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The Mage Guild
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It was a dim room with some desks spread out, books atop them, and at each desk was a student. All of various ages, but in front of the class was a man dressed in a neat robe, dyed blue and hooded, though he kept the hood down. He snapped his fingers in both hands and candles sparked to life. As he put his arms down the faint clacking of his jewels could be heard. He wore bracelets around his wrists, at least four jeweled bracelets on each wrist and three necklaces hanging from his neck, also with gemstones embedded. He was a magi, a teacher of the arcane arts and he was teaching a class of newly accepted students into the Mage Guild of Salemancha in the Sultanate of Kalisadad.

“Magic throughout Caelus[1] is not found within every soul. Still everyone can be called by one art and provide something of a gift. However, to use magic one has to be born with the skill to use magic. As I mentioned already, others can learn some basic skills in the arcane arts, such as herbalism, astrology, amulet crafting and potion making. Most of these trained people find work as apothecaries, alchemists, crafters or fortune tellers. Useful trades in any urban center and out in the rural communities. These are the sages. However, those born with the magical gifts can reach for loftier goals. These mortals would aspire to be mages; skilled in the arts of conjuration, illusion, elemental manipulation or visioning. Either way, in most of the civilized cultures both groups fall under the guidance of the Mage Guild.” 

The instructor pulled a few items from a large satchel and continued his lecture. “Kingdoms like Lotcala, Elysia, Kalisadad and Panyakuta have always relied heavily on the guilds to train new mages and to help mages find work in other parts of the world. The guilds are connected and with tools like silver mirrors the guilds act as one.” He placed a silver mirror on a pedestal, recited a short incantation and the mirror flickered with life to reveal movement within it. 

“Still many mages can be self-taught or trained away from the guilds. These magic users are not shunned in any way but welcomed, given they pass certain trials to determine their skill sets. That is vitally important, especially at the higher levels of profession.” He continued. “Think of an amateur trying to commune with a being from one of the many Thin Places around the world.”

He was talking about the areas that the old gods and their denizens lived. Higher leveled mages could in fact speak to beings from beyond the mortal plain, but it was difficult nor was it safe. However, there were safeguards for such ventures. He held up his left hand and pulled lightly at one of his bracelets. 

“Selenite and ametrine gems will allow you to commune with the beings in the Thin Places while the jet stone will offer you protection. If you say the incantation properly, these stones are just there in case and shouldn’t be needed.” He lowered his hand. “Of course you have to have an obsidian mirror on hand. Now the conjuration of beings is difficult and most mages that can perform it are well into their fourth or fifth decade of practice before being successful.” The teacher smiled at the raised hands. “I’m in my fifth decade.” A few hands lowered but one remained raised. The teacher raised an eyebrow and then pointed at the young lady with the question. “Yes?”

“What about oracles? I’ve never seen them use mirrors to speak to the old gods.” She asked.

“Good question, Fatima. An oracle is born with a third sight. They would use quartz to focus it and the guild recommends that they all wear a jasper gem to offer protection against any negative influence.” He smiled. “But oracles do not always need gems. Their gifts are innate.”

The professor turned back to his desk and looked at the candle sitting in the middle of the large wooden slab. “Now elemental is the odd one. No gems needed for it, except for earthen magic which would use labradorite or some other earthen material.” He twirled his fingers, and the candle mimicked the movements. “See? I can manipulate the fire with no gems. Certainly gems can provide me with more power to work with but they aren’t needed once you gain in skill. All you’ll need is a small sample of the element.” Many of the students had begun their classes on elemental magic, but none were close to mastering it. 

“Now, many mages wear rings. These have gems embedded to help amplify their powers, but these are typically the more powerful gems, such as diamonds, moonstone, lodestones and quartz. We always place these on the fingers since the hands are one of the two places magic physically emits from. Often mages can embed these gems into circlets since the mind is the second place our magic comes from.” He pulled a circlet from his satchel and placed it on his head. The golden band had a lodestone in the middle of it, right over his forehead. “An apothecary might save one finger to fit a ring for a special ingredient or something more sinister, like a poison. Apart from gems, you also have relics. In the kingdoms that follow the Creator, you’ll see more mages employ the power of relics of deceased but holy men and women. These holy people are called Blessed and their relics are typically bought from a priest. Their power lies in the faith that one has in it. Unlike the gems, relics have to be believed in to work.” 

The teacher looked at the class and recognized their weariness. “I guess it is that time for today’s lessons to be at an end, but next time we will discuss the staffs that mages will sometimes carry and use.”

