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What you have here are the final four stand-alone novellas, that when put together with the final four comprise Saga of the God-Touched Mage.

You can read them as is. They are written to be able to stand alone. But as I said in my introduction to the compilation of the first four stories, this project was envisioned as stand-alone stories with an overall story arc. If you haven’t read the first four, you might want to go do that. Or not. Yes, I’m probably being obtuse here. Sorry about that.

So, here are some things about the writing of these four volumes that you might find interesting.

First, when I originally envisioned the whole of the saga, it consisted of seven stories. The first four, of course, and then Pawn of the Planewalker (wherein Garrick is shown that there is always a bigger fish), Changing of the Guard (wherein Garrick finally decides he will take the role society expects of him), and Lord of the Freeborn (wherein we learn the ramifications of that idea). The arc had that flavor for a very long time as I wrote it as a pair of novels. It wasn’t, however, until I broke it back down to its individual bits that I realized I was somewhat disappointed with the ending. And as I thought about it more, and as I came to wrap up the writing of LotF, I grew more and more disappointed with it.

Then one afternoon in July or so, I took a walk. And as I walked I did a Kevin J. Anderson, meaning I recorded myself as I talked my way through my disappointment, and began to explore the sense that I was missing something. Fifteen minutes away from my house, I realized I was missing the most obvious problem—that being that, while each of the three stories I noted above were finished, that the overall saga itself was not done. the orders were still running amok, and the planewalkers were still doing their crazy things, and … well … Garrick had more to do.

Lords of Existence came to me at that moment, nearly fully fleshed out.

I love it when that happens.

I hope you love it, too.

Ron Collins

March, 2015
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Braxidane felt his siblings’ presence before he saw them. He had been expecting them, so he watched from his node as Agar and Hezarin flowed through the gray space of connectivity between the thousand worlds.

“Sister!” he said as they entered. “Brother! How fine it is to sense you.”

“Give us our mages back,” Agar replied. His voice was a cold pulse in the media of Existence.

“What do you mean?”

“You know exactly why we are here,” Hezarin replied in a tone that crackled with the odor of acid on metal. She was like that, Braxidane thought, always oozing exaggerated responses.

Braxidane pulled himself into a tight shape that might have been a sphere if shape had meaning here.

She was right, of course.

He did know exactly why they were here.

His siblings had been fighting over Adruin, a plane of barely moderate import, if that. Each was trying to strengthen their presence by controlling more of the plane’s flow. Agar had endowed his Lectodinian mage with his own form of draining magic, and Hezarin had given her Koradictine caster a burning energy full of fire and consumption. Their two champions had been full-bodied mages of great experience before receiving their god-touch, and were nearly invincible afterward. Yet somehow Garrick—Braxidane’s own champion, a mage barely past his apprenticeship—had managed to snare them in a loop of magic that would, unless Braxidane stepped in, last for eternity.

He shivered with delight. It served his siblings right.

“Don’t lay blame on me, sister,” he said. “Linking Parathay and Jormar was Garrick’s doing.”

“Semantics, brother,” Hezarin responded. “Garrick’s magic carries your touch.”

“Certainly.”

“So his work is your work,” Agar said.

“Come, now. None of us controls every action of any of the mages we touch.”

“We want our champions back,” Hezarin said coolly.

“Actions and consequences,” Braxidane said. “Both of you should have considered that before you broke the agreement.”

“It’s a meaningless plane,” Agar replied.

Braxidane flooded his essence with a hint of blue-green sweetness that said Agar’s defense missed the entire point.

“We agreed,” he said. “That none of us would disturb another existence without everyone’s acceptance.”

“It’s an agreement rarely followed.”

“I have followed it,” Braxidane said, flashing self-righteousness with purposeful intent.

Agar snorted. “Don’t make me laugh.”

“Enough!” Hezarin said. Her emotions flashed blue, and a curtain of gold filament floated around her. “Give us back our mages, or we’ll take every plane you control.”

“Dear sister Hezarin,” Braxidane said. “You’re always good for an ultimatum. Do any of them ever work?”

“Are you asking for magewar on Adruin?” she said.

“Do I detect hypocrisy, dear Hezarin? You’re usually so adamant about saving lives and protecting your constituency.”

Hezarin spewed orange sparks.

Agar moved to exist between them.

“Come, Braxidane,” he said. “If we’re to get resolution on this, we’ll all have to get past our jealousies.”

“I don’t see that we have any resolution to come to, brother Agar. My champion’s work is done. There is no value in adjusting it.”

Hezarin could contain herself no further, then. She lashed out at him, her tendrils looping around Agar’s barrier so quickly he could barely constrain her.

Braxidane raised his defenses.

“That’s enough,” he said. “You come into my node, demanding I take action for something I’m not responsible for. You insult me with accusations. And now you attack me physically. If you can’t behave, then get out of my node.”

He twisted his thoughts and pushed against her.

“You’ll regret this,” she wailed as she allowed herself to be swept away.

Braxidane waited silently.

His brother turned even colder than usual.

“I think that was a mistake,” Agar said with his usual reserved calm.

“Actions and consequences,” Braxidane replied. “I’ll take my chances.”
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Garrick rode hard atop a lathering charger under a blood red sunset. Fall was soon to give to winter. The air chilled his cheeks and seared his lungs. Hooves thundered against the hard ground of open plain as he bolted across the horizon, determination etched on his face. It was a face growing older than his years now, a face that had seen more death and more pain than any should. The wind pulled tears from the corners of his eyes.

