and easily slid an elegant sea chest before him with one foot.  A very fit, but aging frame supported elegant plate and at his belt was a jeweled dagger and plain long sword (in a silver scabbard).  On his back was strapped a longbow and quiver as well as a medium shield.

An elf, and as most elves there was an unconscious open space around him very obvious in the line, dressed as one practicing the arcane arts.  Besides being equipped for travel it appeared that he had some packages of luxury goods to take with him on the trip.  While most elves are at least looked on as pleasant, this elf seemed unlikable and unapproachable from his posture alone.

A druid stood patiently in line as well.  He was carrying quite a few bags of supplies, some quite heavy.  Standing around 5’6”, he was a bit short, and dressed in earth tones he seemed out of place in the tavern.

A female elf dressed all in black.  Her hair was black and fell down to her mid back and it was currently braided into hundreds of tight little braids.  It would appear that she had way too much free time on her hands.  She carried supplies as if preparing to adventure.

A merchant of some type, carrying some boxes and bags.  So many that they were carried by five burly porters.  While he protested loudly at the pace of the lines,  the sailors watched, smile in anticipation.

A pair of burly fighters could be heard boasting of their strength to each other.  One had been scarred on the lower right side of his face while the other seemed to have a mischievous glint in his otherwise innocent eyes.  In their boasting you hear their names, Dalton and Sengur.

A courier from the military standing with square shoulders as he patiently waited his turn in the line.  From the glint of light off his equipment, it was evident that he must be from a well-maintained unit.

Another mage, this one human, seemed to be reading a book as the line ground forward.

Another fighter with a long scar down the left side of his face was there also.  He gave the impression that he must have been pretty clumsy to get such a scar but he seemed friendly enough to those nearby.  He was a large young man, wearing a chain hauberk.

The other man of interest seemed to be a bard.  He was travelling with a mandolin and flute case along with a rapier and stiletto strapped to his side.

The most unusual in line, though, and he was a character, was a burly dwarf, nearly as wide as he was tall.  He must have been a miner as he carried a hammer on his belt and a two handed pick over one shoulder.  On his other shoulder was a massive wineskin that seemed nearly depleted.  In a loud voice, to any one even remotely looking interesting he cried out.  “I be going to staff.  A dwarf on water!  An half 'o the ships never return!!”  It is obvious he was more than a little drunk.

Also, if the purser had had the time, he would have seen all the things going on in the background as each one tried to do something to break the tension.

The elven girl dressed in all black started whistling some tune that, by the looks of the ones around her, no one could name (probably because she's was really off key).  After a few minutes she stopped whistling and started re-braiding a few strands of her hair that had gotten out of order.

The bard-looking guy seemed a little nervous.  A casual observer would probably guess that it was his lack of 'worldly' experience, since he looked so young.  He seemed preoccupied primarily with keeping his mandolin from getting smashed by the throngs.  Now that the line had settled down a little, he relaxed a bit.  He was wearing plain common clothes and stood 5' 9" tall.  He carried a small worn chest, a wood flute strapped over his shoulder, and a backpack.  There was plainly visible the form of a tube in the backpack.  He appeared uncomfortable with all the weight on him.  He seemed to a little clumsy with all his protruding devices (sword, mandolin, flute, etc.).  He tried to catch the tune he heard someone whistling but with the chaos and noise of the crowd he couldn't get the melody and gave up. 

The elf scanned the line to see whom he would be travelling with.  His eyes passed by the humans, barely seeming to acknowledge their existence.  His eyes then paused as he saw the female elf, sizing her up.  "Perhaps there will be a little adventure on the voyage to Staff", he thought.  His eyes paused again as he saw another mage, shook his head slowly, and then continued surveying his shipmates.  When he heard, and then saw the dwarf, his countenance dropped.  "I should have known they would be letting them on too," he whispered.

Finally his gaze fell upon the bard.  "Maybe all is not lost," he said as he began to move toward the man.  The crowd seemed to open a little, as was the case when in the line, and the elf was suddenly before the bard.  "Do you know how to use that," he asked, nodding his head toward the mandolin, "or is it just for looks?" 

"Well, yeah!" was the bard's startled reply.  "I can play it well.  However I'm not a master of the instrument yet, there are many techniques and styles I have not learned yet.  But I do well.  The people in the inns and taverns around here like me and my songs."  

At that, the bard put his small chest down and brought the mandolin around (now that he had room, with the elf there).  Striking a few cords, he started singing a popular local sea ditty.  

The elf listened to the mandolin with some interest but unfortunately the sound of the human voice distracted him from enjoying the instrument.  "There will be plenty of time on the voyage", he thought to himself.  As he turned away he began singing softly in elven.

There were mixed reactions in the crowd.  Most just ignored the bard's playing, some looked at him angrily as the noise in the area increased with the strumming, but some knew the ditty and sang along.  All in all, though, the bard got the impression that the mood of the people around him improved somewhat.

A solid young man, Alfgar, slouched in the queue, listening carefully to the conversations around him.  His glance passed over the two warriors called Dalton and Sengur, assessing them carefully, before finally landing with an appreciative eye on the elven maiden.  He had never met an elf before.  "Perhaps," he thought, "he should introduce himself to this one later ... in the interests of fostering good race relations that is".  A broad grin split his face.


Dalton, the large fighter with the mischievous grin, slowly moved in line while trying to determine how much Sengur's tales of strength had been stretched.  He wore a dark green tunic and brown breeches.  Strapped to his back were a backpack, long bow, and bastard sword.  He carried a small chest with brass plate mail bundled on top.  He didn't seem to notice the weight.

As the line progressed, Dalton looked around, curious as to who would be travelling with him on the journey.  Noticing Alfgar sizing him up he smiled and gave a slight nod of his head.

But, none of this mattered to the purser, and all he did was call out, "Neeext!"

The purser obviously saw that the next in line was clearly a worshiper and protector of  Nature.  As he gathered his stuff to move forward, the druid glanced longingly out the window.  Kicking his saddlebags forward while picking up his backpack he moved up to the purser.  He put his bags on the scales and answered before being asked, "I'm Johann, a druid".  Johann paused and seemed to think a bit, then added, "I can work leather, is that a skill needed in Staff?"

The purser looked at the poor lad and scowled.

"Probably if there was anything to tan.  Nobody wants to try shipping cattle 1000 miles over the open sea!"  Seeing the lad hesitate to ask something else, the purser relented just a bit.  "It's not your fault I suppose.  It's just that the merchants get to me.  Lad there are dang few animals on the island, just those that the wizards conjure and they don't last.  But, there are farmers.  So if you can help with the fields you will be in demand.  Not many of your calling have made the voyage."

Johann nodded, then after a short pause, he hesitantly asked, "What are the accommodations like on board ship?  Will I be able to go on deck?  I don't like being inside all the time."

The druid's question succeeded in improving the pursers mood dramatically as he laughed, "Lad, you'll be on deck don't you worry.  Get on board the Wave Dancer.  Next."

