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The stories in this anthology are arranged in historical order, starting more than five centuries before Mage Errant. They range widely in style, from locked-room mysteries to epistolary horror to reverse heists to folktales with unreliable narrators.

Most of the stories in this volume are set on the continent of Ithos, but a few are set far out to sea, and even on some of the other continents of Anastis.

While there are no major series spoilers in the anthology, and it can be read with no prior knowledge of the series, there are some minor spoilers, and it will likely be most rewarding to read after finishing the series— or, at the very least, after finishing the fifth Mage Errant novel, The Siege of Skyhold.


Tsarnassan Silk

Tsarnassan Silk is set a few years before the fall of the Ithonian Empire.

Every child who has ever lived has been told stories of terrible things that lurk in the woods, ready to gobble them up. Tales of monsters that dwell in the pitch-black shadows between the trees. Tales of paths that take you deep into the woods, only to vanish when you turn to follow them back. Tales of dragons, mad mages, and worse.

In most places, these woods are just the nearest woods, and the tales are simply meant to keep the children from straying and getting lost. In most places, the children slowly learn not to fear the woods and begin daring one another to venture deeper and deeper into them. Man might not reign in the woods, but if he was respectful, he might venture safely into them.

In Tsarnassus, however, and all its neighboring provinces of the Empire, when children were told horror stories, it was of the forest of Aito, and only of the forest of Aito. No children dared one another to venture under Aito’s trees, and the only way to respect Aito was never to enter it at all. For it was the home of Tetragnath, The Spider with More Legs Than the Sky Has Stars, and Tetragnath suffered few visitors indeed. Few who entered his forest on any business ever left.

So, of course, on his thirteenth birthday, when Keinan found himself under the canopy of Aito’s trees, he was, to say the least, rather concerned. He never would have entered the forest had he the slightest choice.

He hadn’t had a choice.

The rumors of the Empire seizing children had been circulating for years, but they all claimed to be about far-off provinces such as mountainous Anblind far in the west, which spent more years in revolution than at peace. Nothing of the sort was happening here, a mere week as the gryphon flies from Imperial Ithos itself. The only ones spreading the rumors were malcontents and dissidents.

Then, last year, the rumors came from their neighboring province of Alikena. The doubters either grew quieter, or they grew louder, as though trying to convince themselves that the Empire would never seize children for magical experiments.

And then last week, Uncle Eiman came home from the legions. Not on leave, but a deserter. He came to warn them that the legions were coming for children between the ages of twelve and fifteen who had not yet manifested an affinity.

Some of his other aunts and uncles called him a liar, and Grandfather had turned away from Eiman in shame that his son would be a deserter, ordering a messenger be sent from the family land to the magistrate. Eiman hung his shoulders in shame.

Keinan’s parents, however, had remembered that Eiman had never once been whipped for lying, or for making trouble as a child. That he’d wanted nothing more than to join the legion when he was grown, and had served with distinction for many years.

And so they quickly packed a few sundries and clothes for Keinan and ordered him away. They told him he must not inform them where he meant to go, so they could not be forced to betray him.

Without even having time to say goodbye to his little sisters, Keinan fled the family compound. His family wasn’t wealthy and were crammed into a smaller space than might be preferable, but they did better than so many neighbors, who had been foolish enough to divide their lands between heirs rather than keeping it all and always in the hands of the first-born. Keinan wept as he fled from the halls and outbuildings and fields of the only home he had ever known.

And on Keinan’s third day of sleeping in ditches and fields and stealing from orchards, he saw the legions marching alongside wagons filled with cages too small for adults, and he hunkered down lower in the hedges and was unable to keep the tears away.

The idea to flee to Aito hadn’t come in a flash like it did to the heroes of the stories. It hadn’t come to him in a dream. It had been a more gradual thing, driven by quiet desperation.

At first, it was just a matter of evading the legion patrols with their cages. Then, it was a matter of evading the patrols and rioting villagers. In desperation, he found himself skirting the edges of Aito.

Despite all the stories, he didn’t see a single spiderweb hanging at the borders of Aito. Not a one, not even the normal spiderwebs you might expect at the edge of any forest.

Of course, most forests didn’t have borders that ran sharp as a knife, maintained by legion patrols that monitored Aito’s borders. When he saw one of those patrols in the distance, rather than risk them delivering him to the capture squads, he found himself entering Aito.

There were, to his shock, animals everywhere in Aito. Not in the border regions, no, but when he was a mere half-hour walk into the forest, he wandered through sunny meadows, spotting deer and squirrel and lazy forest drakes that barely took notice from him from their drowsy perches in the trees.

There were wildflowers in every meadow, and berry bushes everywhere. He actually spotted, in the distance, a black bear peacefully foraging from one overlarge blackberry bush right next to a mossback turtle bigger than it was, and mossbacks and bears regularly fought over territory.

Keinan wandered peacefully for some time. He gorged himself on berries until he forced himself to stop, unwilling to make himself sick. He slept in the crook of the roots of a truly massive ash tree, one that would take at least ten full-grown men to wrap their arms around.

He saw no spiders, though. Not until he saw the cloud.

At least, it looked like a cloud from a distance. A cloud that had drifted to earth and rolled among the branches of the trees. A cloud that enveloped the trunks and lower branches, clinging to them.

Keinan knew at once what it was, and he knew he should avoid it, but he found himself walking towards it.

It was several minutes’ worth of walking before he could start making out the individual strands of the webs. The great drifts of spider silk fluttered in the weak afternoon breeze.

The patterns the webs formed were wrong. They weren’t the simple concentric shapes of garden and house spiders but a twisting, interlocking maze of shapes and lines. And among those smashed silken geometries darted Tetragnath.

None of Tetragnath’s individual bodies were larger than Keinan’s thumbnail, and they all darted about the web on hasty business of their own. Teams of little black spiders carried cocooned insects from one web to another while others took precise measurements of patterns in the webs and made tiny adjustments.

Keinan stopped ten paces away and waited.

After what seemed like an eternity but was likely no longer than a minute, a maze of lines in one of the webs began to glow faintly as the spiders fled from it.

The glowing threads vibrated, a voice rising from the web. Not the hissing, rasping sort of voice Keinan had expected, but a melodious high tenor.

“It has been some years since a human so young as you was foolish enough to enter my forest,” Tetragnath said. “I’ve been watching you for some time. You’re fleeing something, aren’t you?”

Keinan didn’t answer at first, staring at the great masses of web that extended off into the distance. He couldn’t see an end to it.

“Yes,” he finally said, his voice trembling.

“Something terrifying enough to drive you into my home which you humans fear so much?” Tetragnath asked. “What could be more terrifying than I am?”

Keinan glanced behind him. The edge of the forest had passed out of view hours ago, but he still felt like the legion childcatchers would come in after him at any moment.

He couldn’t help but notice the spiders crawling across the tree trunks behind him.

Tetragnath said nothing.

The silence grew deeper and longer until, out of nervousness and discomfort, Keinan began to speak once more.

Tetragnath said nothing for some time after Keinan finished telling his story. Keinan, who had sat against a tree as he told his story, actually fell asleep as he was waiting for the spider swarm to respond.

When he awoke, he panicked briefly as he felt something atop him, and began thrashing. It fell off him, and he came fully awake gasping for breath.

It took nearly a minute for Keinan to gather himself and figure out what was going on. It was morning, clearly. Tetragnath was busy in their web, seemingly paying Keinan no mind.

He looked down and saw the object that had rested atop him.

It was a blanket. Not of wool, or sheepskin, or even linen, like the Ithonian officials used, but of spider silk. It was softer than anything Keinan had ever felt before, and not sticky at all.

“You may stay in my forest,” Tetragnath said. “I can guide you to where I house my guests.”

Images of some dreadful larder popped into Keinan’s mind, but he shrugged them off. If Tetragnath had wanted to eat him, they would have eaten him last night.

Keinan had been expecting a crude cave, with maybe some scavenged furniture. Instead, Tetragnath led him through miles and miles of forest and corridors between webs to an actual house, woven entirely of spider silk. Follow, perhaps, might not be the right word, since individual spiders largely stayed put, and Keinan merely followed Tetragnath’s voice and shapes that lit up in the miles and miles of webs.

It was no small house. Walls of silk stretched between trees and formed rooms within the house. There were windows with silk shutters that could be rolled up and down. Even with the shutters up, Keinan found that there were thin, almost invisible nets of silk keeping insects out.

The furniture all hung down from the walls and ceiling, rather than sticking up from the floor. There was a great silken hammock for him to sleep on, and a table tautly woven between three close trees. The chairs were sling-like devices hanging from the great cables that served as rafters in the house.

The house was near the base of a great hummocky hill strewn with mismatched boulders, and a stream ran not twenty paces from the door across a mossy meadow.

“There are fish in the stream,” Tetragnath told him. “Berries in the woods, root vegetables to be dug, and treenuts to be gathered. You may hunt land animals sparingly, but I greatly prefer you do that as seldom as possible. And do not disturb me unless you must, for I greatly value my privacy.”

And Tetragnath left. Or, rather, their individual spiders dispersed. Keinan could still see a few tending to webs nearby, but the bulk of the spiders that had been in the clearing vanished, and the curious shapes in the webs had gone dim and silent.

It was a week until the next time Keinan spoke with Tetragnath. It was, somewhat surprisingly, the spider who started the conversation, not the boy.

Tetragnath had many questions for Keinan about politics, events in the Empire, and about various powerful dragons and serpents and sphinxes. Most of all, Tetragnath was curious about a friend of theirs, a scholar named Galvachren, who the spider had not seen in half a century.

Keinen could answer few of Tetragnath’s questions, though he did his best. And he’d never heard of Galvachren. When he politely suggested that perhaps the man had passed, half a century being quite some time among humans, Tetragnath merely laughed and told Keinan that it was no time at all for Galvachren.

Weeks in the silk house turned into months.

Keinen often went on long, rambling walks through Aito forest, now, having conversations with Tetragnath that were just as long and rambling. Tetragnath showed the boy the great swamps at the heart of Aito, where they farmed the insects they fed upon. They showed the boy how they kept the forest healthy for the countless beasts within it which the insects fed upon in turn and were fed upon in turn by the spider.

They showed the boy a thousand secrets in the wood, and they taught him a thousand more. It was the spider who taught Keinen to read, who taught him history, who told him of the days before the Empire, when once men were on kinder terms with the spider, and they had been less feared. It was the spider who taught Keinan sums, and woodcraft, and a hundred other skills.

Keinan took to carrying at least one of Tetragnath’s bodies on his shoulder or in his hair at all times, and if he’d ever thought spiders repulsive, those days were long gone.

Winter came, but Aito shrugged it off with little effort. It stayed unnaturally warm in the forest, and snow melted as soon as it touched the ground. The silk house stayed at a comfortable, even temperature the whole season.

Eventually, Keinan’s clothes wore out, and he found himself wearing clothing woven of pure spider silk.

Tetragnath taught Keinan the difference between the dozen types of spider silk. The strong, structural silk that had no stick to it, which spiders walked upon in their webs. The drift silk the spiders used to catch the wind. The five types of sticky silk. Egg silk and the curious silk Tetragnath could produce that conducted magic. All these and more. Tetragnath could not produce all the varieties on their own. Instead, Tetragnath captured other breeds of spider to show Keinan their silk as well.

Tetragnath taught Keinan of spellforms and showed the boy the order found in the geometric patterns of the webs. Of the wards that put fear into unwanted trespassers’ hearts, and those that kept the forest warm in winter. Of the glyphs that Tetragnath could use to fight off invaders and the enchantments that kept Aito’s animals healthy.

And when Keinan’s own magic came in, it was Tetragnath who identified his affinities for tree and wind and began teaching him to use them.

And then Keinan finally began to feel he could repay his friend. He grew trees into new shapes that better suited Tetragnath’s purposes. He helped Tetragnath scout his forest from above, for before, Tetragnath’s bodies, borne aloft on their silken parachutes, had been at the mercy of the winds.

And in the air, Keinan saw that the spellforms in Tetragnath’s webs were not the only spellforms in Aito; for over centuries, Tetragnath had shaped the very forest itself into a great spellform, one of absurd complexity.

He never asked Tetragnath what the great spellform did for he trusted the spider, and was loathe to intrude on their privacy.

And he never asked Tetragnath what affinities it possessed, for likewise, Keinan was loath to ask such questions.

And more years passed, and Keinan was happy in Aito.

And it was the summer of his nineteenth year that Keinan next saw another human.

Other humans had tried to enter Aito over the years, of course. Smugglers, poachers, herbalists, and numerous Imperial patrols. Keinan seldom asked Tetragnath about them, but he knew enough to know their fates. Smugglers were tolerated if they did no harm, though not ever made comfortable. Poachers never left the forest alive. Herbalists were tolerated more than the smugglers, for Tetragnath did not begrudge them the rare herbs of the forest, and they tended to be a respectful bunch.

Imperial patrols left quickly or were driven out harshly. Tetragnath seldom had to resort to their magical defenses— a simple bite from one of their bodies led to swift paralysis and slow, inevitable death. And their bodies were everywhere in Aito.

Keinan was eating his luncheon atop the hummocky hill next to his silk house when the spider on his shoulder tensed. Tetragnath’s voice echoed out of the spellforms woven into Keinan’s silk shirt.

“There is a woman in the woods, fleeing an Imperial patrol,” Tetragnath said.

Keinan set his luncheon back in its wicker basket— one of his few non-silk possessions and one he’d crafted himself. He cast a cantrip to clean the bits of food off his clothes, and he flew from the top of the hill, stopping only to leave his lunch at his house and to collect his bow.

He followed Tetragnath’s directions, flying at top speed towards the far edge of the forest.

“Tetragnath?” Keinan said, idly using a wind spell to make sure the spider hidden in his collar could hear his voice.

“Yes, Keinan?” Tetragnath asked.

“Would you try to make sure I don’t fall in love with this woman, simply because she’s the first I’ve seen since childhood?”

Tetragnath chuckled merrily at that. “Some things are beyond even the greatest of powers, my young friend, but I will try.”

Keinan reached the far side of the forest in just a few short minutes. He came to rest in the branches of one of Aito’s mighty ash trees. He had little worry about the woman or the patrol looking up this high, and even if they did, he’d colored his clothes green and brown with dyes he’d made himself from stinging nettle and oak gall.

Well, made himself at Tetragnath’s direction.

The woman ran as though the wind itself carried her, and, indeed, Keinan could see her working the wind to do so. The patrol behind her was all a-horseback. Keinan frowned, for horses were rare and valuable on Anastis, and their delicate constitutions were well known. These horses ran unnaturally swift, however, and did not tire.

“Animal mages,” said Tetragnath, and Keinan nodded.

Keinan began stringing his bow. He’d grown it himself from one of Aito’s fine yew trees over an entire year and had grown enchantment spellforms into its very grain, guided by Tetragnath. It was a mighty bow, and had no less than four enchantments upon it and even mana reservoirs to fuel them with.

The first enchantment made the bow far more durable than any normal bow and gave it a draw weight far beyond what a normal man could fire. The second let Keinan actually draw the thing. The third guided his arrows on the wind.

The fourth, though— the fourth was what made his bow so special. He seldom used the fourth enchantment, for it was of no use for hunting, only for war. For the fourth enchantment made arrows fired from the bow remember when they were trees, and then grew them within the flesh of their target.

There were several full-grown cedar trees growing out of the corpses of bear and deer scattered throughout Aito, none of which were older than a year or so. A few birch and hickory trees likewise, but Keinan had found the heavy, dense cedars of Aito were his favorite to grow his arrows upon. And, like any decent wood mage, he needed no metal tips for his arrows, for his own ability to strengthen and sharpen wood was more than sufficient.

There were seven legionnaires chasing the woman.

In seven breaths, Keinan fired seven arrows, one at the end of each exhale. Then, there were no legionnaires chasing the woman, and seven new cedars in Aito, each already the height of a man. They’d be full grown by the end of the week.

Keinan took care not to harm the horses. They would, if nothing else, provide blood for Tetragnath’s insects.

To Keinan’s amusement, the name of the woman he’d rescued was Ash.

Of course, when he had to explain that he’d killed her pursuers from atop an ash tree, she only gave him a brief polite smile, and Keinan immediately felt awkward and embarrassed.

Ash was a couple of years older than him and unquestionably beautiful, and Keinan felt just as awkward as he had expected. Tetragnath quietly snickered in his ear.

“Do you live here?” Ash asked him, as they searched the felled legionnaires for orders and other papers.

Keinan supposed he should feel bad at killing the soldiers, but all that he could think of were the child-sized cages he’d seen years ago.

“For about six years now,” Keinan said. “Managed to escape the child-catchers, fled into the forest.”

“That must have been one of the first mass kidnappings,” Ash said quietly.

“The first in Tsarnassus, to my knowledge,” Keinan said, not looking at her.

“How have you survived this long in Aito without being eaten?” Ash said, glancing nervously around the forest. “I’ve heard so many stories about Tetragnath.”

Keinan waited for Tetragnath to speak via one of the spellforms woven into his clothes, but the spider said nothing.

“Tetragnath doesn’t eat people,” Keinan said. “They will kill those who disrespect Aito, but only eat insects.”

He didn’t mention how Tetragnath would weave webs around the corpses to snare carrion flies.

“So, we’re safe from it, then? You know how to avoid its attention?” Ash asked.

Keinan glanced at her and raised an eyebrow. “There is no way to avoid their attention. Tetragnath sees everything that happens in Aito and the surrounding lands.”

Ash glanced around nervously.

“You don’t need to worry, though,” Keinan said, pulling out a sheaf of papers from a belt-pouch half trapped by fresh-grown cedar roots. “Tetragnath doesn’t want you dead. They were actually the ones to send me to rescue you. I think Tetragnath figured you’d be a little less terrified than if they did it.”

Ash stared, all her nervousness focused on him now. “You… you’ve talked to it?”

“Every day for years,” Keinan said. “Who do you think taught me magic?”

The letters were just personal letters from the legionnaire’s family. Frowning, he tucked them back into the belt pouch with some difficulty. Even if they were dead enemies, they deserved to hold on to mementos of home.

“Why would…?” Ash said, then trailed off.

Keinan glanced at her.

“Tetragnath is no friend of the Empire. They’ve tried to burn out Aito more than once, and their patrols and incursions have gotten more aggressive recently,” he said.

He stood up.

“Let’s get moving. We should get a little farther away from the edge of the forest, just to be safe.”

Keinan guided Ash to a spring-fed pond at the base of one of Aito’s great hummocky hills. He was, of course, guided in turn by Tetragnath’s silk whispers.

He settled himself against a great boulder of pink feldspar and waited as Ash splashed her face with the cold water of the pool. Eventually, she seemed to gather herself, and strode over to him, settling herself against a smaller, though still immense, sandstone boulder.

“So why was the Empire chasing you?” Keinan asked bluntly.

Ash just stared at him for a moment, then seemed to make a decision.

“I’m a rebel,” she said.

Tetragnath made a satisfied noise in Keinan’s ear.

“A rebel?” Keinan asked.

She nodded. “It started with riots, thrown rocks, and a little arson the year of the first mass abductions. Or, at least, the first mass abductions in Tsarnassus. They’ve been going on for decades in the outer provinces of the Empire.”

At those words, Tetragnath was finally stirred to speak out loud.

“Those abducted children were far away, of course,” Tetragnath said sarcastically. “So there’s no reason that would provoke any outrage.”

Ash quite literally leapt upwards, then continued traveling upwards as a gust of wind launched her atop her boulder.

“Who was that?” Ash said, drawing a knife.

Keinan rolled his eyes. “That was Tetragnath.”

“But it came from you,” Ash said, eying him nervously.

“It came from my clothes,” Keinan said. “They’re woven of Tetragnath’s silk, so they can speak through it. And they do make a fair point.”

“We had no way of knowing if those rumors were true or not,” Ash said.

Tetragnath said nothing, and Keinan followed their lead.

After a long silence, Ash stepped from the boulder and slowly descended through the air. A brief gust of wind washed over Keinan’s feet as she landed.

Several of Tetragnath’s bodies clambered onto Keinan, making themselves quite visible. Ash flinched at the sight but didn’t comment.

“So your rebellion started out as riots when bad things started happening to you and not someone else,” Tetragnath said. “Then what?”

“We…” Ash started, then swallowed nervously. “The Empire cracked down viciously on the riots and disquiet. We were still angry, but they flooded us with so many troops there was nothing we could do. We started hearing rumors of the experiments the Empire was performing— tinkering with minds, stealing words from people. Forcing people to learn invented language after invented language, then using the…”

Ash leaned forwards and continued in a whisper. “They started using the tongue eater on them.”

“There’s no need to whisper,” Tetragnath said. “The tongue eater won’t steal your words simply for saying its name.”

“The tongue eater?” Keinan asked.

“It’s a weapon,” Tetragnath said. “I’m not sure if it’s an artifact, a ritual, a creature, but it can devour entire languages. When it’s used, it rips the language from existence entirely. Not just from living memory, but from the written page and carvings as well. The Ithonians have had it for at least two centuries now. I don’t know where they acquired it, but it’s the backbone of their engine of conquest. And so far as I know, it works only on languages in their entirety, not individuals. The fact that they’re using it so freely, however, is nothing if not alarming.”

“The people that have escaped are… broken, somehow,” Ash said. “It’s like they’ve had part of themselves ripped out, and now they’re just going through the motions of living.”

“So that’s what kicked off the rebellion here again?” Keinan asked.

Ash shook her head. “There were still too many troops here until rebellions started cropping up all over the Empire. The Ithonians had to disperse the legions everwhere, and as soon as they did, the Tsarnassan rebellion started right back up.”

“Given that you’ve been chased into my woods, I can’t imagine the rebellion is going particularly well,” Tetragnath said.

Ash just sighed at that.

Ash wasn’t the last rebel or refugee to be chased into Aito.

The next was a blacksmith who had struck a legion officer when the man refused to pay. Like most blacksmiths, he had some minor metal magics, which had helped him escape pursuit long enough to make it to Aito.

Next came another member of the rebellion, a friend of Ash’s she’d thought killed or captured.

By the end of the first month, there were fully fifteen new refugees, and a small village was taking shape in the depths of Aito, alongside Keinan’s silk home. Nearly half the refugees were rebels, and they began pushing for action against Ithonia from the beginning.

Tetragnath refused all requests for aid to the rebellion, and spent much of their time grumbling about the work of building the new houses, but Keinan suspected the spider was quite pleased to have more company.

After six months, the little silk house by the hill had turned into a sprawling town of over three hundred souls as word spread that Aito had become a safe harbor. Many of the rebels who slipped out of Aito to spread the word never returned, for the legions were patrolling more closely than ever.

