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“The Mage Guild is nothing but a corrupt religion of hard-liner fanatics and zealots. I have said it before, but this world needs to be healed. Cleansed. Let mages and magic swim in the powers from within,” a grizzled old man said. 

His white and grey beard was matted with beer and grime.

“What do you know of the magic, boy?” the old man asked a younger man sitting at the bar next to him.

“I know it’s best not to mix rye and ale,” the younger man scoffed.

“It ain’t the liquor talking. It’s the experience,” the man clarified.

The younger man shook his head. “You talk of the guild like it is trying to be a group of worshipers.”

“It’s no different from those that follow the priests of the old gods or the priests of the Creator. Burning those that fit into their idea of what heretics might be is called fanaticism.”

“Burning heretics? When has the Mage Guild ever done that?” the young man asked.

The older man pulled his tunic up to reveal years’ old burn scars. “When I was your age.”

The young man stared in shock. He had never heard of the guild burning mages or anyone for that matter, outside of wartime.

“I am one that got away. Now I try to help others escape.”

“To wh... what end?” the young man stammered.

The old man lowered his tunic. “Because the truth is far more complicated than what the guild, or some little girl from a monastery, will have you believe.”

“What do you know of the truth?” the younger man asked. 

The old man cocked his right eye. “I could tell you a fanciful tale. A story of a powerful woman that conquered the world but was betrayed by her followers. A disciple that she had trusted.”

“An ancient fable. A myth and myths aren’t real.”

The older man smirked. “Myth with a real tomb. A tomb in a temple by the sea.”

“You’re just drunk, old man. You got dusty cobwebs and drunken dreams stuck in your head.”

The young man turned in his seat to face the barmaid, requesting another ale.

“What ain’t those birdies telling us?” the old man sneered, never taking his eyes off the younger man.

A fire welled up in his eyes. The young man felt the elder’s glare. He turned to regard him.

“Those birdies are just as much a legend as some witch queen.”

The old man slammed his fist on the bar. “Fool! Drink your ales and swallow the world’s lies. One day, you’ll see.”

The old man gave a gruff grunt and stormed out of the tavern. The bar maid looked back to the young man. 

“Why’d you have to provoke him?”

“I only asked him how it was going. He’s the one that started ranting about some old fable,” the man shrugged, before turning back to his cup of ale.

* * * * *
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IT WAS A DIFFERENT age entirely. A different age historically, but also within the minds of the mortals living through it, it felt different. Long before the days that men would dig for wealth, silver and gold, fortunes untold, there was a darker world enveloping the whims of mortals. Histories of the world were entwined with more happenings since Cailin, and her companions had saved the world from an emerging primordial. Everything was changing and, now upheaval was the only constant. 

In the year that had passed since that fateful night, more mages sought Cailin’s new teachings, though many more were resistant. Sabutai tried to help, but the Mage Guild fractured further. Cailin’s new practices were a wedge driven into the formerly rigid structure. The guild members, some very open and embracing the new ways, had trouble with how to heal any ideological differences. The guild was left as a shell of its former self, broken and divided. 

Others tried their best to protect the world, but being spread so thin, they knew they were mostly on their own. Fatima held strong, however.

The skilled Blackbird mage, a necromancer by training, and a spy by clandestine trade, gathered a new batch of scrolls and parchments, spreading them across a large wooden table. She was in a small incense-filled room in a tall tower, in an ancient castle, atop a rocky cliff overlooking Blackwave Bay, nestled on the southern coast of the Forlorn Sea. Candles were lit throughout the room, giving her plenty of light to read the parchments, but that wasn’t fast enough for her.

Fatima poured a dark-colored liquid into a glass and dropped in a sugar cube. She stirred it until the sugar dissolved and then drank the mixture down in one gulp. She winced at the bitter taste. The sugar didn’t help the taste but she thought it might. She was wrong. Fatima took a seat at the table and spread her hands across the table.

“Okay, peyotl, show me what my eyes have been missing in these notes,” Fatima sighed.