A thin human in loose fitting, practical clothing swaggered peculiarly up with the air of a practiced sailor.  He looked to the ships as if they were long lost friends.  Somewhat distractedly he answered, "Gavin Maestix, sailor, navigator, scribe, and worker of the divinatory magics.  Any thing else?"

As the purser got ready to answer, the next person behind him, a warrior dressed in plate, quickly steped forward.  "Purser, good fellow.  I am Grandall, adventurer, chronicler, and student of history.  If man is returning to the Island, Staff I believe you call it, I am going as well.  Would you mind if I roomed with this lad, a diviner may be a pleasant diversion on this trip."

The purser seemed bemused and simply nodded his head.  Those nearby noticed that the old warrior's sea chest weighed exactly 200 pounds when it was put on the scale.

"Gavin, lad" Grandall started with a smile, "Grandall Goldenhand, it's an old joke, at your service.  It seems we're to be on the Wave Dancer together."


The purser began to get impatient and with a wave of his hand said loudly, "Move along now!  Nnneeexxtt!"

Wandering out onto the dock Grandall saw the whole flotilla of ships waiting to weigh anchor.  Grandall hailed a passing sailor and asked, "Which way to the Wave

Dancer?"  The sailor looked a bit startled but then pointed to the massive drakkar docked at the end of the pier.


Meanwhile, back inside.

"Dalton Styre.  I am a skilled carpenter and fletcher, but I prefer to make my way as an armsman."  He proceeded to put his belongings on the scale as he had seen others do.  This included a chest, a suit of armor, and backpack, followed by a bow, sword, and war hammer.  "Do you need the scabbard and quiver as well?  It takes a little bit to get everything off and on."

The purser ran a skilled eye over the fighter.  "No, you're under the limit.  They need good carpenters in Outpost.  Though I hear they need a good source of lumber more."

Dalton gathered up his things and strode out to the street and followed others destined for boarding the Wave Dancer.

The next in line was another warrior.  Stepping up quickly to the purser he replied to the pursers questions, "Sengur Talon, the name."

He easily eased his backpack off, attached to which were a medium sized shield and a light crossbow.  Placing the backpack on the scales, Sengur, admitted to certain sword skills, the long sword and 2 handed-sword, touching each in turn as if to emphasize the point, then adding "Aye, purser, I've worked outdoors with traders and performed guard duties when properly rewarded.  I've handled cargo before and know a little of rope usage, although not as on such vessels as you have here."  Sengur then asked the purser, "Where's the accommodation?  And we set sail when?"

The purser nodded, "Crossbowman Good.  Accommodation?  Room with that lad that just left.  I wouldn't touch the cargo on the voyage.  The sailors are paid well for the trip and make bonuses for the condition of the cargo.  But O'Toole can use you on the watch.  Especially with the crossbow.  You afraid of heights?"

Sengur ignoring the question, or just too anxious to catch up with Dalton, moved on without answering.

"Next," the purser called, shrugging off the rudeness of the unanswered question.

The next in line was a heavily armed and armored warrior.  In his left hand he carried a medium shield, the front painted bright red with a yellow cross.  In his right was clenched three javelins.  The bastard swords scabbarded at each hip bounce noisily against his chain hauberk.  A large knife sat sheathed and attached to his belt.  A club dangled on a leather strap attached to the same belt.  On his back was a large leather backpack, on top of which was strapped a second shield with the same design as the first.

And on his head was a well-polished helmet with an impressive golden plume.  Despite the combined weight of all this equipment, the young warrior did not seem to be weighed down at all.

He was about to move forward when a man with several large and bulky bags jostled past him and tried to slip the purser a bag.  "Good man," he exclaimed loudly, "You don't need to weigh these goods!  I'm taking these luxuries to the guildsmen who are searching for spells on the island.  You wouldn't want them disappointed would you?" the man finished with an oily smile.

The purser's face was set in stone as he regarded the man and his bearers.  "Listen, Malachi.  You've tried every day and every purser to get that junk aboard ship.  Now this is the last day and you need to jettison all but 200 pounds.  There are many out there that will buy it from you.  If you weren't so cheap, you'd hire someone to carry part of it for you!  Now get lost!!  Next."

The purser's mood visibly changed from just tired to foul.

"Excuse me," interrupted the warrior.  

The Purser could see Malachi's sudden change in complexion to white.  However, as the warrior continued speaking, the purser relaxed a bit.

"I think you'll find I'm a little underweight."

Snickers escaped from a number of people standing near the large young man, and turning around he blushed with embarrassment, not knowing exactly what he said that was so funny.  Turning back to the merchant, he continued, "If the purser doesn't mind, I can take some of your excess goods."  He smiled slyly.  "And my fee for doing so is only 12 silver pieces."  Gesturing at the bag the merchant was holding, he added, "That's quite a bit less than the contents of the bag you were just offering the purser, I'm sure."

Malachi looked over the young warrior then at his porters.  Crafty eyes assessed the man, then he pulled out 12 silvers.  "Ok, these go to Farm Implement and Loans on Staff.  Jones will know what to do with them if you don't find me when we get there."

The young warrior took the silvers and tucked them away then took two huge sacks that were tied shut with stout rope in a fairly complicated knot and clanked and rattled with metal implements.

With the merchant gone, the purser was now glad to get things going again.

"Name, occupation, skills," he repeated for the thousandth time.

The young warrior had scooped up his other belongings and was bringing them to the scales when at the last moment he stumbled and had to steady himself against the purser's desk.  Once steadied, he propped his shield and javelins against the purser's desk and removed his helmet, revealing a mane of long, blonde hair and a long flowing moustache.  Despite the wicked-looking scar on the right side of his face, the youth had the appearance of a good-natured soul, quick to smile and jest.

"Alfgar, son of Sigfrith," he said, "at your service.  Also known as Alfgar, bane of trolls, slayer of dragons, and wielder of the mighty sword Doomblade!"

He turned back to the person behind him.  "Not really," he said in a deafening stage whisper, "but my mom always said you gotta sell yourself."  He followed that with a hearty chuckle at this witticism.

As he turned around and saw the un-amused stare of the purser, Alfgar quickly sobered up.  "Ahem.  Very well.  Alfgar, son of Sigfrith.  Guardsman."

The purser shook his head slightly but looked at the guardsmen and his javelins.

"Can you throw those?  Better than most I imagine.  Report to O'toole on Wave Dancer.  Oh, you'll be rooming with Rockhammer.  Hey Rockhammer, get up here!"

The miner dwarf staggered forward as the purser addressed him with surprising courtesy.  "How many of you this trip, sir." 

Thinking for a long moment, the dwarf nodded to himself then answered, "I have 10 lads with me this trip.  Why?"

The purser smiled and pointed to Alfgar, "He's rooming with you.  Double up the rest of yer men.  Next."

