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      In the foreword to the first book of this 10th Anniversary Edition of Saga of the God-Touched Mage, I referenced the old rock group Ten Years After. As I prepared to work through this volume, I was struck with the phrase “Who Are You?”

      Which made me think back to the days when me and my friends would sit in the basement and spin LPs while playing games or talking about girls. Or while air guitaring, but really, the less said about that, the better.

      This was the section of the book that was perhaps hardest to write. First off, a lot happens in the two volumes I’m putting together here. So there were threads to manage. And then we have Garrick finally accepting his basic fate, which means that he now needs to figure out who he is. Even if he doesn’t realize that’s what he’s doing. That meant, of course, that I had to figure that out too. I would love to say that all my characters spring into being with fully fleshed out everythings, and that I simply transcribe those everythings down onto the page. Alas, this is not how it works for me.

      I would also say that this was the piece that caused me the most difficulty back when I was trying to sell it to traditional publishing of the day. Looking back on it, however, I can say that that problem was more one of narrative arc and commercialism. Meaning, I was trying to wedge this story into three books of somewhat equal size, and I was trying to make those equal sizes something more in the range of 100-120,000 words each (because that was the size and structure of the standard traditionally published fantasy story.

      You might note here that Saga of the God-Touched Mage is not packaged in that way.

      This is because I realized at one point, long after I should have, that the story I’m telling here is not of that structure.

      The story arc worked as eight novellas (well enough to become a bestseller!), and it works in this four-book form, too (arguably even better). But it does not work at three books off 100-plu thousand words because the narrative arc isn’t balanced in three waves, and even moreso because cutting the whole into three parts would mean I would have had to bloat them up an extra 30% or so of their current size.

      Aside: one of my favorite reader reviews said (paraphrasing a bit from memory) “this is what good fantasy is when you take out all the stuff no one wants to read.”

      I admit I like that aside.

      That didn’t keep me from trying, though.

      I pulled my hair out multiple times as I tried to find a way to get this into that coveted commercial structure. But try as I might, I just couldn’t do it. After a while the effort became detrimental, too. I could tell I was harming the story, and that made me unhappy.

      So, I set it aside for a bit.

      When I came back, I was a more confident writer. Meaning I understood story better, but also that I was more comfortable with the idea that I didn’t need to fit a mold. The Indie world had taken some hold, and without the traditional gatekeepers maintaining norm, adventurous writers were using new structures. As soon as I started thinking about Garrick’s stories, I realized what the problem was. And as soon as I gave myself the freedom to write to where the stories needed to go, I saw the whole thing fall into place.

      The two volumes that have become Rogue Mage need to fit together, you see, or at least the arcs need to play right. This is because these two pieces, when combined, serve as a springboard for Garrick to, yes, discover who he really is. In the trilogy that I and a few editors and agents saw, they would be separate.

      So of course they didn’t really work.

      Anyway, I’m enjoying thinking about the path these stories have taken over time. In a lot of ways, they document my growth as a writer. When I started writing them, I didn’t know how to write a novel length piece. When I tried making them a trilogy, I didn’t understand story well enough to realize why it wasn’t working (and, apparently, neither did the editors and agents I was working with). When I saw them as eight parts (well, really seven, but that’s a story for another time), they all worked. The arcs played out in satisfying ways, at least. Though readers sometimes complained that they were too short, they liked them. Now that I see them in four parts, I think the arcs run even better.

      Still not a trilogy.

      Still not 120,000 words apiece.

      But good.

      And, yes, once I saw the arcs, I found my joy in telling Garrick’s story once again.

      Writing is certainly like that for me.

      It is a joyful thing. A thing that brings satisfaction.

      It is who I am, you know? Of all the phases my life has gone through, the one thing that has remained consistent is that writing brings me joy.

      I hope that reading Rogue Mage brings you as much enjoyment as it brought me while writing it.

      

      Ron Collins

      Las Vegas — 2025
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      It was one of Garrick’s earliest memories.

      He was four, or maybe five. It was before his mother came to Dorfort, so they were living south of the marshlands, down where the air was always wet and where it always smelled of sugar cane and sweat.

