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The merciless sun beat down on the vast expanse of sand, its scorching rays reflecting off the undulating dunes. Farren trudged onward, sweat dripping down his face, his robes clinging to his body. The hot wind whipped at him as he crested a dune, the desert stretching on endlessly before him.

He was a young man burdened with a fearsome power, though his gentle eyes and humble demeanor revealed none of that. The glyphs on his arms marked him as the Glyphbane, destined to drain magic and life itself. Destined to be the death of magic.

As Farren scanned the horizon, he thought back to his village, nestled safely between verdant hills many miles to the north. He missed his family and friends, the cool streams that ran through the forests. Out here there was only sun, sand, and more sun. 

Suddenly, Farren spotted movement up ahead as he approached the Shifting Sands. His head began to spin. 

"Not again" he said as he felt a blackout coming on. There hadn't been any since the emergence of his new powers, a fact that caused him to hope they were finally finished. He froze. This was different. He looked up and could see a figure walking towards him as he fell to his knees. A blinding light built around the wanderer's image as he drew closer. He shielded his eyes as white-hot pain seared through Farren's mind. Then, darkness took him.

******************************************************************************
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FARREN'S HEAD THROBBED as consciousness slowly returned. He blinked, vision blurry. Where was he?

The textured surface beneath him gave neither comfort nor concern. The smell of incense stuck in his nose, thick and cloying. His mouth felt dry, his limbs heavy. 

Memory flooded back in a rush - the desert, the wanderer, the blinding magic. Farren jerked upright, heart pounding. 

"Awake at last." 

Farren whirled towards the voice. Amir sat cross-legged nearby, regarding him intently. Farren scrambled back, fists raised instinctively. 

"Peace, Glyphbane. You were never in danger."

"Danger?" Farren rasped. "You attacked me with magic! You betrayed me. Why?"

Amir raised a placating hand. "A necessary act. To unlock your true potential. I will explain all, just bide with me and I assure you that all will be revealed." 

Farren shook his head, confused, fists clenched. None of this made sense. He moved to stand, but Amir lifted a hand.

"Stay. There is much to discuss."

Farren hesitated feeling an unseen force pushing him to the ground. He settled warily. 

Amir leaned forward. "Tell me, Glyphbane. What do you know of your powers?"

Farren frowned. Few knew of his abilities, and their nature remained a mystery even to him. What was Amir's interest in this?

"My magic is not like others'," he said carefully. He resisted the urge to speak yet felt the words almost pulled from him. "I can...drain the life and magic of others. But I don't understand it fully." He lurched towards Amir. “How are you making me speak.  You betrayed me.” 

Amir tutted, raising his hand, the unseen force once again pushing Farren to the ground. "Bide, young Farren. Calm yourself, I will not harm you.  Everything is just as I suspected. Your gifts are more profound than you know." He fixed Farren with an intense gaze. "You are destined to be the Glyphbane, the magic-killer."

Farren stared, stunned. "That was the name I gave myself when the powers firsts showed themselves." 

Fear and wonder warred within him. Amir watched closely, as if reading Farren's thoughts.

"This is why I brought you here," the Amir continued. "To prepare you. A great battle with the Emperor comes, and you must be ready." Amir's expression turned grave. "I am not who I led you to believe."

"You're Amir."

"No. Amir is... was the son of the Emperor. A wastrel. I made a deal with him. Gave him all he could dream off, far away, in order that I might take his place. He happily agreed. I have used this persona for a long time."

Farren pushed against the unseen force and stood to his feet. Amir raised an eyebrow and with a wave of his hand the force dissipated entirely.

Farren paled. "Who are you? If you are so powerful why don't you take on the Emperor. Why didn't you become the Glyphbane." 

But Amir grasped his arm, face etched with urgency. 

"Who I am right now is unimportant." He lent forward and placed a hand on Farren’s face. "I have watched over you since you were born. I have watched over many but you, so innocent and noble are the one I chose. If any other became the Glyphbane they would eventually be overcome. Even you will have hard choices to make towards the end... but that is a conversation for another time. Your power is essentially the antithesis of the Emperor yet you are not yet strong enough to stand against him. As you have seen, his magic is beyond anything you have faced." Amir's eyes bored into Farren's. "Flee into the wilds. Master your powers, then return to liberate our people."