Alfgar sized up his travelling companion with a quick glance.  "Name's Alfgar" he said leaning over and extending his hand to be shaken.  "Please to meet you, Rockhammer.  Have you been to sea before?  I didn't think dwarves liked ships."

Rockhammer looked at the big youth and pulled out a large flask.  Taking a stout pull on it he shook his head sadly, "Hate the water.  But there are no new mines in the empire and we dig deeper each year.  This is my third and last trip.  Ironheel will have a full crew of miners now with the stout lads I'm bringing with me.  Maybe some will have reached the mountains we've seen, or found a vein of ore closer to the outpost."

Looking at the man's hand, the dwarf then remembered his manners and handed

Alfgar the flask, "Wish we'd met in the mine's, but well met."

"Well met indeed," replied Alfgar, before taking a swig of the contents of the flask.

The elf girl dressed in all black just shuffled up to the desk and nonchalantly said

"Christy Schkinlee, Inventor, Leatherworking, Metalworking, Self Defense, Archery, yadda yadda yadda, can I get on now?"

The purser looked her up and down and said, "Elf, eh.  Report to the first mate 'o the Wave Dancer.  It 'be the lead ship and needs a good night look out.  You be it!"  The purser looked over the line.  "You, " he pointed to the elf, "What be your name and occupation?"

Walking up to the front, past the others in line, the elf responded to the purser's question, "Daegwynn."  Then pausing to look at his own clothes, "Mage, of course," he said in a condescending tone.  Daegwynn then placed his backpack and sacks onto the scale.  "Can I go now?" he said with a sigh.

The purser's eyes narrowed then he smiled.  "First mate O'toole will be liking you.  Report with Miss Schkinly to the Wave Dancer."


Daegwynn collected his things and gladly left the purser and the crowded tavern behind, followed by Christy.

"Next," the purser called eagerly as he saw the line starting to dwindle.

The bard was next and as he walked up to meet the purser he smiled at him and put his stuff on the scales. 

"My name is Rusty, I'm an entertainer, and by the looks of it, we are going to need a lot of it on this long journey."

The purser gave a genuine smile and nodded.  "Lad you have the right of it.  If you be any good at all and have a good supply of racy songs, you'll be passed by for watch and be asked to play and sing.  You're on the Wave Dancer as well lad."

Tristan glanced up from his book, and was startled to find that the majority of the line had passed him by.  His blue eyes glinted with surprise, as a slight smile played on his lips.  His head shook with amusement, such surprises seemed ordinary in the life of this young man.

"Well?  You came all this way just to read a book?" asked the purser.

He quickly folded his book closed and secured it in his backpack.  Retrieving his

quarterstaff from the ground where he had stood, he stepped nervously towards the purser.


"My name is Tristan, I am the son of a book purveyor.  I am practiced in the arcane arts, as well as highly interested in the creation of the empire, and the consolidation of lands that accompanied it.  I go to Staff in the hopes of validating this lore, searching for answers to this mystery."  Tristan was moving his arms rapidly, obviously excited by this pursuit of history.

 The purser, not impressed with youthful vigor, said gruffly, "set your possessions on the scale."


Tristan removed his backpack and placed that along with his quarterstaff upon the scale.  

The purser nodded and Tristan retrieved his possessions and moved on out towards the pier and the Wave Dancer.
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As one follows this motley group of characters, one wonders why they were selected to board the war vessel Wave Dancer and when they get close enough to see it, they are astounded by the huge ship with its banked ores and mighty sails.  As each group walks down the busy docks and watches with amazement, massive quantities of food, wood, and iron are loaded on the merchant vessels.  The military ships seem to be taking on food, but it is obvious even to those unfamiliar with sea voyages that the massive drakkars don't carry enough food for the whole trip.  The Wave Dancer was a massive ship and as each group goes up the deck and stands on the stern deck, they wonder what exactly the purser meant by 'cabins'.  There seemed to be small cabins under the fore deck and it was apparent there was storage areas under the stern.  However, most of the ship was an open rowing deck, with what stowage available under that deck packed with food.

Daegwynn collected his things and gladly left the purser behind.  He appeared to be glad to be given some space.  Even though the docks were still crowded, it was not as bad as the tavern.  He was tired of worrying about any of the riff-raff bumping into him.

Christy tried to follow but found it more difficult to keep up with the fast walking elf.  Not worried in the least though, Christy continued to walk, still whistling the same off key tune. 

Daegwynn had intended to pass the time checking out the ships in the fleet to keep from getting bored.  But when he turned to make a comment to the elf maiden, he realized that Christy was not with him.  He slowed down until Christy could catch up to him.

"Christy, is it?" he said, pausing for her response.  "It's a pleasure to meet you.  I am Daegwynn.  I heard you describing your skills to the purser, but surely you are mistaken.  You could be nothing other than a thief, for you have already stolen my heart."

She had been walking with perfect composure and calm...until Daegwyn spoke.  After his speech she extended her hand to him, very nervously..."Umm...Deagwyn, nice to meet me, I mean you.  Yeah.  You." 

Daegwyn took Christy's hand in his and gently kissed it, "The pleasure is all mine."  He then released her hand and continued walking with her towards the Wave Dancer.  He was silent for a time, allowing her to regain her composure.

Christy walked along with Daegwyn, looking around her all the time, in wonder of all the stuff that was happening.  

Christy, snapping out of it as they reach the Wave Dancer, looked around the large Drakkar.  "Um...you wanna go find the first er.....mate, now? Umm...."  Then she blushed and turned away, embarrassed that Daegwyn caught her so off guard.

As they boarded the Wave Dancer they approached the mate directing everyone, who they assumed to be first mate O'Toole.

"Could you please be so kind as to direct the young lady and I to where we may each find our accommodations?"  Daegwynn says, trying to get the sailor's attention.

When the sailor turns to them, Christy, still a little giddy, blurts out, "The purser guy said I should be a night lookout or something like that?  Can I do that?" 

. 

Making their way to the Wave Dancer, Sengur said to Dalton, "It seems that we will share accommodation for the voyage.  The purser said 1000 miles, to Staff, that'll be, what, 2-3 weeks at sea if all the ships stick together ".  Looking at Wave Dancer's oars he continued "... and it seems that ther'd be plenty of exercise too." 

Boarding the ship Sengur said with evident enthusiasm, to his nearest neighbors, Dalton and the thin framed young sailor, Gavin.  "This whole place is tremendous.  Far bigger than even a score of caravans with all their animals and packs.  Very impressive!"

When they found the first mate Dalton asked, "Could you tell us where our cabin is located?  Also, I'm already feeling boat sickness coming on.  Do you know of some herbs that settle the stomach and where I could purchase some?"