Not a single tree was chopped down for construction, though Tetragnath begrudgingly allowed a few to be chopped down to clear land for farming. Silk-house after silk-house began growing between the trees around the base of the great hill. While they all started out ivory-white like Keinan’s, soon the villagers began developing their own dyes from indigo, oak gall, and a dozen other natural dyes of the forest, and the silk-houses began taking on a riotous profusion of colors. It wasn’t uncommon to find as many as half a dozen different colors on a home.

Keinan found himself spending much of his time speed-growing fruit and nut-bearing trees, for Tetragnath far preferred them to ground-based farming. And, in truth, their yield was the same, or even higher, per acre. It was still a lot of work for Keinan, though.

For all the jokes Keinan and Tetragnath had made, nothing ever sparked between him and Ash. Instead, Keinan was spending more and more time with Emala, a young widow his own age, who had a pair of twin toddlers, Anna and Garren. A couple of months after their arrival in the village, all three somehow ended up moving in with him. It was, to be sure, a huge adjustment for Keinan, but he often wore a huge smile as he walked or flew through the woods.

Tetragnath was clearly happy for all the additional company. Though most of the villagers were uncomfortable speaking directly with the spider, Tetragnath was quite content merely observing them. The children quickly grew comfortable with the spider, though, and they were constantly telling them stories and answering their questions as they wandered through Aito. The parents, though more uneasy with the spider, eventually grew to enjoy having an always present babysitter, and never having to worry about losing their children.

At times the spider did seem a little overwhelmed to Keinan, but more emotionally than anything else. Tetragnath certainly had no trouble carrying on dozens of conversations at once.

The first attack came in the small hours of the night.

Keinan sat up with a jerk, Garren tumbling off his chest onto the oversize hammock bed. The disoriented toddler started to cry, and Emala woke up as well.

“What is it?” she asked, only half awake.

“I have no idea,” Keinan muttered.

Anna woke and started crying, and Emala sighed.

“Keinan,” Tetragnath said. “A legion raiding party just crossed the edge of the forest.”

Keinan swung out of bed immediately, and began dressing himself.

“How many?” he asked.

“I don’t have an accurate count yet,” Tetragnath said. “They’re using some sort of mobile ward I’m unfamiliar with to shield themselves from my gaze.”

“What?” Keinan asked. “Mobile wards shouldn’t work in the forest; the trees should disrupt them as they pass through.”

“That’s not a concern this time,” Tetragnath said. “You’ll understand when you get there.”

Keinan frowned but grabbed his bow and sprinted out the door. He half-ran, half-flew to the staging ground, a meadow just outside the village.

Ash and several other mages were already there, and by the time Keinan had caught his breath and his mana reservoirs had refilled from their light use, the dozen-strong strike force had already assembled.

“Is this all of us?” Keinan asked.

He looked around, and realized that every member of the group was a mage with flight capabilities. They were, in fact, every flight-capable mage in Aito.

“I’m assembling a second strike force in another meadow,” Tetragnath said. “They’re for mop-up and containment. Your group’s job is to take down the mobile ward.”

“How’s the other strike force supposed to get there in any reasonable time?” Ash asked Tetragnath.

“The incursion is on one of the closer edges of the forest, and there’s a stream that runs almost all the way there. I’ll be assisting our water mages in conveying the rest of the strike force there via water,” Tetragnath said.

Keinan nodded, checked to make sure his bow was strung securely over his shoulder, and gave the hand signal for take off.

You didn’t strictly need to bend your knees and push off like you were jumping when taking flight, but Keinan did anyhow. It was a near universal habit among flying humans for some odd reason.

With a blast of wind, the twelve of them took to the sky.


Group flying was much faster than flying solo. While flying on your own, you could only fly as fast and as far as your mana reservoirs could push you. In a group, however, you didn’t just push yourself— you contributed a bit of your power to everyone in the group.

With a wind affinity, you flew by lowering air pressure directly ahead of you, actually pulling yourself forwards. It was also the most mana-hungry of the common ways to fly. With a gravity affinity, you lowered gravity’s hold on you until you floated, then propelled yourself with specialized spells. The propulsion spells were, frankly, rather ineffective. Force mages propelled themselves through the air with jerky bursts of force. Those bursts of force were incredibly difficult to steer, however. But when you combined the three, you got unusually effective results. Gravity mages to lower everyone’s weight. Wind mages to provide effective steering and steady forward motion. Force mages to provide extra velocity.

Even though he was contributing mana towards helping everyone else in the group fly, Keinan was using less mana for more speed than he normally would. The benefits of synergetic casting added up quickly for almost any affinity. There were, after all, even stories of collected groups of mages working together to overcome one of the great powers.

There were other affinities that granted flight, of course, but those were rarer. And when you combined multiple modes of flight in a single individual, they grew truly awe-inspiring in the air. A few generations back, the Ithonians had a mage with all three major flight affinities. She’d been declared an honorary great power, despite being relatively little use in a fight, and had been able to cross the continent in a single day, carrying several passengers through the air. She’d been judged more useful and effective than most combat-ready great powers of the time.

The legion ward came into sight about ten minutes after takeoff. It took the form of a great thundercloud hovering just above tree-height, but a cloud subdivided into the harsh, geometric designs of a spellform. It was like someone had flayed and vivisected a storm, then anchored it just above the ground. On the ground below, Keinan could see the torches and glow-crystals of the legion advancing.

A flash of lightning within the cloud revealed the silhouettes of Ithonian mages hovering around the rim of the cloud-ward, and Keinan gulped. They were considerably outnumbered, just based on the numbers he could see.

“I’m not sure how they’re doing it, but I can’t feel any of my bodies within the bounds of the ward,” Tetragnath said. “No one’s ever accomplished that before. Take down the ward, and I’ll take care of the legion.”

Keinan didn’t respond, just unslung the bow from over his shoulder.

“On my signal,” Tetragnath said.

Keinan drew an arrow from his quiver. On either side, he could see several members of the strike-force readying their own bows, spears, and, in the case of one gravity mage with an iron affinity, a brutal spiked chain.

“Three,” Tetragnath said.

Keinan set the arrow to his string.

“Two,” Tetragnath said.

Keinan began a slow, deep inhale.

“One,” Tetragnath said.

Keinan pulled back the string as he began an exhale.

“Now,” Tetragnath said.

As the last of the air left Keinan’s lungs, the arrow left his bow.

In the light of the flashing ward lightning, Keinan could see his target slowly sink through the air, desperately trying to tear a rapidly growing sapling out of his shoulder.

Keinan dropped his synergistic flight spells and focused only on his own flight. He could feel the other mages around him do the same as the two forces clashed.

Off to one side, he could see Ash engaging in a spear duel with another wind mage. Ash wasn’t a particularly powerful mage, and tended to run out of mana quickly, but she looked to be holding her own for now.

“Roll left!” Tetragnath shouted in his ear, and Keinan did so without hesitation, drawing a deep breath. A firebolt screamed through the air next to him, close enough that he could feel burns forming on his skin.

Keinan spun and drew back another arrow.

He began exhaling, and before he’d finished, he had spotted the attacking mage, sprinting through the air towards him fireballs forming her shoulder and a long, light polearm in her hands.

Keinan exhaled and fired. The arrow arced perfectly, straight towards the attacking mage’s heart.

Only to smash against an invisible wall.

The arrow plummeted towards the ground, twisting and growing into a sapling as it fell. Keinan ignored it, watching the mage running towards him.

Air-stepper. They were commonly thought to be a variety of force mage but were, in fact, a type of wind mage, capable of hardening air into temporary stationary sheets. They were exceptionally rare, and only useful for short bursts of combat— the more you tried to force a substance away from its usual behavior with magic, the more mana it required, and you didn’t get much farther away from the normal behavior of air than hardening it into sheets.

Two more fireballs launched towards Keinan, and rather than try to dodge, he simply dropped his flight spell. He plummeted vertiginously, his stomach barely keeping up. Both firebolts arced right over his head as he fired another arrow, which clattered off another wall of air.

This would be so much easier if he could maintain a windshield around himself up here, but it was extremely difficult for most wind mages to do that while flying.

Keinan caught himself after falling twenty feet or so. The air-stepper hadn’t ever stopped running forwards, and with a bellow, she launched herself forwards and started hurtling down towards Keinan, swinging her polearm in a vicious arc. Glowing spellforms began to race up its shaft.

Keinan forced himself to stay calm and breathe in. Draw. Exhale. Fire.

At the last possible moment, he threw himself forwards at full speed. He actually felt one of the air-stepper’s feet kick him in the back as he did so.

Keinan whirled to face the air-stepper, and found the woman likewise turning to face him. They both paused for a moment, staring at each other.

Then the polearm sagged, and Keinan grinned.

The air-stepper glanced at her own polearm— at the glowing spellforms, at the wickedly vibrating edge, and, most of all, out of the sapling growing out of the shaft.

With a curse, the air-stepper hurled the weapon away from her as the cedar roots began to dig into the spellforms.

The polearm’s enchantments exploded before it hit the treeline. Keinan’s eyes widened as the blast bowed trees and shattered branches in an expanding circle. He really hadn’t expected the blast to be that big. Those enchantments must have been a hell of a lot more powerful than expected.

Keinan pumped as much mana as was safe into his flight spellform he held in his mind’s eye. More, if possible. Black and red spots crawled across his vision as he hurtled upwards, his blood rushing away from his head. When his vision had been almost entirely obscured by the crawling spots, he dropped the flight spellform entirely and constructed a windshield spellform in his mind’s eye.

He hadn’t even slowed down noticeably by the time he had the spherical construct spinning around him. A moment later, he felt the shockwave of the blast hit his windshield, and he blacked out as he was launched upwards.

“Keinan!” Tetragnath shouted.

Keinan woke with a start, head reeling.

It took a few seconds to orient himself and stop his tumbling in midair with a spell. Around him, the remnants of his windshield were dispersing, and he could feel himself reaching the apex of his flight.

He pulled himself into a hover and looked out over the battle. He seemed to have only blacked out for a second or two, but the whole course of the battle had changed.

Beneath him, he could see Aito sprawling out in the distance. Directly below him, he could see the remnants of the cloud-ward collapsing and buckling. The blast from the exploding polearm had been enough to rupture one edge. Keinan watched as the rest of the rigid, geometric cloud lines began to collapse, sending bolts of lightning arcing out in every direction and down to the ground below.

“I’ve regained control over my bodies among the legionnaires,” Tetragnath said through the spellforms in Keinan’s silk shirt. “There’s nearly an entire legion down there. For the moment, at least.”

“How many of the others survived?” Keinan asked.

Tetragnath said nothing, and Keinan swallowed.

That polearm must have had impressive mana reservoirs of its own to result in a blast like that. Keinan didn’t know of any other way to produce an explosion that big.

“We have a problem,” Tetragnath said.

“Another legion?” Keinan asked, his eyes shooting up towards the horizon.

“Not an immediate problem,” Tetragnath said. “A future problem. That legion was marching straight towards a major junction in Aito’s great spellform. If they’d broken it, the whole thing might have failed.”

“What would happen if it failed?” Keinan asked. If there ever was a time to pry into Tetragnath’s secrets, it was now.

Tetragnath said nothing for a moment, as screams began echoing up from the legion below, then sighed. “There’s a labyrinth at the heart of Aito, deep in my swamps. Centuries ago, someone or something damaged it badly. Over the centuries, I’ve grown my great spellform to keep the labyrinth intact, and help it heal. It will be centuries yet before it’s healed, and if the spellform fails during that time, the labyrinth will rupture entirely.”

Keinan blinked. He’d expected the great spellform to be some sort of defense, or powerful weapon.

“What happens if the labyrinth ruptures?” Keinan asked.

“It will take most of Aito with it,” Tetragnath said.

Keinan paled. “It’ll explode?”

“Not exactly,” Tetragnath said. “The level of destruction will be similar, however.”

“What are we going to do?” Keinan asked. “They’re not going to give up until we’re no longer a threat.”

“We’re going to go to war,” Tetragnath said. “We’re going to begin full recruitment for our little rebellion immediately. And as soon as the dawn thermals begin rising, I’ll be issuing our response to this attack.”

Keinan nodded.

“Go home,” Tetragnath said. “Be with Emala now. Take what comfort you can.”

Keinan nodded, then took off, not looking back at the screaming remnants of the legion as Tetragnath’s countless bodies swarmed them.

As the sun crested the horizon, the land began to heat up. Vast columns of air stirred and rose, driven by the warming land.

If one looked closely at the thermals rising above Aito forest, one might see little glimmers within them. Just a trickle at first, then a steady stream, then a veritable flood. Soon, it would look as though immense plumes of glittering, shimmering smoke were rising above Aito Forest.

If one were to fly closer to the plumes, one might start to see delicate strands drifting through the air and realize that the whole mass was rising spider silk.

At a height higher than the greatest tree cities of the south, half the height of a great mountain, the rising thermals intersected a great southerly current of air. The clouds of rising silk were seized by the current and swept almost due southwest.

The silk wasn’t scattered by the current, as one might expect. Instead, it linked together, forming a shape like a great sail in the sky, and that sail was blown even more swiftly by the wind.

If any farmers or traveling merchants looked up to see it in the sky, they’d see hardly anything, save from the precisely correct angle, when a coruscating ripple of rainbow light would shine across the great silk sail.

Just before noon, the great sail began its descent from the great current. Ahead and below was the fortress of Gryphon’s Rest, garrisoning two full Ithonian Legions. Around it was a city of nearly twenty thousand souls, most emigrants from Imperial Ithos. That greatest of cities burst at the seams, and the emperor paid those citizens who would emigrate to the provinces handsomely.

The sail began to break up as it descended.

For too long, Tetragnath had been quiescent, tending to Aito. For too long, Tetragnath had indulged their own love of quiet, of secrecy.

For too long, the great powers had retreated, allowing the Ithonian Empire to spread unchecked. The great dragons and sphinxes forced into the depths of the Skyreach Range. The demons plaguing the eastern shore of the continent purged entirely. The immense, unkillable sunwing at the heart of the great desert of the southwest had been bound in sleep beneath the sand. Countless human archmages forced to hide or join the Ithonian Empire.

The great powers had been relieved, perhaps, by the stability. Relieved by being able to relax their constant vigilance, the constant struggles for food-rich and aether-dense territory, or simply the need to fulfill their own rampant ambitions. Tetragnath certainly had been.

No longer. Tetragnath had no desire to rule others, no desire to dominate the Tsarnassans they’d lived alongside for so many centuries. Nor, however, could Tetragnath any longer abide their suffering. And by the rumors that had reached them, other great powers were stirring. Those stubborn old beasts that Ithonia hadn’t been able to crush were preparing for war once more.

The children of the town were the first to notice the descending silk, followed by the lookouts of the fortress. The children reacted with glee and amazement, the lookouts with shouts and alarm.

As the glimmering mass descended, the sharpest-eyed of the people below began to spot little black dots hanging from the silk strands. Hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of tiny black dots. More.

All smaller than a fingernail.

There was one thing all the stories got wrong about Aito Forest. One thing that all the stories got wrong about Tetragnath, The Spider with More Legs Than the Sky Has Stars. The stories were meant as warnings for children, to keep them from disobeying their parents or straying too far.

But children had never been at risk in Aito Forest. Children had never been in danger from Tetragnath, the Spider With More Legs Than The Sky Has Stars.

Tetragnath had met a few lonely others like themselves. Endlings. Terminarchs. The last of their kinds. Even though Tetragnath could endlessly breed more bodies, they were no more new individuals of their kind than a hair was a new human, or a scale was a dragon. Tetragnath was alone in the multiverse, and when they passed, as all things must, there would be no more of their kind.

The other Endlings Tetragnath had met were a strange, eccentric bunch. Many lashed out against the multiverse, leaving destruction in their wake until they found the deaths they craved. Of the Endlings that didn’t seek violent destruction, most desperately searched for ways to continue their species. Others wallowed in despair. Some sought a quiet, peaceful death. A few, like Tetragnath themselves, came to accept their lot, and merely tried to live the best lives they could until the end.

For all their endless differences, there was one thing that all Endlings Tetragnath had ever met had in common, save for the violently suicidal ones.

None of them would harm a child if they could help it, for that was the one thing none of them could ever have again.

And indeed, not a single child died that day, for Tetragnath had never and would never hurt a child.

But Tetragnath’s mercy didn’t extend to a single other soul in the fortress of Gryphon’s Rest and its attendant town.


Who Killed Seltivor Cloudscale?

This story is set two years before the fall of the Ithonian Empire. The city of Greywise is long since destroyed and abandoned by the time of Mage Errant, but its ruins can be found in the heartland of the Havath Dominion, and the river that once ran alongside it still shares its name.

The corpse of the dragon Seltivor Cloudscale sprawled across the ruins of the Greywise Governor’s Manse. It wasn’t a peaceful sprawl, nor would anyone ever mistake the great power’s death for slumber.

Seltivor’s corpse most resembled a butcher’s shop, reflected Legate Serai.

Despite the gaping wounds and broken bones of the corpse, the immense grey dragon still lived up to his name— his dull grey scales still billowed clouds of fog, though thinner than the grey fogbanks that always surrounded the beast in life. The thin fog rose up from Seltivor to join the low-hanging clouds above the city, as though the sky mourned the cloud-calling bandit’s death.

Curiously, there was almost no other damage to the city of Greywise. Beyond the ruins of the Governor’s manse— the Governor herself still buried somewhere within it— there were only two spots of interest. There was a city square whose stones had been half-melted by dragonfire that miraculously had failed to ignite the surrounding buildings, and there was a river pier that had been crushed by a pair of stolen cows dropping from the sky.

Serai found herself, for the first time, wishing that one of the bandit powers plaguing the Empire had done more damage; wishing that there had been more widespread devastation.

Because at least then, there might have been a few more clues as to who had killed Seltivor Cloudscale.

Serai rubbed her aching temples, then called the thirty-ninth claimant for Seltivor’s bounty up to her table, which had been set up in front of the dragon’s corpse.

“And you say you… cut Seltivor’s head off with your magic sword during an aerial battle?” Serai asked the man in front of her— some aging fifth son of a minor cadet branch of some minor noble family that barely warranted a lesser palace on the outskirts of Imperial Ithos.

“That’s right, Legate,” the man said, offering her his most charming smile. She was sure it would have been significantly more charming a decade or two earlier.

“And where is this magic sword now?” Serai asked.

“I lost it during the battle, alas,” the noble offered.

“I see,” Serai said, eying the man’s soft, uncalloused hands and belt absent any scabbard. “And could you demonstrate your flying ability for me?”

“I sprained it.”

“You sprained your flying ability?” Serai asked.

“My magic in general, just from pushing myself so hard in battle.”

“You sprained your magic?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Serai rubbed her temples again, then glanced over towards the current scribe on duty, who was dutifully writing down the conversation. She couldn’t help but note a faint smirk on the scribe’s face.

“And… you beheaded Seltivor, you said?”

“That’s correct, Legate.”

Serai stared at the noble, then turned to look at the mangled corpse of the dragon behind her.

The mangled corpse, which, despite all its injuries, most certainly did still have its head attached.

Serai turned back to the noble and sighed. “Very well then. We’ve taken note of your claim, and will contact you again if we have further questions. Please leave your current address with one of my clerks.”

The noble looked like he wanted to continue, but a sharp look from her mage guards got the man moving.

The next claimant in line moved forward, and Serai couldn’t help but groan as her headache redoubled.

It was a child, no more than nine years of age, waving around a wooden sword.

Serai’s predicament was the damn bounty’s fault.

Seltivor Cloudscale had spent most of a century raiding and pillaging on the outskirts of the empire, his cloud magic and illusions allowing him to evade every pursuit. He’d never been more than a minor annoyance, however— just one of the innumerable pests in the hinterlands.

Over the past thirty years, though, Cloudscale’s raids had gone from annoyances to immense embarrassments. The bandit great power had taken advantage of the ongoing great power rebellion in the southern Skyreach Range to push his ambitions to ever-greater heights.

Raids against lonely caravans turned into raids against entire shipping fleets. Raids against minor trade stations had turned into raids against the great fortress-banks of provincial capitals. The occasional lost patrol had turned into the loss of two entire legions in Cloudscale’s treacherous fog banks.

And worse, it was all done in style.

Cloudscale might have started off as a petty bandit, but as he had taken advantage of the growing distraction of the Empire, his showmanship had grown apace with his boldness. His raids were done in the light of day, with immense light shows echoing through his rolling cloud banks. He posed immense cloud-statues of himself next to sites of his raids that would hold together for days or weeks unless dispelled.

He’d once even sent agents into Ctesia’s streets to hire hundreds of musicians, actors, and show-mages and put on an entire festival for the commoners, with great cloud simulacra of himself leading parades and directing shows. And, during the midst of that great festival, one of his cloud clones had turned out to be the dragon himself, who had then raided Ctesia’s great bank, tossing half the coinage to the commoners partying in the street.

There were far greater enemies to the Ithonian Empire, far greater threats to stability— but there were no greater embarrassments. And as the shame at the hand of Seltivor Cloudscale grew, so did the size of the bounty on the grey dragon’s head.

And now that bounty sat off to Serai’s right, two armored wagons filled with enough gold and silver to buy half of Greywise City— the nicer half south of the river, at that. Even she couldn’t help but gawk at it. And the claimants attempting to prove they deserved the bounty for killing Seltivor? They couldn’t take their eyes off the open, albeit ward-guarded, doors of the armored wagons.

“So… you choked Seltivor with hay?” Serai asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” the farmer said, ducking his head nervously.

“You… threw it at him from the ground with your magic?” Serai asked.

“Nah, my hay magic isn’t strong like that,” the farmer said. “He ate it, then I took control of it while it was inside him.”

Serai raised an eyebrow at that. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard of a dragon eating hay before.”

“He didn’t,” the farmer said. “He ate my neighbor’s cows, who had stomachs full of my hay.”

Serai sighed, then jotted off a quick note for her investigators to check for the presence of hay inside the dragon, as well as whether the corpse showed signs of choking.

The farmer, meanwhile, had transitioned into a long rant about the aforementioned neighbor, who was always sneaking their cows into the farmer’s field to eat his hay without paying for it.

The pounding in Serai’s temples grew worse, and she couldn’t help but feel like the overcast sky perfectly reflected her mood.

As if figuring out who’d killed Seltivor Cloudscale wasn’t annoyance enough, there were three other problems demanding Serai’s attention.

The first was the most prosaic— with the governor dead, Serai was now the ranking imperial official in the city. Most of the governor’s duties had already been managed by various clerks, scribes, and functionaries throughout the city, but there were always issues that rose up to the highest level of appeal available to them— usually issues raised by pompous nobles who would never deign to have their petty complaints resolved by any but the highest available authority.

The fact that Serai had never been to Greywise before— would likely never have visited Greywise if not for the current situation— only made the nobles more eager to appeal to her, expecting her unfamiliarity with the politics of the city to make her gullible and easy to manipulate.

