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  The Siren Song


   


  Oh, to be a sea mage on the wide-open waters of the Azure Sea! To feel the spray of the waves in your face and the cool sea breeze on your back and know that both are subject to your whim!


  My name is Alex Torvald, and I have always wanted to be a sea mage like my father. He was one of the greatest, a sorcerer of no small renown. Though I was the youngest of his many sons, only I was blessed with the gift of magic. From the time I was a child, I always knew I was destined to carry on his legacy.


  Unfortunately, my sea magic was never as strong as my father’s. I could perform all of the lesser tasks expected of a sea mage—detecting land and incoming storms, assisting with all manner of ship repairs, even casting spells of enhancement to strengthen my fellow sailors—but I could not command the waves or reliably fill sails with wind.


  My father always assured me that I would grow into my powers. Just before his death, he arranged for me to apprentice with another master sea mage. In honor of my father’s memory, I threw myself into the work, acquiring a reputation sufficient to earn a place on the crew of a small merchant vessel shortly after completing my apprenticeship.


  I can still remember the day I first boarded the Siren Song. The salty sea air filled my lungs as I walked through the bustling harbor. Merchants haggled over prices and street performers mesmerized the crowds, while sun-bronzed sailors unloaded crates of exotic goods down on the docks. I took a few moments to absorb the moment, closing my eyes and letting the ocean breeze ruffle my hair.


  As I reached the docks, a gruff voice called my name.


  “Alex Torvald!”


  I turned to see Alistair Flint, captain of the Siren Song, his silver hair tousled from the wind. “Captain, sir,” I greeted him with a bow.


  He smiled and shook my hand. “The reputation of your father precedes you. If you’re half the mage he was, we’ll be in good hands.”


  “I hope to live up to his legacy, sir,” I replied in earnest.


  “Good lad,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Now come and meet the rest of the crew.”


  For someone who had yet to gain his sea legs, the Siren Song was a sight to behold. She was a small, trim merchant caravel, her sleek hull painted a dark blue. Named for the mythical melodies that some claim to have heard while voyaging through the southern seas, the ship sang to me of adventure and freedom, of distant lands and the destiny I sought to claim as my own.


  As I followed Captain Flint onto the deck, the wooden planks creaked in a way that somehow felt both familiar and right. The sails seemed eager to be unfurled, like so many white horses impatiently pawing the ground. But then I remembered that it was my job as a sea mage to fill them.


  “Ahoy there!” a voice called out behind me. I turned to see a lanky man with sandy hair and a friendly smile. “I’m Tobin. Ship’s carpenter. You must be our new sea mage.”


  “I’m Alex,” I replied, shaking his hand.


  “Captain Flint has told us much about you,” Tobin answered with a knowing nod. “He’s been wanting to add a proper sea mage to the crew for a while now. He’s been talking about your pedigree for months.”


  I felt myself blush, surprised that anyone would speak so highly of me. “I’m… just a journeyman mage, really. This is my first voyage.”


  “Well, we’ll just have to put you to the test, then!” He grinned and slapped my back good-naturedly. “Come, let me show you around.”


  My heart pounded as we walked the deck. Tobin pointed out the crew quarters up near the forecastle, and the cargo hatch in the center of the deck. My other two crewmates were busy securing the cargo in the hold, bound for the Kingdom of Alynthia on the western shore. We climbed the steps to the aftercastle, where the captain’s quarters and the helm were housed. Up top was where my post would be, with a fair view of the seas all around.


  “Ahoy there!” boomed a loud voice, making me jump. I turned to see a tall, broad-chested man striding up the stairs from the hold, unruly red hair tossed by the salty sea breeze. He clapped a massive hand on my shoulder with a hearty laugh. “The name’s Finn. You must be our new sea mage.”


  “That’s right, sir,” I answered meekly.


  “‘Sir’? The Captain’s the only one you need call ‘sir’ on this ship. Call me ‘friend’ instead.”


