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      Growing up, one of my many favorite bands was a group named Ten Years After. They were solid, and Alvin Lee, well he could make a right good noise on that guitar. Sitting here today and thinking about writing this introduction, I’m struck by lyrics to what is likely their most famous song in which the narrator laments that, though he would love to change the world, he doesn’t know how. If you know Ten Years After, you’re hearing that song now. Otherwise, you’ll just have to Google it.

      Or is that ChatGPT it?

      Regardless, those lines could well be the mantra that Garrick, the protagonist of this series, operates under. He’s a good guy at heart, except for when he’s not. And that’s not always his fault. Maybe.

      I don’t know. You’ll have to read the books and see if you agree with me or not.

      Sorry about that. Life is tough.

      It is genuinely hard to believe that it’s been a whole decade since Glamour of the God-Touched, the initial volume of Saga of the God-Touched Mage first appeared in print. I remember so much of its build up and release. I remember anxiety as the days drew near.

      I had spent so much energy writing it, so much effort following Garrick and his sidekick Darien—watching how the world manipulated Garrick and seeing how often he was happy to have that happen. The story was as much of a pain to put together as it was a blast to write because I hadn’t completely figured out how to make longer pieces work. It was an effort to lay down the mechanics of the narrative arc while keeping the characters flowing. The entire last volume, for example, came to me only after I initially thought I was done with the whole thing.

      Which was silly, in retrospect.

      Volume eight was always going to be needed.

      Then, of course, I spent as much energy working out exactly how to best make its release as I did in its writing. For a couple months before dropping the series I bent the ear of every independently published writer I knew, laying out the project and then asking them each the simple question “How would you do this?”

      They all answered, of course. Patiently. They answered a billion questions and gave me a billion ideas. That’s how the writer community is, after all. At least that’s how the writers I run with are. We want each other to succeed. We root for each other because we know this isn’t a zero-sum game. If you succeed, it doesn’t hurt me at all. It can, in fact, help me. So, they all gave me their ideas and their “you oughta’s.” I took a lot of them and left the ones that didn’t feel like me alone. I crafted what I thought was a pretty good plan, and then I set it in motion.

      I remember being tense the day or two beforehand.

      I’m generally a pretty stoic guy, but in that day or two I was anxious.

      I loved this story, you see.

      I’d been with Garrick in various forms for several years by then, writing pages and pages while I figured out exactly what his story really was and then running him through the ringer. I wrote the beginnings of the very first short story he appeared in back when I was a true baby writer. Submitted it to The Fishers Five, my first “real” writers’ group. It had changed a lot since then, and back when I developed that first story, I had no concept it was a series. But I can remember sitting on the couch in the hot seat and listening to the others talk.

      Garrick was important to me back then.

      Heck, he’s important to me now, too.

      I was using him to explore good and evil, and right and wrong, and as I look back on him now, I feel sanguine as I think about his plight. He is, perhaps, the most bipolar person I could conceive of at the time. Well. Kind of, anyway. I’ll not say a lot more about that because those who haven’t read the thing should get a fresh perspective. But it’s fair to say that the process of writing the story itself came about because I kept putting him into situations and simply let what I considered to be the right things happen—good or bad.

      Sometimes the results shook me, to be honest.

      That’s something Garrick taught me, though. Stay true to the moment. Write what happens.

      I remember the moment the books first launched.

      Watching that first volume, Glamour of the God-Touched, rise through the charts to peak in the top ten of several categories on Amazon. I remember taking screenshots when it hit #1. It was a heady moment. Then volume two dropped and it did the same thing. And Volume three. And …

      So, yeah. Time flies.

      It’s hard to imagine that was a full ten year ago.

      Yet, it was. Glamour of the God-Touched was published in November of 2014. The last volume, Lords of Existence, came out in the spring of 2015. The calendar as I write this says it’s just turned 2025. Math has yet to be wrong.

      What you hold is a revamped presentation of the eight volumes, this time in the form of four books—Apprentice Mage, Rogue Mage, Champion Mage, and God Mage—which I think makes some sense. It’s a packaging that has given me a little more freedom to breathe. Or maybe that’s just my excuse for wanting a reason to dig into Garrick’s world again. I’m biased, I admit.