      Master Unzi, the man who ran the stables, found him and another boy of the house currying the horses. It was not their job to be with the animals that day, but they were tired of scrubbing the floors and taking straw to the guest chambers, so they slipped away to be with the broodmares who Garrick knew were always appreciative of a soft comb along their flanks.

      Unzi made them pay the price of three lashes each. Garrick still remembered the whooshing crack of the sapling as it raised welts on his back. But what he remembered more than anything was that when it came time to pull a new stable boy out of the house, Jakob got the call rather than Garrick.

      Garrick loved horses, and he wanted that position so badly he would have gladly taken an afternoon’s worth of lashes to be given it.

      He cried that night.

      He buried his head in his mother’s side as she ran her fingers through his hair.

      “I don’t understand,” Garrick sobbed. “I curry better than Jakob. And I handle the shoes. And I … I …”

      His mother sat with him for a very long time. Finally, after Garrick’s cheeks dried and he gathered himself together well enough to sit up—though not well enough to meet her gaze—she said: “You do all of those things better than Jakob, but Jakob is the baron’s bastard.”

      As if that explained it all.

      Which, he supposed, it did.

      There was an order to the world, it said. Everyone gets their place, and never shall they step out of line.

      And, yet, a month later when Master Unzi needed a boy to help him calm a damaged animal, he called Garrick to the problem, not Jakob. And when he needed help getting one of the mares to eat properly in the later times of her carrying, it was Garrick again that Master Unzi called, not Jakob.

      He should have seen it then, Garrick thought.

      He should have known.

      A man, it seems, has a place that’s given, and a place where he belongs.

      This memory stayed with him throughout the long night after the battle at Arderveer.

      It came as he sat on a desert rock that radiated the day’s heat. Darien slept, of course, and the horses stood in silence, grateful for the respite after yesterday’s hard service. He recalled the faces of the soldiers and the slaves and the mages who had died in the rocky caves of the desert city, faces of the men and women whose life force now rolled in the nearly endless waves of power that pooled inside him

      This memory of his mother struck him with a force as strong as the twin magics he carried inside him. It struck him as he ran his hand over his shoulder, where, if he looked closely enough he could still barely make out the scar that Master Unzi’s sapling had left behind.

      Yes, he thought.

      A man has a place he’s given and a place he belongs.

      But the two are not always the same.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Zutrian Esta tightened his shawl around his shoulders as he tried to find the right words to express his displeasure. He looked into the basin’s smooth surface. The face of Yorl Maggore, the Koradictine mage responsible for the Arderveer fiasco looked at him from one section, Ettril Dor-Entfar, the mage superior of the Koradictine order, filled the other.

      “So,” Zutrian said. “The Torean god-touched mage has escaped.”

      “That appears to be true, sir,” the Koradictine replied.

      “Appears to be?” Ettril responded.

      Maggore’s face fell.

      “I apologize for my lack of precision, Lord Superior. Garrick has escaped. The Lectodinians reported him dead, so we diverted resources to taking Arderveer—which we accomplished quickly. Somehow, though, Garrick and his companion fought their way out of the tunnels and escaped the Lectodinian’s net.”

      “Do not bring Lectodinian magic into this,” Zutrian said. “You were commander in charge.”

      Ettril Dor-Entfar interceded. “Yorl reports only the facts, Zutrian.”

      “And I have addressed our portion of that failure. I expect the Koradictines to take similar action.”

      Zutrian suppressed a frown. Cara had been a rising mage, but she made an egregious error in Arderveer. He didn’t know how she would fare on the dark plane he had banished her to, but it was certain to be an unpleasant existence at best. If she survived, however, she would be a stronger mage for it.

      Ettril nodded his understanding. “You are dismissed, Yorl. I will contact you when we are finished.”

      Yorl Maggore released his link.

      The Koradictine superior waited until he was certain they were alone.

      “I will discipline my commander in the privacy of our order. On that, I give my word.”

      Zutrian pursed his lips. Ettril’s word, though of little value, was as much as he could ask for.

      “It is acceptable.”

      “What do you suggest we do now?” Ettril said, his eyes narrowing.

      Zutrian breathed the nighttime air. It was always cool in the mountains. That was one of the reasons he liked being here in the Vapor Peaks.

      “We look for him,” he replied.