Hunger flared inside him.

That hunger was a pain, a gnawing flare that bloomed and raged. It was sacrifice and it was horror. It was subservience. He pushed himself harder, urging the horse to race faster, using pure speed and exhilaration to rid himself of the depths of this ache.

Tall grass rolled past in brittle waves, its color the browns and yellows of a dead fall. The animal’s muscles rolled beneath him, rhythmic and fluid, forelegs reaching, hind legs driving. Garrick pressed into the stride, driving with all his strength. The muscles of his shoulders and legs burned so boldly they blunted the darkness that had grown within him. The beast snorted a complaint, but Garrick responded by driving the animal harder.

Finally, they crested a hill and came to the edge of the forest.

Mercifully, Garrick brought the horse up.

Its breath billowed with misty plumes in the evening air. Its coat was lathered to a sheen.

A hawk soared in the sky.

“It’s not going to work, you know?”

Garrick turned to his left. A tall gray heron with deep black eyes stood beside a large rock that protruded from the hillside. It was his mage superior, the planewalker who was the source of this wicked curse he carried.

“Braxidane,” he said. “I was wondering when I would see you again.”

The heron took a step forward with a motion that was all knee. “You shouldn’t fight your nature,” it said.

“I fight only what makes sense to fight.”

“And it makes sense to fight your true powers?”

“They kill randomly.”

“Randomly?”

Garrick said nothing.

Braxidane dipped his heron head.

“There is nothing random about your powers, Garrick—just as there is nothing random about your responsibilities.”

Braxidane was talking about the Freeborn, Garrick knew. The planewalker wanted to use him to control the new Torean House, but Garrick had no interest in such leadership. He had even less desire to give Braxidane any such boon.

“I never asked for that responsibility.”

“Nor does a coyote ask for his.”

“I am not an animal.”

“That’s right, Garrick. Animals do not fight their destiny.”

Garrick scoffed and turned away. “You make a good jest, Braxidane. But I’m more like a disease than an animal. What destiny does a disease have?”

“You are full of opinions, Garrick. So, let me ask you for another. Just what should a man do when his brothers need him for a task that he has no stomach for?”

Garrick kept his gaze on the horizon. The ride had calmed his hunger, but hollowness still churned within him. He would need to feed again soon. The idea made him shudder. He thought then of the battle at God’s Tower, and the warriors who had died there.

And he thought of Sunathri.

He wheeled to face his superior. “A proper leader doesn’t destroy—”

The heron was gone.

Garrick gritted his teeth and reveled in the pain that sharp air brought to his lungs.

He had been in the wild for weeks now, hunting for Lectodinians, finding them one-by-one, and taking his vengeance upon each. Perhaps it was not as pretty as one might want, but it was something. And it kept the others safe. The Freeborn were in better hands with Darien and Reynard. He wasn’t going to put the men and women of the Torean House in that kind of danger again.

He turned the horse toward his camp.

Will would have dinner prepared, and it was late enough that the boy would be worried.

Tomorrow Garrick had another mage to destroy.

His hunger stirred at the thought.

Yes.

Tomorrow.

He would hunt again tomorrow.
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Wintertime brought raging storms and cold tides that crashed like battering rams against the volcanic cliffs of de’Mayer Island. It was a harsh place, rocky and wind-whipped, isolated. It was due to this isolation that its namesake, the famous general Corid de’Mayer, was shackled here and left to fend for himself in the island’s deepest catacombs. It was also due to this isolation that the Koradictine order of mages had made it their stronghold.

Ettril Dor-Entfar, Lord Superior of that Koradictine order, stood before a water-filled decanter and an empty brazier at the center of his private chamber deep in the workings of Areguard, the ancient fortress built into the rock overlooking the westernmost shoreline. A relief map of Adruin spanned the far wall and told a story that was not to his liking. The order’s losses at God’s Tower had been extreme, and word of their weakness had triggered uprisings across the whole of their holdings. They had never been strong in the eastern half of the plane, but they had lost Mordwood in the northwest, and Daggertooth to the south. They had been run out of Whitestone and the entirety of the Wildlands.

Now, even Badwall Canyon appeared to be shaken.

At least de’Mayer Island was still theirs. For now.

He pursed his lips. He had to rally his forces. The Koradictine order had to make a statement before they lost too much.

Ettril spoke magic and strolled carefully around the decanter, choosing the right moment to slowly spill its water into the basin. Leverage points passed energy from Talin, the plane of magic, through his link. The water boiled with the smell of curdled blood. More water flowed into a thin layer at the bottom of the basin, cooling it, then shimmering with the beginnings of an image. Ettril lifted the spell further, pulling detail to the surface until it became a woman’s rounded face.

It was Iona, ranking mage of Badwall Canyon.

Her wiry hair was unkempt and her lips were thick and red. She seemed to be out of breath.

“Your timing is impeccable,” she said. “The Lectodinians are here, and they are here in force. They've convinced the townspeople to revolt. The situation is dire.”

“It is good to see you, too, Iona,” Ettril replied.

“I don’t have time for this, Superior.”