They all found themselves quickly disillusioned, but never quickly enough for Serai’s taste.

The second issue was no more unexpected but was just as irritating. If Serai had her way, she would never have brought Seltivor’s bounty with her, would have kept it safely tucked away in some bank vault secured against even great powers. The gold and silver, after all, would be put right back in a vault once it was claimed by Seltivor’s killer— its ownership only truly mattered on paper.

It was out of her hands, however. The order had come from the emperor’s palace itself to display the gold as a show of might and wealth, to convince the populace that the Empire still stood strong.

The entirely predictable result?

Thieves.

No less than three times a day attempts were made on Cloudscale’s bounty. They ranged from drunken local louts foolishly rushing the wagons to elaborate heists by professional mage thieves. There’d been an attempt to tunnel under the wagons, even an attempt by flying mages to levitate the wagons away.

Between the elite mages guarding the wagons, the wards stretching around them, and the enchantments built into the wagons themselves, all of the attempted heists had been thwarted, but they were still a drag on Serai’s time and attention.

The third problem, however, was worse than the other two combined.

The Empire’s officials had decided to throw a festival to celebrate Seltivor’s defeat, and Serai’s every waking moment in this horrid city was plagued by jugglers, bards, illusion-plays, and wind-mages taking children for flights above the slain dragon. Even the perpetual drizzle from the unseasonable weather didn’t serve to dissuade the celebrants.

Serai would wager all the gold and silver in the wagons beside her that her headache was one of the best-earned headaches in history.

“Absolutely not,” Serai told the woman in front of her.

“But…”

“No. Not a chance.”

“Aren’t you supposed to listen to everyone who comes before you?” the woman asked.

“Look, I’ve listened to a lot of ridiculous stories in the past week,” Serai said. “I’ve had wood mages claim they’d built flying ships to fight Seltivor, healers claim they’d given Seltivor heart attacks, and tavern keepers claim that they’d killed Seltivor with flying wine-amphorae. But this is absolutely ridiculous.”

“But… don’t you have to actually listen to everyone that comes before you?” the woman asked, a knowing look in her eye.

Serai scowled, then begrudgingly nodded.

As the woman began to relate her long and graphically detailed story of slaying Seltivor through a bout of vigorous lovemaking, Serai found herself desperately wishing that her headache would prove fatal.

Hopefully sooner than later.

Despite the sheer ridiculousness of most of the claimants, by the end of the first week, Serai and her staff had narrowed the possibilities down to a mere dozen serious claimants.

They hadn’t, of course, been the only powerful mages who could have plausibly slain Seltivor— there’d been half again as many other claimants with the power to have done so. Simple investigative work had been enough to disqualify them, however.

Estella the Tailor, for instance. She used her iron and hemp magic to do battle with needle and thread— the needles eight feet long and two hundred pounds, the hemp threads strong enough to bind dragons— and was one of the most mobile archmages in the region. She defended and concealed herself with thread-woven wards, and could reshape entire battlefields with ropes and rope wards. There were many who considered her a great power, though she’d never defeated an acknowledged great power in battle, nor performed a comparable feat— or even, for that matter, claimed the title. Serai had not the smallest doubt that Estella could have slain Seltivor— at least, with the element of surprise.

Serai’s investigators, however, had found multiple credible witnesses to Estella’s drunken presence in a village tavern thirty leagues away on the night of Seltivor’s death.

The remaining candidates were a remarkably mixed bunch— mercenary archmages, retired siege mages enjoying their twilight years in Greywise, even an illiterate farm boy with remarkably powerful wind and pressure affinities that he could combine to fire invisible spears of compressed air capable of tearing apart stone. All of them could verify their presence in Greywise the night of the battle, there were no pressing reasons to dismiss their character or trustworthiness, and none were wanted for any crimes of their own. All of them had the motive, means, and opportunity, and the corpse of Seltivor behind Serai offered no meaningful clues as to which had done it.

Of course, regardless of whether the farm boy had killed Seltivor, she fully intended to recruit him for the Empire.

She was finishing one of her long days in front of the dragon’s corpse when she heard gasping and shouting from the crowd. Even the guards keeping them away from her open tent and the wagons had turned to look at her.

No, not at her.

Behind her.

Serai turned in her chair and found her own gasp joining the exclamations from the crowd.

Seltivor Cloudscale’s grey scales were turning bright red, the fog emanating from them dissolving. In mere heartbeats, an entirely different dragon was revealed behind her— one equal in size to Seltivor almost to an inch, but clearly not the bandit great power.

As if compelled, Serai’s gaze drifted to the wagons carrying Seltivor’s bounty just in time to see them dissolve into light and fog.

The later investigations would reveal most of how Seltivor had pulled off his heist— how the wounds he’d left on the red dragon had obliterated any noticeable differences in their build; how he’d carefully spent the entire time since the bounty’s arrival using his mists to scout out and disarm the protective magics of the armored wagons; even how he’d gotten a hold of patrol routes and scrying schedules in order to fly away without a trace.

At the time, of course, Legate Serai knew none of this— but she knew, with immediate conviction, that this had all been planned by Seltivor and that they’d all played right into his talons.

Seltivor Cloudscale had stolen his own bounty.

As the clouds above formed into a colossal simulacrum of Seltivor Cloudscale and winked cheerfully at her, the most pressing thing on Serai’s mind was the knowledge that her headache was about to get so much worse.


The Wanderer

This story came in a dream, and the whole first draft was written in a single sitting after waking. A number of random plot and worldbuilding elements— as well as bits of the history of Anastis— that had all been drifting around aimlessly in worldbuilding documents all fit right into the dream. The Wanderer is set just a few decades after the fall of Ithos, five hundred years before Mage Errant, though the frame story is set after Mage Errant’s conclusion.

Every night, you ask me to tell you a story, and every night I oblige you. Most nights, it is an old favorite, told again and again and again. And though I am a scholar and historian committed to the truth, my son, even I give into that weakness of parents that children so delight in, that of inventing new details for a story. Your smiles are usually quite worth me betraying my principles there.

But not for this story. For this story, I will only tell you the truth, so far as I know it, for no lie could make this story more interesting. And some stories are too important to lie about.

Storms always came from the east, in a nameless little village somewhere in the foothills of the northern Skyreach Range. They rolled over the rough hills and broken plains that the Ithonian Empire had ruled over until so recently and crashed against the great mountains separating the green east of the continent from its arid west. Howl and rage as much as they would, they always broke against the peaks, unable to carry their rain westward.

On the night the Wanderer was born, a storm rolled in from the west, spat out of the mountains like a curse. It howled around the small but well-built cottages of the village, damaged the blacksmith’s roof, and tore down half the apple orchards. Not that they’d ever produced many apples, but halving a small number can often be a more hurtful blow than halving a larger number.

Most of all, though, the storm blew around the house of the village mages. It was the largest house in the village, not to mention the highest, built halfway up the root of one of the easternmost mountains of the range. The wind and rain tore at it where it stood above the rest of the village and battered at the great oak that stood just uphill of the house.

Or perhaps it was a pine, or an elm, or a fir. Some say it was a cedar, for it was good luck to build your home by a cedar, though few knew the reason for that superstition. Even then, the ancient story about the hateful foes who used it against one another in war was mostly forgotten. Wise scholars, however, claim that it could not be a cedar, for apple trees hate cedars almost as much as those ancient foes had hated cedars. Other wise scholars claim that it might still have been a cedar, which contributed to the poor yield of the village’s apple orchards.

There are many great trees in history, my son, that deserve so much debate and discussion. Trees containing entire fortresses or even cities. Trees that imprison demons and trees that were planted to mark the signing of great peace treaties. And yet, somehow, this ordinary tree has become the subject of endless debate as to its identity.

Most storytellers simply call it an oak, for oaks are common enough in that region, and all stories are made stronger by an oak.

The mages had built their house strong so the storm could not ruin it. Deep in the night, the howls of the storm were joined by the howls of their fourth child and first daughter.

As momentous births go, it was a decent one. Not the most inspiring for a storyteller— and to be sure, there were many, many momentous births in those days. At least half a dozen warlords were born at the very moment of Imperial Ithos’ death, but the Wanderer was born twelve years too late for that. The great dragon Oltvaine, who would, many centuries hence, be slain by a cruel, proud man by the name of Aedan, hatched one year later, on the night when no less than three separate cities overthrew the rule of the severed Ithonian legions that still lingered. The man who would be known as the last Ithonian Emperor was born during a great meteor shower, five years after the vanishing of Ithos, as the Calamity herself hunted his parents.

Even still, the eastbound storm was a decently momentous omen to be born under.

The Wanderer had a happy childhood. Her parents were both Ithonian mages who had fled the fall of the empire, and who had no greater ambitions than to live a peaceful, happy life together. The Wanderer’s family spoiled and indulged her, but she was not made cruel or selfish by it, as some children might be. She was said to be a kind girl, who had a soft spot for injured animals, and would gladly fight bullies twice her size in defense of those weaker than them, even if the victims were themselves stronger than the little girl.

She lost most of her fights, but in losing, taught her foes to fear her.

All the same, she wasn’t the sort of child that anyone would point to as a legend in the making. She was a curious child with a hundred questions a day, but not so curious she would forget dinner to investigate a tortoise burrow. She was a stubborn child, but not so stubborn her parents couldn’t win her over or bribe her with sweets. She had an unusually strong sense of right and wrong, but not so strong that she didn’t occasionally still cheat in games or steal apples.

The Wanderer loved to explore the hills, climb trees and boulders, and invent games for the other children to play. She knew every part of the village as though it were part of her own home. Her favorite place of all, though, remained the oak tree behind her house, among whose roots and branches she spent countless hours as a child.

Or perhaps it was a spruce or a maple, but the little girl loved it all the same.

The Wanderer’s youth was unexceptional in the happiest sort of ways. We can assume she had beloved pets, first kisses, and many complaints about the lessons her parents made her sit through. The other village children only had to suffer a few lessons a week for a few years, but the Wanderer and her brothers had to endure far more, for their parents had hopes of their children following their footsteps as mages.

And they did.

None would be great mages, but they were a boon for a little village like theirs. The eldest was a mage of fire and iron, who apprenticed to the blacksmith, supplementing blacksmith’s magic with a few spells from his parents’ books. The second son was, of all things, a mage of bees. Their mother ventured far into the lowlands, and into more easterly mountains, to bargain with the lich Keayda for books of bee magic, though what knowledge she traded, none could say. For many years after the village would have more honey than they knew what to do with. The third son was a healer, like his father, and the whole village rejoiced at that news.

The whole village awaited news of the Wanderer’s magics, but when they first appeared at fourteen and a half years of age, there was a rather baffling problem.

She didn’t appear to have magics of anything. Not of stone, nor of wind. Not of hair, nor bone, nor sweat. Not of dreams or wool or paint or silver.

The girl gave up her childish pursuits to seek, instead, the secrets of her magic. She gave up her toys and games. She abandoned climbing the tree behind her house and pretending that it were some great magical fortress, jungle giant, or the back of a dragon in flight. She ignored her youthful romances, drifted away from her childhood friends, and neglected her beloved pets, all to seek the truth of her magic.

She could learn all the cantrips her parents knew, and she did. She could learn all the wards her parents knew, and she did. Soon her skill with those surpassed her brothers and even her parents, but they still could not discover what her magic looked for.

The Wanderer was even more driven than her parents. She tried her magics on everything to find what they were good for. She tried the spit of dogs and the cast-off scales of rock drakes. She tried lodestones and ash, paper and ink, feathers and smoke. One memorable evening, she even tried seeing whether she was a mage of wine and, when that proved fruitless, whether she was a mage of drunkenness.

The next morning, her angry parents joked that she might see whether she was a mage of vomit, that she might clean up the mess.

They might have been joking, but the Wanderer still tried her magic while cleaning nonetheless. Unfortunately— or perhaps fortunately— she was no vomit mage.

Finally, on the dawn of the Wanderer’s fifteenth birthday, her parents admitted defeat.

Her mother bade the Wanderer to say farewell to her father, her siblings, her friends and her pets, and she took her down into the lowlands to seek the lich Keayda once more.

It was a perilous journey in those days. Bandits roved the lands, and magical traps and wards from the death-throes of the empire littered the old roads and fortresses. Dragons and other beasts hunted freely and often took special pleasure in hunting mankind.

The Wanderer’s mother walked confidently, however, and her magics of water and caustic lye, so useful for keeping the clothes of the village clean, made truly gruesome work of any that would threaten her daughter. It was an old joke that the washerwomen were the most dangerous mages of the legions, but a joke of the sort whose humor came from truth.

When they reached Keayda’s great stone library, however, the mother had nothing left to trade the lich. She knew no other secrets he might want, and Keayda seldom took coin of other kinds. Even if he had, there was not enough coin in all their village to pay Keayda, for his prices were steep, and few in the village ever used coin. Even the infrequent traveling merchants preferred to take cloth and foodstuffs in trade, for coin was little needed in those days. The villagers, like villagers everywhere, kept track of their debts in promises of nails or apples. They often forgot those debts, though, because the goodwill and friendship of their neighbors was a weightier coin than a loaf of bread or half a dozen eggs.

No matter how her mother begged and pleaded, Keayda was as unmoved as the stone of his body.

In other tales, her mother might have pledged a certain number of years of service to the lich for an answer for her daughter, but this is the tale of the Wanderer. So often, the tales of her adventures break from the riverbeds that countless other stories have carved in our minds. They overflow the banks of the river that carries stories through us and race up hills and through houses, breaking the dishes, then gluing them back together until you have bowls that were once plates and pans that were once pots.

And in that room, speaking to Keayda, was the first time her story broke the banks of that river, for she, a half-trained girl, challenged Keayda to his carven face. She demanded to know whether he was a scholar or a mere collector, whether he was a mere grubber of things others learned, or whether he had any will in his stone bones to seek knowledge himself.

And her mother quailed, thinking Keayda would crush them for the insult, but the great lich recoiled as if struck and fled the room. Or, at least, his avatar did, but the room was as much his body as the naga statue was, and the Wanderer sat there like a thorn embedded in the lich’s flesh.

And though her mother begged the Wanderer to flee, lest the lich decide to strike them down, the Wanderer only waited.

And finally, a much-chastened lich returned to the room, and bid the mother leave the Wanderer there, for Keayda pledged himself to the duty of teaching the Wanderer and seeking the truth of her magic.

It was to be the last time any member of her family would see the Wanderer for many years.

The lich knew exactly what was wrong with the Wanderer, of course. Warlocks never had affinities of their own to work with. He must merely find a suitable partner to pact her with, and she’d have magic of her own. In the meantime, he and his mages would teach her everything they could of magic.

It wasn’t his curiosity that the Wanderer had wounded, but his pride, and all liches are prideful creatures— for pride is a sort of cowardice at times, and the humble would not bind themselves in a prison of their own making just to escape death. The Wanderer’s words had spoken truly, for Keayda truly had become nothing more than a collector in recent years, as though his physical imprisonment were an intellectual one as well.

The Wanderer was given nearly free rein of the lich’s demesne, save a few forbidden rooms. If this had been another story, the Wanderer would surely have ventured into them and been punished, or discovered some strange forbidden secret, or a hidden sanctuary to call her own.

She didn’t, however, because she was a sensible girl who saw no appeal in disrespect or disobedience merely for their own sakes. For a worthy cause, she would gladly cause any amount of trouble, but there was no decent reason here. And besides, it would take years to explore Keayda’s library in full, and a lifetime to read through it.

Keayda grew fond of the girl and finally decided that he would pact with her himself.

Only to find, to his shock, that she was no warlock at all. Keayda had been wrong. The nature of her magic was simply unknown.

In a fury— not at her, but at himself— he began bringing objects of a thousand sorts to her. Dragon leather and kraken teeth, shards of crystal and fossil bones. Every rare magic he had ever heard of, he sought to bring before her.

A year and a day she spent there as he sought the answer, and failed again and again. In the meantime, he and his mages taught her every trick of glyph, ward, and cantrip they could. On her own, she consumed books of history and law and medicine, for the search for her magic had ignited a fire of curiosity in her unlike any she’d felt before, and that fire would happily consume anything.

Finally, Keayda admitted defeat, and he sought one mightier and more knowing than himself to aid the Wanderer.

Not being a creature of half-measures, Keayda sought the mightiest and wisest being he could find.

And in those days, who was mightier or wiser than the Calamity herself?

Before the Wanderer left Keayda’s library, he bid her a fond farewell and asked her to write him regularly, as she did her own family, whenever a traveling peddler was brave enough to pass that way. And Keayda told her that if she were to send her letters to them through him as well, he would ensure that they reached her village.

Keayda’s mages led her south, then, and the Wanderer’s fear grew with every league, for marks of the Calamity’s crusade against the remnants of the Empire were everywhere. Fields fused into great patches of glass, larger than her village at home. Shattered and melted fortresses. Entire legions impaled on crystal spears growing from the very ground.

Highvale’s fortresses had not yet been built in those days, and the passes were a perilous place. One of her four escorts died there, his lightning no match for a wandering elemental of air and choking dust. But they made it through and ventured south. It was a hard journey, for sandships were rare and wondrous in those days, and they had to travel south on foot. And though there was a road built into the edges of the mountains, as there is now, it has never been a safe or an easy road, nor will it ever be, and it spends as much time swallowed by sand as not.

Finally, they reached the great mountain fortress of Skyhold. It was not yet a school, so soon after the fall of Ithos, and it would be many years before its great library was built. It was a place of war, from whence the enemies of the empire conducted their dreadful purges of those who would restore the empire or honor its memory.

And at its peak nested the Calamity herself, the mad sphinx who refused to die so long as any spark of the fire that had been the empire still burned. I have told you of her before, and you know her name, but we will not speak it in this story, for none spoke it in the open in those days out of fear. And to tell a story rightly, it is best sometimes to tell it as it would have been told before.

It had been a sort of madness for Keayda to send the Wanderer to the Calamity, for there was no love lost between them in those days. Keayda had not served the Empire willingly, but nor had he opposed it, and the Calamity had long suspected him of dealing with the hidden forces that had lurked behind the Empire, forces she suspected still lurked somewhere out of sight.

But perhaps the very audacity was the only reason it worked, for the amused Calamity, took up the quest to find the girl’s magic.

She brought before the girl the light-drinking scales of sunwings and sunmaws. She brought her silks and the dung of reptiles. She brought her mysterious crystals, the fire from the heart of stars, and she brought her an empty bottle, which seemed to contain rather more of nothing than it should. She brought her samples of every metal that civilization knew on the continent of Ithos and several they did not. Woods of every tree, leaves of ten thousand plants, and fish of every stripe.

The girl’s magic was of none of them.

In the three years the Calamity searched, her mages and soldiers taught the Wanderer how to craft her own cantrips, how to work cantrips without the strange diagrams most mages need, and she even delved into the oh-so-perilous studies of alchemy and enchantment. Those three years were the longest the Wanderer was ever known to stay in one spot after leaving her childhood home. Never again would she hold still so long. And, like everyone else in the mountain, she learned to hide on those days when the Calamity forgot everything, forgot herself. On those days when her crystal wings dragged on the ground and she raged up and down the slopes of the mountain like a mad beast, her words and magic forgotten.

There is a story often told about these days. It is said that the Wanderer crept into the nest of the Calamity, which was guarded by traps and wards and illusions, and in it she found a splinter of a splinter of power and stole it from the Calamity. And with that splinter gone, the madness of the Calamity began to slowly abate.

That story is both true and not true. It is true she crept into the nest while the Calamity was away. It is true she found a splinter of a splinter. It is true that she stole that splinter, and it is true that the Calamity’s madness began to ebb.

It is not true, however, that she stole it that day. No, that would be too common of a story for the Wanderer. That theft came much later.

Eventually, in frustration, the Calamity began seeking rarer, more dangerous answers to the girl’s magic. She brought her into the strange, deadly tunnels beneath the mountains, where bizarre beasts and unknown materials may be found. She brought her vials of lethal poison and still-living tumors cut from the deathly ill.

Finally, in the dead of night, she took the Wanderer into the sky. It was a long flight, and at the end, the Calamity brought the Wanderer to a barren field in the mountains where nothing grew and where could be found a curious yellow stone.

When her magic did not show any interest in the stone, the Calamity was deeply relieved. For, she told the girl, if her magic had been the magic of those yellow stones, she would have slain the girl. It was a poison like no other and had no use in battle or in building, in farming or in fleeing. It had no use but as poison, and it left fields and bones and cities poisonous for decades or even centuries, and there was no worse death than the death of a yellowstone mage.

Killing her would have been a kindness, rather than letting her suffer the weeks or months of torment that would have then been her lifespan.

After that trip, the Calamity admitted defeat. She offered to send the Wanderer to another of the great powers of that time instead. None were so mighty or knowledgeable as her, but even the Calamity could not know everything, and perhaps one of the others could help the Wanderer.

The girl considered that offer for three days and four nights and, on the morning of the fourth day, returned to the Calamity, her traveler’s bag packed, and declined the offer and bid the Calamity farewell.

And it was a woman that walked out of the doors of Skyhold that day.

There are so, so many tales of the Wanderer’s adventures in the years after she left the mountain of the Calamity. Scholars have filled dozens of volumes with them, and if even a tenth of them are true, the Wanderer would remain one of the greatest mages of all time.

She explored ruins in the great desert exposed only a few days a year by sandstorms. She visited the foundations of a cliff-side harbor the Ithonians had built in their last decades but never finished, and it was her writings of it that inspired others to settle there later to found the city of Ras Andis. She battled cruel mages who enslaved villages, set traps for man-eating dragons, battled pirates on the high seas, and rescued kidnapped children from the heart of a lich’s demesne.

A mage who didn’t know their own magic should be no threat to another mage, but the Wanderer didn’t win her battles with force. She won her battles with words and schemes, with blackmail and deceptions, and with stealth and guile. Most of all, though, she won her battles with tricks. Her magic was weak, but she was clever, and she invented ten thousand cunning tricks to battle her foes and kept them all in a magical sack that the Calamity had given her. One of the most famous tales of the Wanderer involved a warlord fighting over former Ithonian territory who had captured the Wanderer and seized her bag, and when his mages finally broke through the cunning magical traps and wards sewn into the fabric of the bag itself, they found it empty, save for a single note thanking the warlord for the contents of his treasury. And the warlord was left with only the false bag and an empty prison cell where the Wanderer should have been locked away.

And for one year, then two, then five, and then twenty, the Wanderer kept sending her letters to her family, to Keayda, to the Calamity, and to dozens of friends and lovers she knew through the years. So much of the truth of those years wandering we know only through the contents of those letters. And in all those years, she never found the truth of her magic. It was also said that she never visited the same place twice, but that was not true. There were a few much beloved places she visited every now and then— Keayda’s library, the Calamity’s mountain fortress, a roadside inn that brewed an ale she was especially fond of.