      “I have a better idea,” Ettril said.

      “Oh?”

      “We wait for him.”

      Zutrian thought for a moment before he realized what the Koradictine was proposing. A reluctant smile crept over his lips. “Yes,” he said. “I think that is a very good idea.”

      “I thought you would.”

      “But I want a Lectodinian in command this time. “

      The discussion lasted long into the evening.

      They reviewed logistics and many plans and methods of capture. There were many compromises but in this question of leadership, Zutrian was steadfast. There would be a Lectodinian mage at the helm when they finally took Garrick down.

      He knew the exact man he wanted for the job.

      And in the end, he got his way.
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      Garrick let Darien sleep longer than he had planned. The orders didn’t appear to be pursuing them, and he was glad for the extra time.

      It bothered him that the orders had not come after them. He was not fool enough to think that the timing of the orders’ attack, just as he and Darien had arrived at Arderveer, was pure coincidence. The orders should be hunting them now, though the lack of activity from their direction made it clear they were not. He didn’t like that. It didn’t feel right.

      To avoid detection, Garrick and Darien had made their camp—consisting of only a small fire with its now burnt-out ash—in a quiet depression in the foothills of the massive Blue Mist Mountains. He sat cross-legged on a rock, thinking about the orders and watching as the sun came over the mountain peaks to paint the Desert of Dust with elements of dun and harsh green.

      The new life force inside him twisted and turned.

      He had nearly choked the first time he had dealt with so many lives at once. The lives of Sjesko’s villagers had played through his thoughts in solid swells and sudden runs. Absorbing them had been like breaking a fresh colt, like roping a whale and riding it to exhaustion. But the life force he had taken from Arderveer’s battlegrounds did not swell or run so much as it scrubbed and burned. It stretched his muscles and made him think his skin might burst into flames. It scoured his throat and brought tears to his eyes. He calmed it as best as he could, learning more about it each time the energy rose, and coaxing it down as it fell. He was learning. There had been moments throughout the night when he thought he understood everything about this glut of magic inside him. At one point he even thought he could trace its link backward to a source outside the realm.

      Could he follow that link?

      What would he find if he did?

      What was it like in the realms outside of Adruin itself?

      These questions made him think of Braxidane and of other planewalkers.

      He didn’t want to face them right now, but the questions stuck in the back of his mind like tree pitch.

      For each lucid moment there were many more where he struggled. By the time the sun had risen high enough to turn the desert its dusky shades of brown, however, Garrick thought he had finally gained an upper hand.

      Only then did he slide off the rock and wake his partner.

      “Are you ready, yet?” Garrick said as he prodded Darien with his foot.

      “Wha-t?”

      Darien rolled over, still groggy.

      “I said you sleep like a rock.”

      Darien groaned, then sat up, squinting into the cloudless sky as he ran his hand through his tangle of dark hair. He gave a catlike stretch.

      “Damnation,” he said. “I was hoping it was all just a nightmare.”

      “No, Darien. This is no dream. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me again.”

      Darien glanced toward the underground city of Arderveer. Convinced that none followed, he rose to his feet.

      “There’s been no movement,” Garrick said. “It appears the orders are not mustering a pursuit.”

      “Or they’re just biding their time.”

      Garrick nodded. “Possibly, but the orders don’t seem to be the types to bide time.”

      Darien rummaged through his knapsack to gather a breakfast.

      “You stood guard all night?”

      “Guilty,” Garrick said. He lifted the small box that contained Viceroy Padiglio’s pet. After the chaos of the past few days, it was easy to forget that Garrick and Darien were under contract to deliver the box back to the viceroy as soon as practical. Takril, the now-expired mage of Arderveer, had said it would hatch soon, and that they should protect it well. “I assume we’re going to return to Caledena,” he said.

      “That would be wisest,” Darien replied as he chewed a piece of dried venison. “I would prefer the viceroy not put a bounty out for us.”

      “I think that’s the least of our worries.”

      “Probably fair enough to say.”

      Darien eyed Garrick with wariness as he chewed.

      How much did his friend remember of yesterday? Did he recall that Garrick had saved his life down in the city’s deep tunnels? Could he recall how it felt when Garrick poured the very last of
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