“I’ll be brief, then. Badwall Canyon cannot fall. I need you to lead a counter-attack, crush any and all resistance.”

Iona laughed.

“You are an old fool, Ettril.”

“Be careful how you address me. I’ll not take insolence lightly.”

A pounding came from behind her, the sound of footsteps in an outside corridor. Iona glanced nervously over her shoulder.

“The order is dead, Superior. It may not appear that way sitting in the comfort of your island. But even if I wanted to execute your orders, there is no one left here to command.”

“You are a coward!”

“No, Superior. I'm just a mage trying to stay alive.”

The pounding came from the door again, this time accompanied by shouting voices that Ettril couldn’t make out.

“And right now,” Iona said, “I’m a mage who has to get out of town before its citizens string me up. News travels, Superior. They know we’re weak, and they’re making us pay for our boldness this past spring.”

“Iona, I demand you stand and fight.”

“Goodbye, Ettril.”

“I’ll execute you myself if I have to.”

“Then I’ll be seeing you soon. But right now, I’m leaving before the sheriff breaks the door down.”

Iona stood, and the basin clouded.

Ettril sat back with acid flaring in his stomach. She was fleeing Badwall. Casius was holding Farvane, but not as a Koradictine stronghold. Jormar was lost in God’s Tower, somehow defeated by the Torean champion. No Koradictine leader had faced such upheaval in the centuries since Koradic himself had founded the order.

“Bosic!” he called to his assistant.

Rustling came from the hallway, and the door whispered open.

“Yes, sir?”

“Come here,” Ettril said with a calmness that belied his emotions.

Bosic shut the door behind him, and scuttled in with a shambling limp caused by his club foot. His robe was Koradictine red with a dark blue collar turned up. Its sleeves hung loosely at his wrists.

“What can I get you, Superior?”

“I need every high mage on the island here tomorrow morning as the sun rises.”

“Yes, sir. Anything else?”

Ettril thought. “No.”

“It will be done, sir.”

Then Bosic went away quietly.

That was more like it, Ettril thought. A rapid response to a direct command. And it would be done, too. Bosic had been his apprentice since he was a child. He would never, of course, be a high mage. Some things just weren’t meant to be. But Bosic never stopped trying, and he knew his place—both traits that were sorely lacking in many these days.

Ettril stood and faced his library.

He was getting old. His back ached, and a pop came from one knee. That didn’t matter, though. He was still strong enough to control the order, and the first rule of control was to make sure no one got the wrong message.

It was time to make a statement.

And over his lifetime he had found that nothing commands obedience like the sight of a dead body.
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Garrick crouched down in the hallway.

He felt the Lectodinian’s presence on the other side of the door. It was Tevaran Kigg, a powerful mage who was now in the middle of casting an intricate spell forged with energy from the plane of magic. Kigg had been among those who had joined the raid on his superior’s manor so many months prior. It was time to exact his revenge.

His hunger reached out and touched the mage’s life force. It was raw and bold, firmly connected to the man’s body. He felt the mage’s connection to the plane of magic in ways that were deep and disturbing. He didn’t know whether to be embarrassed of himself for having such an intimate contact, or angry at himself for the fact that he had grown to enjoy it so greatly. Garrick could feel, for example, how every scrap of the Lectodinian’s attention was consumed in his spell work, and that now was exactly the time to strike.

One sharp kick broke down the door.

He cast raw magic about the room as he drew his blade.

“Wha—” Kigg said. “What are you doing?”

“Avenging a wrong,” Garrick growled as he swung.

The blade became red and blood–gored.

The mage’s life force peeled off its body, tasting sweet and powerful. Garrick breathed it in like something physical, like blood, or like a heart beating inside a man’s chest, as natural as an arm or a leg, as essential as breathing itself. He shuddered as he fought its panicked dance, and gasped as the life force struggled against the pull of his god–touched gravity. It was like a fish fighting on the line, a steady string of panicked pulls that eventually faded to dead weight.

When he was finished, Garrick left the mage’s room as he had found it. He wanted nothing of this man beyond what he had now, and there were still horses to release.

Garrick completed those chores, then left the manor.

The mage’s life force warmed him as he picked his way down the rocky outcropping to reclaim his mount. Two more Lectodinians remained on the list of those who had raided Alistair. When he was done with them, he would go west to hunt Koradictines. If his planning was adequate and he spaced them out properly, his tour could keep his hunger fed throughout the winter.

Garrick set his jaw and began to ride.

Will—who was perhaps twelve years old but was maturing rapidly—would be waiting. Garrick wasn’t looking forward to the boy’s wide-eyed stares, or the questions they would bring.

Will had joined him with great enthusiasm, and Garrick had taken the boy along because he felt something that was hard to explain about him—a kinship, or a connection like Will was a brother of some kind. And for his part, Will seemed to think similarly. The boy just understood Garrick, he listened like no one else did. The boy instinctively knew that Garrick’s magic was different from others, and seemed to sense when it was best to stay away from him and when it was safe to be nearby.

And, of course, Will had saved his life.

Convincing him to stay behind as Garrick hunted was getting harder. But he remembered what it was like to be Will’s age. He knew exactly how hard it was to take care of yourself, better yet someone else. Will shouldn’t have to deal with that, and Garrick would do what it took to keep him safe.

When he returned to camp, however, the boy was nowhere to be found.