  “All right, friend,” I agreed. His confidence was infectious.


  “And call me ‘ma’am,’” chimed in another voice. A bright-eyed young woman soon joined us, her fiery auburn locks tightly braided. “The name’s Cassie Redmond, navigator and first mate.”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am,” I said with a bow.


  The others chuckled, while Cassie’s mischievous green eyes twinkled amidst her freckled face. “That was a joke, Alex. We’re pretty informal around here.”


  “Oh, right,” I stammered, glancing around nervously. “I just hope to live up to your expectations.”


  “Well, we all have to start somewhere, don’t we?” said Tobin.


  “I’m sure you’ll do just fine on this voyage,” Cassie added.


  “Enough with duties and expectations!” Finn bellowed boisterously. “Let’s get to know each other, shall we? I’ve got a flask of the finest Firenian ale in our quarters. Come with me!”


  We strode across the lower deck to the forecastle, where Finn, Tobin, and I shared a room. As the ship’s only other officer, Cassie’s quarters were back in the cabin, across the short hall from the captain’s space. Everything below was for cargo and supplies.


  The buttery smell of ale filled the air as we gathered in the tight space. We piled my hammock against the wall and pulled up a large chest to use as a table, with our duffel bags for chairs. Finn produced his flask, and Tobin set out four pewter mugs while Cassie opened the side hatches to give us a fresh breeze.


  “Drink up, friends,” said Finn, pouring us each a mug. “There’s plenty more where this came from.”


  “To our voyage!” Cassie declared, lifting her mug for a toast. We all clinked our cups together and drank. The warm liquid burned down my throat, smooth and surprisingly strong.


  “So Alex,” said Tobin, leaning back against the wall. “Tell us about yourself.”


  “Well,” I began, shifting nervously under all their curious eyes. “There’s not a lot to tell.”


  “I find that hard to believe,” Cassie said skeptically.


  “Yes, well, I’m the youngest of five boys, and not nearly the mage my father was.”


  “Not yet, anyway,” Finn said with a friendly wink. He took a long draught and helped himself to some more.


  “In any case,” I continued, “we’ve always been a sea-faring family. We came to Caravellia three generations ago and settled down in one of the fishing villages by the southern coast. My mother was a sea mage, as well.”


  “Sounds like you learned from the best,” said Cassie.


  I swallowed. “Yes, well, I only just completed my apprenticeship, so I still have a lot to learn.”


  “Then may this be your first voyage of many,” she said, raising her mug. We all toasted again and took another drink.


  “Why did you choose the Siren Song?” Tobin asked.


  “To be honest, I feel more like Captain Flint chose me, most likely because of my father’s reputation. I’m probably not as good a mage as you all believe.”


  “Can you sail, lad?” Finn asked cheerfully.


  “Yes,” I said with confidence. If there was one thing my apprenticeship had taught me, it was how to handle a ship. Magic or no, every member of the crew is expected to be able to do their part on the high seas.


  Finn nodded. “Then we’re no worse off for having you aboard, are we?”


  “I suppose not,” I slowly agreed.


  “Finn’s right,” Tobin said. “Even if you don’t have a lick of magic in you—and I don’t believe that for a moment—so long as you pull your weight, we’ll be glad you’re with us.”


  “Thank you,” I said, taking heart at his words. Perhaps I had let my self-doubt get the better of me.


  Cassie lifted her mug again. “Here’s to the wind in our sails,” she said, her eyes alight.


  “To new friendships forged on the high seas,” Tobin added, raising his mug.


  “And to a hefty share of profit for us all!” Finn roared merrily.


  We all drank deeply. The amber liquid burned my throat and filled me with courage and resolve. As I glanced around at my newfound friends, I felt that I was fortunate indeed to count myself among them.


   


   


  As we stepped back onto the deck, I noticed a young woman standing on the docks. She glided toward our ship with uncanny grace, though her simple clothing bore no sign of royalty. Her hair, long and dark, framed emerald eyes that seemed to hold an endless depth of mystery. Though she wore a hood, it was clear that she was quite young, perhaps even younger than me.


