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      Sticking with the theme of using great Rock and Roll things from the past in the forewords to this 10th Anniversary reissue of Saga of the God-touched Mage, I’ll say this: if there’ is a better song in All of Existence than David Bowie’s “Heroes,” I haven’t heard it.

      The whole thing is epic. The beat is eternal. The lyrics are existentially bone-bending. The vocals, as are so many of Bowie’s, are ethereal. And when Robert Fripp’s guitar enters, it’s like the song literally goes to a different plane of existence. Not to go all overblown, but when I sit and listen to the song—I mean really focus, really listen to it—I think I’m hearing the entire point of why humanity exists.

      I’m not going to say that this little saga of Garrick and Will, and Darien and all of the other friends and enemies they encounter along the way comes even close to that level of impact on the world, but I think it’s fair to say that when we, as writers and every other form of artists, come to the page (or easel, or camera, or microphone, or…whatever), that somewhere deep in our minds, “Heroes” is what we are trying to create.

      Or maybe just to participate in.

      I am convinced that David Bowie himself was a walker of all the planes in the universe, and for that I am eternally grateful.

      I am older now than when I first published Garrick’s story, and quite a bit older again than when I very first envisioned its beginning. And it’s fair to say that through the years a person’s relationship with art changes—both consuming and creating it. I have always been someone who could stop and look for different perspectives on life. I wrote years of blog posts doing just that. Still, for better or worse, years bring perspective.

      When I first wrote the Saga, I remember reveling in the characters and their situations. I liked Garrick, Darien, and Sunathri. I enjoyed putting them up against the powers of the world, both internal and external. I liked the process of exploring the darker sides of Garrick to the point of occasionally thinking of him as a more classic anti-hero. The whole process was mostly fun—or at least as much fun as writing can be.

      I say that because, for me, writing can be quite hard, and when something is difficult, it is often somewhat frustrating. I don’t know about you, but things that are frustrating are not always particularly fun.

      That said, frustrating things can be resolved, and, again, for me, resolving frustrating things will eventually bring a sense of joy. That’s the troubleshooting part of me shining out. I like a good puzzle you see. At the end of the day, I enjoy untangling a tough knot, and frustrating or not, completing a gnarly project always brings me an internal sense of joy.

      Writing Garrick’s story was a joy back then.

      Reading through it again has also brought joy, but it’s been a different kind of joy. It’s something deeper than creation, though.

      It’s a feeling of belonging, I think.

      In the case of storytelling, growing older has meant that finding the right path forward for a story brings me a sense that I’m understanding something deep within myself—and in doing that, finding an understanding of the world around me.

      Every story teaches me something about how I look at the world.

      In Garrick’s case, I’ve seen things in the story that were already there, but of which my view has gotten bolder. Unless you use a limited definition, the idea that Garrick is an anti-hero is just wrong. His form of pragmatism does not carry ruthlessness to it. His frame of reference is not one that falls back on violent means to achieve his aims, at least not of his own volition. Garrick is, instead, a puppet made to dance by his masters. His heart is in the right place, and it remains there—at least until this point, right?

      No spoilers, Ron.

      As I read through it this time, I felt the plight of the everyman shining through it from the very beginning. Garrick has been, it turns out, a resistance fighter his whole life. I can see that now, even in the earliest drafts. Even in chapter one of book one, while Garrick thinks all he wants is to settle down with a girl and make his magic all by himself, he’s world-weary enough to know that’s never going to happen, even as he begins to dream it might.

      Looking back at my life during the period of writing Garrick’s story, I was feeling a lot of that in my life. At the time, I had worked in corporate America for a considerable number of years, and even though I enjoyed the fact that the company I worked for tried hard not to be high on the evil corporation scale, there were things it could not help being. Corporations are corporations. When push comes to shove, they are not on your side. At best, they can help you achieve a certain kind of life goal and allow you to work on and achieve things much bigger than yourself. At worst, they will drain your soul, then leave you by the wayside.

      We can beat them, though, right?

      We can be heroes.

      I didn’t write Garrick’s story with any of this in mind, but here we are, leading into the final stages of Garrick’s journey and as I look on it today I see how much of what was going on in my existence in the real world was pushed into its pages.

      I love that.

      Really, I do.

      Art, no matter what you do otherwise, will exceed its boundaries. And at the end of the day, everything is art. If you Let It Be, anyway.

      Which, of course, is another song entirely.

      

      Ron Collins

      Las Vegas

      2025

    

  

  
    
      
        
        For Tim, Mike, Jackie, and Ken. And of course, for Lisa.
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      There are those who attack scholars who write of the Thousand Worlds. At best, they call those scholars storytellers. At worst, liars and cheats. The critics say stories of Existence, and the webs of magic rumored to be therein, are good only for children. They say those stories are nothing more than parables.

      Of course, such suggestions serve merely to make the tomes these historians create that much more lucrative.