But she never ventured back to her little village, so that her enemies might never find it and take out their vengeance upon her family and the villagers.

Though many think it false or perhaps exaggerated, it was true that the Wanderer once was made queen of a city on the eastern shore of the continent by popular acclaim. The Wanderer ruled it for a year and a day and defeated every threat to the city with nothing more than her wits and her bag of tricks.

And, on the last day of her rule, the Wanderer realized that she had grown bored and that her feet itched to return to the road. So she traded her throne to a merchant for his fleetest horse and a map to hidden treasure.

That last part is not true. She traded her throne to a traveling peddler, like the kind that had visited her village as a child, and she traded it for sturdy boots, a stout walking stick, and a tale of a frigid waterfall that poured into a hot spring, where a bather might find waters of any temperature to suit their fancy.

And to this day, the descendants of that peddler still rule the city, and they rule it well and wisely and just, and it’s said they still have one of the Wanderer’s tricks hidden away for when they need it most. There is said to be a statue of the Wanderer there. Not a great statue, nor even a very impressive statue, but a truthful statue. Perhaps I’ll take you there someday to look at that statue. And, of course, to look at the great domes of that city which men once called after the Wanderer, but now know as Ctesia. You can only stare at even the most truthful statue for so long, after all.

The Wanderer trading away her throne is one of her most popular tales, but many miss its importance. In so many other tales, the Wanderer chooses a different path than anyone might expect for her, but the trading away of her throne seems to be a very normal thing for a story, doesn’t it, my son? For it is. Our stories are filled with a thousand tales of the powerful giving up their power.

But those tales are false, twisted by centuries of parents adding little details to amuse their children. The powerful do not give up their power, for most often power is held by those who see power as an end and not as a means towards another goal. This story, however, is a truthful story, and the Wanderer gladly gave up her throne. And that says more about her than any other story does, I think.

In those years, the Wanderer made oh-so-many enemies, my son. She overthrew more warlords than anyone save the Calamity herself. She drove dragons from conquered territory on a dozen occasions. When the vengeful warlord known as the Last Emperor of Ithos sought to awaken the Sleeper Beneath the Sands, the Wanderer helped the Calamity and the surviving founders of Skyhold renew the wards and bonds imprisoning the great beast. She delighted in stealing from the most daring and cunning of thieves, leaving them only her mockingly painted sigil, then returning the stolen goods to their owners. She once even tied a kraken’s great tentacles in a knot, and then had the audacity to paint it while it struggled to free itself. It is said she gifted that painting to the kraken’s arch-rival. It was, by all accounts, a crude, poorly done painting, but it became the most treasured possession of the dragon she gave it to, kept deep within its island fastness.

And pursue her as they may, she always escaped, always pulling yet another magic out of her bag of ten thousand tricks or knowing just what clever words to say.

You say that no mage could be so clever, my son? That no mage could do so much, or live a life so absurd, or evade and trick and make fools of so many foes?

There you are wrong, my son. People doubted the Wanderer’s feats even back then, and to be sure, a thousand false tales spread of her deeds, spread by her enemies and friends and those who only marveled at her from afar. But the tales I tell you tonight are true.

In the Wanderer’s forty-fifth year, however, tragedy struck. For all those years, she continued to write to her family, and Keayda’s minions, disguised as traveling peddlers, smuggled the letters to her nameless little village in the foothills and carried their letters to her to Keayda’s library, where she might read them. But eventually, her enemies discovered her village’s location. Perhaps they followed Keayda’s minions, or perhaps they captured a minion, or perhaps a minion betrayed Keayda. I’m sorry to say I don’t know part of the story, my son.

But discover the village her enemies did, and began to gather their forces. They did not do so with speed or with stealth, but loudly, seeking every foe that the Wanderer had ever crossed. They built a great hammer of an army, filled with archmages and dragons and monsters of every sort, and funded by those liches and krakens who could not travel to their staging grounds, as well as those simply untrained in war.

Her enemies wanted the Wanderer to know. They wanted her to stand and to face them and know that there was no way to save her own village.

The Wanderer was not without friends, of course. The Calamity and the armies of Skyhold offered aid, as did the peddler that ruled the city she had traded to him for a pair of boots, a stout walking stick, and a rumor. Keayda offered his mages and a hundred powerful secrets. The owners of a hundred treasures that she had restored to them offered funds to hire armies of her own. Former lovers, loyal friends, and a dragon that treasured her clumsy, amateur art all offered to stand by her side. The people of a dozen cities she had saved all pledged themselves to her cause.

She refused all of their aid, only smiled mysteriously, and told them in person or via letter to wait for her greatest trick of all.

And on her way home, she stopped at a simple roadside inn, one that brewed its own ale. It probably wasn’t the greatest ale ever brewed, and I suspect that it probably wouldn’t even be that memorable to most people who didn’t know its connection with the Wanderer. But it was her favorite ale, and she shared a cup of it with the innkeeper, and that night, to him and him alone, she told him that there was no greatest trick. That all she had were her countless small ones, and that she had no way to save her village. That she was oh-so-tempted to accept the help of all her countless friends against her countless enemies, but her heart could not bear their deaths too.

The Wanderer told her friend the innkeep that she was going to die, that she went to sacrifice her own life to save her little village. No tricks to play, no great plans.

In the morning, when the Wanderer came down to the common room, she found it empty, save for the innkeep, who waited at a table with two breakfasts on it, and besides the table was the innkeeper’s pack.

And so it was that the Wanderer came home to her village for the first time since her fifteenth birthday, in the company of only one of her friends— a simple innkeeper and brewer, who could not fight or work any magics but those small ones for the cleaning of floors and the brewing of ale.

He came simply so that she would not go to her death alone or unwitnessed by any friend, even knowing that he would not likely be spared. For the Wanderer was cunning and powerful and dangerous, but she was also kind and quick with a joke. And it was, I suspect, the fact that that innkeeper was friends with her for those simple things and not for her great deeds that convinced her to let him join her.

The army of her enemies offered her one week to prepare, for they were confident, and they wanted her to suffer in anticipation.

She went to them, instead, unarmed and unarmored, with only the innkeeper at her side. She stood before her enemies, the Last Emperor of Ithos at their head, and she offered them her life, and begged only that they spare her village.

Her enemies debated for hours but turned her away.

They wanted her to suffer. They wanted her to despair as her village was destroyed.

The Wanderer returned to her village, then.

On the first day, one might have expected her to prepare for battle or to seek a way to help her village escape. But she did not, at least on the first day. She simply visited with her family. She embraced her aged parents, kept healthy and alert far into the twilight of their lives by her father’s healing. She visited with her brothers and met her nieces and nephews for the first time. She embraced childhood friends, childhood rivals, and childhood loves alike. The great numbers of villagers who had been born after she left all greeted her with excitement and pride, for they had been raised on tales of her adventures.

And to her shock, none were mad at her, and they only showed a little fear.

Because they were each and every one of them sure, as sure as they were of the scars on the backs of their hands or the hairs in their armpits or that ache in their lower back, that the Wanderer would save them. That they would all live.

And finally, overwhelmed, the Wanderer collapsed in the middle of the village, weeping, and confessed her fears. Confessed that she did not know how she would save them.

And the villagers were silent then, watching her.

I have heard it said that after a time, a single elderly villager walked up to her and crouched next to her. They had never been a close friend, nor a hated childhood rival. The Wanderer had never made-up funny stories about them as a child, nor been paddled by them for stealing sweets. They had never been more than a figure in the background of the Wanderer’s childhood, and it’s doubtful that the Wanderer had thought of them thrice in the years away.

And that villager rested a hand on her shoulder and told her that even if she didn’t believe in herself, every man, woman, and child in the village still believed in her. That they were proud of her, and that, if it came down to it, they would all stand beside her when the time came.

It has always seemed hard to believe for me that there would be no anger or resentment towards her in the village. That they wouldn’t be afraid, or panicked, and seek to drive her away in hopes of saving themselves. I suspect there were many arguments between the villagers about whether to trust her or not, but we have no tales of those. Just that old, unreliable, hand-me-down tale of the elderly villager speaking and all the other villagers nodding and cheering in support.

On the second day, the Wanderer sought a way to help her people escape. But every route through the mountains was guarded. Every secret cavern the children of the village knew of had been collapsed by the enemy stone mages. Though the army waited below, their scouts watched every approach to the village, whether by land, from above, or from below.

And so, for the rest of the week, she prepared for battle. She wracked her brain for every cantrip that might serve her well. She built every ward around the village that she thought might help. She readied every dangerous potion and cunning glyph she carried in her bag of ten thousand tricks, instructing the villagers in their use.

And on the afternoon of the last day she had been granted to ready herself and her village, her bag of ten thousand tricks empty save for those few she intended to use herself in battle, she found herself with nothing left to do.

So as the sun slowly sank in the sky, the Wanderer wandered her village one final time.

She walked the rows of the apple orchards, long since restored to their former glory since the storm that had heralded her birth. Not that the glory had ever amounted to much, for it was not the best land for apples. She climbed one of the oldest trees and picked one of the first apples, and ate it, though it was still far from fully ripe.

She walked her brother’s bee fields, where he prepared his bees to go to war against their attackers. She was not stung, for her brother’s bees never stung anyone they should not, and she enjoyed a little bit of honey her brother offered her.

She visited the center of the square, where her aged mother drilled those few villagers with a little magic for battle, and she spoke words of approval, though who knows if she believed them in her heart.

She visited the smithy, which her eldest brother had taken over years before. He had spent all week forging weapons for the upcoming battle. They were crude weapons, for he had never made weapons before, forged from the modified designs of farm implements. He had also, however, found the time to forge for his little sister a simple iron hair-pin, which she proudly put in her hair, casting aside the beautiful coral hairpin a sphinx had once gifted her for helping it defend its territory against an encroaching flight of dragons.

She slowly trudged up to her childhood home, and there she visited with her father and brother, the town’s healers, where they were optimistically converting the home into a hospital for tomorrow’s wounded. Her friend the innkeeper and her nieces and nephews helped them in their task.

The Wanderer did not stay long, for in her heart, she did not believe there would be any wounded the next day nor survivors to tend to them.

And it was then that the Wanderer, for the first time since she had returned to the village, trudged up the hill to visit the tree above her childhood home. She had walked past it as she drew the great wards around the village and had given it a fond smile, but had not walked among its roots nor touched its bark.

The Wanderer, on that final evening, climbed that tree. She nestled in her old favorite crook in its branches and noted sadly a toy belonging to one of her nieces or nephews, who played in the tree just as she had. As the sun dropped below the mountains of the Skyreach Range, the Wanderer just sat and pensively watched the army on the plains below.

And that night, she slept in the tree, as she had done a few times as a child. It was a warm night, and it was hard for an adult to find a comfortable place to lie among its branches, but she managed.

The next morning, her family in the big house awoke to a curious sound.

Laughter.

It is a peculiar truth of mages, my son, that the more their magic affects, the weaker it is. A mage of granite is more powerful than a mage of stone, who in turn is more powerful than a mage of earth, who might affect dirt and stone alike. Likewise, a mage of steel is stronger than a mage of metal, and a mage of saltwater is stronger than a mage of water.

A mage of plants is weaker than a mage of trees, and a mage of trees is weaker than a mage of oak.

There are trade-offs, of course. While more specific magics are more powerful than more general magics there are simply fewer things they can affect. And some magics run sideways to that rule as well, but we don’t need to speak of those tonight, because tonight I’m telling you a story, not giving you lessons.

That morning, the Wanderer ran through the village laughing. Not a bitter laugh of despair, or a broken laugh of madness, but a laugh of simple joy. For after all her years of wandering, all her years of looking, the Wanderer had found the secret of her magic. All those years of searching for stranger and stranger substances and metals and materials, and her answer was waiting for her in her little nameless village, just as it always had been.

She was the mage of a single tree.

Her tree.

You say it seems unbelievable that she wouldn’t have noticed that her magic lay just behind her own home, my son? That she was far too clever and wise to miss something so obvious?

It’s said, my son, that each magic makes itself known to its wielder in different ways. Some mages hear bronze, while others taste nearby fires. Some feel the heat of water on their skin, while some feel the stone around them in the same way that you can touch your nose with your finger with your eyes closed.

These are all easy things to detect. They stand out; they make themselves known; they intrude upon the mundane senses of mages.

But what, my son, if you had magic that expressed itself to you not like the sensation of something touching your skin or as something pushing at your sense of balance but as a simple sense of nostalgia? Of fondness for your childhood? Of memories of old dreams and flights of imagination?

Would you so easily find those amiss, or think anything unusual about that? Would you think it mundane or magic?

Ah, you start to see, as the Wanderer finally did.

When the army of the Wanderer’s foes advanced on the village, they met the Wanderer’s wards, which were as cunning and as powerful as the wards of any mage in those days. They met her ten thousand tricks— exploding glyphs carved into stones, caustic potions buried just beneath the ground that broke when stepped upon, clouds of vapor that confused them and set them to fighting against themselves. For all their confidence, for all their intent to roll over the village, they lost great numbers in the first minutes alone, before they’d even come close to the nameless little village.

But they were met, it is said, by more than just tricks and words.

They were met by power.

It is said that great roots rose from the ground, long enough to seize dragons from the sky, no matter how high they flew. It is said that the seeds of the tree— whether acorns or pinecones or even walnuts, according to one historian I’ve read— flew so swiftly through the air that they punched through armor and flesh alike without slowing. It is said that the tree itself grew so tall that it rivaled the mountains themselves, and its branches battered and hammered at the army.

Most of these things are exaggerations or even lies, but it was true, at least, that the army was met with astonishing force. Perhaps the roots didn’t seize dragons from the skies, but they certainly dragged soldiers and mages beneath the earth. Perhaps the seeds didn’t punch through armor, but they certainly buried themselves in flesh.

The tree, though, did not grow to the size of the mountains. This I can promise you, for the Wanderer sat in the crook of the branches where she had the night before, and where she had as a child, and she directed the whole battle from there.

Even still, she might have lost the battle. Even having finally found her magic, it would not be enough.

But all those friends, all those allies, all those that owed the Wanderer a debt? They played a trick of their own.

Not a sophisticated trick, not a clever trick, not an even remotely original trick.

It was, in fact, a very old trick, one that friends have played upon their friends for as long as there have been friends.

They came to help their friend in need, even when said friend, miserable and despairing, told them not to come. As a friend might come uninvited to bring a hot meal to a friend whose loved one had just died. As a friend might come to drag their friend out to a tavern after they had ended a relationship.

The Wanderer’s friends had ignored her wishes entirely, for sometimes, that is what friends must do.

Oh, perhaps you’re right, my son. Perhaps their motivations were more complex than that. Perhaps their own enemies stood among the attacking army, and they sought advantage of their own. Perhaps the second son of an enemy king joined the army of the Wanderer’s friends so that he might kill his brother and become heir himself. Perhaps the Calamity joined the battle so that she might have another chance at the Last Emperor of Ithos.

But that’s the funny thing about people, my son. Whether they’re dragon or human, sphinx or gorgon, lich or kraken, to be intelligent, to be a person… it is to be a creature of conflicting parts. We are all of us inconsistent and hypocritical, and we seldom make any choice for only a single reason. We may come to the aid of another for both selfish and selfless reasons, and one does not make the other less true.

And so that great army found itself trapped between the defenses of the Wanderer, the cleverest of the great powers to ever walk our world, and between the armies of her allies.

The most commonly told stories would tell you that all the Wanderer’s enemies were defeated that day, that none of the villagers died and that she lived the rest of her days happily ever after. That she settled down in her little village beneath a tree the size of a mountain, and married the innkeeper, and on the day she died of old age, the great tree died with her, and dissolved to dust.

None of those things are true.

Many of the Wanderer’s foes survived that day and fled, including the Last Emperor of Ithos himself. It would be another three years before the Calamity finally cornered him and defeated his nine magics— magics of the strongest stones and of the heart of a volcano, of the swiftest winds and of the coldest sea currents, of the strongest steel and the deepest roots, of healing that could bring back any but the dead and of the deepest shadow. And his ninth magic, which he kept secret, and of which I suspect only the Calamity herself knows of now.

And there was one death among the villagers. Just one, for the Wanderer’s defenses had made a sturdy anvil to the hammer of her allies.

Her mother, who all those years before had gone to such lengths to try and help her daughter discover her magic, passed away peacefully in her sleep the night after the battle.

I suspect that even if many of her enemies had not escaped, and even if she could safely retire to her village, she might have lasted, at most, a year and a day before she grew bored out of her mind. She was known as the Wanderer for good reason, after all.

But many of her enemies did survive.

She stole away one week after the battle after she had cleaned up all of her wards and tricks and traps, not wanting any children or innocent animals to hurt themselves on them, for that is always a danger with wards and tricks and traps.

She left a letter asking her friends to guard her village for just a few weeks more, and though much of the army of her friends had left, either returning to their homes or to pursue the shattered remnants of their enemies, many more stayed.

The Wanderer, meanwhile, did something that I believe I’ve already told you about. She stole something.

Are you sure I haven’t told you that already? I feel quite certain I have. It’s one of those true tales of the Wanderer that most people tell in the wrong order.

Ah, I see you remember now! I should hope that teaches you not to doubt your father’s storytelling skills.

The Wanderer traveled to Skyhold by the swiftest means she knew. I know not what they were, but she made a journey of months in a matter of days and was seen by no man or dragon or sphinx on her way.

And she rose from the dangerous, strange tunnels beneath the mountain fortress, and she ascended to Calamity’s nest, guarded by trap and by ward and by illusion, and from it, she stole a splinter of a splinter of power, which had been slowly driving the crystal-winged beast mad.

And then she used that splinter on herself. Or, rather, on her own name, her own identity.

This is why we call her the Wanderer and why we do not name her. We do not know her name. We do not know who she truly was. And that splinter of a splinter shattered when she used it, and the armies of her friends found themselves wandering aimlessly in the plains below the Skyreach mountains, feeling a deep sense of loss. And no matter how hard they tried, they could not tell which of the many small, isolated villages of the foothills had been the home of the Wanderer, nor could they find the Wanderer herself.

For the Wanderer would never again allow her friends or loved ones or her village to suffer on her behalf, and this was the best way she knew to stop that from happening.

And so the Wanderer passed from all the stories we tell. Perhaps that is why so many people lie when they tell the ending of the Wanderer’s story, because it is such a strange, bittersweet, inconclusive thing.

There are rumors that the Wanderer took up the disguise of a traveling peddler, like the sort that had visited her village when she was a child, as she wandered Ithos tending to and winding up her affairs. It’s said that on her belt she kept a nondescript bag, one that even the greatest archmage could detect no magic in, and in that bag she and she alone could still find ten thousand tricks. Or, rather, ten thousand and one tricks, for in the bag now could be found a number of acorns, or perhaps pinecones, or perhaps dried berries. But whatever sort of seed they were, they came from her tree. And at her side, she carried a walking stick, a still-living branch from her tree.

Once she had wound up all her affairs, she said her goodbyes to Keayda and a peddler-turned-king and perhaps, just perhaps, to the Calamity. For the Calamity was still filled with wrath about the theft, for despite the madness the splinter of a splinter had inflicted upon her, she had still had a use for it. It is said that there was something she had forgotten, something important, something she considered worth burning whole cities for. And it is said that she had forgotten that thing when she and the twelve other founders of Skyhold had forged the splinter from which the splinter of the splinter had come, and she had thought that she might use the splinter of the splinter to remember.

So, as you might imagine, the Calamity was angry indeed. But…

Friendship is a funny thing, and those of us who have lived a long time often learn to abandon grudges against our friends, so perhaps the Wanderer and the Calamity did say goodbye after all.

It’s not for me to know.

After that, it’s said, the Wanderer traveled the stormy seas of our world. It is said she visited other continents and cities stranger than any on the Ithonian continent and did battle with beasts stranger than any we have ever seen.

And after that, it is said she left our world entirely, to wander among new worlds, never to be seen again.

There is one final, important thing to note, however. The fate of the innkeeper.

The innkeeper never returned to his roadside inn. It fell into disuse and disrepair, for the innkeeper had stayed in the little village, where he married a widow, and taught the recipe for his ale to his new stepchildren, themselves nearly grown. And it is still brewed in the Wanderer’s village to this day.

Oh, now you don’t believe me? After everything I’ve told you, it’s the innkeeper finding love that you don’t believe? Even old men can still find love, my son, I promise you.

No? Oh, it’s me knowing what happened to him you disbelieve? How could I possibly know that he stayed in the village if the Wanderer had hidden her village from all knowledge, using the splinter of a splinter?

Haven’t you guessed already? Don’t you find it funny that the Wanderer’s village, like ours, has an apple orchard that seems more work than it is worth, considering how few apples it produces? Don’t you think it’s funny that her village, like ours, never bothered with a name? Don’t you think it’s funny that, at the top of the village, there is an old house, larger than the rest of the houses in the village, just like ours?

And don’t you think it’s funny that if you look outside your window, you can see a tree, just like in the story of the Wanderer?

Oh, you laugh, my son, but look me in the eyes and tell me if you see humor in my eyes.

Because I told you that I would tell you the truth. I told you that some stories are too important to lie about.

We are descended from the eldest brother of the Wanderer. Not even we know her name, but her house and her village stand still, and we tend to it still. Over time, the other families of the village have forgotten, for even though it was a mere fragment the splinter of a splinter was deeply powerful. Outside of our family, only the family of the innkeeper remembers still.

And that tree outside your window is the Wanderer’s tree, my son. It lives centuries past when it should have died of old age, and it looks young and healthy.

For the tree will never die of age nor infirmity so long as the Wanderer still lives. Nor will the Wanderer ever die of age nor of infirmity so long as the tree lives.

Many years ago, when I was a boy, a distant relative of mine came to town. A wandering peddler. She brought us all gifts— crudely carved wooden toys, poorly woven wooden scarves, an ugly set of cards she’d painted herself. We treated those toys and scarves and cards like we would any other gifts, and we played with them, and we wore them, and they broke or were lost, but we didn’t treat them as the relics of some awe-inspiring immortal who travels from world to world with a bag of a hundred thousand tricks and a staff carved from the branch of her tree, strong enough to batter down castle walls. We just treated them as the gifts of a loving distant relative who had a great love of creating art but never had any sort of talent for it. We didn’t think of her as some terrifying great power, an archmage whose eyepatch concealed a gemstone eye that could see mysterious secrets, who knew secret words from other worlds that could slay a dragon, whose body was host to a dozen tiny gods from a world of ten million million gods, gods of little things like loose rocks in trails, gods of knowing when the kettle is boiling, and gods of ground-dwelling birds startling bandits out to ambush you.