The group of students gathered their materials to leave. The professor did likewise. 

“Remember pupils that any guild sponsored crafter will have gems and jewels for any magic user and can point you to the proper selection depending on the art. There are many more gems that can aid even the most skilled mages.” The group of students was filing out of the room as the professor finished. He waved his hand dismissively and all the candles snuffed out as he exited the room.
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The Sultanate of Kalisadad was thousands of miles away from Jovag, just about half way around the world, but still that’s where the Mage Guild of Kalisadad sent its newest member, Sabutai, for more advanced training. He was not thrilled about the move to say the least. In fact he was downright angry. Jovag was in the Kingdom of Lotcala and the Kingdom of Lotcala did not see magic the same way the rest of the world did. The Lotcalans had crafters and herbalists, plenty apothecaries and alchemists but only a hand full of mages. 

It simply was not their way. The Gota culture, which Lotcala had yet to completely shed, was still rooted in the ways of seers and oracles but few magic practitioners such as Sabutai. He was not noble in any sense of the term but his natural skill was enough to build up his arrogance like that of the nobles that walked around the sultanate. There men and women of the noble houses strutted around the city and market ways with an air of superiority wafted around them It was unmistakable but the mages of the sultanate’s guild did the same. However, there in the Southern Kingdoms, magic was highly regarded, much more than any other part of the world, apart from the Sile Empire. Magically speaking the Sile Empire was the only rival of the Sultanate of Kalisadad. 

Sabutai was as skilled as any mage in the kingdoms but he was also one for the youngest and that meant that the mages that had unnaturally long lives did not really see him as their peer. To the veteran mages, Sabutai was much more of a nuisance and so his appointment to learn at the Lotcalan guild was the perfect excuse and place to remove him to. It was also meant to humble him but for now Sabutai was dreading the post. 

Sabutai was born and raised in the port city of Salemancha and he was firmly rooted in the southern culture of the sultanate. When not practicing his arcane craft, he was spending time in coffee and tea houses. He would talk with other scholars and smoke tobacco to pass the free time. This probably would not be the case in Lotcala. If he found other scholars that met his standards, he was not sure that coffee or tea would be available and his upbringing and culture did not permit alcohol. Around the city he wore silks and light colored fabrics, decorated with many majestic scenes, to combat the heat of the southern sun. The sun which kept the southern kingdoms bathed in its famous heat also gave him and many others the common terra cotta tone to their skin and left many paler visitors feeling burnt. In the north of Lotcala he knew that he would have to don the fashions of the land. That meant wool or thicker fabrics that did not breathe as well as his silks. Still he would make the best of it. Wine, ales and wild game would replace his teas, coffees and lamb and chicken. His days basking in the sunlight would soon be at an end. The Kingdom of Lotcala was a cold dreary place full of dark forests and brutish people. Or so that is what he was told. 

He was happy that he was not being sent to Aran at least, home of the Sile and lands typically capped in a blanket of snow for five or six months out the year. Lotcala was temperate and held a climate that was well suited for growing crops. Green fields stretched across the land and rolled along the hills until thick forests sprung up that hid quaint little hamlets full of hospitable people. That was not what Sabutai was expecting, however. All his knowledge of the kingdom came from stories passed around the coffee houses, that the Lotcalans were brutes and barbarians. He was told tales of their fondness for war and drinking. Perhaps some of it was true but that could be said of his people even. The Sultanate just ten years prior had been the scene of a bloody civil war between brothers that saw the current ruler, Omir, ascend to the throne. It was widely known that the current Queen of Lotcala, Sirie, had also been a famous mercenary captain under Sultan Omir during that war. 

He would not get the chance to meet her in normal circumstances, though. The king and queen were famous for their war against the Quarmi Domain and the Sile Empire but they were also known in the Mage Guilds for being supportive but not reliant on magic. This was unusual as most monarchs utilized mages in their courts, however, Charles and Sirie along with a handful of a few other sovereigns did not.

That did not deter Sabutai in any way but he was frustrated at the lack of mages in the guild of Lotcala. There they relied more on the sages, people born with magical abilities and that usually practiced the arts of herbalism, crafting and alchemy. Kalisadad had its share of sages too but he had never spent much time with them and now he was being forced to. That did not sit well with the young mage. What also did not sit well with Sabutai was the voyage. He had left his room at the boarding house for the docks before the sun rose and the stench was becoming unbearable as he stood waiting to be let on the dromon, a large merchant vessel common in the southern hemisphere. 