O'Toole laughed and pointed to the fore and aft decks.  "There be 30 hammocks an 4 cabins for 80 men.  The sailors will be sleeping where ever there be room on the deck I imagine.  We'll pair ye off with two others to share a hammock.  Just put yer stuff out of the way an carry what ye can't afford to loose.  Close quarters makes for honest men as ye don't have time to do much unobserved.  The voyage will clear up yer stomach lad.  Just don't eat much but drink yer fill.  If ye can't hold it hang over the railing, or find a bucket!"

Sengur told him of his availability as a crossbowman for watch duty during the voyage.  He commented, "Should climbing into the rigging be involved that he'd prefer to take off his banded armor before enjoying the view.  As diving into the water might make a pretty splash, swimming in armor at sea is a habit I'd rather not try acquire."

O'Toole, barked out another deep belly laugh at the comment.  "Aye, some believe swimming in the deeps with slim hope o' rescue while the sharks circle is better than sinking deeply and quickly into mother ocean's embrace.  Lad, if there be fighting, I wear a steel breastplate!"

Dalton walked with Sengur in search of their 'cabin'.  It was obvious that the gentle rocking of the Wave Dancer didn't agree with him.  "I am not looking forward to three weeks on a ship.  I'm not afraid of sinking; it's just that I can't stand this constant rocking."

Dalton stored his gear in his chest, armor, and backpack in his 'cabin'.  He then set off to find the herbs the first mate mentioned.

Rockhammer signaled his men from outside the tavern and glumly followed the others to the ship, "Damn, I hate rowing; almost as much as drowning."

The young guardsman, Alfgar, rushed to catch up with the elf, Christie.  But, because of the crowd, the closest he got was a few feet behind her, for she too was hurrying through the masses of dock workers and crates.  "Hi," he said, with a genuine smile, "My name's Alfgar", and coughed nervously.  "I know you've probably heard this before, but I've never met an elf before ... and well, I just wanted to say 'Hi'."  Once again, he coughed nervously.  However, Christie apparently didn't hear him and kept on going.  "Hi", he said a little louder, but to no avail.

Disappointed at being ignored by Christie, Alfgar trotted back to Rockhammer, the slapping of weapons against his mail hauberk making a pleasantly rhythmic noise, like the jingling of coins in a money-pouch.  "Snooty lot, aren't they?" he said, gesturing at the elves with the handful of javelins.  "Are all elves like that?"

"Yep," Rockhammer nodded as he handed the flask back to his cabin mate.

Alfgar followed Rockhammer and the others, since some of them seemed to actually know where they were going.  When they reached the ship, Alfgar, looking up, commented, "Well, she's a pretty impressive-looking ship, to be sure, but I can't say as I'm looking forward to such a long journey.  The biggest vessel I've ever been in is my dad's little rowboat", then headed up the gangplank.

Alfgar came onto the deck clanking and chiming under the two clumsy bags that he was carrying for the merchant.  Standing nearby, a large sailor with a gold ring in one ear just shook his head as he came aboard.  Alfgar had a sinking feeling that this was O'Toole.  Addressing a passing sailor, he asked for directions to the first mate and his suspicion was confirmed.  He reported in, then went to locate his 'cabin' and dump all his gear (including armor), except for one bastard sword.  Once done, Alfgar went back up on deck and found a position along the railing to watch their departure, and where he could also watch the other passengers.

Rusty picked up his stuff and shuffled out into the street, the loud 'NEXT' resounding behind him.  The papers read "admit Rusty, the bard, on the Wave Dancer", the purser filling in the blanks.  As he was standing out on the street, wondering where to next, he heard someone inquiring on the whereabouts of the Wave Dancer.  As he listened to the directions, he noticed others doing the same.  It seemed that everyone in this last group was assigned to the same ship.


The walk was not far, but the gangplank was narrow and he kept banging one thing or another against the gangplank rails as he embarked.  Things didn't get any easier on board either.  Longshoremen were teeming about with unbelievable loads.  Trying to stay out of the way, he moved to the forecastle and found an empty corner.  Putting his small chest down, he removed his backpack and sat down, glad to have the chance to get off his feet.  The ship swayed slightly with the waves and it occurred to him how uncomfortable the sea could get.  With a sigh, he accepted his circumstances.


Then a young man made his way up the forecastle stairs and approached him. Rusty didn't remember seeing him before.  Well, with the throngs of people, he could have easily missed him.  The young man then held out his hand while greeting Rusty and Rusty shook it while getting up.

Walking along the dock, Tristan paused, pulling to the side.  Unstrapping one side of his backpack he moved to reach into the front pocket. As Tristan packed up the book he was reading he caught Grandall's eye, which seemed to sparkle with some private joke.  However, the warrior nodded to the mage in a friendly fashion.  Then a pouch of nuts was pulled from the pack and the luggage was restored to its two-shoulder position.  Resuming a staccato gait towards the large drakkar, he paused occasionally to gaze, with wide-eyed wonder, at the activity around him.  

Once onboard the ship Tristan stood alone, nervously glancing around, not sure where to move.  He noticed the bard from before also standing aboard the ship.  The fellow looked nice enough.  Tristan wondered if he had anymore of a clue what was expected of them.  


Approaching the bard Tristan said, "Hello there, my name is Tristan Nehar, I don't want to seem to forward but do you have a clue where to go here.  I feel like this actions is passing me by and I have no idea where to merge."  He then offered his hand in invitation, casting appreciative glances towards the bard's instruments.

"Hi Tristan, I'm Rusty.  You're not being too forward.  This ship is going to be very crowded as is, the sooner we get to know each other the better."


Looking at his boarding papers, he continued, "It says here just Wave Dancer.  Nothing about what to do once we are on.  I supposed we will need to find where we are to sleep and keep our gear.  I was hoping to stay out of the way to avoid being accidentally knocked over board, but then, if we wait too long, we might find ourselves sleeping in the bilge.  Lets go look for someone in charge here and ask."


Rusty was about to pick up his stuff again and head back towards the chaos of midships when another young man approached them.

Following the others, Johann looked nervously over the side as he boarded the

Wave Dancer.  After reaching the part of the boat where the deck split into two levels,

he tiredly dropped his saddlebags and leaned against the wall.  Glancing at the others, he noticed the bard sitting down on a little chest, then a young man with a book in a hand come up the stairs and went over to him.  He listened as Tristan introduced himself to Rusty, the bard.  Waiting for a pause in the conversation, he came over and said, "I couldn't help overhearing you...my name is Johann.  Do either of you know where the cabins are?"  Looking somewhat lost he glanced around and continued, "I've never been on a boat this big before."

Rusty extended his right hand as soon as it was free and replied, "Hi Johann, glad to meet you.  This here is Tristan.  We were just discussing that.  We're going to look for someone to show us right now.  I think I saw the First Mate down there amongst that mess," Rusty pointed to the midships where sailors and dockhands were swarming.  "I've been on ships like this a few times to entertain the sailors while they await their departure.  The captains would rather pay for some entertainment than to pay for bailing them out of a cell.  You think this ship looks big, wait until we are out into the middle of the ocean.  You'll wish they were bigger, Ha!  Well, I see more people getting on, lets claim our bunks before it's too late."