My sisters and I just thought of her as our wonderful, loving old auntie who had a thousand stories to tell us that none of our friends ever got to hear. And if we ever grew frustrated with the gaps in some of her stories and questions she wouldn’t answer, well… perhaps that, as much as anything, is why I spent so many years researching and studying this tale and why there are so many uncertain parts to it. For there are many things you don’t share with children, and many things that hurt too much to talk about, even after many years. But we never stayed frustrated with incomplete stories for long, for then we got to see her show off her armor of living wood with wings of leaves and her pet bat that looked at us with intelligence far beyond what any bat should have and eyes that looked almost human.

And, for all our excitement at those things, they paled behind our old auntie’s excitement at hearing of our adventures with our friends, or of playing in her tree with us or cooking us a breakfast large enough for an army.

And she stayed with us for a year and a day, for that is the longest the Wanderer can ever hold still, my son. But she spent that time teaching us the most important secrets she knew.

No, not magic, though she taught us a few amusing magic tricks.

You haven’t figured out what those secrets are? Really? Perhaps you should have been paying better attention to the story.

No, I won’t tell you what they are.

Besides, I don’t need to.

Why? Because the carpenter returned from his trip down to the lowlands to visit his wife’s family this morning, and he brought a letter for me back with him.

We’ll be receiving a visitor soon. A distant relative of ours.


Ghost Ship

Ghost Ship is set four and a quarter centuries before Mage Errant.

A few years before, the crew of the Kraken’s Maw, superstitious as they were, would have never voted to loot a ghost ship. They would have fled the instant they realized what it was.

A few years ago, though, times were still good for pirates. The rampaging warlords still fought one another all across Ithos and its surrounding seas, most of them still carrying the mad dream of rebuilding the Ithonian Empire. In the chaos, there had been plenty of opportunity to seize merchant ships. Warlords had regularly fallen on land, driving their sea fleets to piracy to survive. Even many of the marine great powers had most of their attention focused on the land.

Then, all at once, it was as though the dream of Ithos had finally died. The last few warlords who still carried that dream had fallen, seemingly all at once, replaced by warlords of petty, small dreams who were content ruling patches of land that barely stretched past the horizon.

It hadn’t been the Calamity who crushed the dream of Ithos, strangely. She had, bizarrely, withdrawn from her endless war against the Empire’s legacy and announced the opening of her school of magic within the halls of her fortress to anyone and everyone. And, after she’d done so, the conquering warlords had, one by one, simply… failed. Their economies fell apart, their supply routes withered, their logistics collapsed, as though they had lost some hidden, secret backer.

The pirates of the Kraken’s Maw often debated whether the Calamity had slain that supposed backer or signed a treaty with them, but either way, the result had been the same.

The nations and great powers of the shore had been able to divert their attention away from fending off roving conquerors and turned their gaze back to the pirates.

The golden age had ended, and the once-great pirate fleets had all been shattered. The fabulously wealthy pirate city of Turtle Bay, hidden in a secret bay on a seemingly inhospitable island, had been melted by a half-dozen draconic great powers, leaving behind only a lava field that even now, two years later, was still cooling. The pirate empress herself had been hauled from the depths of the sea and stretched on the rocks to die in the sun, her dragon-length tentacles cooking in the heat of the empty scrublands northeast of Sica.

It was no time of peace, of course, and wars still raged aplenty on the shore. Few monarchs lasted more than a handful of years before being overthrown by wandering great powers or upstart archmages in their service, and dynasties were almost entirely unknown. The powers of the land were far from being strong enough to wipe out piracy entirely, and more than a few ports still wouldn’t ask where your cargo came from.

But things were more stable now, and land kingdoms had done more than enough to cripple piracy. For the first time in their careers, the pirates of the Kraken’s Maw ate lean.

They hadn’t seen another ship in two weeks, nor seized one in a month and a half when they came across the ghost ship. The draconic pirate hunters patrolled far out to sea these days, forcing the Kraken’s Maw to spend weeks and months searching for ships who had been driven off-course far out to sea. They hadn’t eaten anything fresh that wasn’t fish in weeks.

So, when they’d spotted masts on the horizon, the crew had been ecstatic.

Of course, when they got close enough to see the listing hull and the tattered sails, their enthusiasm dimmed enough that the captain called a vote on whether to continue. Jack Winethief wasn’t a particularly bold pirate when it came to his crew— he knew it was only their goodwill that kept him in charge. His healing magic certainly wasn’t strong enough to keep him in power by force.

Not that Winethief would want to rule by force, even if he could. The first ship he’d served on, a corsair under the command of a powerful kelp mage, had been a nightmare. And, for all her power, she’d still been assassinated by her own crew eventually.

No, Jack Winethief would stick to commanding with the consent of his crew, and if they voted him out of command, he’d accept it with grace. He’d still earn an extra share of any loot as ship’s healer.

When Winethief was sure he had his crew behind him, though, he was more than bold enough to please them.

The ghost ship was quiet as they approached. Not silent— the hull creaked, and the sails rippled in the wind summoned by the pirate mages. But far too quiet to have anyone on board.

By the time they were close enough to see the ship’s name— The Three-Legged Mule— everyone on board was already convinced they’d stumbled across a smuggling ship. It was a lean, sleek clipper clearly built for mage-propelled speed, and even the Kraken’s Maw, one of the swiftest pirates still cruising the waters east of Ithos, never would have been able to catch up to it under normal circumstances. It was also hard to imagine why it would be out so far away from shore if the vessel had any legitimate purpose.

For all the ominous air of the ghost ship and fear of what might have taken the crew, their greed was stronger.

The Three-Legged Mule was confirmed as a smuggler within minutes of boarding. The cramped cargo holds were packed with recreational alchemical concoctions, spices, and ancestral carvings from Sica— which, if a Sican ship caught you, earned a death sentence for smuggling them out of the ancient baobab city. Not even Ithonian rule had been able to wipe out all of Sica’s traditional practices.

There were no traces of the ship’s crew, no signs of violence or bloodshed. It was as if they had all just… vanished. Only one of the ship’s boats was missing, though, and there was no way a whole crew could fit into it— not even the tiny crew of a two-masted clipper like the Mule.

Normally, the captain of a pirate ship would find themselves hectically busy managing the looting of a taken ship, but with no prisoners to guard or interrogate, Captain Winethief left his quartermaster in charge of inventorying and seizing the cargo and found himself drawn irresistibly towards the captain’s cabin of the Mule, seeking clues about the missing crew.

No one complained about the captain shirking work because what he found would decide whether they’d take the Mule as a prize ship or leave it adrift.

It didn’t take much searching at all for Winethief to find what he was looking for— none at all, really.

The captain’s log of the Three-Legged Mule was lying right on the desk in Captain Eliza Slate’s tiny, cramped cabin.

Voyage Day 12:

…the quartermaster is still unhappy with my decision to take a wide arc route to Tsarnassus. We didn’t have much of a choice, though— the coastal waters are hardly safer for us now. We’ve merely traded pirates for armed patrols instead— and pirates are far more likely to leave us alive instead of executing us for smuggling.

The deep-sea route has its own dangers, but many of the local kraken packs and other monsters have been driven out of the area by some sort of undersea volcanic eruption. Our eight-armed friend has warned us not to get too close to the directly affected waters— according to him, rising volcanic gases can lower the buoyancy of the water itself, causing ships to sink on the spot, but he’s drawn us an excellent map with his own ink, which we can use to cut close, but not to enter the dangerous waters. I’ll be sure to bring him some sort of gift on our return voyage.

Johann’s complaining is just hot air, though. He’s always been sour and suspicious of change— though I’ve never met a quartermaster who isn’t.

Day 15:

We lost a crewman today, Laila Red. She had some sort of fit or seizure, and fell out of the drake’s nest down into the sea. Her head struck the ship’s railing, and she never surfaced again after hitting the water.

I’ve already ordered a cask of rum breached and a funeral feast prepared. It will slow our progress, but better a few hours of travel lost than hurting the crew’s morale even more.

Day 16:

There’s something wrong with the horizon.

We almost lost another lookout this morning, but he managed to grab onto a backstay long enough to slow his fall, though he still badly twisted his ankle on hitting the deck.

When he landed, he was ranting and raving like a madman, claiming that something was eating the horizon.

I… did not take it seriously, at first. I was busy ordering the crew back to their stations, trying to divert their attention once more to their tasks, when the lookout’s replacement cried out in terror and began retreating down the ratlines at astonishing speed. I’m quite amazed that she didn’t injure herself as well.

The crew was more interested in her identical ravings than her lack of injury.

What choice did I have but to climb up myself?

I am still, hours later, amazed that I didn’t throw myself back down the ratlines as well.

The horizon really is shrinking. The higher I climbed, the smaller it grew, in utter contravention of the usual reality. A landlubber, so used to the broken, chaotic mess of a horizon they suffer, might not even have noticed anything, but it would be immediately, cripplingly obvious to any sailor. It was disorienting and wrong on some primal level.

My first thought, of course, was enemy action, that some illusionist was playing games with us. I’ve done it more than a few times myself to escape pursuers.

This was not light magic, though. I heard nothing with my affinity sense. And, though I’m no mirage mage, I’m more than capable of detecting their spells as well, and it is not one of theirs.

I may not have felt anything with my magic, but I did feel terror, however. How I not only stayed up but forced myself to go back up later with equipment, to measure the exact degree of shrinkage, I am still unsure.

Jack Winethief wasn’t sure why he stopped to pore over every line of the other captain’s calculations. They weren’t really essential in finding out what had happened to the crew of the Three-Legged Mule. He justified it to himself as making sure that Captain Slate hadn’t been wrong.

Winethief suspected, however, that he was just afraid of what he’d find if he kept reading and sought reasons to delay.

When he’d finished checking over Slate’s math, he could find no error in it— which, of course, still hardly ruled out her simply being mad.

Day 17:

The crew is deeply uneasy, and many are avoiding the deck whenever possible. I’ve never seen so many volunteers for bilge-work and pump duty before— even from sailors who had previously claimed they couldn’t cast the necessary cantrips.

I have to give them credit, though— they’re holding up far better under the circumstances than I had hoped. Hardly well, but they haven’t broken.

None on the ship— not even I— can bear to be up in the drake’s nest for longer than a few minutes. Some atavistic part of us recoils in horror at the slowly shrinking horizon, forces us into irrational panic.

As such, I’ve taken up long hours of scrying with my light magic. It seems… bizarrely unaffected by the shrinking horizon. As an experiment, I tried altering the spellforms to function on a world the size of one with horizons as small as our newly shrinking ones, and the scrying failed miserably. Which, of course, tells me nothing other than that the world itself hasn’t shrunk.

Even if I wasn’t already confident that we were not dealing with mirage magic here, we have already traveled far beyond the maximum limits of a mirage spell— which are dictated not by the power of a mirage mage, but by the horizon itself. (Though only the greatest of mirage mages may reach so far with their magic.)

Which leaves few possibilities.

A skilled and powerful weather illusionist could produce effects like this— while they lack the ability to create many basic illusions and are better known for creating fog-banks and imitation storms, I suspect that it’s possible to warp the horizon using massive lenses of water vapor and wind, in a similar technique to the way they create their sky-telescopes. The sky telescopes, of course, tend to have relatively smaller lenses— still enormous, of course, but no more than a league in diameter, and arranged in long chains for focusing purposes.

Weather illusionists who can create sky lenses are extremely rare, however, and the techniques are closely guarded. More, sky lenses are incredibly easy to detect for water and wind mages— and nineteen of our thirty-six souls still on board have one or both affinities.

We are not trapped in a colossal weather lens.

The next possibility is a nightmarish one. If we’ve been trapped by a perception mage, there will be no escape for us until the perception mage inevitably goes mad— and they might well take us with them. Best to assume this isn’t the case, for there is nothing to be done about it if there is, and I will not be talking about this with my crew.

This leaves one most likely culprit. Oh, there are a few obscure illusion disciplines I’ve heard rumors of, but they seem likely to be mere rumors.

No, I’m confident that we face a dream mage at this point.

Dream magic is the strangest of the common forms of illusion, working by bizarre, shifting rules, convincing one that the abnormal is normal, or that one thing is another entirely. It can be seen through with preparation, foreknowledge, and focus, but the amount required of each grows precipitously with the skill of the casting dream mage.

And, if we are dealing with a dream mage, this one is a masterful one indeed, because I have been unable to see through their illusion.

There are other ways to beat dream magic, however. Most importantly, time. In my studies of illusion, one thing that every master illusionist I’ve read or spoken to agrees upon is that dream illusions shift and warp to an immense degree whenever their caster sleeps and dreams themselves— if they can even maintain the spell in their sleep. Few other disciplines, save for sleep mages, can do so, and sleep mages go mad or comatose early in their careers.

Not that madness is by any means uncommon for dream mages.

Even if a dream mage can hold an illusion intact for a night or two of sleep, it will warp more and more each time they do so.

So, at the most, we can expect the illusion to break within three to four days, at least one of which has already passed. It seems likely that poor Laila Red was a victim of the illusion, which would make today the two-day mark instead.

We need only wait, and we will be freed from this damnable illusion.

The greatest question now is why someone would resort to a trick so bizarre. It seems a useless trick for a pirate or another ship tracking us— better to use illusions to simply conceal their ship.

I shall announce to the crew that I have solved the mystery and explain that we have been trapped in a dream illusion.

I can only hope I am correct.

Day 18:

The illusion shows no sign of breaking. The crew is still uneasy, but my announcement seems to have done some good.

The horizon continues to shrink, though. Up in the Drake’s nest, it is a third smaller than it should be, and the effect has become noticeable even farther down— the shrinking becomes visible a third of the way from the top now.

Day 19:

The illusion hasn’t broken, and the crew has begun to mutter.

Andras the quartermaster has proposed we make a break for it— put all our mages to task in a madcap effort to flee the threat. Little in the ocean can keep pace with us at top speed— even sea serpents at a sprint would struggle to match the Three-Legged Mule.

I shut down that suggestion immediately. Moving at high speeds to escape an illusion is intensely risky— not just for the risk of hitting an obstacle, though the chance of that seems slim this far out in the ocean. I doubt there is anything else nearby but the enemy illusionist— and I have no idea how they pursue us. At this point, our water mages would surely have noticed any ship following us. No, the greater danger is one unique to dream illusions— escaping them at speed is similar to being woken from a dream abruptly, but can be far more dangerous, sending victims into confusion or delirium.

The effect is random and sporadic, and no dream mage has been able to reliably replicate or weaponize it, but I will not risk the odds, not on a ship like the Mule, which requires absolute control and precision to maneuver at high speeds. That sort of loss of control on the part of our mages, even for just a few seconds, would be enough to kill everyone on board the ship. There is a reason most who attempt to set speed records at sea die— the ocean is more hostile to high speeds than the land or sky.

If we had only been trapped in this illusion a short time, the risks would have been far less, but we’ve been in here for days now.

Still, the risk of temporary delirium can’t help but remind me of the risks many dream mages put themselves through. I’ve seen more than a few of them drive themselves mad— my own teacher eventually lost the ability to distinguish dream from reality and took my left eye flailing a dinner knife in confused panic.

I thank magic every day that madness is not the curse of light mages. We sometimes drive ourselves blind with incautious light magic, and blindness is nothing to dismiss, but I will accept the risk of blindness over the risk of madness any day.

After I refused his proposal, Andras then proposed that we fill the sky and sea around us with battle spells to flush out the illusionist, but my first mate shut down that suggestion before I could.

The Mule relies on stealth and speed to deal with foes— we don’t have a battle mage worth the name on board.

Andras should have known that, at least. The shrinking of the horizon is wearing on him worse than most, and it brings out the worst of his already ill temper.

Winethief’s reading was interrupted by shouting.

“Captain, you’re going to want to see this!”

Winethief carefully marked his place in Captain Slate’s log, then tucked the little book in one of his pockets— he didn’t want anyone else reading it before he finished.

When he stepped out on deck, it was entirely transformed from when he’d stepped into the cabin. Great piles of cargo lay stacked about, and the crew of the Kraken’s Maw was bustling about as they hauled the loot over to their ship and inventoried it.

Though, at the moment, most of them were focused on the cabin boy, who was leading the captain down into the depths of the ship.

Said depths weren’t particularly deep— the Mule was a small ship, after all, meant for transporting high-value cargoes. Still, as the cabin boy led Winethief through the cramped cargo hold, it felt like they were delving into some murky, dusty, forbidding cave with some immense monster lurking deep inside.

Finally, dodging around tightly stacked and bound piles of crates and great bales of unknown and likely illegal herbs, Winethief found his first and second mates, along with the ship’s tinker, waiting for him in the farthest reach of the cargo bay, a secluded corner you could only reach by squeezing and crawling past other cargo.

There lay the ship’s vault.

It looked to be a solid metal box, ten feet to a side, but when Winethief rapped on it, he could tell it was thin and light— he doubted that the whole thing weighed more than a single sailor. Once they got it open, they’d surely find powerful reinforcement enchantments or wards worked into the back of the metal.

It wasn’t much of a wait until they got in— their tinker might be a drunk and a fool, but she could break through any lock, ward, or enchanted door ever put to sea with her wire magic.

Winethief wouldn’t be ashamed to admit he spent the whole wait fantasizing about what might lie inside. Gold, most certainly. Silver, quite likely? Jewels? Possible, but it was always amusing to Winethief how often popular tales of piracy overestimated the number of jewels shipped at sea.

No, what he was really excited about was the possibility of enchanted items. There wasn’t anything more valuable you could haul, pound for pound, and they’d surely be kept in the ship’s vault.

When the tinker finally cracked open the door, Winethief wasn’t let down. Everything he’d expected lay within the vault, except the jewels, of course. There looked to be a half-dozen enchanted weapons off to one side at first glance.

There were two things in the vault, however, that Winethief hadn’t expected.

The first was the horrible stench of rotting meat.

The second was the rotting corpse of a woman with a plumed captain’s cap.

A woman with a glass left eye.

Winethief had no doubt he’d found Captain Eliza Slate.

His first question was why she was chained to the wall of the vault.

His second question was why the key to her chains lay just out of her reach on the floor in front of her.

His third question, the question that immediately made him put his hand in his pocket to make sure the captain’s log was still in it, was what could possibly have terrified Slate enough to kill herself with an enchanted dagger.

Day 20:

The illusion hasn’t degraded in the least. Not a flicker, not a shift, no warping at all.

It just keeps eating the horizon, and the irrational fear gets worse and worse whenever you look at it.

The shrinkage has reached the level of the deck now. It’s small, and even I have to struggle to notice the difference, but it’s there.

I’m the only one who has been able to make it up to the drake’s nest since last night. The horizon up there…

Well, it’s barely larger than the ship. At times, the prow actually dips outside the horizon. It hurts to watch as the sky bites a chunk out of my ship. I have never been afraid of heights, but now, my heart races and my brow is drenched with sweat, and I have to struggle to convince myself that the sky isn’t about to devour me.

Any confidence the crew has is swiftly vanishing. Mutterings have started, and a fearful crew is an unpredictable crew.

Day 23:

I should have paid more attention to the quartermaster’s anger. Several good sailors would still be alive if I had.

The mutineers were not fool enough to fight me directly— I am no true warrior, but neither were they, and my illusions gave me far too great of an advantage if needed.

They drugged me instead with my evening meal, the night of my last entry.

I’m unsure why they kept me comatose for days, rather than killing me— perhaps they were too squeamish, perhaps Andras thought I still might be necessary. It didn’t stop them from throwing my first mate overboard when he objected.

Seron was a good man. Not the cleverest officer I’ve ever had under my command, but by far the most dependable and loyal.

The accounts of my crew were confused and often contradictory, as they each tried to persuade me that they weren’t involved, that they’d been forced against their will to act by Andras.

Here is, to the best I can gather, the order of events:

After killing Seron and consolidating control over the ship, Andras immediately ordered the mages to attempt a high-speed escape.

It went exactly as wrong as I had feared, and two of our water mages lost control. One just for a moment, another more completely, but even a momentary gap in the watershield around our hull shook the entire ship and threw it off course. The foremast was barely holding together, the hull suffered several breaches, and, worst of all, the keel was cracked. No one died, but there were hosts of minor injuries.

I have heard conflicting reports about whether the illusion broke at all.

I’m not sure how Andras maintained control, but the crew came together on the pumps for a day and a half until the ship’s carpenters managed to fix the hull with their magic. The Mule’s hull enchantments are no easy fix that can be repaired in an hour or two.

The following hours were, from what I could gather, filled with growing recriminations and arguments. I’m not sure I’ll ever get a clear picture of what happened, but the results were clear enough:

Andras was bound and thrown into a makeshift brig in the cargo hold, and a sailor named Leras took command until I woke from the most recent dose of the drugs they fed me. He seems to have appointed himself my new first mate, which…

To be frank, I’m not sure I trust Leras. He’s charismatic and skillful, but he’s new to the ship, and… well, I’m not sure I can explain my uncertainty, but something feels off about him.

At the least, his obvious ambition worries me.

I’ve decided to let the blame for the mutiny fall solely on Andras’ shoulders. We cannot afford to lose more crew to this insanity, not when we suffer under the pall of this horrid illusion.

Repairs on the keel will take several more days. It would be faster in dry dock, where the carpenters could work on its enchantments directly, but the bilge is sufficiently close enough to the keel for their wood magic to reach it. They’re hardly happy about spending so much time in the bilge, but they understand its necessity, and aren’t complaining.

I’ve set aside extra rum rations for the carpenters.

I remain uncertain of what to do with Andras. We are no warship, and I am not one to try to rule my crew by force, nor execute dissenters… but nor have I ever suffered a mutiny like this before.

I’ve… avoided talking of the horizon, so far.

It’s eaten the drake’s nest almost entirely.

It can still be entered, but peering out of it shows nothing but sky in every direction, save straight down, and even then, there’s only a narrow corridor around the mast left. The deck is hardly visible from above.

And from the deck itself… the horizon is closer by a third than it should be.

No dream illusionist should be this powerful, able to maintain a spell for this long.

Not save one of the great powers.

Day 24:

We have lost another sailor today, but none of us know the circumstances, nor when the last time any of us saw Able Lee. A few crewmembers believe they saw her after the conclusion of the mutiny, but none have seen her since last night, and a search of the ship has turned up nothing.

We have only lost three crew so far, including Seron during the mutiny, but the toll weighs far more heavily. I have lost twice so many sailors on a single voyage to storms or monster attacks in the past, but even then, the decks of the Mule never felt so gloomy.

The illusion presses down upon us all, and Leras reports rumors among the crew— mutterings of something in the sky, slowly descending to devour us all.

The repairs go slowly.

Captain Winethief found himself distracted by shouting on the deck and immediately tucked the log of Captain Slate into his pocket.