  “Who is that?” Cassie asked quietly as the young woman climbed onto the deck.


  Finn shrugged and stepped forward with a grin. “Welcome aboard, miss. How might I be of assistance?”


  The young woman looked from Finn to Captain Flint, who regarded us coolly from the upper deck. “My name is Elysia Rayne,” she announced in a clear, melodic voice. “I am seeking passage to the western shore.”


  “Have you got any particular port in mind?”


  “Whichever port you will take me to,” she answered.


  I frowned. Was she running from someone? Her movements betrayed no fear, but her expression was guarded. Obviously, she was hiding something. I gently reached out with my magic and was immediately rebuffed, like it would if she were wearing a golden chain. I supposed it could have been some other shield against my power, but gold was effective and easy to come by.


  Captain Flint climbed down and joined us. “Welcome aboard the Siren Song, Miss Rayne. I am Captain Alastair Flint, and this is my crew.”


  Elysia curtsied politely. “Pleased to meet you all.”


  “I understand you are seeking passage to Alynthia?”


  “Or to whichever western port you are bound. But Alynthia would be the most convenient for me, yes.”


  Captain Flint folded his arms. “And may I ask for your purpose in making such a journey?”


  “My business is personal, Captain, but I assure you it will not interfere with your voyage, nor involve you in anything… overly dangerous.”


  Was she lying? Captain Flint regarded her coolly with his piercing gaze, waiting for her to elaborate.


  “I can pay you quite well,” she said, producing a small bag of coins. My magic informed me that the coins were all gold. Captain Flint took the proffered bag and examined it carefully.


  “Seems an awful heavy purse for nothing ‘overly dangerous,’ miss,” Captain Flint replied. "Just how much danger do you expect to put us in?”


  “None, I hope,” she answered quickly—perhaps a bit too quickly. “I am seeking to make a… restitution of sorts. For my family.”


  “For what?” Cassie asked.


  “As I said, it is personal business,” Elysia answered smoothly. “But there is a chance that we may encounter some opposition, which is why I am willing to compensate you handsomely.”


  “What sort of opposition?” Finn asked.


  “I wish I knew the answer to that myself,” she said softly.


  While the captain held Elysia’s gold, I felt something about her resonate with my powers. It was as if our fates were intertwined somehow, in a way that I could not understand. But I could tell that it would be a mistake to refuse her. Something whispered that the danger she spoke of would be greatly multiplied the next time our paths crossed. I stepped forward.


  “I think we should take her aboard, Captain,” I said boldly. “Her gold is good, and I don’t believe she means us any harm.”


  Captain Flint grunted. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes. If her intentions were sinister, I would be able to sense it.”


  Elysia’s eyes met mine. I could tell she was grateful that I had spoken up on her behalf.


  Finn shrugged. “I’m up for an adventure.”


  “Same here,” said Cassie, “especially for some gold.” Tobin remained thoughtfully silent but offered no objection.


  Captain Flint pocketed Elysia’s money and smiled. “Welcome aboard, Miss Rayne. Miss Redmond here will show you to your quarters. Our accommodations are a bit sparse, but we’ll do our best to make you comfortable.”


  “Thank you, Captain, but there is no need to trouble yourselves on my account. I can take care of myself.”


  She glanced at me again, and I could tell that she also sensed what I had. Exactly how our destinies were tangled together, neither of us knew. But I had no doubt we would find out soon enough.


   


  The city of Caravellia never truly sleeps, but the harbor does wind down in the evenings with the coming of the land breeze. A good sea mage can overcome those winds, of course, but not every captain can afford to sign one. So when the harbor comes to life again, there’s usually a rush to catch the morning sea breeze. By the time we woke, still groggy from the previous night’s libations, the docks were already bustling.


  “Ho, there!” Captain Flint called, rousing us. “Make ready to sail! The sun’s already hitting the tip of the spear!”


