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  In Which I Face Humiliating Rejection and Fall Unwittingly Into a Trap


   


  Call me Samuel—or really, whatever you like. I’ve been called a lot of things, some better, some worse. It’s the hair. Outside of a desert isle, you don’t often see a man with hair this shaggy—at least, not in the merchant kingdom of Caravelia.


  If it weren’t for my magic, I never would have grown my hair out like this. But as fate would have it, that seems to be the only way I can actually use my magic. Keeping my hair clean is difficult, since combing tends to pull out strands, and since tying it back gives me this awful tingly feeling all over my scalp, I prefer to wear it free. And of course, cutting is out of the question.


  It’s not easy being a shaggy-haired sea mage in a kingdom where most men keep their hair neat and trimmed. But on this particular day, I was feeling pretty good about life. I’d bought some new clothes and spent the whole morning cleaning my hair, so I felt refreshed and confident as I strode down the bustling cobblestone streets toward the harbor. The last few months had been rough, but I was sure that this would be the day I’d sign on with a new crew.


  Now, most sea mages have no problem finding a captain to sign them. Magical gifts aren’t particularly rare, but they are uncommon. And an experienced mage can usually write his own ticket on a ship just as well as a skilled blacksmith on land. Unfortunately, my hair wasn’t my only hurdle. I’d also dropped out from the King’s Fleet, making me something of a pariah. (It’s a long story, and I don’t really care to tell it right now.)


  To mitigate some of that sting, though, I carried a letter of recommendation from my best friend and former captain, Sir Jason Callidor. Jason and I went back a long way, to the time before he’d become a lord and knight of the realm. Our paths had parted—a man has to stand on his own eventually, after all—but the letter put a bounce in my step that otherwise would not have been there.


  So I strode confidently toward the harbor, taking in the sights and sounds of the bustling marketplace. The cobblestones were slick from recent rain, though the sun now shone brightly in a blue summer sky. Vibrant stalls lined the narrow thoroughfare, overflowing with colorful spices, delicious fruits, and freshly caught seafood, the air thick with their mingled scents. Merchants vied loudly for attention from the bustling crowd, while heavy-laden donkeys brayed in protest. In short, it was a day like any other in the port city of Caravelia, lovely in all its colorful chaos.


  As I stepped onto the docks, I could feel the weight of disapproving eyes on me, but it didn’t bother me in the slightest. I walked to the end of the pier and stopped, admiring the ship before me. She cut an impressive sight—blue-and-white sails and a gold-gilded hull tapering smoothly to the bow, where a beautiful carving of a flaxen-haired woman leaned proudly into the waves. A bell chimed from the deck, calling her crew. Oh, how I longed to join them!


  The captain, a grizzled old veteran with short-cropped wavy hair, eyed me suspiciously from the aftcastle as I approached. It seemed a long shot that he’d have me, but I would be damned if I let an opportunity like this slip through my fingers.


  “Ahoy!” I called, waving to him. “Quite the beauty you have there.”


  “May I help you?”


  The quartermaster, a thoroughly bald man with beady eyes and a bulging belly, had already moved to intercept me. I could tell that he was eager for an excuse to send me away. Undeterred, I smiled and offered my hand.


  “The name’s Samuel Cox. I’m a sea mage, looking for a ship to sign onto. I assure you, I’m one of the best.”


  His scowl deepened. “Do you come with any letters, lad?”


  “Of course.” I handed him the parchment, which he slowly unrolled.


  “‘Sir Jason Callidor,’” he muttered after reading through it. “Isn’t he that young freelancer who was knighted after the Valinarian affair?”


  “The very same.”


  He grunted and rolled up the letter. “He never was much of a merchant. Always up to his eyeballs in debt, as I recall.”


  My smile became strained, but I kept my eyes locked on his, determined to make a good impression. Unfortunately, a small bird chose that very moment to alight on top of my head, probably mistaking my hair for a bush. I hesitated for a moment, unsure whether to brush it away. I decided against it. After all, I didn’t want to make a scene.


  “I sailed with him for many years, sir,” I told the man. “In fact, it was largely due to my skills that—”


  “Yes, yes. Who did you sail with before that?”