His crew was already nervous enough between finding the ghost ship and the captain’s body down in the hold. If one of them got their hands on the journal…

Well, best that didn’t happen.

The shouting turned out to be due to an accident— a crate of glass had broken apart, and one of his sailors had gashed her arm open. Winethief was able to heal the wound easily enough, but…

He couldn’t say he was particularly comfortable with the fact that his initial reaction to the injury had been relief.

The sky was still normal above the Kraken’s Maw and the Three-Legged Mule.

Day 25:

The drake’s nest is gone completely, along with the upper third of the masts. It cannot be climbed into, nor can I even scry it with my magic.

Worse, my magic struggles, more and more, to get past the horizon. This makes no sense to me— I have never heard of dream magic interfering with light-based scrying like this before.

Two more sailors vanished in the night. Leras claims no one saw anything, and I have no logical reason to mistrust him, but I do. Were the missing sailors among those who had opposed Andras’ mutiny? Is Leras planning one of his own?

No, that is paranoia and madness. I must not let my fears rule me— Leras may be ambitious, but he needed not have awoken me from my drugged stupor when he overthrew Andras’ mutiny.

The crew struggles with their own fear, though, and I fear it rules them. Most of them avoid looking up at the sky, and few of them will climb into the rigging at any height, no matter how Leras or I cajole them. Until we finish the keel repairs, there is little to do up there… but I fear whether we will even have a rigging by then, or whether the sky will have devoured it entirely.

Day 26:

Another two sailors, gone.

This time we know what happened to them, at least.

Just before dawn, Inked Soren began climbing the rigging as though possessed. He didn’t even seem to hear the calls of his shipmates as he climbed, though when one pursued him up, he fought them off, kicking them until they fell. (They caught themselves on a spar and were uninjured, thankfully.)

Soren simply vanished into the sky above as we watched. He never spoke, nor made a sound, and we never saw him again. Dawn came and went, and all there was to see was the masts above us, fading away into the sky above, as though they’d been chopped off halfway down.

The long, miserable wait was interrupted by screaming. Uls the Braggart began yelling about seeing teeth in the sky, teeth that had devoured Soren. Though several other sailors tried to restrain him, Uls forced himself through the crowd and threw himself overboard in a blind panic.

Uls, like most of my non-water mage sailors, cannot swim. He never surfaced.

I… want to believe that Uls had broken under the pressure, that he had deluded himself into thinking he’d seen something in the sky above us. That the fear and paranoia had gotten to him.

But what’s the alternative?

Is Inked Soren simply hanging there in the rigging? Does he stare blindly into the sky, still, as he awaits a slow death by dehydration?

I do not know which fate is worse.

Day 27:

Three more dead, now. Or four, perhaps? I do not know. Two more ascended into the rigging, at least one more overboard in terror.

Why can my water mages not find the victims when they plunge into the sea? They are not particularly powerful, but surely this is not beyond them.

Are they working with Leras? Andras? Are the drowned victims those loyal to me?

Most of the crew will not leave the hold now. Work on the keel is almost done, but I fear that there is no escape, even once it is done.

I struggle to sleep at night. Nightmares of the sky descending towards me, full of teeth, plague me every night. Even when I retreat below decks in my dreams, the sky follows, tearing apart the ship to get at me.

The horizon is so close now. How will it feel when it rolls in for good? Will I feel it, or will I simply be lost in the sky?

Day 27:

There is another mutiny coming. I can feel it. Leras plots against me, and I will not have it.

I must strike first. I will kill him and toss him overboard, and I will hide it with an illusion of him ascending into the sky.

I… no. No. I need proof. I need evidence.

Day 27:

I do not know the last time I have slept. I…

The nightmares are only the action of whatever enemy dream mage has trapped us here. Nothing more. There are no teeth in the sky, nothing waits for us above.

I have skipped writing in this log the last few days because I have been watching my new first mate for signs of betrayal. I have cloaked myself in illusion, following Leras for hours at a time invisibly as he goes around his duties. I am sure he is plotting against me, but he is cautious. Does he know I suspect him?

Though… perhaps I have misjudged. Perhaps he is no mutineer.

Perhaps he works for the dream mage instead.

It makes sense. This was his first voyage with us, after all. He could be an agent of the enemy, spying on us for his master.

Or he could be the dream mage himself, but… no, this makes no sense. Leras sleeps as little as the rest of us, is woken by nightmares, and avoids the sky.

Unless he fakes it, to hide his own culpability.

No. I must stop this. This mad theorizing leads to madness. All I need to know is that Leras plots against me, and is my enemy.

The horizon creeps and creeps and creeps, as the sky pushes it closer to us.

Day 27:

Leras died in the night. Two crewmembers witnessed him climb. I did not. Is he still there, in the rigging, with so many others? Waiting silently as they stare up at the sky?

I suspected him for so long, had so much evidence against him, but it was all for naught. In the end, I had nothing to do with his death.

I begin to suspect that this is not the work of a dream mage, nor any other illusionist.

I think we face a wardsmith, one who has found some way to inscribe their ward in the waves or sky. A cloud mage? I do not know. It explains things so much better than illusions.

Did I show enough horror and despair at Leras' death when they told me? Too little? I cannot find my knife.

I cannot touch the sky by jumping yet, but I cannot imagine it will be long.

Day 27:

There are twelve of us left, and somehow, Andras is one of them.

How many of us hang in the rigging now, staring at the sky? Blindly waiting for… I do not know what.

It rained this morning. I hope those in the rigging drank some of it.

They must still be there in the rigging. They must. There are no teeth in the sky, I have not seen them.

I have not.

There are no teeth in the sky.

No teeth, and they do not call me.

I… digress. This is not important. Andras is what is important.

He is loose and speaking to the crew.

I will wrap myself in illusion again to spy on them. I cannot risk a direct confrontation.

Day 27:

Andras is dead, and I have killed him. How is he still walking on the deck? He is as dead as the mutiny leader Leras. Did Andras kill Leras only to launch his own mutiny? Why did Andras even awaken me from my own drugged sleep if he meant to take my ship for himself?

Day 27:

Andras has convinced the crew that I am behind everything. He claims there is no enemy illusionist, no monster in the sky, no wardsmith making horrid trap wards out of clouds in the sky to fool us.

He claims that I have done this. That I have gone mad and am killing the crew off one by one. He claims that I am the dream mage.

The mutineers will not find me. I will cloak myself with my illusions, and I will wait for the teeth in the sky to take care of them.

Day 27:

Andras and the other six mutineers have not given up their search for me yet. I can feel sleep calling me, and my illusions will not last once I slumber.

Were there more mutineers before? No matter.

I have a plan.

I shall climb into the rigging, where my loyal crew all wait for me, and outlast the mutineers there.

Day 27:

I… believe I went mad yesterday. I almost climbed the rigging, into the grasp of the sky. It was purest chance that saved me— embarrassingly enough, I tripped and tumbled into an open hatch, down into the hold.

I don’t know how Andras and his mutineers failed to find me as I lay insensate among the bags and crates below, but that accident was all that saved me. All that kept me alive from my own madness.

Because, if I had climbed, I would be dead. This I know.

There is no illusion above us, no wards, no tricks of any sort.

The sky hungers, and devours the horizon, and devours us, one by one.

This is why so many of my sailors threw themselves in the sea. Better drowning than being devoured by the sky.

How did Andras and his mutineers not find me? I know they hunt me still, but they have hidden in ambush, and I fear to move about even invisibly.

Day 27:

It is just Andras and me, now. Just the two of us, and the sky.

I cannot see the horizon, save when I peer directly down past the railing. The sky has eaten all the sea.

I cannot even walk upright. I scuttle about, hunched over in half. Soon enough, I will have to crawl.

Andras lies on his back on the deck, staring silently into the sky.

He is no threat anymore.

Day 27:

Has it been a day since my last entry? Hours? Weeks? Minutes?

I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter.

The sky calls me, and I will not let it have me.

There is no sea to throw myself in. The sky ate the sea, like it did the rest of the world, and half the ship has been lost beyond the horizon. There is no railing to throw myself over anymore, even if I wanted to.

I have a plan, though.

I shall lock myself in the vault. Chain myself to its walls, so that I will not be tempted to feed myself to the sky.

The world is gone. I was a fool to think it was just my ship. The world is gone, and I am the last living being on it. My plan is as foolish as I am, and yet I follow it, rather than simply surrendering to the sky. I…

No. No.

I will hide in the vault and wait for the sky to be satiated. Surely, Andras will be enough. He has not moved from his place on the deck, and the sky will have him before long.

Why doesn’t he move? Why does my first mate just lay there, motionless on the deck?

When I look up, I can see the teeth. See them gnashing, grinding, and biting. See them dripping with the blood of those who climbed the rigging.

I can see the teeth now. But only with my left eye.

If the sky cannot be satiated by Andras, if even the vault cannot protect me…

Better the knife than the teeth.

Jack Winethief closed the log on the last words of Captain Eliza Slate, took a long, unsteady breath, and made his decision.

The loading had finished, and his crew only waited on him to decide whether to take the Mule as a prize.

It was no great mystery what had happened here— stories of illusionists going mad were more than common enough.

Slate had been the dream mage, as her crew had accused her of. Why else would she have had a dream mage teacher, as she’d claimed, if she weren’t a dream mage herself? She had gone mad, killed them one by one, just as they had accused her of. Just as her master had once done. Her writings by the end had been a deranged, barely legible scrawl.

There was no curse on this ship, no traps. It was safe to seize, safe to take with a prize crew. There was no threat holding them back.

Winethief nodded briskly to himself, steady in his decision.

Then he grabbed a bottle of brandy from Slate’s desk and poured it over her journal.

He soaked all its pages, then began splashing the brandy across the deck.

He repeated the process with every bottle of whiskey and rotgut in the captain’s cupboard, drenching the entire captain’s cabin.

He left the door to the captain’s cabin open behind him and ignited the alcohol with a cantrip as he walked away.

Winethief didn’t explain his order when he told his battle mages to sink the Three-Legged Mule.

No one asked him to. The look on his face said enough.

A hundred feet below the waves, she circled, waiting. A hundred feet below the waves, she circled, watching the debris and ruins of the Three-Legged Mule sink.

She didn’t know it had once been called the Three-Legged Mule. She didn’t even know that it had been a ship. If she thought of it as anything, which was doubtful, it had, perhaps, been a buffet or cornucopia to her.

Never before, in all her long, slow, cold life, had she eaten so well. She was used to going weeks between meals— to eat daily was a luxury she’d never known before, in the cold dark deep.

When the seafloor volcano had erupted, she had fled in pain and panic from its heat and poisons. Fled up until the ocean began to relax its endless crushing grip on her, until the pressure was so small that it began to hurt her. Rather than face the heights of the sea, her newest mate among many, a thousandth her size, actually tore himself free from her side, ripping free from her skin that had been growing over him.

She feared the volcano too much to even stop to eat him.

Even as far from the surface as she had stayed, the light filtering down had pained her. She surely would have dived again, if not for something utterly out of her experience.

A ship passed overhead, and aboard it she felt dreams, stronger than any she had ever felt before save the occasional kraken that hunted her kind.

She didn’t know what the sky was, never intended to craft that specific dream in her prey. But then, she never tried to plant any specific dream in her prey— she let them build their own dreams, all around the conviction that there was danger away from her, danger that could be avoided by going towards her.

The dream grew in the minds of the Mule’s crew, spread from one to another and back again, reinforcing itself with each passage.

One by one, the crew threw themselves overboard. Some climbed the rigging first before doing so, their minds so warped by the dream that they sought to give into it entirely.

And each dreamer that fell sank into her waiting mouth.

She was a third as long as the smuggling ship, could have surely torn it apart with her own strength, but the thought never crossed her mind. She only hunted in the ways natural to her, for she lacked enough dreams of her own to imagine new tactics. Even in those rare times she slept, she dreamed seldom, lest something hungry sense her dreams.

Though, if the ship had been a little smaller, or she had been a little larger, she would have simply devoured it whole. Her stomach could fit prey twice as large as she was. It was for the best that she hadn’t devoured the smuggling ship whole, of course— wood wasn’t likely to agree with her digestive tract.

One dreamer on the Mule had escaped her jaws beneath the waves, but no matter. She had fed better than she ever had before, her great bulk satiated for the first time in her life.

Satiation never lasted for her kind, though. Their very existence was one of desperation and near-constant starvation, down in the sterile, cold, crushing deeps. She would eat and eat and eat, even if it tore her stomach open.

By the time the Kraken’s Maw arrived, she was hungry again.

As the pirate ship sailed away from the sinking smuggler, the great anglerfish followed behind it, and her lure began to glow.

Not with light, but with dreams.

Far above the Kraken’s Maw, the constellations woke, fixing their baleful gaze on the pirate ship below.


Test of Magic

This story is set four centuries before the events of Mage Errant.

There was brimstone in the air as Kayro’s wagon rolled through the grey stone city of Alikea. Admittedly, there was always a hint of brimstone coming from the hot springs and volcanic vents on the sides of Mount Cairn, but it almost choked the air today, lying heavy enough that the air itself seemed tinted yellow.

Kayro scowled, moved the quarterstaff leaning next to her on the wagon’s bench, and wrapped her shawl more tightly around her face. The noble families were feuding again, it seemed, and once more failing to take care of their duties. The various noble claims to legitimacy came from their ability to soothe the volcano, prevent eruptions, and restrain the choking gases of the volcano, but as often as not, they spent more energy jockeying against one another for power and wealth, neglecting their duties to the city-state.

After all, most of their homes had wards and enchantments to keep the air clean, and they had little worry for the lungs and health of the poor.

Kayro preferred to avoid Alikea when she could— for that matter, she usually preferred to avoid most big cities. They almost never lacked for plenty of affinity testers of their own, their shops carrying many more exotic materials than a simple wagon ever could.

Not, of course, that Kayro’s wagon was by any means a simple one, nor did she lack in exotic materials, but she wasn’t much one for competition. She preferred to keep well out of the way of irritable competitors, who had plenty of ways to make the life of a traveling affinity tester miserable.

No, Kayro was perfectly happy wandering from village to village, just her and Stinky.

The tortoise in question turned his head to look back at her, as though he knew she was thinking of him, and Kayro couldn’t help but smile and toss him a mottled yellow squash. The mossback, four times the weight of the biggest horse, caught the squash with surprising agility, then easily crushed it in his beak.

The fact that Stinky could do the same to a man’s head— and had done so before— was a big part of why no one messed with her wagon. Or with the little garden of rare herbs growing on the top of Stinky’s shell, even though some of the plants were worth as much as the average laborer made in a year.

Kayro had never known anyone else who had successfully raised a mossback tortoise before or trained it to haul a wagon. But then, most people didn’t try to find baby mossbacks and raise them, and even among those that did, few mossbacks were as relatively calm and gentle as Stinky.

Relative being the important term, of course.

The only reason Kayro had brought Stinky and herself to Alikea, risking the irritation of the city’s affinity testers and the odds of Stinky biting some drunk who was fool enough to irritate him?

The damn bounty.

The great Ordas Firethief himself had offered his son’s weight in gold to anyone who could figure out the boy’s affinity. None of Alikea’s affinity testers had succeeded, and, for more than a year now, affinity testers had been rolling their carts and wagons into Firethief’s villa. Not just traveling affinity testers like Kayro, but established affinity testers from other cities— even from Tsarnassus itself, rival of Alikea, and the greatest city on the continent.

Every one of them had failed.

Kayro had largely ignored the call for a long time— she was sure one of the other affinity testers would get it long before she could head south to Alikea.

The rumors kept going, though, and as Kayro reached the southernmost villages on her yearly route, she found herself hesitating.

It wasn’t the gold that drew her attention— at least, not mostly. She certainly wouldn’t turn down that much gold, after all.

No, more than anything else, it was the challenge.

There were affinity testers out there who thought it enough to just have a wide variety of materials to show to new mages, that all the job really needed was a collector’s instincts.

Kayro had nothing but disdain for those frauds. No, to be a true affinity tester required far more than just a collection of shiny gewgaws and rare minerals.

Affinity testing required a clever mind for puzzles, for deciding what oddity to show a child next. Non-material affinities were especially tricky— telling the difference between frost and ice affinities or between galvanic and lightning affinities were tasks that couldn’t be accomplished by merely showing display cases to new mages. Kayro could finish in a village in a day or two, whereas other testers would take as much as a week.

Affinity testing required a keen eye for body language, for spotting when an affinity sense was reacting. Kayro could see the tiniest flinches from a new affinity sense, even ones the owner couldn’t feel at all.

Affinity testing required an exhaustively comprehensive knowledge of affinities— advising parents on what their new child’s magic might be good for or where to get it trained, was as much a part of her job as discovering what a child’s magic was.

Affinity testing required a deft hand at navigating the social world— for heading off the anger of disappointed parents, for helping calm a village nervous about some rare and dangerous seeming affinity, for a thousand other duties. Kayro was particularly proud of herself there— she kept a comprehensive list of affinities in all the dozens of villages she visited each year and had arranged literally thousands of apprenticeships over her career, sending teens with letters of introduction to other villages on her route, to find someone who could teach them how to use their magic.

Affinity testing required compassion, to help comfort a child who had failed to inherit their parent’s affinities, or even one who had been unfortunate enough to be born mindblind.

Kayro could go on and on about her job— there were few careers more challenging and even fewer more rewarding to her mind. Kayro loved what she did and took pride in it like nothing else.

It helped, of course, that Kayro had a far larger collection of material samples than just about any other traveling affinity tester. Some of the established, city-bound testers might have her beat, but Kayro was justifiably proud of what she, her master, and her master’s masters, going back over a century, had put together.

To Kayro’s mild surprise, the great Ordas Firethief himself came to greet her after she pulled into the inner courtyard of his great walled villa. There was a bit of a wait after she’d been let in, but no more than a few minutes.

Dozens of windows peered down at her from all sides to make up for the complete lack of windows on the outside of Ordas’ villa. There’d been too many assassinations and assassination attempts between the noble houses of Alikea in recent years to risk such obvious security risks as outer windows.

Kayro could actually see the difference between the air outside Ordas’ wards and inside— his wards made a sharp-edged dome of clear air, with the yellow smog outside pushing down against it fruitlessly.

There were several more wagons and carriages in the courtyard, a couple of which were being loaded by servants.

Ordas Firethief strode, shirtless and sweaty, into the courtyard before Kayro could make more than a cursory examination of her surroundings. He was heralded by Stinky’s irritable, surprisingly high-pitched squeaking— the tortoise wasn’t fond of strangers approaching the wagon. If she had to guess, he’d probably been practicing the sword in one of the villa’s other courtyards— even though he had no need for swordplay with his magic he was a notorious lover of it.

The Firethief himself was every inch as big as the stories told— six and a half feet tall, with shoulders so broad they’d be better suited to a bear than a man. Ordas’ shaggy curls and beard weren’t, however, quite so red as in the stories— they were more of a coppery brown, maybe an auburn, than actual red.

“Welcome, welcome!” Ordas cried happily, seizing her wrist in one meaty paw and shaking it vigorously. “Ready to meet my son’s challenge, I hope?”

Kayro nodded politely, trying not to wince at the sweat the huge mage was dripping on her hand.

“Should I bring Balin out to your wagon to get started, then?” Ordas asked.

Kayro shook her head. “No, I’d like to meet him, run some other tests first.”

“He’s already been tested for mind-blindness many times,” Ordas said. “The boy’s got more imagination than he needs to be a mage, if you ask me.”

“I have no doubt, but these are other sorts of tests,” Kayro said. “Meant to try to discover what form his affinity senses might take.”

Kayro had, in fact, harbored some doubts about whether Balin had already been tested for mind-blindness- it would hardly be the first time a noble family went out of their way to hide mind-blindness in one of their scions.

She had talked to several other affinity testers on her way to Alikea. Traveling testers were usually friendlier than established ones in cities, and meetings were always an excellent opportunity to not only trade rare materials with one another, but to share all the latest gossip.

And the one thing every affinity tester in the region was gossiping about now was the Firethief’s son.

Several of the other testers she’d spoken to had reputable secondhand stories about attempts made, and they’d all agreed Balin could perform cantrips adequately. Just in case someone had been casting the cantrips for the lad, though, many previous testers had performed memory tests. Balin had passed the various visual memory tests with flying colors. Kayro wouldn’t need to waste her time on the hours-long tests. Likewise, he definitely wasn’t a warlock— there’d been plenty of testing on those grounds already, and at least one actual pacting attempt that failed.

“I thought you could only test for affinity senses once you knew someone’s affinity?” Ordas asked.

“Well, I can’t tell exactly what someone’s affinity senses are going to be, but I can narrow down the odds,” Kayro said. “Affinity senses have… certain patterns in how they appear. Affinities often appear mimicking a person’s weakest sense— though that depends on the sense. The relationship is reversed for other senses. There are a few other factors that weigh in as well— chronic pain, for instance, can heavily affect the resultant affinity sense. When I have an idea which affinity senses are most likely to appear, I can alter my testing program appropriately.”

Ordas’ eyes started to glaze over halfway through her explanation, so Kayro didn’t bother explaining her specific methods. Not that she would have gone into detail— like the books, they’d been passed down by her master, and she had little interest in sharing them widely.

In truth, she didn’t need to use the tests most of the time. More often than not, she just showed a series of display cases to the teens being tested, arranged by affinity frequency. Kayro’s master had, on his retirement, passed down a whole set of Ithonian surveys, laying out the statistical distribution of affinities in a region. On top of that, he’d provided his own notes, plus his master’s notes, plus her master’s notes, and she’d started her work before the fall of the Empire itself.

With two dozen samples per display case, it was rare that Kayro had to go past the third case to discover an affinity.

She was confident this puzzle wouldn’t be so simple.

After Kayro grabbed her bag with the necessary tests inside, Ordas led her through several wide stone corridors— ones with enchanted doors and murder-holes in the walls and ceiling. This whole villa was built for defense.

Whenever they passed a doorway or intersection, members of Ordas’ huge extended family watched them. Ordas had been born the son of a poor merchant, and when he’d risen to power, he’d moved his whole family in with him.

Kayro couldn’t help but notice that none of them looked particularly friendly. Oh, they hid it well enough that someone less perceptive might not have noticed, might have thought the family members just curious, but…

For some reason, the family didn’t want her here.

Finally, they entered a small internal courtyard with a little garden. The shade-loving plants inside were the first bits of green Kayro had seen in the dour stone city.

There was a skinny teen boy facing away from them on one of the benches, hunched over a book.

“This is my boy, Balin,” Ordas said. He reached out to slap Balin on the back, but the skinny teen dodged out of the way without even looking.

As Balin rose and turned to face them, Ordas snatched the book out of his son’s hands.