  Peeking above the deck, I saw that he was right. The Adamantine Colossus, the statue of the old gods that stood at the point of the bay, glittered in the predawn light, but the tip of the trident it held over its head was just catching the first rays of the sun. On a clear day, the Colossus was visible to any sailor bound for Caravellia as soon as it crested the horizon, making it the most famous landmark for leagues around. It also let us know we were likely well behind the other crews making ready to weigh anchor and head for the open water.


  We quickly made our preparations to leave the dock. As I worked alongside the others, I gazed out at the azure waters of the harbor, feeling a surge of excitement. This was what I had dreamt of for so long—a life filled with adventure on the open sea.


  “Are you ready, Alex?” Finn asked cheerfully


  “More than ready,” I replied with a confidence that surprised me. Deep down, my magic felt like a restless current, eager to join the untamed waters beyond the harbor.


  Finn clapped me on the back with one massive hand, his grin broadening. “That’s what I like to hear! Let’s show the competition what we’re made of.”


  Out across the harbor, several smaller ships—and a couple larger ones—were already starting to unfurl their sails. With a sinking feeling, I realized that if we fell too far behind them, we’d have a long wait to pass safely through the straits.


  “Now we’ll see what our sea mage can do,” said Cassie, giving me a friendly punch on the shoulder. From the upper deck, Captain Flint nodded sharply and gestured for us to join him.


  The wooden steps creaked as Cassie and I climbed to the upper deck. Down on the main deck, Tobin and Finn had already started to unwind the mooring lines. Their laughter carried on the brisk morning breeze, but it failed to lift my anxious spirits.


  “Ho, there, Alex. Ready to fill our sails with wind?”


  “I-I think so, Captain,” I said uncertainly.


  “Good. Cassie?”


  “Ready, Captain,” she said, already at the helm.


  “Good.” Captain Flint turned to face the main deck. “Raise the sails!”


  “Raising sails!” Finn and Tobin yelled.


  I took a deep breath as the Siren Song’s gold-fringed triangular mainsail unfurled from the mast. We cast off from the dock and began to move out into the water of the harbor. With rough, calloused hands, Finn and Tobin quickly worked the ropes, and the seagulls heralded our departure with shrill and raucous cries.


  “Steady, Alex,” Captain Flint commanded. “Let us pull out a bit first.”


  “Yes, sir. I-I hope to live up to your expectations.”


  His eyes met mine, and for a moment, I feared that I had said something I shouldn’t have. But then, his stern expression softened.


  “Your father was one of the finest sea mages I’ve ever known. I have no doubt you’ll do him proud.”


  “Thank you, sir,” I murmured. Deep down, though, I had my doubts. Though I’d never had a problem with simpler magic, windcasting was a skill I’d never mastered.


  “Looks like the Silver Blade is moving to cut us off,” said Cassie, pointing off the stern. Sure enough, a merchant ship about twice our size was gliding swiftly over the waters, aiming to overtake us.


  “I see it,” Flint called back. “All right, Alex. Show us what you can do.”


  I swallowed and closed my eyes, raising my hands high. “Come on,” I muttered, trying my hardest to summon the winds. My fingertips began to tingle, and I felt a stirring in the air above me that made my heart skip a beat. But deep down, my magic felt more like a rock at the bottom of a well—a very dry, very empty well. If the winds blew at all, they did intermittently, shaking our sails but not filling them.


  Just when I was about to despair, I felt another thread of magic join my own. The wind picked up, and the mainsail snapped smartly as the Siren Song surged ahead.


  Finn cheered jovially as we passed the other ships. The shimmering spear of the colossus loomed over a wide-open sea as we swiftly moved ahead of the pack.


  “Thank you, Alex,” Captain Flint said smartly. “Cassie, take us out.”


  “Aye, Captain.”


  To say that I was stunned was an understatement. How had I managed to fill the sails? With help, obviously—but from whom?