Will’s horse was still tied to a tree, and their fire pit still gave off thin wisps of smoke. The bedrolls had been prepared, but were not yet loaded onto the animals.

Hackles raised along the nape of Garrick’s neck.

“Will?” he said in a low voice.

He felt the presence of two people sitting behind a slab of shale that jutted from the ground nearby. He pulled his sword silently and reached for his link. He had been an idiot to leave Will alone, a fool to think the Lectodinians would take the swath of destruction he was cutting through their ranks sitting down.

He brought magefire to his fingertips and he turned the corner.

A mage was sitting on the rock beside Will, but he was not clad in Lectodinian blue or Koradictine red. This man was tall and thin, and dressed in black trousers. A travel cape, also black, was pulled over his green tunic.

“Garrick!” Will said, standing up.

Garrick gritted his teeth as he calmed himself. His magic had its head, and it was everything he could do to pull it back. He gazed at the young man standing beside Will.

“The Freeborn were to leave me be,” Garrick said.

“Don’t worry about Jawsie,” Will said. “He’s got a message for you.”

“Jawsie?” Garrick replied, still holding his blade before him. “I don’t recognize you.”

“My name is Jaw Millerson,” the mage said, holding out a hand. “I’m new in the Torean House.”

Garrick finally sheathed his blade.

“A message?”

“Indeed, Lord,” the mage said. “Two messages, actually.”

“Go on.”

“The first is that Superior J’ravi needs your voice. The house is struggling over several key points.”

Garrick winced.

In a politically deft step that was made to draw the Freeborn together, his friend Darien—a man without magic—had appointed Garrick to his board of consultants. Garrick promised to support his friend, but he had no interest in sitting at a table when there were Lectodinians left to hunt.

“And the second message?”

“Commander J’ravi wishes you to know that his father, Commander of the Dorfort guard, is not well, sir.”

Garrick sighed.

Will, too, seemed to deflate. Darien’s father had kept Will at the manor during the battle at God’s Tower, and the boy had grown close to the commander.

“Is he going to be all right?” Will said.

“The physician cannot say, sir. But there are rumors that Commander J’ravi may be seeing his last.”

Garrick’s heart dropped further. If Darien were to lose his father now it would be a great blow, and one that would hit double–hard with the stress of keeping a house of mages together.

“Well, Will,” he said. “It appears we’re going to spend some time in a city after all.”

Will, who had been enjoying their trek through the wooded countryside, gave an empty grin. “All right,” he said. “If nothing else it’ll be nice to have Imelda and Daventry’s cooking for a while.”
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“Do I have your full attention?” Ettril said.

Four mages nodded, each glancing at Iona’s body, which was tacked to the wall with iron spikes. Ettril sat at a low table that held a single sheet of paper and a quill on its polished surface.

The four mages were Quin Sar, a sharp, experienced wizard who had been in the order since he was a boy, Fil, a legacy mage from a line in good stead, Hirl-enat, an elder—passed over again and again for his final trigger, but who spent his days watching the goings on within the order like an ancient buzzard, cackling with glee at the occasional carcass but content to wait until others had finished before feeding on them himself—and then Neuma, a young woman of obvious ambition who had been climbing the ranks swiftly—perhaps too swiftly, Ettril thought.

They were in a chamber under de’Mayer Island, a room large enough to hold three times as many sorcerers. Blood–tinted magelight provided illumination. The mages sat, wrapping robes over their shoulders to ward against the unremitting chill.

“We are now the core of the order,” Ettril said.

“Do we have enough mages left to even be an order?” Neuma asked.

“There she goes again,” said Hirl-enat.

“What’s that supposed to mean, old man?” Neuma snapped.

“It means you’ve been able to step over other mages by exposing their weaknesses,” Hirl-enat said in a crusty voice, his bushy brow twisting like a wooly worm. “But I think you’re making a mistake trifling with the superior. Unless, of course,” he glanced at the young woman, “you intend to be the superior?”

“I would never—”

“That’s enough,” Ettril said. “We have an order until I no longer draw breath. Have no mistake about that.”

The mages quieted.

Neuma sat in a silent huff, and Hirl-enat gave a satisfied snuffle. Fil merely shifted about nervously.

Quin Sar, however, stared with distracted indifference. Ettril knew how dangerous it was to mistake Quin Sar’s expression, though. The mage had not come by his powers randomly. Quin Sar saw and heard all, and he possessed a sadistic streak that provided him with intuitively divine and considerably effective ways to expose weaknesses.

Ettril scanned the four of them, his hand resting on the ivory ball at the end of his staff.

“Neuma’s question is fairly made, though,” Ettril said. “The Koradictine order is suffering the greatest peril of its long history, and it’s up to us to take action now.”

“So, what do we do?” Neuma asked.

Ettril twisted his hand over the ivory orb. A translucent map appeared in the air before him, de’Mayer Island far to the west, the mainland looming eastward, the Daggertooth mountains to the north. Badwall Canyon sat on the mainland’s western coast. Dorfort commanded the central and southeastern plains. The wildlands of Whitestone, Warville, and Crystal Island lay to the far south.

“The Lectodinians were not damaged at God’s Tower as gravely as we were,” Ettril said.