“I have been here since an hour before dawn! We were to have set sail with the sun but we’ve missed the tide and we are still on the dock!” Sabutai yelled as the captain had walked by, trying not to notice the impatient young man. “I demand to be let on the ship!” Sabutai screeched but the captain kept walking. Sabutai slump over on his luggage, several leather wrapped wooden chests and his large satchel of ingredients. He looked forlorn sitting on the luggage when the captain reappeared in front of him. 

“You can load up now.” The large man said in a different accent than Sabutai’s. The captain was a man from Denos but he had the look of half orc based on his height and build. 

“Finally! Just send someone for my luggage and all will be forgiven.” Sabutai replied, standing up and turning to walk off but the captain grabbed him on his left shoulder with a huge hand.

“Your luggage, so you load it.” The captain said with a stern look.

“Excuse me. Do you know who I am? I happen to be with the Kalisadad Mage Guild and I...”

The captain cut Sabutai off. “You’re a whelp of a man that the guild is paying us to ship up to Lotcala. We get one or two every year and this year is your turn. Now we have the coin to take you but they don’t pay us to haul your crap. You can do that yourself or leave but whatever or whoever ain’t on the ship in ten minutes is left behind. Think your guild will be happy to know you weren’t on my ship?”

Sabutai looked up at the captain and bit his lip. “Fine.” He finally said as the captain turned back to the ship to finish getting ready. He ran his left hand through his short black hair in exasperation. 

It took every second of those ten minutes but Sabutai was able to get his luggage aboard and soon enough he was in his room ready to rest when the ship left the port of Kalisadad. The large port city sat on northern side of the Desert Horn, a massive peninsula that extended on the eastern side of the Southern Kingdoms. The Shefi River flowed down from the Grey Mountains into the Bay of Spice, where Kalisadad ruled the trade. That was why Kalisadad was so successful in the world. Such a fortunate location promoted trade and travelers. Prosperity and poverty were fed in the lavish city. 

The ship’s crew rowed the large vessel out of the harbor and passed the cityscape of the famed architecture, noted for the use of bright paints and rounded towers and archways. Sabutai, sitting in his small cabin, missed the view from the leaving ship as it passed the brightly colored buildings decorated with mosaics and other tiles, the soaring minarets and grand estates that were built against the sea wall. The sun was bright against the light blue sky and a favorable breeze pushed the sails as the ship made for the open waters of the Southern Sea, giving the crew a respite from rowing. This was a much needed joy for the sailors since it would take nearly four months to reach Lotcala and even though the ship would stop at several ports along the way, such a journey was never an easy one.

That was the everyday life of traders, merchants and anyone that sailed upon the seas. It had always been treacherous to sail between the continents but the route that the ship Sabutai sailed on was probably one of the least treacherous. This was due in large part to the favorable currents and winds that blew north. The ships would ride that current into the waters near the Falcon Coast and in doing so pass by the growing city of River Port.

In the nine years since the Quarmi had been driven out of the Treshan lands, River Port grew to become the largest and richest port south of Ter Nog. It was a vibrant city that goods and materials flowed in and out of freely. The ruling family, Ash, was made up of shrewd minded business men and women that sought to expand their reach, not only on the continent but also on every coast. This started to allow them to rival the other ruling sovereigns of the world and that was an intriguing thought to many merchants. An entire nation run based on merchant trade brought many seeking fortunes in the warm and prosperous city. Soon, the city of River Port would be able to rival Gid, the Elysian capital, in wealth and power. Ter Nog was already the largest of the eastern port cities and none would be able to match it in terms of wealth but River Port was more than willing to try. This thought made Sabutai grin as he thought of the wonders in such a port city and the exotic curiosities he might find. Jovag was inland and so he would not get that experience once settled in his new, temporary home. River Port and Ter Nog were the last chances he would have to experience a place like home. Still, he knew that, at least in his eyes, no city would ever be able to compare to Kalisadad. 

Sabutai thought back to his studies during the long days aboard the ship during his voyage. He was not completely without friends in Kalisadad, he had his mentor Obed, the Grand Mage of the Mage Order. That was the highest esteemed position with the guilds and there was only one in the world at a time. The Grand Mage was the man or woman that had far exceed any other in the arcane knowledge and skill. Obed was that mage at this time and though he was sad that his best and favorite student was leaving, he did his best to encourage him in his journey. 