  I peered over the railing just in time to see a figure duck into the cabin. Elysia? She must have overhead us talking on the deck and mixed her power with my own.


  I focused again, doing my best to direct the wind as we pulled out toward the straits. Directing an existing wind is much easier than summoning a new one. Still, I only barely managed to keep us on course, until we finally reached the mouth of the harbor and the natural wind carried us out.


  “Good work, Alex!” Cassie called out encouragingly.


  “Aye,” said Tobin from the rigging. “I don’t doubt it’ll be full sails from here across the Azure Sea!”


  I swallowed nervously, hoping that I wouldn’t let them down.




  The Storm


   


  The first few days of our voyage were uneventful. The winds were fair, the weather mild, the work easy. I spent as much time on the deck as I could, reveling in the sun and the cool sea breeze.


  In the morning of the third day, however, I noticed a subtle shift in the air. Despite the fair skies, as the ship’s mage, I felt the approaching storm in my bones.


  “There’s a storm coming,” I informed Cassie, the officer on watch. She stared at me for a moment and frowned.


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yes,” I said, pointing off the port bow. “West by southwest, about twenty leagues. The heart of it could be further, though. It’s a big one.”


  Her eyes narrowed. She sniffed, testing the air. “Well, I suppose you’ve got a stronger sense for it than I do. Is it coming our way?”


  “I think so. Should we get the captain?”


  “Let’s give it a while yet. We’ll let him know when we see clouds on the horizon. In the meantime, keep an eye out.”


  “Very well,” I agreed reluctantly. Her reasoning was sound enough, but something about this storm set me on edge, even though I couldn’t explain exactly why.


  We sighted the edge of it half an hour later. The horizon was dark with oncoming clouds, and the air began to feel heavy with the scent of rain. But more than that, I sensed a dark magical presence in the storm. The closer it grew to us, the stronger that presence became.


  “This storm—something about it feels wrong,” I told Cassie.


  “What do you mean?”


  “If we get caught up in it, we’re going to have to fight for our lives.”


  She stared at the horizon, her back stiff, her eyes alert. At length, she nodded.


  “I’ll go get the captain. You stay here.”


  I took the helm as she left. Tobin was up in the rigging, watching the storm as intently as I was, while down on the main deck, Finn had a grim look on his face. They could feel it, too.


  Cassie returned with Captain Flint a short while later. He took a few moments to peer at the horizon before turning to me.


  “Alex, Cassie tells me you sense something magical about this storm?”


  I nodded, my gaze still fixed on the horizon. The wall of dark clouds was visible now, roiling and churning, and the distant rumble of thunder echoed over the choppy sea.


  “Aye, Captain. It doesn’t feel right.”


  “Storm’s coming fast—too fast,” Tobin called from the rigging. “If we hold our course, we’ll be in the thick of it within the hour.”


  “Alex is right,” Cassie chimed in, her fiery red hair billowing around her face as she took the helm from me. “Something’s not natural about this storm. Do you think…” Her voice trailed off as Captain Flint studied the churning mass of dark clouds.


  “We’ll have to change course,” he declared in a steady voice. “Starboard, thirty degrees. That should skirt the worst of it.”


  “Aye, Captain.” Cassie replied. Tobin and Finn sprang into action, adjusting the sails as she changed our heading. I cast a strengthening spell to enhance their efforts.


  Soon, the winds were howling, and the white-capped waves were rough enough to rock the ship about. Our sails were full even without my magic, but I still did my best to speed us along. My father would have easily tamed this storm, but I did not have his power over the raging elements. More than anything, I feared that my magic would fail when we needed it most.


  The Siren Song leaned into the wind as the storm front passed off to port. I clung to the railing, the deck pitching beneath me. The first raindrops began to fall as we grazed the outer edge of the storm, but on our present speed and course—and a liberal helping of luck—we would still evade it.


  But then, the storm shifted. With my magic, I felt it first, though it didn’t take long for the others to notice it too.


  “Captain!” Casie shouted. “The storm is changing course with us!”