Rusty, Johann, and Tristan then headed back down the stairs, and seeing the man whom Rusty thought was the first mate, as he seemed to be directing the loading of the ship, lead the way towards the large sailor with the gold earring, to ask about accommodations.


He was talking to two of the warriors who they recognized to have been with their group.  They approached just as the sailor let out a deep belly laugh at some comment made by one of them, then added, "Aye, some believe swimming in the deeps with slim hope 'o rescue while the sharks circle is better than sinking deeply and quickly into mother ocean's embrace.  Lad, if there be fighting, I wear a steel breastplate!"


When Rusty heard the sailor mention about their accommodations, he turned to his companions and said, "That's not too bad.  I wasn't expecting a flat bed or soft mattress anyway.  I just hope there aren't any loud snorers."

When O'Toole saw that everyone was gathered, he turned the loading over to another sailor for the time being and looked over the men, and woman the purser had saddled him with.  As he looked to Dalton, Alfgar, Sengur, and the dwarves he nodded.  "Well lads, you'll do.  I'll have some o' the mates show you the ropes and you can take a shift at the oars each day."  Then laughing at their blank expressions added, "It'll do your sword arms good and ye won't have time to feel the sea sickness.  The rowers be free men but each must do their share to reach our destination."

Alfgar frowned.  "Rowing?" he asked, genuinely puzzled.  "But the ship has sails.  I thought the oars were just for close maneuvering in harbor and during combat."

O'Toole nodded at the warrior's question and answered as was his manner, "Lad, we'll row nearly every day.  The sail works well before the wind, but the wind won't be at our backs every day and this ship is the fastest on the sea when rowed.  Unfortunately she wasn't meant for long sea voyages.  We'll row apiece just to keep station, an we be responsible for the whole fleet o' merchant men."

Dalton let out a slight moan, but let it pass without further comment.  In a soft voice he commented to Sengur, "And dad thought I'd go soft if I wasn't hauling lumber all day for him."

Then looking over the elf, Christy, he did a quick double take as he realized she's, well a she.  "WHAT was the damn fool purser thinking!  You're not on consignment to the Touches of Home are you?"  He asks Christy.  At her blank look, O'Toole shook his head and continued, "Some o' the mages like exotics.  Never mind.  You just made a third mate very unhappy.  Lass, you'll bunk in cabin 4 under the fore deck.  Keep yer door locked and spend as much time as possible in there.  We have a crew o' 80 men… and you."

Christy looked all around and suddenly realized that the First Mate was right, she WAS the only woman on board!  "Woah...this might not be so good", she said to herself.  Then, turning to Daeqwyn, "I have no problem whatsoever with staying in my cabin all day, just come get me when its time for watch."  Turning to O'Toole again she said, "Sorry to be such a pain."

Alfgar chuckled at Christie's ignorance of the world. Although he had never heard of the 'Touches of Home', he had known immediately what the term implied.  "It's probably best," Alfgar said in a loud aside to Dalton, "that she doesn't understand his meaning, or we might have to find a new third mate."

"You," O'Toole pointed to Daegwyn, "and the lady will be on watch all night.

Sleep during the day.  You can share a hammock with the two lads rowing", (pointing to Sengur and Dalton).

"I see we have a bard.  I won't have you rowing but I would appreciate anything ye can sing to make the miles speed by.  You can be excused from watch as well.  What be your name lad?"


Rusty's eyes are sparkling with joy.  That meant his finesse with the strings would not be ruined by weeks-on-end of the backbreaking rowing the others would have to do.  "My name is Rusty.  It'll be a delight to soothe the blisters, calluses, and sea-woblies with my songs and music.  Also, anytime the captain wishes, I'll put on a private show for him."  Rusty was thinking of the 'better' captain's meals and the possibility of the captain inviting Rusty to join him.

O'Toole nodded and smiled tightly.  "The captain will hear you as you play for the men.  I'll let you know what he thinks."

O'Toole then turned to the other spell casters with a hesitant eye, "You look like you could row all right; but ye may be more useful doing other things.  What say ye?"

Looking at the first mate, Johann replied, "I may be able to help with healing if necessary.  I also have some small skill with herbs, possibly enough to help your queasiness, Dalton."  Then, glancing around wryly, added, "Though I think finding the right herbs may be kind of hard...unless I already have them."

O'Toole nodded and said, "Help the cook.  He be the only one with any herbs anyway.  We'll need a healer as well, sailing in good weather is hard enough, an we can't expect it the whole voyage."

Dalton smiled at Johann.  "I would appreciate any help you could give me.  It might be hard to row with my head over the rail."

Tristan, glancing up at O'Toole thought that, "If this is the size of the average crewmen, then we should experience little trouble on this journey".  After the bumping and jostling that accompanied the arrival on the boat, Tristan finally felt more himself and allowed his defenses to relax as he stood with the group.  


As O'Toole ran down the duties of the impromptu party, Tristan shuddered with the idea of having to row.  He glanced towards the large humans and equally imposing dwarf and thought, "Now those hands are made to row".  Clenching and unclenching his fists, feeling the fingers whose only calluses were formed by page, a sigh of relief was released when O'Toole offered an out. 


"Yes, I feel that I can do much more than simply row the boat," he said with a sidelong glance at the already assigned rowers.  "This will be a long journey, one, which will need such time passing tricks as Rusty's music and my stories.  I have many stories learned through the years that I feel many will appreciate.  My oratory skills are not perfect but the stories speak for themselves in a timeless way."


With the duties for each member of the group given out, O'Toole went back to directing the preparations for setting sail the next day and the group dispersed.


Christy went to her cabin, Daegwyn silently walking with her.  As she is about to lock the cabin door, he told her, "I'll return when it is time for our watch."  As he began walking away he turned back, "The only pain you could ever cause me is a broken heart," he added before departing.  As he headed back up the stairs to the main deck he could hear the click as Christie locked the door.  She also put her lock she was practicing with on the door, locked that, and put stuff in front of the windows to block out anyone looking inside.  Then she curled up in her blanket and tried to go to sleep.


Sengur prepared to do as requested and endeavoring to undertake oar duties and guard role as required went below to stow his belongings. 

To the surprise and disappointment of those who did not know yet, the 'bunk' was really nothing more than a series of hammocks separated by cloth partitions in what originally must have been a hold.  As they enter the 'bunk' area, Rusty belted out "I've got dibbs on the top hammock!!" and quickly claimed a hammock that had no others above it, placing his small chest, backpack and mandolin in it.  He also removed his rapier but kept his stiletto and flute.

Johann and Tristan raised their eyebrows and looked at each other wondering why Rusty was so anxious to get a top bunk.  They decided that they should get a top one too but there is none left in the vicinity.  They wonder what it would be like to share the top hammock with Rusty.  Since he didn't get his throat cut by any of the sailors, they shrug and arrange their gear wherever they found room.  Since nobody was trying to sleep right now, Rusty's spare gear 'held' the hammock.