“It will be a good trip for you. You’ll learn a great deal from mages and sages with such vast knowledge. Always remember that when you let go of what you are, you become what you might be.” Obed had told Sabutai the day before he had left. Sabutai did not really believe it but still he nodded and accepted it with calm and dignity. Certainly, more dignity than what he showed sitting on the docks waiting for the ship captain. 

Still, in the waning days of the voyage Sabutai did not find himself reeling in some newfound realization of life nor did he think much to anything except that he needed to finish his assignment. That was the endgame and then he could be off to a new place, perfecting his skills a mage. If he was to do that, he figured, he would have to hurry up the time with the sages of Lotcala. He would have to hurry up the days with those that were not born with magic in their blood but there was nothing he could do aboard the ship to do that. Sabutai sat and waited on that cramped and miserable vessel, an uneventful trip added to his already mounting frustration.

The voyage was entering into its third month when the ship caught sight of River Port. The sails were furled as the ship sailed near and then the rowers took to their posts and began the long process of easing the ship into port. Hours later the ship was docked and the crew began the unloading of trade goods while the passengers filed off the vessel for a long overdue walk. 

The city was busting with excitement as vendors piled onto the docks and trade to make deals with all of the newly arrived passengers. Some military members tried their hand at recruiting men into their fold as soldiers while some women and a few men tried to recruit men into the brothels of the port. Sabutai fumbled with his beaded bracelets as he walked by the women. He was not opposed to the profession by any means but more so he was nervous around women. Certainly, no one would ever say that he was not a confident man, probably to a fault, and never would anyone suggest he was fearful of anything but around women Sabutai was as shy as a newborn kitten. That bothered him but within his beaded bracelets he found comfort, not that they gave him some sort of magic to be more confident but the fact that they were themselves filled with magic and that was where his confidence lay. 

River Port did not have a Mage Guild within its walls but it did have shops and even a library, though its shelves were not great. Still, Sabutai took the time away from the ship to scan the wares of the couple stores close to the main market and he even looked through the lattice window of the library, but not seeing anything he decided to move on. That was when one of his bracelets grew warm. It was the type of heat that one would feel at the touch of stone warmed by hours of being in the sun. It was the amber gem that was attached on a corded bracelet. Just as he began to look around, Sabutai’s right hand began to ramp from a cold sensation. His black tourmaline ring began to chill from the presence of something evil. Sabutai scanned the crowded street but he could not find the source if the feeling. He knew, however, that someone close by was practicing fire elemental magic and it did not seem like they were simply lighting a fireplace.

Just then a young man rushed passed him, followed by armored men, who were dressed in leather cuirasses and skull caps. Sabutai figured they were guards based on their armor. River Port city guards, like most other areas around the Falcon Coast, utilized the boiled leather style armor. Sabutai focused his senses and figured that the spark of energy he felt must have been from the young man and that perhaps the young man accidentally set something a blaze. Young mages were often viewed as dangerous given their lack of control, a learned skill. Still Sabutai did not see a need for the men to be chasing a young mage. Like any good mage looking out for other like himself, Sabutai followed behind the guards. He had seen them turn down a side street after the suspect and that is where he found three guards towering over a crying and scared youth.

“What’s the meaning of this?!” Sabutai scolded.

The guards looked over to the mage and each scowled. One spoke up. “This runt lit a trader’s booth on fire! We have to take him for arson!”

“That’s preposterous! He simply has to learn to control his abilities is all. Send him straight away to the nearest Mage Guild.” Sabutai answered.

“And who the hell are you to give us orders?!” the guard shot back.

Sabutai arched his neck and lifted his chin up. “I am Sabutai Jasray of the Sultanate of Kalisadad, second class mage and assistant to the Grand Mage of the Order.” 

“And what if there aren’t any guilds around here? The one in Tresha was abandoned years ago.” The guard replied. “Mages aren’t too welcomed in River Port. Better get on a ship and head back south then.”

“I will be sailing out but I’m sailing to Lotcala and that young man is coming with me.”

The guards looked at each other and just smirked. “Fine.” The leader of the trio spoke, tossing the suspect towards Sabutai. The captured youth staggered but Sabutai caught him as he tripped. “He’s your problem then. I would suggest you give some coin for that trader before we lock you both up.”

Sabutai sneered but he did as directed and handed over fourteen gold coins to the trader back at the market. Then he and the young man, Sabutai learned his name was Eian, boarded the ship, determined to stay out of trouble for the remaining three weeks of the voyage. 