Farren wavered, torn. "What happened to the Burg?"

Amir smiled, pouring a cup of wine and handing it to Farren. "The Emperor was smarter than I realized. Something about my deception failed and a few days after I sent you through the portal he returned. We fought for what seemed like hours and eventually with the Burg in ruins I vanished from his sight. 

"The immortal Emperor snapped Eglon like a twig. How were you able to fight him? Could you not have killed him? Who are you?" Farren stalked toward Amir, urgency in his voice, hands clenched, Glyphbane magic surrounding his fists, disintegrating the cup in his hands.

Amir raised his hand and Farren dropped to the ground yet again. "Fine" he said through gritted teeth. "I will tell you enough to satisfy you curiosity. There are many higher planes of existence than this one. I was sent to watch over those that would be of service."

"Service?"

"Farren, my boy. There is little time left. I must obey the will of he who sent me. The Emperor and his throne are not mine to take."

"But you lied?"

"I told you I was Amir. At no point was anything about his life a lie. I bought Amir's life from him, therefore of a truth I was an still Amir." Amir reached out his hand to Farren, lifting him off the ground. "I must go now. But before I do you must know, that to control your powers you need much training and there are items that are vital to your quest. Forces that will help you master you abilities, and not be mastered by them."

Farren shook his head. "But my powers are evil."

"No, power is neither good or evil but all power has the potential to corrupt."

"But I heard voices, telling me, urging me to hurt people."

Amir walked to the door of the tent, signalling for Farren to follow. "You heard your deepest, darkest desires and from what I can see, so far you have overcome them. Come now, time is short, you must be on your way. You must search out two items that will guard your heart and your strength, the Noble Heartplate and the Celestial Gladius. In times of deepest temptation they will give you strength and help you resist the Emperors persuasions. I will send you on your way, but you must find these."

Jaw tight, he met Amir's gaze and nodded. "Where do I begin?" he asked.

"Go, walk until you can walk no further, you will meet your friends, there your next steps will be revealed to you."

Farren slipped from Amir's tent into the stifling desert night, the weight of his new role pressing heavily upon his shoulders. 

The desert sands shifted under his boots as he walked, steps aimless.

Raising his eyes to the vast sky, Farren searched the glittering stars as if they held answers, but they only stared back, cold and remote. He was alone.

Turning slowly, he surveyed the dark horizon. Somewhere out there, beyond the dunes, lay a path. A way to grow stronger, to save his homeland. 

With a last glance back at the distant fires of Amir's camp, Farren set his jaw and began trudging into the blackness. Each step took him further from everything he knew, toward a future he could not see.

Farren's steps soon slowed as the night deepened. Though the moon shone bright overhead, it did little to pierce the gloom that clung to the rolling dunes. He kept his eyes fixed ahead, watching for any sign of danger, but there was only stillness. The desert seemed to hold its breath.

His throat burned.

“How long until the desert claims me?” he thought.

No. He could not think that way. There had to be an oasis somewhere in this wasteland. A place to rest and regain his strength for the trials yet to come. If he gave in to despair now, all hope would be lost. 

The night air was growing colder. Farren pulled his cloak tighter, trying to shield against the biting wind. In the distance, a coyote howled, a lonely sound that echoed across the empty miles. He was so very far from home. Would he ever see his family again? His friends? Or was he fated to die out here, forgotten and alone?

No. He could not lose faith. Not now, when it mattered most. 

Taking a deep breath, Farren gathered his resolve and continued onward. One step after another, into the darkness, trudging onward through the Shifting Sands, each step heavier than the last. The searing sun beat down unrelentingly, sapping what little strength he had left. His throat was parched, his lips cracked and bleeding. How long had it been since he'd had water? A day? Two? The line between reality and mirage was beginning to blur.

Just when he felt he could go no further, Farren saw it - a small oasis shimmering in the distance. With his last ounce of energy, he staggered toward the sparkling pool surrounded by swaying palms. Collapsing beside the water's edge, he plunged his hands in, drinking deeply. The cool liquid soothed his raw throat and sent strength flowing back into his limbs. 

For the first time since Amir's earlier betrayal, Farren allowed himself to feel. The shock and anger came in waves, threatening
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