Tristan stowed his belongings beneath Rusty's and occupied the hammock beneath.  Johann claimed a spot next to him.

The drakkar was designed to allow the Empire to land nearly 150 warriors so the deck was very open with a lot of room.  As each one took their ease that first evening aboard the ship they heard the returning sailors talk of the voyage.

These were some of the more pertinent comments:

"We have a run of nearly 1000 miles of open water!  Of course at first we simply travel along the empires coast for about 900 miles."

"I hear that less than half the ships make it back to the Empire.  Of course none sailed with our warships before either!"

They also had time to look about the ship and familiarize themselves with the decks.  The oars were the more obvious item and each of those who were chosen to row looked at the benches and oar handles with some trepidation.  The only other interesting areas of the ship were the fore and aft decks.  These built up decks each had a pair of light ballista mounted on a swivel base.  These spear throwers could be aimed anywhere from straight up to straight out over any bow.

Rusty made his way to the clear spot he had been in before and taking his flute out of it's case he played with it, trying to match the sound of the wind, flirting with a tune or two, etc., chatting with those around him.  Occasionally his face would light up and he would wave to a sailor he recognized.  

One sailor came up to Rusty and said, "Ahoy there Rusty.  Good to see you agin'.  Doin' some entertaining tonight for us poor blokes?"


Rusty replied with a broad grin, "You betcha, Salty, but not only tonight, but for the whole voyage!  Can you stand me that long?"


Salty then replied with an equally broad grin (just a little more toothless), "Hardy-har-har. I'll be a sea-serpent's lunch (quoting an old mariner's saying to ward off bad luck).  What in tarnation has got into yon noggin?" and slapped Rusty upside the head in a friendly manner.


"Oh," Rusty replied, "your stories finally got to me.  I've got to see if they are all true or if you're just full of sea-kelp", while trying to straighten his hair back in place.

Then they both heard O'Tool bellow, "Hey you, get back to work, no 'fraternizing' with the 'guests'".  "Gotta go Rusty, but I'll see you tonight , heh?" Salty said and hustled off.

The night's meal was served on deck and as they ate, they watched as a load of 100 heavy shafts for the ballista arrived.  Each was tipped with a jagged spearhead that was over a foot long.  Ten men arrived with these spears and supervised the stowing of them as well as carefully looking over the ballista.

Alfgar was fascinated by the ballista, having only heard of, but never seen first-hand, such sophisticated war engines.  He quickly finished eating and stationed himself at the railing near one of the ballistae. After a while he approached one of the men inspecting the ballista.

"Good day to you.  These are truly magnificent machines.  How do they work?"  He inquired enthusiastically.  He was sincerely interested in the nuts and bolts of the ballista, but how much of the answer he would understand, however, was another matter!

"It's like a crossbow," the squad leader described.  "Though it takes two men two to four minutes to cock the bow and put the spear in.  These are the little ones.  They had us fit the four of them on the ship at the last minute."  The squad leader looked around and then confided to Alfgar in a low voice, "Something big is rumored to have sank some of the ships that attempted the journey before."  Then in a more confident voice he continued, "These babies will discourage just about anything living.  When they're ready to go, just sight through these notches", he points to a V shaped notch at each end of the 'bow', "and release.  There is no loft for anything less than 50 yards."

Johann ate his dinner and then went back to his hammock to sleep.

The last night was a raucous one, and few seemed to want to sleep.  Beer and stronger drink flowed freely on the ships and more than one seaman was brought about passed out cold.  O'Toole seemed to be taking it all in stride, assigning drunks to hammocks and making sure enough men were sound to take the ship out in the morning.

Alfgar drank as much as any member of the crew, even to the extent of drinking himself into unconsciousness, although everyone could hear his complaints that he preferred ale rather than the beer and rum the crew was consuming.  He also chanced his hand at the roll of the dice before he got too inebriated.

Rusty had a ball that night, only retiring in the wee hours of the morning, when it was apparent that no one was coherent enough to benefit from his music and songs.  He spent the night on deck, though, afraid that he would sleep through the weighing of the anchor, unfurling of the sails, and the casting off of the ropes, the last link to the mainland and everything familiar to him.

Dalton mingled with the crew and his fellow adventurers that first night, but drank little.

After dinner and nightfall, Tristan was found all around the boat, telling stories of ancient battles and the formation of the empire.  Drinking a moderate amount, not to the point of collapse like so many of his crewmen, he also made it a point to listen carefully to each new story that was told.  At one point in the evening Tristan made his way towards Rusty and sat and listened to the bard play.

Daegwyn did not partake in the night's festivities.  Instead, he spent the evening walking the ship so that he would get a good recollection of its layout.  He decided to stay awake all night in order to get acclimated to his new watch schedule.  He watched the sailors return with disgust.  How one could drink to the point of losing all mental and physical control was beyond him.  Towards dawn, he noticed one of the adventurers supported between two sailors making about one pace forward to every three they took.  "It must be Alfgar, by the long scar on his face", he observed.  All the elven mage could think was that the warrior must have found something stronger than ale to drink for a send off.  The sailors laughed, saying something about a big spender and the luckiest man they ever saw with dice, until he threw them over the side of the ship in a drunken toss.  That sobered them up a bit and others that were also sober tossed ropes for them to use to get back onboard.

As the day dawned the crew woke up from the places on the deck where they had found a comfortable night's rest (or not depending on the nature and the amount of alcohol drunk the night before).  A perfect sunrise caught the sails of nearly 60 ships as they began, one by one, pulling away from the docks.  The Wave Dancer was one of the first to pull out, flanked by two longships and then followed by the bulk of the merchant fleet.  O'Toole had his experienced men at the oars (which didn't include any of group we are following) and made it out of the harbor with a minimum of fuss.  The captain, a man seldom seen, nodded his approval to O'Toole and watched the open ocean before him.


Rusty awoke early and ate breakfast with the sailors, then positioned himself at the prow and took everything in.  "This is the beginning of a great ballad, I can fell it! What a day!  'The Wave Dancer takes her first step, and the sea beckons her on.  Wind and sea are in it together, to take the Wave Dancer to wherever.'"

Grandall could be seen, one of the few men still sporting full armor and armament, non-challantly staring off the stern rail.  He looked down at the wake of the boat as it sailed out of port.

Johann was up early as well, was fascinated by the sight of the fleet as he watched the convoy leave port.


Joining the early risers, Daegwyn watched the departure with anticipation.  "Three weeks on the boat and then a new beginning", he commented to the warrior Grandall standing nearby.  