“I didn’t realize it would cost me more to have you along, now I have to pay for another room for you to take up. You’re eighteen, shouldn’t you have some sort of gold on you? How else will you make it in the world?” Sabutai frustrated, quizzed his new charged.

Eian huffed at the question. “I usually scrape some gold or silver up here and there.”

“You steal.” Sabutai said.

“Or beg...or...” 

Sabutai held his hand up to silence the man. “How long have you been able to conjure fire?” he asked, changing the subject. 

“A few years but the flames used to be smaller.” Eian replied.

“Such is the natural way. A few years ago seems to be about average for most but I’m guessing that mommy and daddy weren’t around to send you to a proper teacher.”

Eian shook his head. “Mommy and daddy were killed in the war.” He spoke the words with a tone of anger. The war nine years prior had made many orphans of the children of Tresha. The coup might have been more or less bloodless in Tresha but in the outlying areas, the orcs had been much more merciless. Followed by the Lotcala, Fesian and Amazonian armies not long after and the former kingdom was devastated. The lands were scarred and many families were ripped apart. 

Sabutai nodded slightly, he saw the hurt in the young man’s eyes and he felt the guilt in his previous comment. “I’m sorry. Then that would explain things well enough. You can journey with me to Ter Nog and from there I’ll sign you on to the Mage Guild. It’s not as adequate as other guild houses in the world but they can get you to one. I’ll give you a few pieces of gold so you won’t have to steal or sell yourself any longer and with the stipend from the guild you should be set for life. You can even pay me back from that stipend.” Sabutai stood up and handed Eian a hemp cord bracelet with three stones intertwined.

“What’s this for?” Eian asked.

Sabutai pointed to the bracelet. “Those are malachite, amethyst and lepidolite stones. As a mage you are much more susceptible to the unseen energy of the world around you and it could cause you to lash out with magic. These will help your mind focus. Trained mages do not need these crutches as much but for those beginning to learn how to control their powers it is fine.” Eian nodded and slid the bracelet on his right wrist. The two men then retired into their rooms so they could rest for the night. 

The ship’s crew caught the tide and began the long and arduous task of rowing the large ship out to sea so that the wind and current could take the vessel to the north and to the large port city of Ter Nog. The passenger manifest had grown by one as a lone Quarmi boarded the ship just before leaving port. The lone Quarmi retired quickly to her room, away from the rest of the passengers and crew. She stayed alone and preferred it that way until it was such a time that she would have to interact with others. 

She was tall, unlike most Quarmi females and she carried the typical curved swords worn my Quarmi warriors. She also wore traditional patterned kobakama styled pants with suneate greaves and a black jinbaori coat, embroidered with a blue floral pattern, over a white cotton gi shirt. Again, unlike other Quarmi women. Around her face was a wrap that was fitted tightly, this was to signify her oath that bound her natural magical abilities. Still, with the right training Quarmi mages could in fact perform minor feats of magic, mostly natural magic, which could be deadly if used in such a way. This woman though had the look of a warrior, another rarity within her race, and she kept to herself for the remainder of the voyage. She had boarded the ship to sail to Ter Nog for a paid assignment.  

For all the excitement that had occurred in River Port, the remaining week of the voyage was calm. The waters between the two ports was known for being calmer than most waterways of the world and even pirates stayed away for fear of reprisals from the Elysian and Amazon navies. In recent years the Treshan navy had been in the process of rebuilding but it had not been too terribly affected in the previous war. With the threat of strong navies and armed merchant vessels from the south, pirates were rather scarce in these waters. Of course, this tale would not be worth telling if calm waters were all that was ahead for Sabutai and his new charge. 
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Corintha was a magnificent city of sandstone and granite. It was built around magical fault lines that radiated arcane powers. The grand city was home to thriving community of mages but more importantly, Corintha was a city built and ruled by elves, High Elves to be exact. Humans occupied small pockets throughout the city but the city was predominantly elven. This was not a bad thing for any human citizen, if they possessed magical abilities. Those that did not were not treated terribly but there was not much for them in the mostly magical city. They were welcomed in Ferndal, Yendor and Ferrera but in Corintha most of the work and the gold went to those that could perform feats of magic. Braga was one such human.