      I need to thank so many people for getting me here.

      My wife and daughter, of course. Lisa and Brigid. Both such amazing people.

      My parents, who are now both passed.

      I don’t think they totally understood what I was doing, but they loved it. I think me being a writer made them happy.

      Those writers in the Fishers Five, and those who helped me get my mind settled. Lisa Silverthorne, of course, who was my friend in crime from those early days and whose work you see now adorning the cover of this reissue. The woman has talent, you know. And Rachel Carpenter, too. She did the original covers of this series, and they were totally kick-ass. Since a book cover sells the book, she gets a lot of credit for those. She’s the one, after all, who turned me on to exactly how dark the stories were. I mean. Sure, I knew they were gritty, but those first glimpses of those first covers made me turn my head right around.

      You can still find them around if you prefer the stories in novella length.

      David B. Coe and Amy Sterling Casil gave me blurbs on those first books. I need to thank them, too.

      In a world of good and evil, and right and wrong, all these people are on the right and good side. It makes me happy to think about them, and how much they gave me.

      The readers, too.

      The people who took in Garrick and then responded so wonderfully. I think it says something that the majority of reviews for the books are highly positive, and that the vast majority of those who complain about them make comments that I’ll condense down to “great story, well-written, but just too danged short!”

      To close, I suppose I should focus on Garrick himself.

      Having gone back through the story now I’ve got to say how much I love Garrick. Everything about him is fun. I did not sit down to write him as if he were me, but in hindsight I can see so much of me in him. He’s insecure at heart, but much more capable than he thinks he is. He’s got opinions, be they well considered or not. He gets himself into trouble. He relies on friends and other people when he can’t handle things himself. Garrick gets lucky sometimes. And he loves things. Or at least he can see and appreciate certain beautiful things about what it means to be alive. He lives his life.

      A few months ago, Brigid, my daughter and now collaborator, paid me a great compliment. She said, “you know what’s right, and you take action.” I don’t know if she understood how important that was to me, but it was. I try my best to live that way. Even when I don’t want to do what’s right, I try to do it. And Garrick has that in him, too.

      Reading his story again, I feel that. And I love it in him.

      So, yeah. I suppose I should thank Garrick, too.

      And Darien.

      And Sunathri, whose actions are eventually what set this whole story in progress.

      Ten years.

      It’s a long time.

      Here’s to ten more, after which, maybe I’ll need another new edition.

      

      Ron Collins

      Las Vegas — 2025

    

  

  
    
      
        
        For Tim, Mike, Jackie, and Ken. And of course, for Lisa.
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      There was so much Garrick did not know about himself.

      He did not know where he was born. He did not know every place he had lived—though his earliest memories included a long journey in a rickety wagon. Garrick couldn’t remember if his mother had always been angry, or if she had just been worn down by the neverending stream of burdens put upon her by those she worked so hard to serve.

      He remembered sleeping in dirty alleys and drinking milk cut by rainwater. He remembered a blur of boarding houses, shopkeepers, and manors.

      He knew that, when he was perhaps six years old, his mother had finally given up and sold him to Baron Alzo Fahid, a jeweler in Dorfort. Fahid was a loud man with a wicked reliance on drink. He beat Garrick whenever his business lost money, he beat Garrick whenever his mistresses complained about the grime of their work rooms, he beat Garrick—it seemed—whenever the wind shifted to the north. But Fahid was also a gambler and, as gamblers will do, he eventually came to owe a debt to a Torean mage named Alistair. In the time it took the men to nod their heads, Garrick was consigned to the mage’s manor.

      At first, Alistair’s home had seemed a dark and evil place.

      And Garrick found that the mage’s forms of discipline—being made of arduous tasks such as scrubbing the floors or cleaning Alistair’s beakers and flasks to make them ready for tomorrow’s castings—were longer, harder, and arguably more painful than the baron’s simple beatings.

      The mage superior proved a patient master, though, and Garrick grew to appreciate both the solitude and the structure of a Torean mage’s life. A wizard was intruded upon only when a client needed to boost harvest, mend an unmendable, or scry whatever was needed to be learned about a lover, an enemy, or even the occasional ally.