“What have I told you about reading this crap, boy?” Ordas said. “These are women’s stories. If you feel the need for books, we have plenty of volumes better suited for men.”

The mage glowered at his son and seemed ready to repeat an old and well-trodden rant before remembering that Kayro was there.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Ordas said, then vanished out of the courtyard.

Kayro watched him leave before turning her attention to Balin.

If not for his hair, the exact shade and curl of his father’s, Kayro would never have thought the two related. Balin was short, delicate, and almost painfully skinny.

She took her time looking over the boy, who never once met her gaze.

“So how many affinity testers have looked at you before me?” Kayro finally asked.

“Forty-seven,” Balin responded in a quiet voice.

Kayro nodded slowly. “I imagine you’re pretty tired of us by now.”

Balin didn’t respond.

Kayro sighed. This was going to be a tough one.

She pulled seven spellform-covered wooden cubes out of her bag, each half the size of a fist. One by one, she activated them, and they started orbiting around Balin’s head.

“Whenever one of these cubes chimes, I want you to point to the cube that made the noise,” Kayro said.

Balin only responded with the faintest of nods.

Yep. Definitely going to be a tough one.

The various sensory tests took a little less than two hours, after which Kayro gave Balin a break so she could return to her wagon and compare his results to her charts.

The results were depressingly inconclusive. Balin was a little less likely to have an affinity sense emulating his vision or hearing than average, but he was still well-within normal ranges, so she couldn’t count it out entirely.

She’d have to use the standard array of affinity tests unfortunately, rather than a more focused set.

Part of her wanted to just expose Balin to every affinity material in her wagon, but given how huge the magically expanded space inside it was, and the absurd number of materials that the wagon had collected over the century and a half it had been used by masters and apprentices, that would take weeks.

Well, more likely a week, but…

She was alerted to someone approaching by one of Stinky’s high-pitched squeaks.

Kayro looked up to see one of Ordas’ relatives hesitating just out of reach. Or, at least, what they thought was out of reach— the mossback’s neck could stretch a shocking distance.

“It’s alright, Stinky, let him by.”

Kayro eyed the man appraisingly as he approached and shook her hand. Soft hands, weak physique, clothes that were both wildly expensive and utterly tasteless, plenty of makeup applied to hide the onset of middle age.

Given Ordas’ obvious preference for bravado and gratuitous manliness, she was guessing this fellow was some distant relative, most likely held in low esteem by the Firethief but kept in style due to the simple fact of their relationship. Would be low in the family hierarchy accordingly, probably trying to pump her for information to get an advantage in his schemes. She’d seen his type often enough— they were one of many reasons she avoided nobles when she could.

“You should leave,” the man said before even introducing himself.

Kayro blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Two of the last five affinity testers left in a hurry under mysterious circumstances, with visible bruises, and a third vanished, leaving his wagon behind.”

“I don’t understand. Is another noble family interfering with the testing?” Kayro asked.

The unnamed man shook his head. “It’s this family that’s the problem. Ordas has always encouraged competition for his favor— flatters his ego— but it’s gotten out of hand in recent years. No one trusts each other anymore, to the point where there have already been a couple failed assassination attempts and quite a few exiles, some self-imposed. You should leave, for your own safety.”

“Why are you telling me this? What’s your angle?” Kayro asked, not bothering to hide her suspicion.

“Because I’m leaving for my own safety,” the man said, gesturing to a couple of wagons and carriages being loaded. “I’m taking my wife and my kids and never coming back to this city. Just trying to do a good deed before this place explodes.”

With that, the man turned to leave.

“Why is this place about to explode?” Kayro asked, before the man could step away. She realized that she’d badly misjudged the man.

He paused but didn’t bother to look back at her. “Because the whole city knows that Ordas is dying, and his only heir hasn’t shown any magic yet. If one of the other Volcano Guardians doesn’t snap up this estate after Ordas dies, my family is going to murder each other over it.”

“And what happens to Balin?” Kayro asked.

The man glanced back at that, a sad look on his face. “If he doesn’t prove to have an affinity that will let him replace his father as Guardian, I wouldn’t bet a shaved copper on him outliving his father. Flames, even if he does, I doubt he’ll make it to adulthood and full power. Too many people, inside and outside of this family, stand to gain from the kid’s death.”

With that, the still-unnamed man was gone.

The story wasn’t hard to get. She just went to one of Alikea’s pubs that night— not a shabby one, but not too nice, either— and bought a few drinks in exchange for stories.

Two months ago, Ordas and two other Volcano Guardians had driven off a mad alchemist from the depths of the Green Mountains. The naga water mage would have been a terrifying foe even without the alchemy, but his habit of turning whole lakes into cauldrons for brewing toxins and flooding towns and villages with poison made him a threat enough that the Volcano Guardians put aside their rivalries to drive him off.

They’d managed to kill the mad alchemist, but at a terrible cost to the city. One Guardian, a brimstone mage, had been killed outright and another, a stone mage, had been crippled for life, explaining how the current state of the city had gotten so bad.

Ordas had seemed fine at first, but a few weeks ago he’d collapsed in the middle of one of his workouts.

The stories Kayro collected that night all differed on what, exactly, the poison was, but the one thing they all agreed on was that healers could only prolong the Firethief’s life and hide the symptoms, not save him entirely. The slow poison had been in his system for too long when it was finally discovered.

The rumors had only leaked out into the city less than a week ago, explaining why Kayro hadn’t heard about them yet.

Quite a few people were considering leaving the city for fear of an eruption now. Losing one Guardian and having another crippled was an awful blow to the city, certainly, but the Firethief…

Well, the powerful heat mage had been absolutely vital in suppressing eruptions over the last few years. He’d drained huge amounts of heat from Mount Cairn, again and again, that one of the other Volcano Guardians had then blown away from the city on massive wind currents.

Kayro knew that the stone and magma mages among the Guardians were far more important to suppressing eruptions— especially for their work venting gas buildup inside the mountain— but that was a largely invisible process to the populace compared to the spectacle of a river of fire flowing away from the mountain to disperse harmlessly far away from the city. The Firethief was easily the most popular of the Volcano Guardians among the public, and things were hugely unsettled with the rumors of his impending death.

Kayro had unknowingly stepped into a viper pit, and all her instincts were screaming at her to get out as fast as she could.

If she did that, though, she’d be condemning Balin to death.

Kayro started the testing bright and early in the morning. Balin obviously would have preferred to be asleep— no surprise, it was a rare teen indeed that tolerated mornings.

Stinky was as sleepy as Balin looked and let the boy pass in Kayro’s wake without a challenge. Balin just stood there staring nervously at the tortoise as Kayro began unfolding the side of her wagon.

“Long as you don’t try to attack me or to pet him, Stinky won’t bite you,” Kayro said. “He’s bizarrely even-tempered and lazy for a mossback.”

Balin made a nervous noise in response and didn’t take his eyes off the tortoise.

His gaze didn’t stay on Stinky for long, however, as Kayro kept unfolding the wagon.

And unfolding it, and unfolding it, and unfolding it.

Within a few minutes, Kayro had opened up dozens of cases and shelves into a shop-like enclosure four times larger than the wagon itself— and that was only a fragment of the wagon’s internal size.

Kayro couldn’t help but take satisfaction in Balin’s amazed expression. The instant she finished unfolding the wagon, she started counting to herself to see how long it would take him to make the usual comment.

It usually only took a ten-count at most until…

“How powerful are you?” Balin demanded.

Kayro blinked in surprise. “Most people are more amazed by my wagon being bigger on the inside.”

The boy rolled his eyes. “I’m not some village peasant, I’ve seen spatial enchantments before. One this large has to be worth a dragon’s ransom, though. You’ve got to be monstrously powerful to have kept someone from stealing it, even with your tortoise.”

“Thank you for not calling him a turtle,” Kayro said.

“What?”

“Most people refer to him as a turtle despite the fact that he’s a tortoise,” Kayro said.

Balin shook his head. “They’re… not strictly wrong to do so? There was a lot of debate about whether they were tortoises or turtles between the philosophers of the Empire. I agree with the tortoise side of the argument, but… they do spend an awful lot of time in lakes and rivers for tortoises.”

“Sure, but only in the shallows where they can walk around— they don’t swim at all,” Kayro said. “Real turtles swim.”

Then she remembered what was at stake and shook her head. “As much as I’d enjoy arguing natural law, I’ve got a job to do, unfortunately. Take a seat here.”

Balin seemed to shrink back in on himself as Kayro unfolded a chair from the open side of the wagon and gestured at him to sit.

“You never answered my question,” Balin said quietly.

“What’s that?”

“How powerful are you?”

“Wrong question,” Kayro responded, then hit a nearby lever.

A wheeled clothes rack began sliding out from the side of the wagon, then sliding out more and more to an absurd length, but instead of robes or jackets hanging from it, there were skeletons. Dozens of them, some of them yellowed with age.

“It doesn’t matter how powerful I am,” Kayro said. “It matters how powerful my wagon is, and how it reacts to threats.”

Balin seemed suitably impressed as she hit the levers. “What about dragons, though?”

“Never had one try to mess with the wagon before, but that’s what the ballistae are for, just in case.”

“Ballistae?”

Kayro sighed, then changed the subject back. “So, you’re interested in natural philosophy? Is that what your book yesterday was about?”

The teen lit up with excitement and began to explain, in detail, the arguments of the Ithonian natural philosopher he’d been reading yesterday.

Kayro put on her best listening face and got to work testing him.

It actually helped to have Balin distracted as she did the tests— somewhat counter-intuitively, having a teen actively focus on trying to find their affinity could make things more difficult. It was a false positive problem— teens were constantly getting excited and thinking they’d felt something for one affinity or another when they hadn’t.

When they were distracted, though, their affinity senses kicking in would be much more surprising to them.

Kayro only spared half an ear for Balin’s excited monologuing, enough to know when to interject with a murmured sound of agreement or a vague questioning noise. Most of her attention was focused on the testing apparatus, which slid various display cases on rails around the boy at low speeds. Given how many thousands of the cases lurked in the depths of her wagon, she needed to be methodical about which she sent past him unless she wanted to take forever doing this.

It really said something that even with her magical wagon, she didn’t have nearly the most impressive collection among affinity testers. Some settled, city-bound testers had dragon-lair sized warehouses full of samples, with multiple storefronts and hundreds of employees.

Though even if she’d had the opportunity, Kayro wouldn’t trade her wagon for any storefront, no matter how large. Even if she didn’t love the road, even if staying still for too long didn’t drive her mad…

Her wagon was truly special, almost alive. The Ithonian Empire had once intended to have thousands of them riding the roads of the Empire, testing every teen in every village. The project had collapsed due to the expense before more than a hundred or so had been built, and today…

Well, most of the rest of the Ithonian testing wagons had been destroyed after the fall of Ithos in the battles between power-hungry warlords. The few that remained had, over the years, failed one by one due to insufficient maintenance, being crushed in battles between great powers, or simply vanishing.

Including her own, Kayro knew of only five of the Ithonian testing wagons left, and one of those wasn’t stable enough to move any longer and was permanently stuck in a village square a day’s travel south of Lemannen.

Someday, even her own wagon, as lovingly maintained as it was, would fail, and then something truly special would be gone out of the world.

The two of them spent hours and hours testing before lunch. Kayro skipped all of the common samples every other affinity tester would have tried and jumped straight into her more exotic samples. Balin never seemed to tire of discussing the nesting habits of gryphons or reports of giant toads in the southern forests of the continent.

It perhaps wasn’t the most rigorous of methods, but to amuse herself, Kayro slid animal part samples from species Balin discussed in between cases of crystalline minerals (arranged by color and degree of translucency), cases of exotic woods (arranged by density and buoyancy), and cases of fabric samples (everything from spider-silk to flax linen to one particularly disgusting spool of thread woven from the nervous systems of a post-Ithonian warlord’s enemies).

None of them provoked the slightest response as they slid past Balin.

Kayro tried dragon venom (sealed in airtight, heat-resistant enchanted ceramic so it wouldn’t catch on fire), amiant (a fibrous rock that wreaked havoc on lungs that she kept carefully sealed behind glass), and venom from the mapmaker snail (painless, lethal in just a few hours, kept preserved and isolated by enchantments).

No luck.

Kayro tried thirty different types of pickles and dozens of other fermented foods. There were, after all, never a shortage of various fermentation mages— in fact, Kayro was utterly convinced that human civilization was impossible without fermentation magic.

No luck.

Kayro tried six hundred and four different minerals.

No luck.

She tried a hundred and six species of moss.

No luck.

No luck, no luck, no luck.

Finally, with a groan of frustration, Kayro began to fold up the wagon for lunch.

Ordas came to check on their progress during lunch, just as sweaty and tired as before.

Now, though, Kayro was looking at the man through a different lens. Was the sweating just from exercise, or was it a symptom of the poison?

She honestly couldn’t say. Maybe it was just her imagination, maybe she was just imagining something she was already looking for, but something about Ordas seemed… off. His cheer and bravado a bit brittle, his voice just a little fatigued.

Kayro did her best to settle Ordas’ presumed worries with a few nonspecific platitudes, but she had no idea whether they had worked. Or if Ordas really was that anxious about things— the man was impressively hard to read if he really was worried.

Ordas largely ignored his son while he spoke to Kayro. He did reach out to clap Balin on the back as he passed, but the lad dodged his hand with ease.

Balin really wasn’t one for physical contact, it seemed. Kayro made a mental note to give him plenty of personal space— affinity testing was easier when the subjects were comfortable.

Then it was back to testing.

Kayro was an hour into testing Balin against various esoteric alchemical compounds when she came to a realization.

She carefully eyed Balin’s slender form again, then sighed and hit several unobtrusive levers.

Wooden ward segments on rails slid out from the wagon, connecting to one another to block scrying or simple eavesdropping.

“May I… ask an awkward question?” Kayro ventured.

Balin gave her a look that was equal parts irritation and nervousness. “Yes, I was born in the wrong body. Do you have an issue with that?”

Kayro shook her head. “No, I’d already guessed; I wouldn’t have brought it up if that was all. I was more curious about, well… whether that was why things with your father seem a bit…”

She hesitated, looking for a polite adjective.

“Terrible?” Balin offered. “Miserable, maybe? Strained to the breaking point?”

Kayro winced. She’d clearly hit a sore spot and probably shouldn’t have brought it up, but…

Any clue might be relevant to solving the puzzle of Balin’s affinity.

Balin surprised her by chuckling. “No, that’s not the problem my father has with me. When I told him I was a boy, he was entirely supportive of me. Shouted down plenty of our distant relatives who didn’t like the idea, even exiled one of the worst offenders. Plenty of them still don’t like it, but none of them are willing to cross him. The problem is that he expects me to conform entirely to his idea of manhood, and he’s perpetually disappointed in me for not being a violent brute like him. He’s always trying to drag me to the training fields to practice swordplay with him, always getting disappointed when I bury myself in my books.”

Kayro gave Balin a blank stare, then shook her head. “I’ve got to be honest, I have no idea how to react to that, kid. That’s… really strange.”

Balin shrugged. “He’s a supportive father, just… not a good one.”

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked. It really wasn’t any of my business.”

Balin shrugged again. “It doesn’t bother me. I’m just glad you’re not judging me for it.”

There was a long, awkward pause, then Kayro started running test samples past Balin on their rails again.

“You can turn off your ward now,” Balin said. “Someone’s bound to get suspicious if you leave it on for too long— I guarantee more than a few people have been checking in on us periodically.”

Kayro gave him a surprised look.

“I wouldn’t have lasted as long as I had in my father’s house if I wasn’t observant. Quite a few of my relatives wouldn’t mind if I had an… accident.”

Kayro grimaced but nodded and withdrew the ward back into her wagon.

“You know, my body is why I first started studying Ithonian natural philosophy,” Balin said after a few more minutes of awkward silence.

Kayro gave him a curious look but didn’t respond.

“They supposedly had healers who could modify your body, give people born into the wrong one a more comfortable form.”

“I’ve heard a lot about the Empire, but I’d never heard that before,” Kayro said.

“It took a whole team, both of healers and mages with human affinities. It was a rare skill even at the Empire’s height, and by the time it fell, the only mages left who could perform it were lost in the fall of Imperial Ithos. As for why no one talks about it anymore or tried to redevelop the skills… It’s cause of the warlords. Some of those archmages and generals battling to try to rebuild Ithos? They went out of their way to purge any documents or books that made the Empire look decadent to their eyes, and most of the books mentioning that type of body-sculpting were lost.”

Balin looked depressed at that, but before Kayro could think of what to say, the boy shook his head and continued. “Anyhow, trying to find out more about Ithonian body-sculpting magic led me deeper into natural philosophy. Even if my father never uses it, he owns a massive library for the sake of his social image. Haven’t come close to reading all of it. I just wish my father was fine with me being a scholar instead of a warrior.”

Kayro wanted to comfort the boy, but it wasn’t her place. Instead, she carefully guided the conversation back to natural philosophy as she sped more test samples along their rails.

As Balin rambled, and Kayro carried out the tests, a suspicion dawned in the back of her mind.

She was cautious not to show it on her face, but carefully altered the order of the upcoming samples.

As Balin talked more about the books of natural philosophy he was interested in, a vial of fluid slid along the rails right behind his head.

Balin twitched ever so slightly. He probably didn’t even realize it, as the motion had likely been entirely subconscious on his part. The twitch was so small that if she hadn’t been so alert, so suspicious that this vial of fluid might be related to the boy’s affinity, that she wouldn’t have noticed it either. She imagined others had tested him with this fluid already, but hadn’t noticed it— it was that small of a reaction.

After all, the sample she’d just used wasn’t what she suspected his affinity to be, but it was closely related. Enough so that his affinity sense had reacted just the tiniest bit. She hadn’t tried it before because, well…

It was just too common of a material. Just too absurdly common. She wouldn’t be surprised if the vast majority of other affinity testers had already tried that one.

The actual affinity material, the one the fluid was related to?

Not a single person alive wasn’t exposed to it most every day of their lives.

She didn’t even have samples of her actual suspicion, due to the sheer ease of finding it. She’d never even imagined someone having it as an affinity and not realizing it.

Kayro did her best not to show anything on her face, and just kept running more tests. She even took care not to end the test session early and did her best to focus on what Balin was saying.

The instant the test session was done and Kayro’s wagon folded up, though, she was off to Ordas’ training yard to speak to him.

In her pocket, Kayro carried a little metal sample vial.

An empty sample vial.

To her surprise, Ordas was training alone, battering a training dummy with a practice sword. The Firethief noticed her the instant she stepped into the training yard but didn’t stop his workout.

Kayro took a moment to look around the yard.

Unlike every other open courtyard enclosed in the huge villa, there were no windows looking down on the training yard. Just hard-packed dirt, weapon racks, and other training supplies, all well-used and well-maintained.

Kayro was thinking about how best to approach the Firethief, to get him back to her wagon so they could speak privately behind her ward, when she noticed the wards running around the training rings engraved into the stone ring surrounding the hard-packed dirt.

They were anti-scrying wards, easily as good as her own.

Kayro smiled at that. It seemed the Firethief used this training yard as a meeting-place fairly often.

Without looking over at Ordas, she walked over to the nearest weapon-rack and grabbed a quarterstaff, then moved over to one of the warded training rings.

A few heartbeats later, the Firethief joined her.

She didn’t bother trying to talk to him at first, just moved to engage.

The warlord might not have needed swordplay, might have magic that could drain the heat from one army, freezing them all solid, and then roasting another army with the drained heat, but…

He was a bloody good swordsman anyhow.

Kayro was more than a little skilled with a quarterstaff— even with all of her wagon’s defenses, it was foolish to travel without at least some ability to protect herself. She didn’t always get daily practice in, but she certainly practiced more days than she missed and counted herself reasonably skilled.

She barely held off the heat mage’s attacks. Even in his poisoned state, the man was fast, agile, and ridiculously strong. She never even managed to push into the offensive against him— he seized that early in their bout, and never let it go.

After the fifth time Ordas landed a hit on her— this one right on her sternum, hard enough to bruise— the two of them, sweaty and breathing hard— took a break.

After she drank from a waterskin offered to her by the warlord and rested for a couple of minutes, Kayro took the chance to speak.

“You have a plan for if your son doesn’t have an affinity worthy of being a Volcano Guardian? No matter how powerful he becomes, most affinities won’t work for being a guardian.”

“That’s none of your business,” Ordas said. “Your only worry is figuring out what his affinity is.”

Kayro stopped herself from snapping at the man. “May I have your permission to speak my mind without worrying about you obliterating me off the face of Anastis?”

Ordas scowled at her but nodded.

She quickly double-checked to make sure the training ring’s anti-scrying wards were still active. “I’m fairly confident that I know what Balin’s affinity is, just one more test to run to be sure, if I’m right. And if I am right, he’ll never make it as a Volcano Guardian, and he won’t survive you by long, judging by the rumors in the city and among your own family.”

Ordas snorted. “I’m not going to discuss my plans for my family with some common grifter who hasn’t even solved the problem yet. You expect me to believe you’ve already solved the problem after just a day when some of the other affinity testers couldn’t do it with weeks? That your collection is so much better than any other affinity tester’s?”

Kayro shook her head. “Not at all. If I’m correct, the material your son has an affinity for isn’t rare at all.”

“Let me guess, it was just plain bad luck that stopped any other tester from figuring it out?” Ordas sneered.

“Nope. The reason none of the other testers figured it out is that your son already knows his affinity and has been hiding it all along.”

That got Ordas’ attention, and not in a good way.

“You had better be very cautious about the next thing you say,” Ordas said, his knuckles white on the hilt of his practice sword. Kayro was pretty sure she could feel a chill in the air around her.

“Your son is incredibly observant and intelligent. I think he knows he’s in trouble if his affinity doesn’t rival yours, and the only solution he could think of to help himself in the short term was to fake not knowing his affinity. That only works for so long, though, and if he doesn’t have a powerful or at least promising affinity by the time you die— and judging by the rumors, you don’t have long now— he knows that he’s done for. Either one of your rivals or some greedy soul in your extended family is going to do him in.”

For a moment, Kayro was sure Ordas was either going to strike her with his practice sword, or maybe just freeze her solid. After a few heartbeats, though, he visibly mastered himself.

“You’re not the first affinity tester to accuse him of hiding his own affinity, so unless you can prove your claim about knowing his affinity, I’ve got no reason to listen to you any further. What is this mysterious affinity supposed to be, anyhow?”

Kayro noted that he hadn’t denied his approaching death, but she didn’t comment on it. Instead, she pulled the little metal sample vial out of her pocket.

The one that had been empty but which she’d filled up while they were resting.

That night, there was an explosion at the villa of Ordas Firethief.

The people of Alikea hid in their homes, fearing a war between the Volcano Guardians, like the ones that had devastated the city and risked eruption multiple times over the century since Ithos’ fall.