  My stomach fell. Telling the truth might sink my chances, but there was no other way around it. My time in the King’s Fleet was a matter of public record and easy to check.


  “I sailed with His Majesty’s fleet for a time,” I explained hesitantly. “But my service there… ended prematurely.”


  “Oh? And why was that?”


  “I dropped out, sir.”


  The quartermaster studied me, his eyes narrowing. The bird chose that moment to fly away, but its foot got caught in my hair. Unable to escape, the creature flopped against the side of my face, chirping angrily. I tried to brush it away as casually as I could manage.


  “You’re not one of those kooky followers of the New Ways, are you?”


  “Are you talking about my hair, sir? I wear it out like this because of my magical gifts. If I were to cut it, I would lose my powers.”


  He grunted again and handed me back the letter. “Be that as it may, we have no need of your services, Master Cox. Good day to you.”


  At that moment, I felt something warm and wet run down my ear. The stupid bird had chosen that moment to crap on me. I walked a short distance away before knocking it out of my hair, ducking as it angrily circled a few times before finally flying off. Then, reaching into my vest pocket, I withdrew a handkerchief and cleaned up the mess.


  As I walked back down the bustling dockside street, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in a nearby window. My hair, wild and untamed, stood out amongst the more neatly groomed sailors around me. Would it really hurt that much to cut my hair and join them, denying my gifts? With a few quick snips, I would become just another mediocre sailor—but at least I would belong.


  A bell tolled, breaking me out of my melancholy thoughts. I caught a whiff of freshly baked bread from a nearby bakery, which did much to lift my spirits. Hot, fresh bread may seem like simple peasants’ fare, but we rarely have it on the high seas. My mouth began to water in anticipation, and I reached for my money pouch to count my coins.


  It was then that I noticed a glint in the window behind my reflection. An old, weather-beaten compass sat amidst a shelf of curiosities in the display. Its brass casing was scratched and battered but polished to a high shine. I paused, strangely drawn to it. If only I could find my own life’s direction so easily…


  “Fine instrument, that,” the merchant noted from the doorway. “Would you like to hold her?”


  “Yes, sir,” I said, nodding my thanks.


  The merchant went inside to retrieve it, coming out a few moments later. I ran my fingers over the intricate engravings, admiring its weight and craftsmanship.


  “Solid piece—they don’t make it like this anymore.”


  “Aye,” I said softly. “Have you had it for very long?”


  The merchant shrugged. “About a year, give or take. Got it from a pawnbroker. It’s such a fine piece, I thought it would have sold by now. But most people judge by outward appearances, and don’t take the time to recognize true worth.”


  I nodded, suddenly feeling a sense of kinship with the instrument. It had a thin chain, for hanging around one’s neck. I already wore an old scrimshaw locket under my shirt, a memento of my mother passed down to me from my father, but a compass like this one wouldn’t hurt. Could I justify the expense, though? My money purse had grown awfully light.


  “Here,” said the merchant, taking it to show me something. He opened the case, and I saw that the stone on which the needle rested had some mildly magical properties.


  “Is that a scrystone?” I asked.


  “Aye,” the merchant answered. “The craftsman who fashioned this piece had the gift.”


  I smiled. The scrystone made the piece much more than a simple compass. Even without the gift of magic, a man could use a stone like that to catch glimpses of his future or to find lost things. As a skilled mage, I had little need for such an aid, but a stone like that could still have its uses.


  “How much?” I asked.


  The merchant scrunched his eyes. “Normally, I’d ask thirty coppers for a piece like this. But you seem like a decent fellow, and it does need a home.” He paused for a moment, then declared, “Ten coppers.”


  Ten coppers! At that price, it was an absolute steal, but I frowned in spite of my excitement. Was this merchant trying to be charitable? Or was he a follower of the New Ways, and had recognized me as one, too? No matter. I wasn’t about to let an opportunity like this pass me by.


  As I left the shop, I slipped the compass around my neck, next to my scrimshaw locket. The brass and the ivory made a pleasant clinking sound as I walked. I reached under my shirt for the compass, holding it in hand—


  —and suddenly, I had a vision of a dozen cloaked and hooded figures surrounded by dripping candles, chanting in unison. It lasted only an instant, but my mind focused on one in particular: a young woman with dark red hair. I could feel her fear, but she’d lived with it for so long that she’d hardly known anything else. And though she was one of them, I felt very strongly that she was not supposed to be there.