A rune symbolized the solitary mountain where the orders had recently clashed. Captain el’Mor was supposedly trapped there, locked, if rumor was true, in a loop of magic with the Lectodinian god–touched mage.

“They have a stronghold somewhere here, in the Vapor Peaks.”

An area to the north glowed with green enhancements.

“Where do we still have people?” Quin Sar said, his voice smooth as water over worn stone.

“Scattered,” Neuma replied self–assuredly. “Our communications have broken down, and we don’t have a power base we can count on.”

“Neuma,” Ettril said, fighting the urge to strangle her.

Hirl-enat’s accusation of Neuma’s ambition had a strong vein of truth to it—she was ambitious, and the order was in chaos. It would not be beyond her to seize such an opportunity. I should kill her now, he thought. But he needed her for what would come next, and if he let his emotions get the best of him now, his order would be done.

Neuma sat upright under Ettril’s questioning gaze. “Did you not want the truth, Lord Superior?”

“I see the truth,” Ettril said, making his voice sharp as a stiletto and his gaze sharper still. “Never doubt that.”

The young mage sat quietly, her mouth firmly shut but her gaze placed just as firmly on Ettril’s.

“After the fiasco at God’s Tower,” Ettril said, turning briskly back to the map, “our people are scattered. Our first task will be to gather them up again.”

Quin Sar spoke. “They won’t follow unless we have something to give them.”

“What do you mean?” Ettril asked, knowing he could count on Quin Sar to lead the conversation where it needed to go.

“If our mages trusted our viability, they would be here already.”

“You’re right, of course,” Ettril responded. “We need to show them we are still powerful, we need to show them we can create a dominant order.”

“Yes,” Quin Sar said. “They need to know we can survive.”

Ettril stifled a knowing grin. Quin Sar, for all his idiosyncrasies, was a man who had come far and would go further. Unlike Neuma, he had opened the door for his superior to step through first.

“And for that we need to rid the plane of the one force who can truly stand in our way,” Ettril said, pausing for effect. “We know now that Garrick, the Torean god–touched mage, has returned to Dorfort. I will travel there, and I will bring back his head.”

“I think that’s a mistake,” Neuma said.

“Do you?” Ettril said, stepping precisely to cast a dark shadow over the younger mage. “Do you think I am too old to suffer such a trip? Or maybe too far removed from the arts to be able to cast against the god–touched? Do you take me for feeble?”

“No, Superior,” Neuma replied, her gaze suddenly unable to meet Ettril’s. “I did not say that.”

“Then I suggest you speak clearly.”

“I was in the east before the mage war,” Neuma said. “I chased Garrick across the plane, so I know a bit about him. I’ve seen him slip away from powerful mages. I’ve seen him kill. I’m not suggesting he would best you, Lord Superior, but I think direct confrontation in Dorfort is a losing proposition.”

“And you have a better suggestion.”

Neuma hesitated.

“Perhaps it’s not a better suggestion. But I have an alternative you might want to consider.”

Ettril nodded, smirking inside. The young woman could learn. That was good. He straightened.

“Then let me hear it.”

“Among the reasons Garrick was able to defeat our god–touched mage, as well as the Lectodinian’s, was that he chose the battleground, and he selected a place where he could separate our mages.”

Ettril remained stoic.

Quin Sar nodded.

“As powerful as you are, Superior, we should not lose the fact that Garrick is god–touched, and should not be trifled with. I think we need to dictate the events of your meeting.”

“How do you propose we do that?” Quin Sar asked before Ettril was forced to.

“Garrick has a weakness,” Neuma said. “We should use it to bring him to a place of our choosing, and at a time of our convenience.”

All eyes were now definitely on Neuma.

Warming to the attention, the young mage spoke of her time in Caledena, and her experiences with Garrick. When she was finished, Ettril Dor-Entfar, Lord Superior of the Koradictine order, had a plan that would make the statement he so desperately wanted to make, and a plan that would make Garrick come to him.

As they broke their session, Ettril let his gaze fall over Neuma. He had not gotten to his position without sensing the depths of his membership, and his gaze took in a woman of action, a woman of intellect, and a woman of political acumen.

Not at all, he thought, like Iona.

He realized, now more than ever, that Neuma was a woman to be watched.
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Garrick let loose the arrow, and the bow gave a satisfying twang. The bolt flew with a wobble, burying itself into the farthest edge of a target thirty paces away.

“Hoping you can best your apprentice, Garrick?”

He grumbled, and turned to face Reynard. They’d been in Dorfort less than a week, and already he was feeling restless.

“Will is not yet my apprentice. I am not teaching him any magic.”

Reynard shrugged. “Either way, the boy’s still a better shot than you’ll ever be.”

Garrick rested his hand on the tip of his long bow.

He wore a black jerkin that was slightly too large for him, and breeches tucked into boots that came to mid–calf. Sweat glistened from his brow and brought him a chill despite the unseasonable midday heat. A pair of guardsmen fought a practice bout at the edge of earshot, grim and silent during their skirmishes, but jesting loudly between. Garrick was fighting a headache due to a lack of sleep, and the effort he expended fighting the power inside him did nothing to help.

“I came out here to get away from the meetings and the arguments,” Garrick said. “What did you come here for? As if I can’t guess?”

