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A Last Shadow Epic Novella

The light of the sun filtered in through the high levels of the Tower of Pythor.

Gastreel stirred in the red light of the dawn, fearing its sheen, the color of blood.

The Council of Wizards had hastily assembled at the request of the Archwizard, and the twelve orders were gathering. Gastreel, representing the Green, had no idea why Syrion had summoned them so hastily. Yet, taking his place beside the Green’s lectern, he noted that Syrion appeared worried.

Over recent years, Gastreel had kept careful note of the goings on of the world. He had kept carefully apprised of the nations’ movements. The Empire’s war in the west was at a bloody détente, and though skirmishes continued, there was hope in his heart and in the hope in the wizard order that the two mighty nations, Zarubain and the Empire, had ground themselves into a stalemate, an uneasy peace.

Yet the dark color of the sun, the bright crimson stain, rising above the steeples and high houses of Galiope below, caused a worm of worry to writhe in Gastreel’s gut.

The grim demeanor of Syrion, arrayed in a splendid gold robe, did nothing to ease his fears.

Gastreel could see his dear friend Baron Tuck, dressed in a blue robe, entering at last through the door. Ariya the White Wizard came clambering after him, and they took their place behind the lecterns. The full strength of the wizards was now gathered, all twelve taking their places.

And now the uneasy peace that Gastreel had monitored, which the wizard order was doing their best to extend with a mighty hand, he feared would be lost.

But why did he fear it? Syrion’s grimace... the blood-red color of dawn.

And something else, something scarcely remembered, something precious — which he had left behind.

The world’s peace was a veneer of gilt, and just a bit of motion could overturn it.

Syrion at last spoke.

“Gathered wizards,” Syrion said, “ranking members all. I fear I bring ill tidings, and have summoned you as swiftly as I could. I am glad you answered the call as quickly as you were able. For the news I bring to you does not originate from far away. The danger is near us, at the tower’s door.”

“What do you speak of?” Baron Tuck said.

Gastreel peered at the crimson color of the red dawn. It seemed an omen, though he did not believe in omens.

“The necromancer Jerek,” Syrion said, “the renegade. Gastreel’s old apprentice.”

Gastreel’s blood ran cold, and he snapped to attention, fixed perfectly at Syrion, not wishing to believe his words.

“He has returned to Gallia, and has shown himself a blackguard. He has been living among rokahn, and the rokahn accept him,” Syrion said. “He stormed Thelamar Fortress and drove the city’s men-at-arms away from it. He and a force of rokahn are occupying the tower. But that is not all.”

“What else?” cried Ariya the White Wizard. “What else ill tidings could there be?”

“Six men in black,” Syrion said, “of fearsome stature accompany him. Our spies have gotten near, and claim to see their visages covered in iron masks. They bear swords of dark iron.”

“Dark iron!” Ariya howled.

“The worst tidings I have yet to bring before the council,” Syrion said. “We have a mole in Thelamar Fortress, garbed as Jerek’s servant. He reports that Jerek has in his possession the Quill of Varda, a quill which, as you know, is made of a metal no wizards know how to fashion. Its magical properties are uncertain — ”

“Gastreel,” Baron Tuck said, staring straight at him, “you know what this means. The Script of Sages... a magical artifact of such power, when joined with the Quill of Varda, can turn its writer into a god.”

Gastreel was too stunned by the news to react or speak. His blood had gone cold; now it felt frozen within him, his heart a thudding lump of ice. And he knew where the Script of Sages was.

The precious thing he had left behind, the dear one to whom he had pledged his life, was in possession of the Script of Sages.

“Only two can write in it,” when Gastreel spoke, his voice was a cold gasp. “The Dark One’s Hand, and the Hand of the Gods. I know... I know — ”

“You know what?” Syrion said, and when his fiery eyes peered into Gastreel’s, he knew there was no way he could resist the council’s questioning. Syrion’s lashing tongue would draw out any secret from those unfortunate enough to receive his attention, and any lie, the council’s interrogation would quickly bring to light.

“I — ” Gastreel had promised himself he would tell no one of the location of the dear one he had left behind, the boy Reev Nax, the son of the hero Simeon. “I know... I — ”

He could tell them where the Script was. But Reev was his charge.

“The Script of Sages,” said Gastreel. “It was the elves who gave it to me, for safekeeping. I promised them I would hide it. There were inklings of Shadow, and they feared keeping it in the fortress of Tirdas Aion, where its location was widely known.”

To Gastreel’s surprise, Syrion did not bellow, “Where is it?”

Instead, Syrion’s steely blue eyes fixed on him in their unnerving way, and his lip seemed to twitch. “There is something you are not telling us, Green Wizard,” Syrion said. “Something dear to your heart. Ah, yes! I know. I remember. In past years you were oft delayed to our council meetings. You were against our advice raising the child of the hero Simeon Nax. You would not tell us where you were hiding him, so fearful were you of the murderers of his father and mother. I remember of old that fearful glint in your eye. When you hid the Script, you must have given it to the boy you loved so dearly. I fear a teenage boy would not be a good guardian of such a powerful artifact.”