  Someone bumped my shoulder from behind, bringing me back to the present. “Stop blocking traffic, you vagrant!” he snapped before moving on.


  I stepped to the side of the street and pondered what I had just seen. That girl—something about her seemed familiar. What had she been doing in that eerie place? Did she need to be rescued? It seemed that she was there against her will, though in my vision, she had clearly been a participant in that dark, arcane ritual.


  Closing my eyes and clutching the scrystone to my chest, I reached out with my magic, searching for her. She was not in Caravelia, I was sure of that. Somewhere over the sea, perhaps? I felt a faint tug toward the south, but I couldn’t sense anything more. The scrystone, having briefly shown her to me, was now suddenly silent.


  If she was over the sea, I had no chance of finding her unless I signed on with a ship. So I took a deep breath and tried to use the scrystone again.


  “Take me to the best ship to sign on with,” I whispered, shutting all else from my mind. Once again, the scrystone gave me a picture, this time of a gold-trimmed caravel preparing to set sail. The crew scurried about the decks, their urgent movements signaling a need for more skilled hands. With the scrystone, I sensed that they hadn’t yet signed a mage.


  I hurried down to the dock, arriving just before they lifted the gangway. “Ahoy there!” I called. A burly old sailor with dark black hair peered down at me from the shroud.


  “What do you want, stranger?”


  “I’m an experienced sea mage, looking for a berth. You seem to be needing extra hands.”


  The sailor frowned skeptically, eyeing my hair. “The captain don’t take just anyone. You’ll have to speak with her directly. Come.”


  I eagerly strode across the plank and met the sailor as he climbed down the rigging to join me. He grunted and shook my hand, turning to indicate the cabin. The captain stepped out of the doorway, frowning as she saw me approach.


  “Who’s this, Jim?” she asked, locking eyes with me. She was a formidable woman, with fiery red hair and piercing green eyes. She stood tall, with her hands on her hips. Her gaze swept over me with a critical eye.


  “My name’s Samuel Cox, ma’am,” I said, smiling as I extended a hand. “I couldn’t help but notice that you seem a bit shorthanded. I’m an experienced sea mage, currently looking for a ship like yours to sign on with.”


  My words hung awkwardly in the air as she eyed me up and down. “You don’t look like much,” she said gruffly.


  “I have a letter of recommendation,” I said, handing it out to her. “From Sir Jason Callidor, knight of the realm.”


  She took it, glanced over it briefly, then handed it back, her expression unchanged. My heart sank.


  “He was my last captain. I served under him faithfully for years.”


  “And before?”


  “The King’s Fleet,” I admitted. “But I left that career to follow my own path.”


  “Dropped out, eh?”


  My breath caught in my throat. In my mind’s eye, I once again saw the shame on my father’s face when I told him I’d left the King’s Fleet. The bitter taste of failure flooded my mouth, and I tried in vain to exude a sense of self-confidence that I barely felt.


  “Cut your hair,” she commanded. “If you do that, we’ll have you.”


  My throat tightened. “With respect, ma’am, you don’t know what you’re asking. My magic—”


  “If you need to keep it long like a savage to cast your spells, I won’t have you. I keep a tight ship here, and I won’t stand for breaches of discipline—particularly not from a dropout like you.”


  Her words stung like a whip, but I refused to be cowed.


  “Captain,” I pleaded, meeting her sharp eyes. “I may not look like much, but I know how to work hard. I won’t disappoint you. Please, give me a chance to prove myself.”


  “Didn’t you hear what I said, lad? You’re not fit for the job. Now off with you, before I have you thrown off!”


  The dockhands were already starting to cast off as I scurried back across the gangway. The sailors pulled it up, and the ship’s sails filled slowly with wind as the ship backed away. I stood there on the dock, watching forlornly. Had the scrystone led me astray? Or was this truly the best I could hope for?