She closed her eyes and hovered her hands over the documents. Quickly, images came to her mind. The documents were painting mental images of histories and legends. All reaching out to Fatima. 

Visions of battles, armies marching, and mythical beasts swirled in and out of her consciousness. There was so much death and violence that even for Fatima it weighed on her. Images of her ancestor, the one known as the Dark Empress, filled her mind as she scoured the documents. The scenes were detailed and lively. 

She was there, hearing the muffled voices, smelling the scents, like sulfur, burning wood, and blood. Fatima could feel the anguish of the dying and the emptiness of the dead. In several of the visions, dragons flew overhead like birds on a sunny day. The ground felt soft, almost like it was a cloud. Around her she could see large mounds. Fatima wondered if they were the burial tombs of ancient kings or mages. The trees and mountains spoke to her, giving her their memories. Eons of lives, mostly passing by without any significance, but a few felt like they held special memories. The information was useful, but she felt like she was missing something.

Scholars had poured their thoughts and memories into the writings, trying to preserve the events from centuries prior. Fatima had to peer into the scrolls, trying to find clues to the magical upheavals. Yet, she did not find anything linking the ages old documents to the Primordials. 

More dark images of death and violence filtered into her mind before she snapped out of her trance.

“Dammit,” Fatima sneered, lifting her head up.

“No luck, I take it,” a soft voice spoke from the doorway.

Fatima turned and saw her mother, Eulalia, standing there with a plate of sliced mangos and a tankard of cool water.

The elder mage smiled at her daughter, an almost mirror image of herself as a young woman. Dark hair, pulled under a veil in the Blackbird style, and tanned skin. Both of their eyes were as dark as the night sky, each with tiny flecks of white.

“I thought you might be hungry after that experience. I usually am,” Fatima’s mother, Eulalia, said. She pulled out a small vial and gave it a light shake over the mangos. “A little chili for our fruit,” she smiled. 

Fatima sighed as her mother sat next to her. 

“What did you see?” Eulalia asked.

“Not enough. More of her wars,” Fatima said.

Eulalia grinned and nodded. “She was skilled at waging war, if nothing else.”

“She was skilled at many things. Most of these scrolls talk about her great powers. Has anyone ever been as powerful as her?”

Eulalia shook her head. “Not that I have ever heard of. She was powerful, but she spoke with a snake in her mouth.”

“I would have expected nothing else from her,” Fatima replied.

The two ate some mangos before continuing their conversation.

“Have you been corresponding with Cailin recently?” Eulalia asked.

Fatima nodded. “I have. She and I discuss many of her new theories on mages and magic.”

“Oh? I can imagine the joy she is finding. A scholar living in that ancient monastery with so much knowledge at her fingertips. Anything of note?”

Eulalia was genuinely happy that her daughter, Fatima, had gained a friend outside of the Blackbird order. It gave her something else that might appear like normalcy. It gave Eulalia hope that Fatima might find something more in life.

“Plenty. She found some scrolls detailing mage wars centuries ago. Some scrolls of old monks living as hermits and existing for centuries sustained only on the essence of the surrounding universe. Cailin doesn’t think that mages should be sequestered in guilds where all they do is study techniques.”

“Interesting,” Eulalia said. “I’d agree with that. Even if it feels ironic considering our cloister.”

“We’re not a guild, though.”

“Aren’t we?” Eulalia smirked. “What else has she mentioned?” she asked, steering the topic back.

“She also feels that mages shouldn’t advise rulers of war. She thinks mages should be neutral and pacifists. Like we were centuries ago,” Fatima said.

“In a perfect world, I think we could be such. Too bad this world isn’t perfect, but I would be glad to not advise anyone on war.”

Fatima smiled at her mother. “I have turned down many such offers.”

Eulalia chuckled. “And yet you joined the Shrouded Guild?”

“We have the same goal, our order and the Shrouded Guild.”