Reynard and Garrick comprised Darien’s Council of Sorcery, ostensibly set to make policy for how magic would be developed and shared among members of the new Torean House. But Darien and Reynard were scuffling over every nuance of how the Freeborn should be run, both thinking their way was proper, and neither willing to give any space for nuance.

“We need to discuss your friend,” Reynard said.

“There is nothing to discuss.”

“The man knows nothing about magic.”

“Darien is doing what he thinks is best.”

“He is shackling the Torean House.”

Garrick glanced forlornly at the target, and pushed against the long bow, feeling its bend against his palm.

“The mages voted unanimously,” Garrick said.

“You should be ashamed of yourself, Garrick.” Reynard pointed his finger at him. “You in particular should understand how that vote was made in the heat of battle. And after Sunathri …”

Garrick waited while Reynard collected himself.

Memories came to him. Sunathri’s voice, soft yet firm, her eyes blazing with commitment, the touch of her hand as they joined in spell casting. Garrick, like all of the Freeborn, was here because of Sunathri’s vision and the power of her beliefs. Yet her memory also made his hunger twist. It was a hunger he was learning to control, or at least to exist with, but it was still a blackness, dark and malignant, that still seeded his dreams with images of the two women he thought he had loved, both now dead because of him. And it was a hunger that was growing as restless as he was.

“Sunathri is dead,” he said.

“And if she wasn’t, then what Darien is doing to her order would surely accomplish the job.”

“Do you think she would have wanted us to be bickering like this?”

“Sunathri would do what it took to drive her vision.”

“No,” Garrick’s reply was, perhaps, too sharp. “Sunathri would do what it took to keep the Freeborn together. There is a difference.”

“If we use Darien’s plan, nothing will ever get developed.”

“Darien’s structure is a tightly reined approach,” Garrick admitted.

It was, in fact, a bureaucratic nightmare that he and Darien had argued over in private for each of the past three nights—an argument that contributed to his headache this morning and hence his jaunt to the practice range. The fact that Garrick had healed Darien’s father—to the extent possible, anyway—had not given Darien any mind to bend from his position. He believed the people of Dorfort needed to see the order as being constrained or they would never accept the Freeborn as a full partner in their midst.

Reynard spoke in a firm voice.

“The orders aren’t dead, Garrick. You’ve said so yourself. We have to be strong enough to defend ourselves when they decide to finish the job they started. This approach of development by committee that Darien wants to create will kill our progress.”

Garrick sighed.

Reynard wasn’t much older than he was. But where Garrick just wanted to find his own way in his new world, Reynard was full of vision, ready to tackle the entire plane. He pushed ideas before him as if they were cut diamonds, fully expecting Garrick and Darien to be dazzled by their brilliance.

That was the problem with the entirety of the Torean House today. They were comprised of mages who were, by nature, independent and opinionated. They did not follow rules and they were used to doing as they pleased. That was no surprise, of course. If Toreans dealt well with organization, they would likely already have been in an order to begin with. But unions required rules and restrictions, and when it came to defining these rules, members of the Torean House were like a gang of roosters in a hen house.

“What do you really want?” Garrick finally said.

“I want you to lead the Freeborn.”

“And if I were ever to agree do that, and then I did not do as you think necessary, would you not just attempt to dispose of me like you’re trying to dispose of Darien?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Isn’t it?”

“I only want what’s good for the mages.”

“The mages asked Darien to lead them.”

“You should get out among them more often, Garrick.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Reynard paused, and thought better.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “That was too firm. But Darien has squandered his goodwill. The mages are bickering. They think electing Darien was a mistake.”

Garrick grimaced. “Go away, Reynard,” he said.

“We need to resolve this.”

“There’s nothing to resolve,” Garrick said. “If you want what’s best for the mages, you’ll stop throwing oil on this fire—and when they grumble, you’ll tell them Darien is a good man who means nothing but the best.”

Garrick hefted the bow and reached for another practice bolt. He nocked the arrow against the bow’s taut gut and faced the target, feeling Reynard’s gaze. Sweat rolled into one eye. He blinked it away, but still his vision swam. Swordplay rang out from across the field. A breeze blew a single strand of Garrick’s hair over his cheek. The target stood across the field. The bolt was long, the weapon’s pull strong. He concentrated on the black mark at the target’s center and let fly.

The bolt swept wide.

“As I said,” Reynard muttered. “Your apprentice is a better shot than you’ll ever be.”

He turned then, and walked across the field.
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Garrick was still steaming as he stepped into his chamber—a large suite with a view that overlooked Blue Lake.

Will whirled as Garrick entered. The boy had been facing away from him and bent inquisitively over a table in the middle of the room. He held one hand behind his back.

“Garrick, sir?” Will said with guilt crawling over his expression. The boy was dressed in a baggy linen overshirt and breeches that had been dirtied at the knees.

“What are you up to now?” Garrick said, slamming the door with more force than necessary.

“Uh …”

Will’s gaze fell to the floor. His hand came forward, holding a small lab book. The words Mice and Other Small Rodents were penned on the cover in dark ink.

Alistair, Garrick’s previous superior, had kept this journal, and many just like it, for years. They were filled with jotted notes and pages of experimental spell work. Darien had retrieved them from the ruins of Alistair’s manor, and presented them to Garrick as a gift after the events at God’s Tower.

“How many times do I have to tell you I’ll begin your training after things settle?”