  My spirits, which had flown so high before, now felt utterly crushed. More than ever, I longed to be back at sea, where the salty wind tossed my shaggy mane, far from the judging eyes of my more conservative countrymen. Also, the girl from the vision haunted me. I felt that I had to find her somehow, but without a berth, how could I?


   


   


  Listless and discouraged after a long and exhausting day, I trudged up the street from the harbor. After so much rejection, it was hard not to feel defeated and depressed. As the sun dipped under the sea, it also seemed to be setting on my future. After all, if my best hope for a berth had rejected me, what sort of future did I have?


  The mouth-watering scent of stew and fresh bread pierced my gloomy thoughts. How long had it been since I’d eaten? Far too long. Though money was tight, I followed the magnificent scent to a nearby tavern, reasoning that I would get more benefit from a good, warm meal than from pinching a few precious coppers.


  The tavern was alive with laughter and boisterous conversation. Sailors, merchants, and skilled craftsmen had all gathered to relax at the end of another day. A grimmer crowd more to my own state of mind would come later, drinking their sorrows into oblivion, but for now the place was lively and warm.


  “A bowl of stew and a tankard of ale,” I told the barkeep, laying down a few coppers. He nodded and came back with a steaming bowl and a tall pewter mug. The hot, meaty stew was exactly what I needed, and I ate eagerly, the cheap ale chasing it down like ambrosia.


  “What’s got you troubled, lad?” the barkeep asked.


  I sighed. “Just another luckless day, I suppose.”


  “In life or in love?”


  “Just life, I suppose,” I told him. “I’ve been looking for a ship, but none will take me. I suppose it’s the hair.”


  The barkeep quirked an inquisitive eyebrow at me. “New Ways, is it?”


  “Something like that,” I said carefully.


  “Don’t you worry, lad. We’re friendly to all in this establishment. Times may be changing, but everyone’s welcome here so long as they’ve got coin.”


  “Thank you, sir,” I answered, relieved to hear it. The barkeep wandered off to take care of another customer, and I settled down to nurse my drink in solitude.


  “Had a tough run of it, eh?” a low, gravelly voice came in my ear.


  I turned to face the speaker, a grizzled old sea dog with one milky eye and a bushy beard. “You could say that,” I mumbled, not really wanting to engage.


  “They don’t like the looks of ya, do they?” he continued, oblivious. “The hair, I mean,” he added, stabbing a gnarled finger toward my head.


  I sighed. “It is a curse sometimes.”


  “I’ve seen many a man like you with dreams in his eyes and magic in his veins, only to be turned away because of some such nonsense.” His good eye twinkled at me. “But I’ve got some good news for you: a lead on a ship needing a mage with… special talents.”


  I perked up, suddenly interested. “Where can I find this ship?”


  “I can take you there now, if you like. But I warn you, it won’t be easy. The captain is a tough one, and he doesn’t suffer fools lightly. If that don’t bother you, though…”


  A short while later, I found myself in the shadows of an alley, where the stench of refuse mingled with the briny scent of the sea. My weathered companion from the tavern emerged from the shadows, a crooked smile splitting his ugly face.


  “Follow me, lad, and mind yer step.”


  Without hesitation, I followed him down the darkened way. The night air was cool and crisp, and our footsteps echoed off the high, dark walls around us. Despite our shady surroundings, I felt a sense of excitement and anticipation. After all, this was just the sort of lucky break I’d been wishing for.


  As we turned down a side street, a sudden sense of unease pierced my blind euphoria. The neighborhood we walked into was seedier, with decayed and abandoned door fronts lit only by the pale moonlight. Shadows danced around us as we delved deeper into the darkness.


  “Just how much farther exactly?” I asked. We seemed to be going downhill toward the harbor, but the twisting side streets had turned me around so much that I wasn’t sure where we were.


  “Not far now, lad,” the man said. His words did little to lift my growing unease.


  Finally, we turned into a dim and empty courtyard. My sense of foreboding spiked, but before I could say anything, a tall figure emerged, clad in dark robes. His face was obscured by a deep cowl, but his mere presence exuded power. A half-dozen other hooded figures stood behind him, much like the vision I’d seen in the scrystone compass.


  A chill ran down my spine. Had I blundered into a trap?