“Perhaps, but in the end, we are here as their life ends to ease them into the next world,” Eulalia added. “Whatever information we gather in our work as necromancers, our first priority is guiding souls to the next world.”

“People don’t understand our usefulness to them until their funeral comes.”

Eulalia frowned at her daughter’s words. “People hold life cheap because the wealthy have made the commoners’ lives costly. Only those who view life as the first part of the journey are the wealthiest of all.”

“Poetic. Who said that?” Fatima asked.

“Your grandmother when I used to complain about the same thing you are complaining about,” Eulalia smiled. “Rest. Too much scrying will strain your mind beyond recognition.”

Eulalia stood up and took the empty plate away, leaving Fatima to her scrolls. The younger mage thought about the stress that the research was causing her. Pouring through ages’ old documents for an inclination of history was not how she wanted to spend her time. 

Fatima stood up and conjured a portal of purple light. 

“Time to take these back,” she said, magically lifting the scrolls in the air and through the portal. She followed behind.

An instant later she was in the same library where Cailin was also reading an older tome. Cailin’s face lit up when she noticed her friend walking towards her with a stack of scrolls floating alongside her.

“Fatima! It’s great to see you again,” Cailin smiled. She stood up and rushed over to hug her friend. 

“And yourself, little sister,” Fatima said, returning the grin. “How has your research been?”

“Slow. There just isn’t much here on the Primordials.”

Fatima nodded, taking a seat across from Cailin who was sitting back at her table. The scrolls lowered slowly onto the table. 

“I wish I had better news for you, but I also haven’t had any luck,” Fatima said. “Nothing connects Maharani with the Primordials, so I think that it’s safe to say she wasn’t bringing them back from the void. Can’t even say that she ever dealt with the void like you have.”

Cailin nodded. “Makes sense. From what I’ve read, that knowledge would have been from before most cultures kept written records, and the legends that have come out are mostly of fanciful tales that we’ve already studied. And my experience is minimal at best. You’re giving me far too much credit,” Cailin blushed.

Fatima grinned. She looked around the old library full of dust laden shelves and scrolls and sighed.

“Perhaps it would be good for you and me to stretch our legs a bit. The fresh air, away from dusty old papers, might do us some good,” Fatima suggested. “You can show me around the temple grounds.”

Cailin smiled at her friend. Her reddish blonde hair was pulled back with a few strands framing her freckled face, highlighting the beaming smile.

“Let’s go.”

* * * * *
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SOMEHOW THAT OLD, GRUMBLING man from the tavern had found his way into the crypt deep within the Blackbird temple. It was as if an unseen force had shown him the weaknesses and the intricacies of the hidden entrance. 

He crept along the dark hallway until he reached his query. He stood in front of a large stone sarcophagus, holding a lit torch. The tomb had a heavy black stone on top of it, chained on three sides. There were four chains, but one had worn and corroded free from its shackle, leaving the remnants on the floor. The old man lowered the torch and sat it on the tomb. In his free hand was a long metal bar. He touched the chains and grinned.

“These chains are imperial steel. Unbreakable but not unbendable.”

He worked the metal bar in between the links and twisted. It took some effort, but within ten minutes, he had one chain dismantled. He did the same for the last two until nothing held the large stone atop the sarcophagus. The old man dropped the bar and pushed at the stone, letting it crash onto the stone floor.

“Arise my empress,” the man said.

The lid of the inner tomb cracked and crumbled as it slid open. A decomposed hand shakingly reached out, gripping the edge of the stone tomb, feeling the cold stone gingerly. The tomb lid fell to the floor, and a long dead, shriveled woman sat up. She looked at the man and hissed.

“Give me your life,” she said with a raspy voice.

The man smiled, pulled a knife from his belt, and put it to his throat.