He had been born to a family of apothecaries in the city of Ferrera but he showed a tremendous amount of skill in the arcane as a youth and so he was sent to Corintha and then to Aran to study. There was talk that he could become the Grand Mage of the Mage Order one day and there was some weight to that prediction. He was one of the youngest first class mages in history. Soon he was being called on by the Sile Emperor to teach his young son. That son, Leontius II, succeeded his father as emperor and was thought to be as weak as a newborn kitten so Corintha, with Braga’s hidden influence, spilt from the empire. Masterwork of a master mage with seeds planted long before. Braga was certain that the Sile would let the city states go since he had pointed them north many years earlier when he was the tutor of the then crown prince. How long he had been planning it, no one can say but so far everything was go well for the mage. He had not counted on his wife’s death at the hands of Ionius but then again he knew Ionius’ heart and that’s what drove him insane. 

Braga was thinking much darker thoughts than revenge. He had lost his entire world when Ionius ordered the death of Flavilla, Braga’s wife, and now he was not sure he would settle for the death of those responsible. He had been working for Kishtos III when he met Flavilla, a lady in waiting for the empress, and soon the pair were married but then Kishtos III ushered in the war that saw his own death. Leontius II came to power but was still too young so two men were tasked with guiding the thirteen year old emperor. Braga and Scipio Occius were the two men chosen for the young man’s education and guidance and that was the beginning of the downfall.

Scipio Occius was a Sile general used to the harshness of fighting the Huns upon the snow covered plains north of the Ignas Mountains. Often his men would wander too far west and harass the peaceful villages and towns that they were supposed to be protecting. Scipio saw this as a necessary evil and did little to correct his men, so the Master Ranger Aklima took it upon herself to do something. This put her into open conflict with the famed and cruel general. That was nothing compared, however, to the conflict he’d find with Braga. Scipio saw little use for magic. To the veteran general it was something that elves, Huns and Quarmi did, nothing that humans should find themselves practicing. This is a similar view that the Knights of the Silver Seal took and so of course Scipio had been in contact with them. Naturally, this put him and Braga in opposition when it came to training the emperor. 

For several years the two battled within the court for power and influence. Soon enough Scipio gained enough allies to cast Braga out of the court and to rule as the sole regent. This gave Scipio the power he needed to send more troops north to fight the Huns. Scipio also exiled most of the mages from the Armored City and named his daughter as Leontius’ betrothed. This consolidated his power over the years since sending Braga away. For Braga this meant an unexpected joy and comfort in his wife’s arms, for a time at least. However, in their neglect they had failed to see the leaders in Corintha begin their revolt and eventually break free from Sile Rule. 

Braga had been in the south near Orleuns, visiting guilds and calling for renewed worship of the old gods. He taught of the peace that rested in many of their faiths but the war that saw Ren emerge, more than several years prior, had still been so fresh in minds that the Knights of the Silver Seal decided to remove the talkative mage. However, that is not what happened. 

Not many know the truth of the matter and even the within his closest friends, no one really knew what happened but Braga came and found his wife dead and several Knights of the Silver Seal members fleeing the scene. The slowest was killed quickly by Braga but the others got away, but not before Braga etched their faces into his memory. He burned his wife’s body and then cast her ashes to the winds while he plotted his revenge. That revenge was simple, foster the seed in the minds of the elves of Corintha and watch the Sile Empire crumble while building more powerful guilds. Then at some point it struck him that he needn’t wait for the guilds to grow, they may never agree to his plan anyway. Braga decided that it was better instead to bring back the one being that could defeat all of mankind, she had almost done it before. Braga decided that he would resurrect Iodoc!

What foul torments must have been going through his mind after discovering his beloved wife in such a manner? Taken by men that vowed to protect innocent people from all walks of mortality. Braga was the most skilled mage that anyone had ever met and here he was broken by what magic could not stop. Here he was a lost soul bent on revenge and rage but something from deep within his mind called out to him. Something different, a voice he had never heard before. It spoke to him in a tongue he had never heard but he understood each word. He fell ‘asleep’ and when he awoke he stood before an old, crippled man.

“You’re sad my son?” the old man asked when Braga opened his eyes.

Braga looked around and saw an unnatural light, blue with tints of green, scattered by a thick mist. He was in a stone hall but he could not hear any footfalls, only echoes of whispers. He felt something, though, a great pressure like the one he felt as a child when his magical abilities began to manifest themselves

“I am.” Braga replied. “I know you.” Braga shook his head. “I mean I know of you.”

“You have seen me of late?” The strange old man asked. “Alongside your wife.”

Braga yelled in rage and rushed at the old man but he fell through him, as if the man was just an apparition. 

“You think me a fool, Braga?” the old chided. “I’m here to offer you what you seek. Power.”

Braga lifted himself off the floor and looked at the man. “The power for revenge?”