      And, regardless of what one thinks of the moral strengths or failings of these scholars, it is clear that these stories resonate among the people of Adruin.

      And the truth always matters in the end.

      So perhaps it is important to listen to these scholars. Perhaps it is important, for example, to consider whether the Thousand Worlds actually do lie in the haphazard sprawl across the many-space that the storytellers describe, connected to one another by that flow of energy that is both everywhere and nowhere at all—the “glue” of All of Existence, as they call it. And if, as the scholars argue, it is All of Existence that forms the universe as it is known, as they argue, then it is All of Existence that exchanges energy between each of the Thousand Worlds, and in doing so creates the very root of life itself. For without All of Existence, those scholars say, there would be no flow, and without flow, there would be no magic, and without magic, there would be no Thousand Worlds upon which to live.

      If the storytellers are right, it is All of Existence that is responsible for the sulfur worms that inhabit Gallata, and it is All of Existence that allows for the ice floes of Kanna to be a breathing species. It is All of Existence that allows for the crystalline architecture of Fallaj, and it is All of Existence that gives life to the photon painters in the realm of Gaslight.

      Amid the flow, they report, live creatures known by many names.

      Talla. Flow Masters. Yahli-at-ba, to some.

      Gods, to others.

      And, yes, planewalkers.

      Yet, for all these names the scholars give, nothing is really known about these creatures, or even about All of Existence itself. This is because no other being, no man or woman from the planes—no sage or storyteller, no liar or cheat—has ever seen the world of the flow. Those who attack such scholars can do so without retribution because no other creature has ever seen Existence and returned to tell of it. No man or woman has ever been to the homelands of the creatures who these scholars argue have controlled the lives of every living creature across the Thousand Worlds since the time of Starshower itself.

      No one, that is, until Garrick.
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      Darien shoved an undershirt into his travel roll. His sword lay across the foot of his bed, reflecting a silver gleam in the murky light of the day. The city mocked him, sprawling wide and free outside his window as if it were there for his taking. But he knew better.

      The people of Dorfort saw his failure.

      They pointed and whispered, and they laughed outright to his face. There could be nothing worse than being made a public fool, and he was now known far and wide as the man who had lost his order, the man who had lost his city.

      Acid burned in his stomach.

      He pushed a dagger into the sheath at his belt and drew a heavy hood over his head. Then he shouldered his pack.

      The sword was last.

      If he were any man at all, he would leave the blade here. It was a proud weapon, having been worn by his father, and his father’s father before that. Its blade was etched with runes describing his family. Its steel was forged in a magical fire that bore its protections. It deserved a better wielder, but his father was dead now, and Darien couldn’t bring himself to leave it. He slung the weapon over his shoulder and trudged down the silent hallway.

      Somewhere, in the distant recesses of the halls, the Torean Freeborn celebrated their new Lord Superior.

      The weight of the sword against his back gave further proof that he was no leader.

      Proof again, that he was no man.
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      Garrick gazed out the window of Lord Ellesadil’s briefing chamber. It was early morning in Dorfort, and frost still covered the rooftops across the whole of the city. It was going to be a cold, gray day. There was so much he had to do.

      He was here to apologize, here to begin a new relationship between the Freeborn mages and the city of Dorfort, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Darien, his friend, and the man he had thrown to the wolves the night before by taking his order out from under him.

      “His” order.

      That still felt strange.

      Garrick had never truly led anyone before, and despite the powers he so obviously bore, he had trouble understanding how anyone, Freeborn or not, would want to be led by him. Certainly Darien wouldn’t. Not anymore. Not that Garrick could blame him.

      The chamber’s sense of isolation and his memory of Darien combined to make Garrick intimately aware of the state of his life force—the magic, or curse, that Braxidane had planted within him. It was full and brimming over after his time in All of Existence, restless now, ready to take action. It had taken to responding in ways that were now unnerving and altogether too instinctive for his tastes. For instance, as he stood at the window now the energy inside him spread over the city on its own.

      He felt fires burning on street corners below—fires in pits where people huddled to warm themselves. He sensed a horse moving over a rutted path. The odor of mud and manure, frosted with the morning snow came underneath the cover of wood smoke. He felt the vibration of the floor beneath his feet as it shook with the fall of the smithy’s hammer in the manor yard outside.

      These were sensations so small as to have been unimaginable before being steeped in the power of All Existence, but now he felt them all as if he were there.

      He sighed.

      The sound of boot steps against the wooden floor came from behind him.

      Garrick turned as Ellesadil entered the chamber.

      Dorfort’s lord wore a simple black vest over a white tunic devoid of the usual trappings of his position. His lips were a thin line under the cover of his sparse beard.

      “Garrick,” Ellesadil said in simple acknowledgment as he moved to stand behind his desk.

      “I apologize for my previous rashness,” Garrick replied, already concerned his voice might be too sharp. “I did not mean to accost you.”

      “It’s too late for that,” Ellesadil replied, unconsciously lifting the fingertips of his left hand to his throat, that same throat that Garrick had nearly throttled the day prior.