“For you, anything,” he said before slicing through his own throat and letting his blood pour onto the wraith’s outstretched hand.
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Waking Nightmare
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Eulalia knelt in front of the statue of Ataegina, the goddess of the dead in her culture. She tucked her baggy trousers under her and straightened her long tunic before removing her black veil. She was saying her nightly prayers, asking for strength in the ever-changing world. It was her nightly ritual, reserved for the time when everyone had gone to sleep. She wanted as much privacy as possible, and being the headmistress, she could make that happen.

The night was relatively quiet. The weather was good, with just a soft, warm breeze from the sea filtering in through the windows. A night meant for relaxing, but something tugged at Eulalia. 

Eulalia perked up at the sound of a metal decanter hitting the stone floor further down one of the adjacent hallways. She frowned but never moved from her kneeling.

“You have been awoken,” Eulalia said, never turning around.

“I never slept, child,” a hoarse voiced woman said from behind the praying Eulalia. “I stayed awake, my eyes peering into the darkness of my cold tomb. Centuries I lay awake. Oh, how it has been some time since you’ve visited me in my dark and damp crypt. So, I thought I might come to see you. It is a pleasant change of pace for me.” 

Soft steps grew louder as the voice echoed closer to Eulalia.

Eulalia chuckled. “The woman of my nightmares has become real. Too bad for you, I’m no longer the scared little girl that I once was.”

“You’ll always be a scared little girl to me, and I’ve always been real.”

“You were. Now you’re just a shell of your former self. The great empress of dust, Maharani. Where is your great empire? Is it still standing?” Eulalia provoked with disdain.

“Mock me all you like. I created a world for us to thrive within before he betrayed me,” the wraith said. “Eulalia, my great granddaughter many times over, how I have cherished our family lineage with such strong arcane powers flowing through us. Never broken. How many centuries has our line endured now?” Maharani said.

“Too many. I should have ended it long ago.”

“Yes, but you didn’t. Instead, you fell in love and had a baby. I would never fault anyone for that. A wonderful way to live a life for those that choose it. And in doing so, you’ve added to my lineage,” Maharani grinned wickedly. “I suppose I should thank you for that. Her visits always brought a measure of hope for my next conquest.”

“There won’t be a next conquest,” Eulalia stood and turned to regard her ancestor. “Gods, you’re hideous!” Eulalia sneered. “The stories of your beauty are great falsehoods I see.”

Maharani frowned. “Let’s lock you in a stone tomb for thousands of years and see how you look when released.” Maharani shot back. “It matters not. When I walk out of this temple, my temple, I will look much more... living. I just need my stone and your assistance.”

Eulalia folded her arms and scoffed. “You think you’re walking out of here? I guess being locked away must have screwed with your mind as much as it did with your face.”

Maharani let out a chuckle. “You are strong. I feel it, but you must feel that I am still far more powerful than you.”

Eulalia gulped softly. “Perhaps, but you need every living Salvadora to offer their blood to you.”

“Offer, or I take it. A simple matter of semantics.”

“Fatima will not give it willingly, nor will I,” Eulalia said defiantly. She dropped her arms and exposed her palms. “I’ll show you just how powerful I am, grandmother!”

A green light erupted from Eulalia’s hands and burned like a flame around her. She wanted to give a show of strength, knowing her ancestor’s words to be true.

“You are powerful, my dear. How I could have used you so many centuries ago,” Maharani teased.

Eulalia sneered and closed her eyes, readying herself for what was next.

* * * * *
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“YOU’RE GOING TO HAVE to teach me how you make those portals,” Cailin said cheerfully.

Fatima returned Cailin’s smile. “An old trick but not hard to learn. It’s just manipulating the thin place to find your destination.”

“Oh, is that all?” chuckled Cailin. 

Fatima laughed along with her friend. 

“It’s magic. It’s all about bending the universe to your will temporarily. I just think of where I want to go, and pull at the thin place, and there it is,” Fatima explained with a grin.

Cailin nodded at the answer, as the pair kept their pace along the ancient trail. They chose to walk along the stone pathway that circled the temple. It was an old path, with ancient, worn stones leading deeper through the temple complex. They laughed at each other’s jokes and breathed in the fresh air. Their collective worries seemed to waft away in the chill mountain breeze.