      As he grew older, Garrick saw how Alistair maintained an air of mystery about himself that was thick enough to ensure the rest of Adruin would leave him alone. Garrick liked that. He enjoyed watching as Alistair created anxiety in his clientele—the idea that he could master something so difficult for others to comprehend that they would steer clear of him just to avoid dealing with it made him feel unique. It made him feel like he understood things about the world that common people walking the streets could never know. It helped him forget that only a few years prior Garrick himself had walked those very streets without even a pair of shoes to protect his feet from the dirty cobblestones below.

      He could see himself living a Torean’s life—fully occupied, yet alone at the edge of the world. So, when Alistair said he would cast the spell to trigger Garrick’s full link to the plane of magic and that by summertime Garrick would be a full mage, he had been excited beyond hope.

      Alistair’s trigger meant freedom.

      It meant new horizons.

      It meant he would be his own master, and no longer be tied to anyone else. It meant that as long as he lived, Garrick would never again be in the service of any other man.
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      It was mid-afternoon and the crowd was light.

      Garrick leaned against the rough-hewn counter, using bread to sop broth from his bowl. His scow

      l and sharp movements showed his disgust with the Koradictine mage who was sitting at a table toward the front.

      “The wog needs to be taken down a peg,” Garrick said.

      “Don’t do it,” Arianna whispered. But the glow of her cheeks and the sparkle in her eyes spoke a different tale.

      She wore an apron tied around her waist. Her dark hair was tied behind her neck. She was stunning, even in the dim light of the diner, and stunning even with the thin layer of kitchen grease that had built across her forehead as it always did later in the day.

      The Ladle was a dive built of split lumber. It had a central fire pit and windows that were not quite square but were open to the air and gave the place a breeze during the day. Though Evo, the proprietor, had been talking about planking the floor for as long as Garrick had been coming here, it was still hard-packed dirt.

      Garrick had first come to the Ladle because it was a favorite of Alistair’s, and because he liked the bread. But Arianna’s arrival changed everything. After seeing her, Garrick had lobbied Alistair to send him to Dorfort at every turn. Alistair would grumble and speak gruff sentences, but would then find he needed something important that would send his apprentice out. Today, for example, Garrick was in town to retrieve venison and salt, which he and Alistair would use during their trip to Caledena next week, and a collection of spices, which Alistair always needed to augment his sorcery.

      Garrick had taken to escorting Arianna home in the evenings, and last week they had shared a kiss. That kiss filled his mind constantly. It encompassed his entire sense of being throughout every minute of every day he had been away from her.

      That kiss was his.

      No weak-chinned Koradictine could take it away.

      Garrick’s stomach curdled as the Koradictine wizard leered at Arianna. His eyes narrowed as the Koradictine glanced out the window and drank from his mug. The mage seemed anxious like he was waiting for someone. It gave the man an air of arrogance that Garrick nearly choked on.

      He felt Arianna’s focus from the other side of the counter. She was waiting to see what he would do, wondering if he would rise to her bait. Or, he thought, perhaps wishing he would?

      “He’s Koradictine,” Garrick finally replied. “He deserves whatever he gets.”

      “Evo will kill you if you chase his coin away.”

      Garrick chewed his bread. It tasted like sand. “He looks like a crimson buffoon.”

      “You’re just jealous.”

      “Why would I be jealous of a Koradictine? And a grimy one at that?”

      “He’s fair enough.”

      “He’s too old for you.”

      “That just means he knows the world. Perhaps he’ll sweep me off my feet.”

      “Not likely.”

      The Koradictine waved Arianna over. She wiped her hands down her apron and moved to attend to him.

      Garrick grabbed her arm.

      “I’m serious, Arianna. If he keeps talking to you I’ll⁠—”

      “You’ll what? Zap him with one of Alistair’s lightning bolts?”

      He sized the mage up.

      “Maybe.”

      Arianna arched an eyebrow and removed his hand from her elbow.

      “I’ve got work to do.”

      She went to the Koradictine then, leaving Garrick to daydream of raking the mage with high magic he did not yet possess. What a stir that would cause—him, a Torean apprentice, taking down a Koradictine.

      He would be able to do it someday.