  “By the gods,” Captain Flint muttered darkly. The storm tracked after our ship, pursuing us with relentless intent. But the thing that sent shivers down my spine was the feeling that this tempest was no act of nature; it was a calculated force with sinister intentions.


  “Secure the deck!” Captain Flint ordered Finn and Tobin. “Batten down the hatches and tie down anything that moves!”


  “Aye!” Flinn shouted, flying into action. Tobin swung down from the rigging to join the frantic efforts as we prepared for the coming onslaught.


  As they rushed about the deck, I focused on the task at hand. There would be time later to contemplate the supernatural nature of this storm. If we couldn’t evade it, the responsibility fell on me to blunt the worst of its effects.


  “Alex,” said Flint, “hold back your magic for now. I want you to stay fresh—there’s no telling how long we’ll have to endure this one.”


  “Aye, Captain,” I said sheepishly. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Help Finn and Tobin furl the mainsail before the gale hits us. I don’t want the mainmast to snap.”


  I nodded and rushed into action, scaling the rigging as quickly as I could. A minor enhancing spell gave me the strength I needed, but it still took effort. I clung on tight as the wind and waves tried to toss me from the ship.


  “Need some help?” Tobin asked as he joined me along the yard. Together, we wrestled with the billowing canvas while Finn heaved on the lines with his massive, muscular form.


  “Almost there!” Cassie shouted encouragingly, her hair whipping about her face. In spite of the growing wind, we soon managed to furl the sail.


  “Got it!” Tobin yelled as we finished the job—and not a moment too soon. The storm was nearly upon us.


  “Brace yourselves!” Captain Flint roared as we turned to face it. “Alex—to your post!”


  Tobin slid down the mast, and I quickly swung onto the aftercastle just as the storm slammed into us. The ship heaved upward, sending me sprawling. Waves reared up all around us like monstrous beasts, and the wind howled in our ears with an earth-shattering roar. It was a good thing we’d secured the mainsail, otherwise our mast would have snapped for sure.


  “Alex!” Cassie shouted over the storm’s fury. “We need your magic!”


  I quickly rose to my feet, clenching my teeth in the face of the growing chaos. This was the moment of truth—the trial where my skills would be put to the test. As my father’s son, I had often dreamed of this moment. But now, that dream seemed more like a nightmare.


  “Come on,” I muttered, closing my eyes as I reached deep for the elusive spark of magic within me. I could feel it there, a flicker of untapped potential. I had the skill to harness it, but every time I tried, the power seemed to slip through my fingers like water.


  “You can do it, Alex!” Finn shouted from the rain-slicked deck below. “You’ve got this!”


  My resolve hardened as I tried to envision the storm abating, the winds dying down as the waves calmed to a gentle lull.


  “Father,” I whispered. “Help me.”


  For a moment, I thought I felt something. But when I stretched out my hand to direct that energy, it drained out of me almost immediately. I swore and clenched my fists in frustration.


  “Keep trying, Alex!” Captain Flint urged me on. He issued orders to the rest of the crew, but I couldn’t hear them over the howling of the wind.


  The storm’s onslaught raged with a primal, unyielding ferocity. The deck heaved and pitched beneath our feet. Lightning split the sky, illuminating the scene in stark, brilliant flashes as thunder boomed in our ears.


  Once again, I tried to find some semblance of control over my power amidst the raging chaos. But every time I reached for my magic, it slipped further away, leaving me impotent in the face of the storm’s wrath.


  “Stay strong, Alex,” Cassie called out over the roaring gale. She clung to the helm, struggling to keep the ship on course against the waves.


  “Hold fast!” Tobin called from his position near the bow. My heart sank as I saw the towering swell headed straight for us. The ship tilted precariously as we climbed its mountainous face.


  “Hang on!” Finn yelled as we crested the wave. The deck suddenly fell out beneath us as we pitched forward and ran down the massive dip on the other side. I began to feel sick.


  Cassie frowned
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