“How are things at the temple going for you lately? Still having trouble getting settled back in?” Cailin asked.

“I’ve been mostly to myself. A few sisters speak to me, but most think I’m off putting and abrasive. I know I can be. I get stressed and frustrated and then my meaner side comes out,” Fatima stopped for a second and sighed. “I know it’s a copout, but I really don’t mean to get snappy at people.”

“I know. They just have to take time to get to know you a little better, that’s all,” Cailin reassured her.

“I’d have thought this past year would be enough. Blackbirds are already seen as odd and scary, and my sisters even ostracize me because of my connection with my ancestor.”

Cailin wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t sure if anything she said would make a difference or make Fatima feel comforted. “Maybe you just need to get away to rest some.”

Fatima softly grinned at the idea. She would like to have more time in the sun. The dark temple always felt draining to her, and that added to her usually dour mood.

“It is lovely here,” Fatima said, stopping at an overlook to take in the vast valley of tall pines beneath them. “This would be a great place to spend some relaxing days.”

The valley was in full bloom and the air was clean and crisp. She could see why Cailin was taking her time to recuperate and study. It was a peaceful place full of magic and wonder.

Cailin stood next to her. “I know one day I will have to leave, but I’m not sure I will want to,” she grinned. “In fact, I know I won’t want to.”

“I don’t blame you. I could stay here forever and be satisfied with the slower pace.”

The pair stood and watched as birds flew across the sky and sang songs to one another.

Suddenly, Fatima clutched at her chest, gripping her turquoise gemstone necklace. Cailin reached over to hold her friend steady as the skies grew darker. A mist formed in front of the pair, and from the mist a pained voice rang out.

“Fatima, I only have a moment. You must run!” the voice said.

“Mother?” Fatima called out.

The mist form grew clearer, showing the image of Eulalia to the women.

“Maharani has been released, and she is taking the temple by force. I am holding her back for as long as I can, but I am not powerful enough to stop her. The last bit of my energy is being used to send you this message,” Eulalia said. 

“Mother! No, I’ll come back and help!”

“No!” Eulalia yelled out. “Please run, both of you, run and never come back. She will hunt you and never stop until she has your power.”

“But...” Fatima protested.

“My beautiful daughter, my shining light, live on for me and your other sisters. This is what I was meant to do. This is my destiny, and I will gladly accept it. Remember all that we taught you, and remember that I love you, mí vida,” Eulalia smiled before the mist faded away.

“No! Mother!” Fatima screamed, dropping to her knees. 

The blackbird mage sobbed while Cailin hugged her shoulders.

“We have to flee,” Fatima said, catching her breath, standing upright.

“Okay, but to where?” Cailin nodded.

“There is a hidden temple, Sur Dolor. We can hide there and figure out what to do next.” Fatima said. 

“Then let’s go. Maybe we can warn others,” Cailin agreed.

Fatima breathed a heavy sigh and stretched her arm, conjuring a portal to the ancient hidden Blackbird temple. The pair went into the purple haze and came out in a new land far from the Jì Mò Mountains. They stepped out of the portal, letting it close behind them, and walked on moss covered stones deep within a dense jungle.

The temple was well maintained for being nearly ten thousand years old. The jungle wasn’t encroaching on it, but instead acted as a barrier. The steps leading to the main complex were worn from use, but still sturdy, as were the stone walls on each level. It held its step pyramid shape with an elongated stone roof atop the highest level.

“We always planned for this day. We had contingencies, options, and memorized routes. This one is mine. One of many,” Fatima said softly, looking at Cailin. “We should be safe here for the time being. This is Sur Dolor. The Temple of Southern Pain,” Fatima said softly.

“Not really a welcoming name,” Cailin mused, wanting to ease Fatima’s hardened façade.

Fatima tried to smile at the jest as the pair walked up the steps to the entrance along the second level. Her pain was too fresh, however, and she didn’t want to let her anger, or fear, subside.