“I’m sorry,” Will said.

Garrick held his hand out. “Give me the book.”

Will handed it to him.

He ran his fingertips over the worn leather binding. The edges were rough, ragged and torn with use. Thin cracks crept over the cover like a spider web spun by time. He riffled through the pages, noting diagrams and sketches. Was it only last spring that Garrick had been a simple apprentice?

He looked at Will.

“Are the horses exercised?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Groomed and fed?”

Will nodded, his dark eyes widened in a “you can believe me” gaze.

“How about lunch?”

“You didn’t say anything about lunch.”

Garrick laughed. “Your stomach alone should be enough to tell you when to get lunch around.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“Not to worry. I expect Daventry will still have something in the kitchen. Turkey, probably. Get some for both of us—with bread.”

“Yes, sir.”

Will slipped past him, and the door shut gently.

A quiet settled around him.

Outside his window, tall ships lay in Dorfort’s port and men unloaded crates of goods from distant places like Whitestone and Farvane. He put the book back on the table and cast his glance around the chamber. It was larger than any dwelling he had ever occupied before. A padded velour couch ran along the far wall. A desk filled one corner. A connecting room held the library of Alistair’s journals. His bed chamber connected from the other side, linens freshly made and scented with spices from lands to the east.

Such luxury made him uncomfortable.

A knock came to his door.

It would be Will, of course, coming back to double-check his order. The boy could never keep anything right. “Turkey!” he yelled as he whirled. “With bread.”

The door swung inward.

Darien stuck his head through the opening.

“I’ve been called worse, I suppose,” he said with a grin. “But I tend to think of myself as grain–fed steak from Horval.”

Garrick chuckled despite himself.

“I thought you were someone else.”

“I saw the boy slinking out of here. Looked like a whipped pup.”

Garrick sat on a chair and twisted his lips into a smirk. “I snapped at him.”

Darien shut the door and took a seat at the edge of the couch. He wore a cape lined with gold thread, a freshly cleaned tunic, and a wide belt polished to a black shine. His boots were spotless. His dark beard had come in fully throughout the months of summer.

“He’s a lot like you were, isn’t he?” he said.

“Yes,” Garrick replied. “He is.” He leaned against the windowsill. “How is your father doing?”

“No change. Your cure has kept him alive, but he is still weak.”

“He’s a strong man, Darien. But my healing can only go so far. I don’t think I can make anyone immortal.”

“I know,” Darien said, though his eyes displayed a combination of hurt and confusion that let Garrick know Darien could not possibly understand. “We will see what happens.”

“I’m sorry to have left him that way,” Garrick said. “It was all I know to do.”

“He was happy to see you, you know?”

Garrick didn’t completely agree on that point, but he nodded rather than argue. “To what do I owe this visit?” he said.

Darien paused.

“I’m sorry about last night,” he said. “Calling you scatter-brained was out of line.”

“So, you’ve reconsidered your position on experimentation, and are now all for it?”

“No. But I apologize for losing my temper. I was tired, and it was late.”

“You need to trust me on this one Darien.”

“I do. I trust you.”

“No, you don’t. You’re not listening. I came here at your request. I gave your father his cure—”

“Just because you saved my father’s life does not mean I will cave to your wishes when it comes to the people of Dorfort.”

Garrick’s face flared with heat, and his head throbbed.

“Don’t twist my words, Darien. We’ve been together too long for that. I didn’t cure your father as a bargaining chip.”

Darien nodded. “I’m sorry for my insinuation.”

The two sat in silence for a moment.

“The mages need to test their work, Darien.”

“And they can.”

“But they won’t do it under your plan. You can’t expect to approve every step they take.”

“That is nonsensical.”

Garrick felt discomfort rise within him. “Nonsensical” had become Darien’s favorite word, and he said it with that lilt to his voice, that tiny edge that said it wasn’t really the idea that was nonsensical, but the person instead.

“The city is on edge, Garrick. Surely you see that? Despite all of your efforts to save lives, it is fact that we lost good people at God’s Tower. And our citizens want to see something come of it. They were sympathetic to the Torean cause because the Freeborn were the downtrodden, and because the Lectodinians and Koradictines were clearly a threat. But everything is different now.”

“Not everything,” Garrick said. “We both know the orders are still dangerous. The citizens of this city may have taken a dislike to the Freeborn, and they may be leery of my rumored powers—” he held up a hand to cut off Darien’s arguments “—I hear them, Darien. Don’t pretend you don’t. I know what people think of me. Children shrink away as I walk down the streets, and I hear stories of how I tore souls straight from living bodies—all of them true, I might add. I hear them question if I am a mage or a demon, and to be truthful I can’t blame them because I ask myself the same questions when I gaze into the mirror.”

He paused.

“None of this, however, matters to the Koradictines or the Lectodinians, who will return, and none of it matters to the Torean mage who wants to experiment.”

“If the Torean House doesn’t put controls in place, the people will see to it that it does matter.”

Garrick groaned as his hunger pressed against its bounds again.

“I’m sure you didn’t come up here to cover the same arguments over again,” he said. “What do you want?”

“I need the council to be able to approve all experimental practices, Garrick. Without this, the people of Dorfort will not accept the Freeborn. And if the people of Dorfort don’t accept them, then no one else will, either.”