  “Well done, Balthazar,” the tall man said, his voice dangerously smooth. He pulled back his cowl to reveal an angular, mustached face, with raven-black hair cut short and eyes like shards of ice. My breath caught in my throat as his eyes met mine.


  “We have much to discuss, you and I,” he said softly.


  I turned to run, but more figures emerged from the shadows behind me, their upraised hands already glowing with an unearthly light. I felt a surge of power as their dark spells fell upon me, and suddenly I was unable to move. Someone pulled a hood over my head and everything went black.




  In Which I First Glimpse the Tidecaller's Amulet and Flee to an Old Friend


   


  I felt a moan escape my lips as I came back to my senses. My head spun, and I felt as if I’d been kicked by a horse—or worse, by a burst of dark magic. Which, in this case, happened to be true.


  I forced my eyes open and blinked them clear. I was seated in a dank and windowless room, cool like a root cellar, illuminated only by flickering candles. Lots of candles. And yet, for all that flame, they seemed to do little to dispel the cold or the darkness.


  Dark magic, then. It had to be. But the subtle scent of salt and brine told me I wasn’t far from the harbor.


  As my awareness slowly returned, the shadows seemed to press against me, enclosing me in their cold embrace. I then noticed the giant chalk circle and arcane symbols scrawled around me on the floor. The chair I was bound to sat in the center of the circle, surrounded by more than a dozen hooded cultists, their faces and figures cloaked.


  The sight of them filled me with shock that I hadn’t seen them before. “What do you want?” I asked defiantly.


  They refused to answer, their faces shrouded in shadow. It was clear enough that I was part of some twisted ritual. Was I to be sacrificed, then? I tried to pull my hands free, but I was held in place by more than physical cords.


  A man stepped forward and pulled back his hood, and I recognized him at once as their leader. In the eerie candlelight, I could see that he kept his jet-black beard trimmed in one of the newer styles, a pointed goatee with an unconnected mustache. He had high, sharp cheekbones and deeply sunken eyes.


  “Welcome, Samuel,” he said, his voice both chilling and smooth. “I’ve been looking forward to this meeting for some time.”


  “Who are you?”


  “I am called Malachai. That is the only name you need know.”


  “What do you want with me? Why am I here?”


  He smiled humorlessly. “Because of who you are—and more importantly, what you can become.”


  I struggled in vain against the spells that bound me. Surrounded by the hooded cultists, I felt all but helpless beneath Malachai’s predatory gaze.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Oh, you will,” Malachai assured me. “But first, where is the amulet?”


  I frowned. “The amulet?”


  “Yes. The Tidecaller’s Amulet. I suspect it lives on in your family legend, a story handed down to you through the generations.”


  “I’ve never heard of any such thing.”


  “Don’t play dumb with me, Samuel,” Malachai commanded, his smile quickly turning to a sneer. “I know of the powers that you possess, even if you do not.”


  My mind raced as I looked for a way out of this precarious situation. But something about Malachai’s words reverberated within me, igniting a flickering flame of curiosity that quickly began to flare.


  “I swear, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Malachai loomed closer, his malevolent aura sending chills down my spine. His eyes glinted in the candlelight as he spoke.


  “Then allow me to jog your memory. Your… ancestral memory.”


  He put his hand on my shoulder. A sharp pain jolted through my skull, causing me to cry out in agony. My vision blurred—and suddenly, vivid images began to bombard me: epic sea battles raging under darkened skies, colossal ships clashing with thunderous force, and a powerful amulet hanging around my neck, pulsing with untapped energy.


  As the pain dissipates, a torrent of knowledge floods my mind. I see myself standing tall on the deck of a ship, wielding the full power of the amulet against my foes. Adrenaline surges through my veins as I summon a mighty monster from the deep, one who has not arisen since the founding of the world. He is mine to command, as are the very elements—the wind, the waves, and the tides. 


  But that is just the beginning. The visions continue to pour into my mind, pulling me ever deeper. I navigate treacherous waters, face perilous foes, and uncover ancient secrets that were long forgotten before man ever dared to sail the seas. The intensity of it all threatens to blind me. But amidst the chaos, there is also a thrilling sense of adventure. For I know that I am destined for greatness—to rule not
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