"More like six lad.  There hasn't been a ship built in a 1000 years that could make it in three weeks.  Look behind us," and Grandall pointed to a gray-black triangular fin about 30 yards out.  "They know!  The numbers will multiply as we travel and throw our refuse overboard.  They are sharks and brutal beasts.  They act as warning though.  For while you see their fins, there is nothing more dangerous about.  When you see none," and Grandall shakes his head, "either a ship is sinking, or great danger approaches."

Daegwyn had already laid out how he was going to use those weeks, spending the days sleeping and studying, keeping mainly to himself.  "With so many humans around, and dwarves, what else worthwhile could there be to do?"  His nights he would spend on watch, talking with Christy as the opportunity presented itself.

Dalton fell into the portion of a routine similar to his life before.  First he shaved.  Unfortunately, the cold salt water was all that was available for this luxury.  Next, he went through a few forms with his bastard sword.  He then joined his friends for breakfast before his shift at the oar.

Christy peeked out of her door and began what was to become her routine.  As the sun set and the ship quieted she would roam the deck, staying out of the crew's way and minds as much as possible.  She occasionally saw the mage, Daegwyn doing the same, and surprisingly, the captain was seen most nights standing on the stern deck watching over his ship as it sailed.

Most of the adventurers, then, were lining the decks as the Wave Dancer sailed out of the port.  Some, including the youth Alfgar were still in a drunken stupor below.  As the ship sailed out of the harbor, the sea got rougher and these men come staggering out in a pathetic pilgrimage to the side of the boat.  After a time of retching and heaving they managed to stagger to a place to sit.

Alfgar was disappointed at missing the departure.  After the aforementioned retching period, he made his way onto the main deck, back to his spot along the railing from the day before.  He looked about, hoping to find one of the passengers that had boarded with him the day before.


He saw one sailor, done with his duties of getting the ship out of port, hailing  Rusty, "Ahoy there Rusty. Good to see you agin'.  You be playin for us on the voyage?"

Rusty smiled and played a quick jig on his pipes, then replied, "Yep", as Salty grinned broadly again, just as toothless as before.  "Hardy-har-har.  If last night weren't enough!"

O'Toole then happened by and simply looked at Salty and the line he was supposed to be stowing.  "Keep the Dancer ship shape Salty.  The lad will be playing for you all soon enough."  Salty nodded to the mate and smiled to Rusty, "Later lad.  O'Toole be a hard man, but he runs a fine ship for the Captain."

As the duties were taken care of and the first day wore on, idle time set in and Sengur asked amongst the fraternity of the sword, Dalton, Alfgar, and Grandall when they were together, "Perhaps a little gentle arms practice might be possible, padding our weaponry, such as to learn in some way the arts of combat on a moving deck, to keep one's weapon arm's in practice and perhaps learn where not to be when alongside companion adventurers?"  Then, in afterthought added, "Oh, and I suppose we'll have to get O'Toole's nod on this too."

The huge guardsman nodded his head thoughtfully.  "Your suggestion makes sense.  I have never fought in such conditions before, and I don't know how I'd fare if it were required" Alfgar smiled, a little slyly.  "It should prove quite amusing for the crew, too, so I doubt not that O'Toole will agree."

"Excellent idea!"  Dalton exclaimed.  " Not only will it keep us in practice, but we can learn from each other like back in the training hall."  Grinning at Alfgar and Sengur, Dalton continued, "We might also find out which of us is actually stronger as well."

The three warriors soon agreed to an hour each day that they would practice, and Grandall was persuaded to be the fourth.  The warriors also noticed that Grandall was the only man other than O'Toole who wore armor regularly.  Grandall wore the same arms and armor that they saw him in originally and it always looked newly polished.

The 'pecking' order of these fights was soon established.  Dalton and Sengur seemed perfect matches with their bouts being decided by a slip or unexpected movement of the ship.  Many are also called as Dalton headed to the rail, 'Praying to Poseidon', as the sailors laughingly called it.

Alfgar didn't win on strength, but occasionally beat the others with a trick move or sheer endurance.

Nobody beat Grandall.  He seemed almost a mirror, parrying and replying in kind at the limits of what each could handle.  However, he seldom won, settling for a draw more often than not.  He talked with the warriors afterwards and seemed to be giving sound practical advice. 

After rowing and practicing with the "fraternity of the sword", Dalton sat back and enjoyed the efforts of Rusty and Tristan.  He was fascinated by the stories and songs of grand adventures.  He asked them questions like "Where did you learn such fascinating stories?" and "Do you think that we'll have adventures like that at Staff?"

As the ship sailed and the routines of the others began to be set, Tristan and Rusty could be seen in various areas of the ship, telling tales or singing songs.  During that first week of perfect sailing weather the two soon learned that the sailors were not a sophisticated lot.  The stories that got the biggest cheer seemed to have beautiful damsels loosing their clothes, and the songs most favored by them dealt with drinking (which then was disallowed on ship) or women, or better yet, both.

It was also obvious to the mage, Tristan, that they really didn't care how accurate the stories were either.  Grandall watched with laughing eyes as the mage struggled to tell history as 'adventure' for the sailors.

The ballista crew, finding Alfgar hanging around the machines, and trying to find ways to make the time go by like everyone else, continue their instructions on the operation of the piece to the young warrior.

Daegwyn and Christy were seldom seen during the day, however they roamed the ship in the relative quiet of the night.  Many nights they encountered Grandall who was polite, and from a distance the captain, who also seemed to enjoy nighttime on the sea.  During the day Daegwyn could be found, but none seem inclined to talk with him as he staked out a corner of the hold and seemed to be studying and writing in his books.

The second night out, Rusty came upon deck late in the night, as he couldn't sleep, the snoring being extra loud.  He brought his mandolin with him and sitting on a crate, worked at tuning it, as the salty moist air tended to distort them more than usual.  Once tuned, he started playing some of the more suave songs that he'd learned at the academy, the ones written for the theater and for the parlors of the upper class.  However, the gentle swaying of the ship, the light creaking of the wood, and the bright moon and stars changed his mood.  He began singing a love song, the one about the lover leaving his beloved for the call of the sea.  How, during his hardships, he could only think of her.  And on those cold, wet, stormy nights, as the sea tossed the ship from wave crest to wave crest, how he longed for her warm embrace.

When the song was over, he noticed that he had chosen a spot near to where Christie was on watch duty.  Clearing his throat a little (a little dry from the singing), he approached her.

"Hi ma'm, miss... Christie, right?"

Looking down at his feet for a moment he gathered up his nerve again.

"I don't think we've officially met yet.  My name is Rusty.  I hope my music didn't bother you, nor my singing."  He paused to assess her reaction.  The elf, however, kept looking out to sea.  "I hear elves have beautiful voices," he continued.  "Even the worst voice is ten times better than the best human.  Do you play an instrument?"

Christy just shook her head at the bard's comments and kept looking out to the sea.

After a few moments of quiet, she muttered, "Waste of time", then walked off to a different part of the ship.

Leaving Christie to herself, Rusty went back to his hammock and managed to fall asleep.