“Syrion,” said Gastreel, “if I did not know you were a cryomancer, I would fear you read my mind.”

Syrion’s mastery of frost and cold was known across the world. The thought of such a mighty mage reading his enemy’s thoughts was enough to fill him with nightmares.

“Out with it, Gastreel,” Syrion said. “A mighty enemy is now at work in Gallia, at our door.”

“Norwood, in the Empire,” Gastreel said, and a terrible feeling fell over him.

He felt like he had betrayed the one he loved. But if he did not tell the council in such a dire situation, he would not have kept his green robes.

“Does anyone else know where the Script of Sages is?” Syrion said. 

“Not a soul,” said Gastreel, “and not even the boy knows what is in the enchanted package of elvencloth. No one is the wiser.”

“We will keep it that way,” Syrion said. “But as the Council of the Twelve is now under threat, we must act not with haste but as always, with diligence. To the power of the arcane we must bring knowledge. I wish to know the nature of these six men in black, bearing swords of dark iron. And I think you, Gastreel, an elf-friend, shall be our best. You would be welcomed into the city of the great king and its libraries. And of any in the world of Varda, it is the elves who know the nature of the world, as it was, before the First War. These men bearing dark iron swords, I sense, are beings of another time.”

The red dawn outside the tower’s windows had turned a shade of ghastly crimson, and Gastreel, his heart shuddering within his chest, could barely breathe. The uneasy peace had been broken. But the secret of the boy, Reev Nax, he loved so dearly, was only known to members of the council. Reev Nax was safe.

But a long journey now was ahead of him.

~
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AS GASTREEL LEFT THE council chambers, Syrion lingered at his raised dais. He watched Baron Tuck leave and peered out the window, seeing a red sun rising. What did sailors say? There was a storm coming today on a summer afternoon.

But Syrion, as the Ruling Wizards left, was still not alone after he counted ten departures. Ariya the White Wizard lingered, and Uther of the Starry Robes.

Uther’s robe was night blue, and in the daylight the stars sewn onto his garment fluoresced. He was a mighty wizard indeed, a wielder of wind and water, but Syrion — loathe as he was to admit it — knew the three here were outmatched by Gastreel the Green, even put together.

“Your Eminence,” said Uther, “you have brought grave tidings before the council. But I can see, there is an opportunity. There always is, under the All-Seeing Eye, if one looks hard enough.”

Syrion smiled. “What do you speak of, brother?” he said.

“Do you know the ancient lore of the Script of Sages?” Uther said. “The elves of former times wrote of its power. Any who writes, with the Quill of Varda in hand, will see what he writes come to pass.”

“Baron Tuck said only two can write in it — the Dark One’s Hand and the Hand of the Gods,” said Ariya.

Uther smirked. “I never took you for a priestling,” he said. “If there is such a thing as the Dark One’s Hand, remember the wizard order recovered an All-Seeing Orb, when it was thought impossible. There is no limit to what the power of magic can accomplish, with the correct spell. The crafter of the Script of Sages intended it one way. With the power of magic, it can be twisted to another.”

Syrion pondered the thought in his heart. He did not believe in the Dark One’s Hand or the Hand of the Gods, that either of those beings existed, let alone that they were currently loose in the world. But that did not mean there were no limits to the Script of Sages’ use.

He knew of something else as well.

“Such power, if used, could undo the world as we know it,” Syrion said. “Uther and Ariya, you have spoken from the heart. But for now, keep your lips sealed. We will continue to monitor the situation at Thelamar Fortress. Jerek is a mighty man, and the fact those six beings can carry dark iron, and not be destroyed, means I did not lie... they are of another time, a former world it seems is now being reborn.”

~
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IT WAS RAINING WHEN Gastreel left Galiope. He had bidden the innkeeper of the Dragonpaw Inn goodbye. Glenda Half-Elven seemed ill at ease, at the hastiness of Gastreel’s departure. Perhaps, she, like Gastreel, sensed the world and its uneasy peace was beginning to unravel.

Jerek. Jerek! He had been Gastreel’s student, the most talented wizard Gastreel had ever known. Gastreel knew he had turned to evil, that he had been making war on the forces of light in the land of the elves, and that the elves had struggled to contain him. Yet he had passed out of the knowledge of the wizard order, and exactly what he had done, and what he had accomplished in his time far from human lands, was unknown. He had returned from the land of the elves now — he knew. With the Quill of Varda, he intended to find the Script. But Gastreel had hidden it away, not in Gallia, as it seemed Jerek thought, but in a town in the Empire that no one had heard of. Not even the emperor on his White Throne had heard of Norwood. It was backwater, of no note even in the
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