      Someday soon, too.

      And now that his superior was also bringing Garrick into his business dealings—Alistair’s decision to take him to visit Caledena’s Viceroy next week being just one example—Garrick was feeling, perhaps for the first time, a sense of true confidence. He knew the basic structure of spell work and had cast smaller cleaning magics and mending cantrips so often that his gates and the pathways to the plane of magic had scoured themselves into his mind.

      It felt good to finally have a future.

      It gave him a swagger bold enough he was able to talk to a girl like Arianna. It was just a matter of time before he would be able to address this situation in the manner the Koradictine deserved. He hoped Arianna would not be fooled by this fop’s advances now. Or, to be precise, he hoped Arianna would not be swayed by the lure of a full mage. At least not yet.

      It could happen, though.

      What did he know of her, after all?

      They had talked often, and they had shared that one kiss. But who was Arianna, really? Arianna, daughter of Helene, floor maid of the Ladle? Certainly, she was beautiful and quick-witted, but was she trustworthy? Was she the kind of woman who could fall for a swarthy Koradictine?

      These questions flashed through Garrick’s mind as Arianna approached the Koradictine.

      The mage gestured out the window as she came to his table. Both of them laughed. She smiled at him and put her hand on his shoulder as he pointed to the menu Evo had chalked to the wall earlier.

      Garrick liked the Koradictine less every moment.

      He hated the air of superiority that came with every Koradictine, which was an air that marked the order as certainly as did that garish crimson vest. He despised the aura of control the mage conveyed, and loathed the wiry patch of a beard the Koradictine was failing to grow.

      It was all disgusting.

      What was it about Koradictines today, anyway? Garrick had been in Dorfort for less than an hour, and already he had seen enough crimson to last a lifetime.

      It made him sick to his stomach.

      In truth, Garrick knew little about the orders—only that Lectodinians and Koradictines had very different ideas about how magic should be done, and that they each detested the other. Their only area of agreement was that independent Toreans were the scourge of the plane and that Torean wizards should, at best, be ignored.

      He scowled and gripped the edge of the counter.

      Garrick would alert Alistair to the Koradictines’ numbers later this evening, and if his superior was feeling talkative enough he might teach Garrick something more. If not, then Alistair would file the information away to index against other reports, and it would come back to Garrick later.

      The Koradictine finished ordering and, as Arianna turned to leave, he pinched her high on her hip.

      She jumped and batted playfully at him as she walked away.

      Heat rose to Garrick’s cheeks. He did not like that she was encouraging this lout.

      Arianna’s face grew dark as she neared, though. Her jaw set at a firm angle, and her step grew purposeful. She stalked toward the back to give Evo the mage’s order, and as she came to Garrick’s place she paused and spoke in a low, firm tone.

      “Just don’t get caught,” she said.

      The doors swung stiffly shut behind her.
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      Garrick and the Koradictine exchanged grins in the way men do when they think women aren’t watching.

      To the Koradictine, Garrick was probably just some young punk, eighteen or nineteen. Maybe older. Garrick was thinner than most his age, and a shade taller, a combination that made him feel awkward. His dirty-blond hair was pulled off his face for travel, making his features even more peculiar. He wore a simple cloth shirt and riding breeches that were frayed and scuffed by long use—not that he ever dressed for much otherwise. Even if the Koradictine was aware of Garrick’s apprenticehood, he would probably not have cared. And, even if he had already been triggered, Garrick was a mere Torean—an annoyance at best.

      He stood at the counter, feeling the pressure of Arianna’s direction and the Koradictine’s smugness. It was time to defend his woman’s honor, time to make this Koradictine into the fool he most certainly was.

      He would have to be careful, of course. The Koradictine could not know what had happened or things would get out of hand—and Garrick most certainly didn’t want to cause a big enough furor that it got back to Alistair. His superior would be livid if he found Garrick playing pranks on a mage of the order, so he would have to be sly. But Garrick could link to the plane of magic, and he had a few useful little spells at his disposal. He was sure he could manage it.

      As he reached for his link, Garrick focused on the Koradictine’s ale. The honey-sweet taste of magestuff pooled in his thoughts and wicked up through his gates until it was
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