“You don’t understand mages, Darien. They don’t care if people accept them or not.”

“Then maybe it’s a good thing I don’t understand mages, because it’s obvious that mages don’t understand the average citizen of Dorfort.”

Garrick turned to gaze idly out the window. His hunger was still rising, his head swirling, and his vision blurring. He stood and planted his hands on the sill, staring over the city. His fingers gripped the wood of the sill. Its coarse grain had been sanded and oiled over to protect it from rain and sun. The stone below it was hard and cold, but the wood was different, pliable in ways the stone wasn’t. His fingers seemed to sink into the wood, his flesh molding to become one with it.

Blackness rose inside him.

Words echoed in his hearing—Braxidane’s voice, twisted and distorted by distance.

The wood had been alive once. It had grown on a hillside with thousands of other trees, elm and oak and white birch that rose like living spikes into the sky.

“Are you all right?” Darien’s voice broke in.

The image shattered.

Garrick pulled his hands from the sill. Yes. They were still his hands. The sill was still the sill. A shudder crossed his back.

“I said, are you all right?”

Darien was standing beside him with concern on his face.

“Yes,” Garrick said, embarrassment coming over him. “I’m fine. I just need to rest.”

“How long has it been?”

“I only slept a few hours last night.”

“No. I meant how long have you been keeping yourself bottled? How long since you last fed?”

Garrick glanced warily at Darien, knowing exactly what his friend was asking.

“Are you worried I’ll release wrath on the people?”

Darien’s crestfallen face told him how wrong he had been.

“Don’t pretend with me, either, Garrick. I know your powers as well as any man alive, and I think your inner essence clouds our entire discussion. You think a mage can’t be expected to control his need to experiment because you can’t control yourself. You’re like a wolf. You pace and pace to walk off energy. You stay up at night, maybe howling at the moon for all I know. And as a result you think all other mages will balk at the controls I propose. But they’re different, Garrick. I hold them to a different standard because they can decide what to work on and when to work on it.

Garrick leaned back against the wall, and felt the brick hard against his spine. He rolled his head around his neck, trying to release tension.

“Darien, you are my friend, but your understanding of how Torean mages think is atrocious. Any Freeborn who was inclined to accept what you’re proposing would already be a Lectodinian or Koradictine.”

“You are a Torean, yet you accepted Alistair’s direction.”

“For the last time, Darien. There is an ocean of difference between a mentor and a legislator.”

“Well,” Darien said. “Either way, I think your magic is tearing you up right now.”

“I can live with it,” he said.

“You can’t just not deal with it, Garrick. I’ve seen what happens when it's been too long.”

A tiny knock came from the door.

“Come.”

Will stepped through, carrying a tray of food covered with red linen. Silence hung awkwardly as the boy put the tray on the table.

“I’ll leave you to your meal,” Darien said, standing. “The next council meeting is tomorrow. I’m counting on you.”

The rest of Darien’s sentence was left unspoken, but Garrick understood clearly what Darien was saying—without your support, the Freeborn will not accept the bylaws.

Darien left.

The smell of food wafted from the tray.

“I’m sorry about Alistair’s journal, sir,” Will said, his face a clouded mix of contrition and desire. “I just wanted to learn something.”

“It’s all right, Will,” Garrick said with a wave of his hand. “I’ll begin teaching you sometime soon.”

Will smiled.

“But for now, let’s eat.”

OPS/divider-give.jpg
OO@®





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
A DESOLATE PLANE.
/A DEVASTATED ORDER OF MAGES.
A PLANEWALKER HUNGRY FOR
REVENGE.

B A GOD-TOUCHED VIGILANTE.
POWERFUL RIVALRIES.
SR A DESPERATE PLAN.

PL ANEW ALKER Saca OF THE GOD-TOUCHED MAGE VoLUME 6

Saca oF THE Gob-ToucHED MAGE VOLUME 5
R RoN C OLLIN S
:
ON OLLINS ]
& ‘v,
v
P
-
TOREAN TREACHERY.
ﬁ A PLANEWALKER'S FURY.
_ A CITY UNDER SIEGE.
ggw‘»g

OF THIE

FREEBORN

SacAa ofF THE Gop-ToucHED MAGE VOLUME 7

RoN COLLINS RO

y ‘ /u"i ﬁ‘
oGt 1 ‘ 4 m 'Y






OPS/cover-5.jpg
PLANEWARKER

Saca oF THE Gob-ToucHED MaGE VOLUME 5

RoN COLLINS






OPS/title-5.jpg
PAWN

OF THE

PLANEWALKER

SAGA OF THE GOD-TOUCHED MAGE VOLUME 5

RON COLLINS

>

SKYFOX
O
s






OPS/divider.jpg





OPS/title-0.jpg
SAGA

OF THE

GOD-TOUCHED MAGE

VOLUMES 5-8 (of 8)

PAWN OF THE PLANEWALKER
CHANGING OF THE GUARD
LORD OF THE FREEBORN
LORDS OF EXISTENCE

RON COLLINS
R

SKYFOX

PUBLISHING
Fantasy






OPS/cover-0.jpg
LORDS OF EXISTENCE

LORD OF THE FREEBORN

CHANGING OF THE GUARD RON COLLIN

PAWN OF THE PLANEWALKER RON cOLLINS P 28





OPS/divider-balance.jpg