      “I hope you will let⁠—”

      “Let’s be clear about something, Garrick. I don’t care if you are god-touched. And I don’t care if you are the high superior of the Freeborn. Neither you, nor your order, can remain in Dorfort. And, if you persist in standing in my office beyond your time, I’ll call my guards to have you forcibly turned out.”

      “Don’t let one thoughtless moment on my part ruin the most important alliance on the plane.”

      “One thoughtless moment?” Dorfort’s leader said. “You think you’ve made only one brash error in judgment throughout this entire play?”

      Garrick winced. Ellesadil was right.

      It was only a matter of time before his life force would drain far enough to be overtaken by the gnawing hunger that lived inside him. It was a dark magic, this thing within him, a dark magic that had destroyed thousands of people. His connection to Braxidane had exposed the plane to things few could imagine, and his actions had put those he loved in constant peril.

      Garrick now knew that, as long as he could find his way back to Existence, he could replenish himself. And if he could replenish himself, he could keep from being a danger to those he loved. He could not, however, always guarantee he could find Existence.

      Still, he wanted this to work.

      “I can control it, now,” he said, fighting to keep desperation from his tone. “I’m better at it.”

      “So wrapping your hands around my throat yesterday morning was something you did on purpose?”

      “I’ve said I’m sorry for that.”

      “And you think I should forgive it because…?”

      “Because I understand now that I need to serve my purpose,” Garrick said. “You need to forgive me because I’ve finally come to lead the Freeborn as I should have earlier. And you need to forgive me because my Freeborn mages will be a force that supports the people of this city. You need to forgive me because it’s in the best interest of Dorfort that the whole of my order remain here.”

      “Are you daft, Garrick? Seriously? Are you daft? How can you honestly think that I, being of anything resembling a sound mind, could possibly see that hosting an order of mages led by an unstable, god-touched mage would be in any way serving the best interests of my city?”

      Garrick said nothing.

      “Mages scare the wool from people as it is, Garrick. They don’t want you here. They never have. The only reason I haven’t thrown the Freeborn out of Dorfort to date is because Darien gave his word that he would control the lot of you. But now he’s off his horse, and I see no reason to continue this relationship.” Ellesadil paused. “Besides, I’ve learned something you obviously have not.”

      Garrick waited.

      Ellesadil’s face split into a broad, wild-eyed smile and he ran his hand over his hair as he looked for words.

      “If you think the Freeborn can be led, you are truly insane. Your Torean mages are far more interested in their own personal freedoms than in the greater good.” Ellesadil held up his hand to forestall Garrick’s complaint. “Or, to give them the benefit of the doubt, they merely wish themselves to be completely free to make assess of themselves however they will. We can debate for weeks and weeks as to whether that idea works or doesn’t, but the fact will always remain that the average Freeborn mage does not care about this city, and does not want to be managed.”

      “That’s not true.”

      The corners of Ellesadil’s lips curled upward and he gave a gentle shake of his head.

      “Good luck to you, Garrick. I think this conversation is finished.”

      “You have to reconsider.”

      “No,” Ellesadil said, stepping around the table. “I do not need to reconsider. But if I did reconsider, I might well decide to bring charges against you. I thought about doing this earlier, but prosecuting you would serve only to create a new martyr and I don’t want to be the cause of whatever would come of that.”

      Garrick nodded. He had lost.

      “How much time do we have?”

      Ellesadil’s gaze was steady.

      “It’s going to be a long winter. I want to see plans for the order’s departure before the month is over. I expect you to march within a week of first thaw.”

      “It’s fair,” Garrick finally said.

      “I’m glad you see it my way.”

      Garrick turned to leave, but paused at the doorway. “If you need anything you know where to find me.”

      “Goodbye, Garrick.”
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      Garrick knew he should be upset. Ellesadil had spurned his order and denigrated his mages. He should be bitter.

      But this life force that boiled inside him would not allow anger to pollute his mood—perhaps he should be angry that he couldn’t get mad. But instead of biting or punching, or otherwise stewing, Garrick merely walked through the government center’s hallway, down the spiral stairs that swept into the grand entryway, and out of the doors that led him into the city’s streets.

      This was his new life. Leading the Freeborn. There was so much to do. So many decisions to think about.

      He needed to speak with Reynard, of course. The thin mage was prickly sometimes, but he was second in command and he had been with the Freeborn since the moment Sunathri had birthed it. Perhaps the Torean mages could go to Whitestone, or maybe somewhere more isolated—Red Marsh to the east, or maybe south where he had grown up amid the sugar cane, maybe even the underground ruins of Arderveer.

      That is, of course, if he could bear to live in a place that gave him daily reminders of his first battleground. He didn’t know if he could do that, but all ideas had to be up for consideration at this point.

      He stopped on the street, inhaled cold air, and watched as Dorfort came fully awake. It was a good city. It could have been a good place to grow into if he
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