“It isn’t meant to be welcoming. It is meant to ward people away. Locals even talk about the legend that it is a cursed temple. A rumor started by our order,” Fatima slid her hand on the old stone wall. “Maharani’s youngest son, Blas, built this temple to hide his family and other followers before he trapped his mother in her tomb and killed his siblings. He named it for what was to come with the remnants of her followers. He felt such a deep shame in his actions but considered them justified for the good of the world.”

“Always speaking to our history,” a voice said from within the entrance of the second level.

Fatima looked around and saw her friend Rosa coming from within the temple.

“Rosa! Thank the gods!” Fatima exclaimed. 

She started to run to her friend to offer a hug but stopped and gave a confused look.

“Rosa? Something is wrong,” Fatima said, backing up. “You feel different.”

Fatima was picking up something amiss in Rosa’s aura. The surrounding essence of the woman was off.

Rosa just smiled and glared at Fatima. Yet, it was an empty, misshapen smile, with nothing behind her eyes.

“I won’t, however, say that Blas was truly righteous,” Rosa said. “Maybe he should have just trusted in his dear mother,” Rosa’s voice broke and grew raspier. “You were always an obedient daughter and listened to your mother, didn’t you? Before she died, that is,” the woman cocked her head to the right and grinned. 

Cailin wrung her hands at hearing the word, knowing the meaning. Fatima clenched her fists and a blue light erupted from them.

“Who are you? Where is Rosa?” Fatima yelled.

Rosa’s face faded, showing the true image of Maharani in her decrepit, ancient and twisted form. 

“Rosa is in the temple. She wasn’t worthy of the name... Blackbird,” Maharani scoffed. “Turning my Order of the Night Raven into something cutesy. That is not the legacy I wanted to leave.”

Fatima gasped. “Maharani.”

“In the very flesh, sort of. Soon I’ll be much more complete,” Maharani grinned. Her skin was grey and thin, bones impressions showing through, and her hair was matted and oily. Nothing about her looked living, but there she was, standing in the same temple as Fatima and Cailin. Alive after over ten-thousand years.

“Who is your friend? Could it be the famous Cailin all the world is whispering about?” Maharani asked, her eyes wide with curiosity. “She doesn’t look like I imagined. In my days, mages with such destinies were a bit more warrior-like. Fighters, not scholars.”

Fatima pushed Cailin behind her to protect her. “Stay away. What have you done with the acolytes of this temple?”

“I also found them to be unworthy.”

Cailin gasped. “She killed them?”

“Smart girl,” Maharani taunted. “I guess scholars have their uses.”

“How? You just arrived,” Fatima asked.

Maharani shrugged and chuckled. “It’s hard to explain. For me, such things are like breathing. All I have to do is will it and things happen as I demand.”

“How did you find me?”

“That, on the other hand, is a very simple explanation,” Maharani said, pointing to Fatima’s turquoise necklace. “It’s an old family heirloom that I created for just that reason. I wanted to know where each one of my children was just in case, I needed to strike first. Didn’t work out in the end. Still, useful enough to pass down through the ages.”

“It would be like you not to even trust your own children.” Fatima gripped the gemstone and tore it from her neck, tossing it to the ground.

“That really isn’t necessary, but understandable,” Maharani smiled. “I just need your help.”

“I won’t let you take my power, witch!” Fatima shrieked before sending a bolt of arcane energy at her ancestor. 

Maharani jumped back and raised her arms, absorbing the magical burst. The blast was powerful enough to send the ancient mage to her knees. A few seconds later the bolt of energy was gone, as were Fatima and Cailin.

“She is much stronger than her mother. Good,” Maharani said to herself in a ragged breath. She stood up and dusted herself off. “I’ll need that for my renewed conquest.”

Maharani looked out over the temple complex. She grinned her wicked smile, surveying the jungle before her.

“Now, I need to resurrect my loyal children, but first, I must find my gem.”
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