However, too young to realize a shove-off, (he was only 17), Rusty approached Christie two nights later when he was again on deck several hours after sundown.

"Hi, again."  Pausing a little, he then went on.  "You know?  I couldn't help thinking what you said about playing music being a waste of time."  He paused once more.  "I feel that 'Time', is what we make it to be."  He watched Christie a few seconds, then continued his thoughts.  "Some people spend their time making money.  Others spend it gambling. Some just wile it away, their thoughts far from their physical bodies. Some spend it training with weapons, and mages spend it learning how to manipulate the arcane energies."

"Well..., I spend it playing music and singing.  It makes people happy, it makes people forget, or remember.  So that is what my 'Time' is.  What is yours?"

Christie finally looked at the young bard and said, "What's my 'Time'?  My 'Time' is invention.  My 'Time' is fusing leather and steel together to create machines to do the work for people so someday we'll all be able to afford sitting around and talking about what we like to do."

Rusty, elated that he could hear Christie's enchanting voice again, replied, "That is most interesting.  Using your 'Time', to create 'Time'.  And not just for yourself, but for others too."  But, now knowing that Christie did not like to talk much, said, "Thank you so much for sharing that with me.  I will treasure it.  It has the feel of a poem.  I will go now and work on it!"

Christy shook her head at the departing bard, smiling mysteriously to herself.

Nearly everyday Johann could be seen working on a sailor who fell from the rigging or was hit by a spar.  When serious injuries were not to be found, there were calluses and boils, stomach ailments and boredom to counteract.  Of course when all else failed, Johann helped prepare the meals using what herbs and seasonings that were brought aboard.

Gavin stared dreamily out over the waves watching the fins that seem to multiply as the fleet sailed farther and farther from port south along the coast of the empire.

During the day, Rusty watched the sparring matches with keen interest.  Sometimes the others could see him with his rapier afterwards trying to mimic the moves.  For the most part, it was quite comical, however he was a good sport and took all the ribbing lightly.  It was hard for the warriors to take his 'practice' seriously but they found Rusty enjoyable to be around.  He listened to their stories with just as much interest the tenth time around as the first.  He told them of the 'Saga of the Wave Dancer' that he was writing and that they all would be in it with all their brave deeds.  

One day, after a sparring match, he approached Grandall and Alfgar and asked for instructions on the use of his stiletto for parrying.

Alfgar looked at Rusty with surprise.  "Umm ... well ... I shouldn't use that for parrying, it just ain't strong enough to parry most weapons.  If you had a sturdy parrying dagger ... well, that would be a different matter.  If you're gonna use your rapier and stiletto combination successfully, you'll need to learn to parry and trap your opponent's weapon with the rapier, and attack with the stiletto.  Sounds odd, but trust me, it'll work.  And remember, all those fancy moves you were doing earlier might be all right in a friendly bout, but in a real life-and-death fight your best attack with the rapier or stiletto is a thrust, preferably at your opponent's throat or face.  Even if the thrust doesn't land it'll really put your opponent off-guard."

"Man, I never thought of that."  Rusty exclaimed.  "I just thought you were supposed to hit 'em with the biggest thing you got."

"You know?" he added after a short pause.  "When I got these weapons, I was just thinking on how to use them in my act.  I didn't really think I would have to use it to really fight.  This stiletto looks so small.  How effective can it be?"

"Well, not awfully effective, I suppose," replied Alfgar, grinning.  "But as a parrying weapon your stiletto is totally useless.  Knives, on the whole, are a weapon for finishing an already defeated foe, for delivering the coup-de-grace... or for stabbing someone in the back."  The last was said with a disapproving tone.

Catching Alfgar's frown and tone of voice, Rusty added, "Well, I've seen some real nasty fights.  Sailors, I think, know all the dirty tricks and I didn't like what I saw, but, I must confess, when it comes to life or death, I would use every dirty trick I know.  Not with any amount of satisfaction, though, mind you."

Then Alfgar took Rusty through some moves.  "Don't be too subtle ... that'll get you killed.  Just stick to basics."

Grandall who had been watching Rusty and Alfgar practice, shook his head, muttering something about "sages and storytellers", but put a friendly hand on Rusty's shoulder when they took a break and pulled out his dagger.  It was a much heavier build than the stiletto but seemed to form almost instantly to Rusty's hand.

"Lad, your toy is good for stories and civilized fights," Grandall started, "however, you want a blade like this when your life is on the line.  Catch my blade with it!"

With that Grandall drew his long sword and took a slow easy swing at Rusty.

The bard could feel the shock in his wrist and arm, even from an obvious pulled blow but the dagger held true.

"Now lad, don't think; parry this!" and before Rusty could think, Grandall aimed a strong full sized blow at the lad.  The dagger was in the right spot with no conscious effort and it stopped the blow, though Rusty was driven back several steps and landed on his butt.

Alfgar interjected, "Ye don't want to do that too often," he said chuckling, "unless you're wanting a broken arm, that is."  Then frowning, "If you want my advice you'll lose the stiletto and get yourself a parrying dagger ... it'll work well with your rapier.  Or better still, get yourself a shield.  I've got a spare one, if you'd like, although its weight might not suit you."

Grandall reached down a hand and pulled Rusty to his feet and collected the dagger.  "Look for a good dagger lad!" was his final comment as he shook his head at the deep notch in his long sword where the two blades had met.

Other times, when the sea was at it's calmest, Rusty practiced a trick with the rapier.  He took a length of rope and stretched it out vertically, tying off the ends.  He then took swings at it with the rapier, aiming to strike the rope with the tip of the rapier as to just cut a few strands at a time.  He told those curious enough to ask that he was trying new things for his entertainment act.  The general comment was, "That lad's had a little too much sun".

Rusty found Tristan's stories intriguing, as his knowledge of most of them were sketchy at best, only what the normal peasant would hear in the course of growing up.

Once, after a particularly good story, he confided in Tristan.  

"I don't know any fancy stories as those," he apologized.  "Most of mine are what my grandmama an ma told me, those are the silly ones, like the goose and the golden egg, the evil witch in the woods, and so on.  The others are ones I picked up from these sailors.  They've been all over the Empire, the coasts that is, and have stories to tell that would send your hair crawling back into your skin.  Like, they say, and swear that it is true, that near the Shoals of Doom there are these women that come out to the rocks that are so lovely to look at, so beautiful to listen to, that captains sail there ships towards them, heedless of the rocks, to get a better look at them.  Their ships shatter upon the rocks and the waves crush the sailors as they try to reach these cursed women.  That's why the place is called the 'Shoals of Doom'.  I bet O'Tool has a story about that place."

As the others listened to Rusty, the stories he told were compelling and fun to hear.  However, they also realized that if there was any truth in them, it was purely coincidental.  However, the sailors do nod in confirmation when he tells the tale of the 'Shoals of Doom'.  Their comments were, "Those Sirens, they make my timbers shiver!"

********