“Yes and for more if you are as smart as the whispers claim you are.” The old man extended his hand and a ball of black light hovered above his wrinkly palm. “Accept my gift and you will have what you want.”

“What’s the price? I’m a first class mage, I know this sort of magic always has a price.” Braga responded skeptically. 

“You’re right and my price is Ionius’ soul.” 

Braga laughed. “That’s all?” Braga continued laughing.

The old man was not amused. He voice boomed and Braga was silenced. “You may be a first class mage but that is a construct of man! You’ve seen spell books and tomes with the mentions of the spell you seek and you think you can bring her back but those spells were written ages ago when magic was stronger and even mortals could perform feats of the old gods!” The old man grew quiet and then clinched his teeth. “You are a fool and not worth my time but for your devotion to my brethren I’ll grant you something useful.” He relaxed his shoulders and eased his facial features. “You want revenge on Ionius and his knights, well so do many others. He is spurning honesty and the Creator, he turned his back on his own oath for his own gains and wealth. For that he should be punished and she can do that for you. However, to bring Iodoc back you will need a mage of great strength. Sacrifice that mage and you will have Iodoc reborn. Bring me Ionius’ soul and I’ll consider this debt paid.” 

The old man then walked up to Braga and placed his hand that held the ball of black light into his chest. “Take this as a sign that I am now your patron.” The old man then snapped his fingers and Braga was cast back into his bedroom of his stately Corintha home. 

He rushed to the large bowl of water and splashed the cool water on his face. He had spent so much time reading and drowning in spell books that he was not sure if what he saw was even real. Suddenly he felt an itch on his chest and a great pain followed. He tore open his tunic and saw a black circle on his chest with blackened veins running out from it and into his body. He crumpled to the floor in agony as every extremity of his body ached with the dark magic coursing through him. Braga clutched at his chest and tried to scream but his voice was gone as was his breath. Slowly he felt the pain subside and he began to feel his strength return but before he could attempt to stand he passed out on the floor of his bedroom. 

For the next six months Braga would become the biggest threat to mortal world while in search of a worthy mage, however, none revealed themselves. None, that is until Eian. 

While Braga was going through his transformation; within the capital of the Sile Empire, the Armored City, Scipio walked along the street with Ionius, scheming as men in power are often do. Ionius was preparing to leave on a return trip to Jovag to see to some new threat that was rumored to be sailing from the south. He was worried in the traditional sense but he had plans for the future and he was not going to let a foreigner stop him from achieving those goals. Besides, he had other matters away from the Lotcalan capital that needed to be handled, personal matters.

“I’ll be returning to Jovag soon, I’d like to say that the traitor Erik is dealt with prior to my departure but I suppose that’s too much to ask.” Ionius said to Scipio. 

“The emperor sees the northern reaches as his main priority.” the Sile general said. “We will, however, keep our eyes open for your former grandmaster.”

“Without Erik dead, our campaign against the mages may hit a snag. He was much too tolerant and your former emperor was too deep within his own mire to see he was being used. All mages are.” Ionius spat. “This new emperor carries the genes. Has he shown any ability?”

Scipio ran his hand over his shaved head. “Not that we’ve gathered. It happens like that sometimes. Even the most highly skilled mages may produce normal offspring.” Scipio saw that Ionius was not completely convinced. “Not to worry. If he does show signs we’d make sure that he doesn’t live up to the full potential. They say that mages who don’t get the proper training don’t have long lives on average. Something about the magic being too much to keep inside. All we need is for him to produce an heir anyway.”

“He’s been married to your daughter for three years. When is he going to produce that heir? We have to be sure he can so we can maintain the proper balance of power here. What if he gets too strong for you to control?”

“He’ll follow along with my teaching or, when he finally impregnates my daughter, his son will.” Scipio said.

Ionius shook his head. “What if the whelp tries to remove you when he realizes your schemes?”

“He won’t live long enough for that.” Scipio replied.

The two men kept walking the path that wrapped around the castle. The guards were watching them but Scipio had only brought his personal guards this day so he was sure of their loyalty and he was confident as he strolled passed Ionius’ men in heavy mail and leather armor. He knew that if they would try and attack him, that he would be quicker in his padded gambeson. Ionius was more concerned about their numbers but he had a few knights along with him and the Knights of the Silver Seal were widely known for being excellent fighters. 

“All this because your men couldn’t kill a damn mage.” Ionius remarked.

“All this because your men couldn’t either nor could they kill his wife. I knew I should have taken care of that myself.” Scipio replied with disdain.

“I’ve heard you’re a bit of an expert in that area. Hun women and children speak your name with dread.” Ionius sneered. It was not a taunt or an insult but a reality. If rumors were to be believed then many would believe that Scipio was more inclined to kill prisoners, even those that could not fight back, than to take them for ransom. A knight with Ionius gave a soft laugh at the remark.

Scipio did not show any fear of the man or his order. “I have no love nor any use for the Huns, let them lay where we slaughter them. Each of them.” Scipio glowered at the knight that had laughed before continuing. “How goes your wars in the south and east, Ionius?” It was almost a taunt to Ionius but crafted to sound like a vague concern. 

“It’s no secret that our armies are in uphill battles trying to hold the lands we have gained. The Creator’s first disciples hail from the southeast but that is where the fighting is the most difficult. The south is too set in their ways currently. Our missionaries have failed to return any fruits and many have been killed.”

“Ever considered that you’re being too aggressive? Ants with honey as the saying goes.”

Ionius stopped walking and glared at Scipio. His brows wrinkled and his eyes narrowed. A redness came over his face but he relaxed and took a breath. “Spreading the faith of the Creator and ridding the collective memory of all the false gods is our only goal. I’d give a million lives to achieve such a dream. Be certain that unless you change your ways here in the empire we will return our gaze back upon you.”

Scipio walked back up to Ionius and stood barely three inches from the man’s face. Each man looking eye to eye, orbs burning with hate and rage. “Is that a threat Ionius?” The guards around the men tensed as did Ionius’ knights.

“No but you can believe that it is a promise.” Ionius replied before turning and walking off. He stopped and then turned back. “Just remember your end of this deal and we won’t have any problems...until it becomes necessary.” Then the grandmaster and his knights walked out of the castle grounds.

Scipio stood there watching the knight as he left and continued to stand until long after the old knight had left. He knew Ionius would hunt down Braga since it was in both of their best interests but he was not sure Ionius would stop there. 

Several stories above the walkway the two men had occupied, there was an open window and behind that window sat Prava, the empress. She peeked at the corner of the window after not hearing any voices for some time and then raised her head to make sure that everyone was gone. She saw the area empty and then she rushed from the window and ran from the room to find her husband.
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Ter Nog, as always, was teeming with life as the dromon rowed into the harbor. It was the biggest port city in all of the Central Continent and it was home to House Harbor, the family started by the youngest son of Baron Coldwood and officially endorsed by King Charles of Lotcala after the fall of House Seabane. The town was rebuilt, with a great deal of gold sent by King Charles in an act of penance for his actions in sieging the city, and trade was once again prosperous in the large port. This meant that the city coffers were filling with gold again and many ships took the opportunity to dock. It also meant that the port was busy as Sabutai, Eian and the other passengers disembarked on a sunny morning just after the morning meal. As they stepped off the gangplank they heard the captain call out, “All ashore!” It was the final stop on the voyage for the two men.

The docks were bustling with business and life as any viable sea port should be but today it made for walking around a bit of a struggle. People pushing and shoving around the tight walkways bothered Sabutai, who was overloaded with luggage though he had some help in the form of Eian. Still the way was tougher than he would have preferred. Soon he was lost in the narrow passages of the dockside of the city and frustrated as he found that his path was blocked by a tall Quarmi woman, who looked equally frustrated.

“Excuse me madam but we’d like to get through.” Sabutai said from behind the woman.

“Then go around.” 

“That’s precisely the trouble. You are in our way.” Sabutai replied.

The tall woman turned to look at the shorter Sabutai and he took a step back. She was the Quarmi from the ship and he could see from the look in her eyes that she was not in the mood to be over friendly this morning. Still, something in her eyes caught his.

“Then turn around. I’m looking for someone.” The Quarmi replied sternly.

Sabutai simply stared up at the woman that was standing about five inches taller than him. Eian, having been raised in the tight streets of River Port knew when to leave well enough alone. He gently tugged at Sabutai’s sleeve, awakening him from his stare. 

“Sabutai, let’s go around another way. There should still be plenty of coaches for us to take to the guild house.” The mage nodded to his young charge. Eian and Sabutai began to turn but were stopped short by the woman. 

The woman raised her right eyebrow and peered under her jingasa. “You’re Sabutai the mage?” She scoffed. “You look nothing like the Grand Mage described. You’re shorter than I imagined.”

Sabutai turned quickly to the woman in shock. “I... well I am Sabutai.” he stammered. 

“They didn’t say anything about your servant, but if
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