Dawn came with no civil war but with a thousand rumors instead.

By the end of that day, the rumors began to congeal, to take proper form. The stories of imprisoned phoenixes escaping or ancient Ithonian superweapons vanished, and one narrative had taken precedence above all others.

Ordas Firethief had destroyed his own library— and with it, his only son and heir.

There were plenty of rumors that bore some vague resemblance to the truth— rumors that Ordas had incinerated his son for being mindblind, rumors that he had incinerated his son for having an embarrassing affinity like hemorrhoids or dandruff, rumors that he’d incinerated his son for simply having a weak affinity.

Those rumors were almost drowned out by the others, though. Rumors that Ordas’ son had been the one to poison him, rumors that Ordas’ son had been killed and replaced by an illusionist, rumors that Ordas was going mad from the poison.

There was no such speculation or rumormongering from the other great powers, however. The very night Ordas destroyed his own library, he sent messages to the other Volcano Guardians.

His son had developed one of the forbidden affinities, those affinities like yellowstone or plague affinities that must be wiped out on discovery.

The Guardians all quietly accepted his story, even the Firethief’s rivals and enemies feeling pity for the man. None sought to interfere with the affinity tester who had discovered the forbidden affinity— it would be impossible to keep track of forbidden affinities without affinity testers and punishing them would only convince other affinity testers to not report forbidden affinities.

And, thanks to said pity, the lot of them quickly agreed to the Firethief’s proposed division of his worldly goods once the poison took him— they were even generous enough to only plan to take two-thirds of his fortune and divide it among themselves once he passed, instead of the lot of it.

It wasn’t long before another scandal reared its head, involving an archmage running a smuggling ring, and Alikea turned its attention to new matters.

So it was that an affinity tester’s wagon, hauled by a mossback tortoise, carried its owner unmolested away from the city of Alikea and its brimstone fogs.

Ordas had promised any affinity tester who solved the problem of his son’s affinity the boy’s weight in gold, and, indeed, the wagon was heavier by that much gold.

That wasn’t the only additional weight on board Kayro’s wagon, though.

It was precisely half of it.

It was a week before Kayro let Balin out of the depths of her wagon, just to make sure no one was watching them any longer.

There was enough food, water, and air deep inside the wagon for Kayro to have survived a month, and the boy had a sizable portion of his father’s library to keep him entertained, but…

Kayro doubted it was healthy for a boy who’d just had his whole life upturned to spend so much time alone.

She’d guessed right about Balin’s affinity. She could have confirmed it before confronting Ordas, lowered the risk of the confrontation— but she hadn’t wanted to risk an ambitious family member moving too soon if they suspected she’d solved it. Best to have the Firethief nearby, watching covertly, when she made the final test of Balin’s affinity.

Of course, there was another reason she’d confronted Ordas in the training yard.

It was a convenient and unsuspicious place to work up a sweat.

After all, what sort of affinity tester would carry around vials of human sweat in their collection? It was absolutely inconceivable that a teen with freshly formed mana reservoirs wouldn’t have been around sweaty people or sweated themselves.

The giveaway should have been obvious much sooner than it had— Kayro should have taken note of the way that Balin easily dodged Ordas’ sweaty backslaps.

It had been their conversation about Balin’s dislike of athletics and love of reading that had inspired Kayro to test the boy against seawater— close enough in alchemical composition to human sweat.

And, since a sweat affinity wouldn’t even remotely work to help prevent Mount Cairn from erupting, well…

The only way to keep Balin alive had been to fake his death and smuggle him out of the city.

Once Balin was out of the hidden chamber in the heart of the wagon, he almost immediately started bombarding her with questions— about what had happened since he’d been smuggled away, mostly.

Once that was done with, the boy moved onto a whole different line of questioning.

“So, what now?” Balin asked. “I don’t have any marketable skills, no money of my own, and my magic is utterly useless.”

Kayro raised an eyebrow at that. “Sweat magic is hardly useless. You’re going to be far more comfortable in hot weather than most people, I promise you that.”

“Yeah, but there’s lots of affinities that can do that. There’s nothing really interesting that sweat affinities can do.”

“Assassinations aren’t interesting?”

Balin spluttered at that. “How can you possibly assassinate someone with a sweat affinity? Drown them in your own sweat? That doesn’t sound particularly practical.”

Kayro shook her head. “Nope. Stop them from sweating. They’ll overheat surprisingly quickly in warm weather or when exerting themselves, often fry their own skull in just a short time. Almost undetectable method of assassination. You don’t hear about it much, though, because sweat mages are so rare.”

Balin was quiet for a long time before responding. “I… I don’t think I want to be an assassin.”

“Don’t blame you there, kid. There are also a few medical uses for sweat affinities, though they’re pretty niche and not much in demand. Though… you ever consider testing affinities for a living?”

Balin shot her a surprised look at that.

“Your dad’s suggestion, believe it or not,” Kayro said. “Take your time deciding, though— if you don’t like the idea, I’ll use half the gold I got from your father to set you up for life, enroll you in the university at Lemannen or something like that. Become a naturalist, whatever you want. Regardless, you don’t need to worry too much about your future. Your dad made sure of that.”

Balin just looked confused at that and spent a long time staring silently at Stinky’s plodding form in front of them.

“Why did he do it?”

“Why’d he do what, kid?”

“Make sure I’m provided for, make sure I’m safe.”

Kayro rolled her eyes at that. “Because he’s your dad, Balin. He’s not the best dad, or even a particularly good one—“

“He’s a terrible dad,” Balin muttered, though his heart didn’t seem in it.

“But he is your dad, and he does care about you. I think he just had to accept that he couldn’t control the situation any longer, that his reputation alone wouldn’t be enough to protect you after the poison took him.”

Balin didn’t respond immediately, and Kayro did her best to pretend not to see his tears.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Balin said, a third of a league later. “How could he be so supportive one day, then such a miserable demanding bastard the next, then go so far to protect me the day after that?”

Kayro shrugged. “People are a mess, kid. Some of the most awful misers I’ve ever met have had moments of shocking generosity, some of the most sadistic battlemages I’ve ever met have risked their lives to protect innocents, and some of the most honest people I’ve met have been incorrigible cheats at cards. Expecting others to make sense, to be consistent, to conform to your expectations for them… it’s a fool’s game. We’re all too much of a mess of scars, happy memories, fears, and foolishness inside to ever make much sense. To be human is to be inconsistent and hypocritical.”

“So…”

“I don’t know why your father was the way he was, Balin. Just do your best to remember him for all of it— the good, and the bad. For all his power, he was just human.”

It was almost a full league later when Balin finally spoke up again as they rolled northward away from Alikea. “I don’t think you ever mentioned what your affinity is.”

Kayro grinned at that and popped open a small compartment behind the wagondriver’s bench. Out of it, she pulled a shed snakeskin the size of her little finger. It was so fragile that she could probably tear it by blowing hard enough on it.

“I’ve got an affinity for the shed skins of the Sphinxgrave Isle dirtsnake. This skin’s from a fully grown adult. They camouflage themselves in the dirt and fallen leaves of the forest floor and eat small insects. Utterly harmless, can’t hurt anything bigger than a cricket. Only live on a single, league-wide island, a hundred and fifty leagues away from Ithos or any other land.”

Balin just stared at her in disbelief. “You have an affinity for the skin of a harmless snake?”

“The shed skin of a harmless snake, once it’s dried up a bit. You want to talk useless affinities— there’s a useless affinity.”

Balin shook his head. “Alright, I’ve got to know how you found out about such a weirdly specific affinity. I’ve never even heard of Sphinxgrave Isle, let alone the Sphinxgrave Island dirtsnake.

Kayro put the fragile snakeskin back in its compartment, and leaned back into her seat. “Now that’s a story, kid— it’s how I ended up meeting my master and becoming an affinity tester. It all started back during the Ithonian Empire, when they went to war against the sphinxes up in the Skyreach Range…”

In front of the wagon, Stinky the mossback tortoise ignored the incessant chatter the humans were making and just kept plodding along down the road. Every now and then, he’d reach out and snag some leaves from a tree beside of the road or snatch up a rabbit crossing the dirt road.

He didn’t need them, of course, he was just snacking for its own sake. Kayro fed him amply and in great variety. And cleaned his shell regularly, and scratched behind his eyes, and tended the garden on his back. He hardly noticed the weight of the wagon behind him, and being around so many humans, Stinky never had to fight off other mossbacks for territory.

None of the great Ithonian natural philosophers had ever found a way to measure the happiness of multi-ton omnivorous reptiles that were happy to snack on human flesh. And, quite obviously, none of them ever devised methodologies for surveying happiness across populations of mossbacks.

If they had, though, and someone applied those methods today?

It was unlikely they’d find a happier tortoise than Stinky, no matter how hard they looked.


The Throne of Highvale

This story is set three and a half centuries before Mage Errant.

The ascent of King Harahld, uniter of Highvale, is an epic one, full of great battles, epic feats of mage-craft, dragon-slaying, betrayal, intrigue, and grand romance.

And, for all that it makes for a wondrous story, it is, in many ways, far less significant to history than what came after.

That is to say, the design and construction of King Harahld’s throne.

In the fractious decades after the fall of the Empire, the people of the Stoneknife River pass found themselves under ceaseless threat. Bandits from the plains, river pirates traveling in great fleets, rampaging mountain clans no longer pinned down by Ithonian Legions.

The people grew skilled at building hidden fastnesses and well-guarded keeps as the Thirty Duchies rose up along the length of the river.

And, once Harahld ended the endless feuding of the Duchies by uniting them into one, that skill would see its greatest expression yet.

It was in Harahld’s fifth year of reign, once the first great incursion by the clans in his reign had been thrown back, that he began work on his palace, the first of Highvale’s great fortresses.

It should, in retrospect, have been obvious that the throne room would be an issue of some contentiousness. The architect-mages of each of the conquered duchies vied for the privilege of designing and building Harahld’s throne, even to fistfights between academics.

Harahld, a warrior king born fonder of battle and sleeping under the night sky than he was of any luxuries, had little patience for such matters and issued a proclamation. In six months’ time, there would be a great conclave, and any who wished to enter a design for Harahld’s throne room could do so.

As the day approached, however, there were so many entrants that the conclave was forced to move outside to claim an unused farming terrace. It was a sunny, cool day but windy enough that seeing architects chasing blueprints was a common sight. Eventually, they called in wind mages to solve the issue, much to the disappointment of the entertained crowd.

History doesn’t say whether the five judges felt similarly to the crowd on the issue, but it is fun to imagine so.

History neglects many of the entries in the competition, but we still have detailed descriptions of many of the others.

Some of the larger and wealthier former duchies had entered fully working models of the proposed throne room, enchanted works of art worthy of museums- and, indeed, several of them survive to this day, though only one is still in working condition.

One of the ones that was lost to us, sadly, was the Hall of Blades.

The Hall of Blades was a great barrel laid on its side, with its majestic throne at one far end.

The judges had spent all day weighing different metrics for construction. A throne room should have, at the very least, the grandeur to impress foreign dignitaries, the space for great meetings, acoustics or spellforms to carry the king’s voice, and the security to defend from any assault.

The Hall of Blades, on first sight, had plenty of grandeur, but there were significant concerns on many of the other accounts— most notably, security and floorspace. The curved cylindrical shape of the room offered little flat space to stand, and there were no obvious defenses to present.

The question of defenses was answered readily enough— which also explained the name.

At a gesture by the architect, immense blades erupted from the cylinder’s walls, and the whole room, save the throne itself, began to spin. Different segments rotated at different speeds in different directions, and within heartbeats, the whole hall was a nightmarish grinder of flesh.

“Impressive,” the first judge offered, “but not a particularly discerning defense.”

“It’s a throne room fit only for a mad tyrant,” the second judge growled.

“I worry about the maintenance costs involved,” the third judge said.

“I worry about the cleanup involved,” the fourth judge quipped.

The fifth judge said nothing.

The next design we have records for was the Lens Throne.

The Lens Throne sat deep in a maze of glass, crystal, and mirrors, armored by countless ward and enchantment defenses. Its occupant could use the glittering diamond throne’s enchantments to shift the maze, to spy upon those who had come to speak with him without their knowledge, to project the royal face into conversations, and even to annihilate intruders with focused light.

It was a masterwork of mathematical precision, an enchantment comparable to anything built by the old Empire. It was as much art as engineering, and the enchanted model outshone any other design in the field, quite literally.

“Utterly magnificent,” the first judge declared, immediately in love.

“Utterly impractical,” the second judge growled.

“The controls hardly seem easy to use, and I worry that controlling the maze would be too much of a distraction for the king, when his mind should be on politics,” the third judge said.

“Half the glass will be covered in smudges before the first day is out,” the fourth judge noted.

The fifth judge said nothing.

The next throne had no hall of its own— the Strider Throne was built to roam.

The model strode about its table on its enchanted clockwork legs, walking down the streets of a model village. It bore enchanted ballistae on its back and great hemispherical shields that could close around the king.

“A fascinating paradigm shift, one that allows the heart of the kingdom to follow the king anywhere,” the first judge said.

“It could already do that with a boat or a horse,” the second judge said, rolling their eyes.

“How much maintenance will this require?” the third judge asked.

The fourth judge knocked the model of the Strider Throne over with a finger and snickered.

The fifth judge said nothing.

The next model was, so far as the judges could see, merely an empty room.

When they gave the architect puzzled looks, the woman smiled, then lowered a figurine of the king into the model, where it came to rest atop… nothing, floating in the air.

Then her smile grew broader, and she began to exhibit the model’s functions.

It was an entire room intersected by invisible wards. The throne itself was a ward, surrounded by grids of protective wards, sound carrying wards, and more. The king could walk about above supplicants’ heads, seemingly in mid-air. He could imprison assassins and traitors in glowing ward-prisons. He could even conceal the presence of audience members from one another, if he so wished.

“Magnificent,” cried the first judge.

“That many wards will surely interfere with one another,” the second judge groused.

“I believe this to be my favorite design yet,” the third admitted.

“Nothing to do with the architect being your cousin?” the fourth judge asked.

The fifth judge said nothing.

On and on the competition went, as the judges went through dozens of proposed designs.

Some were models just as complex and impressive as those described so far. Other models were nonfunctional, albeit impressive. Some architects had only blueprints to show off.

There was a throne built of great angular girders that stretched out in an open grid to the size of a palace itself, with all the halls and rooms of the palace suspended inside.

There was a great throne carved from a dragon skull, levitated above the floor of the throne room. Crude, but undeniably impressive.

There was a throne of enchanted hovering turtle shells that could recombine and shift into any shape the king chose.

There were thrones of bone, steel, and ice. Thrones of alchemical wax, thrones built of living elementals, and thrones of warped space. Circular throne rooms that cast illusory copies of the king and his throne all about the outer edge of the room, facing in towards supplicants. Throne rooms that forced supplicants to their knees with gravity magic, throne rooms with no gravity at all, and throne rooms that hovered thousands of feet above the fortress.

There was even a model throne room designed by a local village child and built out of clay. It was neither particularly impressive nor well-crafted but received the warmest reception from all the judges and from most of the competing architects.

We don’t truly have any records of the child after that, but we’d like to believe the apocryphal stories about them being apprenticed to a great architect later in life came true. And perhaps it did— history can, on rare occasion, be a kind thing.

At last, though, the judges came to the final entry, signed up at the last moment by a single, poorly dressed architect.

Despite the man’s patched clothes and scraggly hair, there was a peculiarly intense look in his eyes, and he stared each of the judges directly in the eyes with no trace of humility.

The model itself was, with perhaps the exception of the child’s model, the least impressive shown there that day. It was a simple stone hall with a simple stone throne, with a few crude models for the king and some guards. So far as magical defenses went, the only thing visible was a simple protective ward around the throne itself.

“Profoundly unoriginal,” the first judge said.

“A waste of our time,” the second judge said.

“Our kingdom isn’t so strapped for cash as this,” the third judge said.

“Are you sure this wasn’t intended as the design for a barn?” the fourth judge said.

The fifth judge stared curiously at the model, then spoke for the first time. “Explain.”

The architect shifted his piercing eyes to the fifth judge. “I’ve looked at all my competitors, and they all have magnificent designs, to be certain. I don’t pretend to rival any of them as an architect.”

“For the best,” the fourth judge said. “I’ve seen horses that make better architects than you.”

The architect ignored the fourth judge and continued. “For all their brilliance, every one of those entries, however, misses the point entirely. They are, all of them, wasted expense.”

“Miss the point?” the first judge demanded. “A throne should glorify its occupant. Yours is just a chair.”

The architect shrugged at that. “If you wanted a more impressive chair, you could certainly swap it out. But in the end, a throne is just that— a chair. Every one of the other architects here has forgotten that.”

The second judge, hardly one to speak kindly of most of the entries, still felt compelled to argue. “A throne is the heart of a monarch’s power; it’s far more than a simple chair. I think you are the one who has forgotten its purpose.”

The architect smiled at that. “Does the power of the king come from a throne, or does the power of a throne come from the king?”

“The power of the throne should come from a king,” the third judge admitted, “but even so, a proper throne should protect a king. You just have a simple ward, one that would shield the king for no more than a few moments against dedicated assassins.”

The architect smiled even wider at that. “You miss what lies right in front of you.”

He gestured at the crude figures of guards in his model. “The greatest defense of any ruler should be the loyalty of his own people.”

The architect pulled out a thick stack of pages. “What I propose is no static defense, no wall separating the king from his subjects. Instead, a guard unlike any other, a military force raised from the people, trained to utter professionalism. One where skill matters above all else.”

The other four judges mocked and derided him, but the fifth judge merely looked through the architect’s plans, peering through training regimens, mage recruiting plans, tactical routines, and more.

And finally, the fifth judge looked up from the plans and met the architect’s piercing gaze.

“Yes,” King Harahld said.

King Harahld’s decision was, of course, protested by the other judges, by the other architects, and even by his own wife.

Harahld stood firm, though, and his decision echoed down history.

Where other kingdoms toppled to corruption and invasion, their impressive thrones seized or destroyed, the throne of Highvale has stood strong for three and a half centuries. Never stolen, save by other members of the royal family. Never broken, always protected by a living wall of loyal soldiers.

And that throne guard? Its methods spread throughout the kingdom, replacing the old ducal forces, becoming the standard for training throughout the Stoneknife Canyon.

Highvale might not have the most powerful mages nor the most numerous soldiers, but those they do have are better trained than any on the continent. Their tactics and strategies are perfectly polished, their supply lines free of any corruption or profiteering, their professional conduct peerless and unquestionable.

And all of that rose from Harahld’s choice of a throne in a windy field on a cool day early in his reign. Without that choice, it seems likely Highvale would have collapsed into ducal squabbling again on Harahld’s death, would have fallen to the mountain clans, roving dragon flights, or a resurgence of the river pirates. On his death, however, his military, still following the principles laid out by the architect Jheronian Wilde that day in the field, stood firmly by the side of his heir.

And they’ve remained so firmly beside the throne ever since, through weak kings and strong, through queens mad and brilliant alike.

There is one further piece of this story that should be noted.

The throne of Highvale has no jewels, no gold, no dragonbone or spellforms.

It’s a simple stone chair, identical to the one in the model.


Boots

Talia- as I promised, here’s the file on the boots stored in Skyhold’s Vault. While it is one of the most heavily secured items in the Vault, it’s not a particular secret, unlike some of the other items inside. Still, the rules around any Vault Contents Report mean that I’ll need this report back after you’re done with it, so don’t lose it or copy it.

-Alustin

Skyhold Vault Contents Report: The Assassin Boots, also known as the Traitor Shoes, also known as the Bane of Kings, also known as the Sole Eaters, etc, etc, etc.

Official Skyhold Designation, as assigned by Kanderon Crux: Those Damnable Boots

Appearance: While the boots have maintained the appearance of battered but well-made leather workboots since they’ve been in Skyhold’s possession, historical reports of them have described them in a variety of different ways— gilded riding boots, enchanted glass dancing slippers, even comfortable house slippers.

Capabilities: Largely unknown, but theories have included teleportation, mental manipulation, the ability to command birds, probability distortion, possessing an extradimensional digestive system, being the cast-offs of one of the [redacted] and bearing some of their power, and simply being normal boots that have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Given that the last theory has been proposed by literally dozens of people struggling to free the boots from captivity, often to the point of self-injury, and being unable to listen to reason, that does tend to lend credence to the mental manipulation theory.

Other traits: Those Damnable Boots are, so far as we can tell, entirely indestructible. It’s also widely suspected that they’re sentient or even sapient, though no absolute evidence exists for that.

Origins: Those Damnable Boots are widely agreed to be from another world. They have no spellform marks and seem to behave in an entirely alien manner to our own magic. The leading speculation is that they are possessed by a [redacted] from the world of [redacted], but the usual methods for detecting a [redacted] have come back negative.

Containment measures: Those Damnable Boots are locked up behind three layers of wards, a spatial distortion constructed by Kanderon, and an enchanted glass case crafted by Skyhold’s enchanters specifically for the boots.

Reasons for Preservation: Despite the fact that Those Damnable Boots absolutely meet the qualifications for being destroyed instead of being locked within the Vault, we’ve simply been unable to destroy them. Attempts have included:

	Burning: The combined might of Skyhold’s fire mages was unable to singe the boots.
	Crushing: While a sufficiently large boulder (quite larger than a dragon) was able to smash the boots flat, they repaired themselves quickly.
	Acid: The boots drank the acid. At least some of it was later spat out on a Skyhold mage, who thankfully survived with minimal scarring. 
	Separation, then destruction: The boots were taken almost a hundred leagues apart then subjected to dozens of different destruction attempts. All failed.
	Starbolt: Kanderon Crux herself fired several starbolts at the boots. Each was enough to incinerate a dragon, yet somehow, at close range, Kanderon missed every shot.
	Destructive resonance: Several dozen objects were enchanted with the specific goal of triggering a chain reaction destructive resonance event. Several hundred feet of the Endless Erg were turned to glass, with greater destructive power than could be reached by most great powers. As an important side note, this actually led to Project [Redacted], the products of which largely remain locked up inside the Skyhold Vault as well. It was later found that someone had simply forgotten to place the boots in the blast zone. Whether this was accidental or manipulation by the boots is unknown, but the expense was judged too high to try again.


History: The first suspected appearance of Those Damnable Boots was around two hundred years after the fall of the Ithonian Empire. A minor warlord in what is now the northern Alikean borderlands tripped and fell down a staircase, breaking her neck. Given that she was a gravity mage of unusual power, it’s widely accepted that she was likely assassinated, but attributing it to Those Damnable Boots does seem to be a bit of a stretch. Still, we include it in the report because there is one reference to the incident in a letter that remarks on the fact that her shoes went missing a few minutes after her death.

There are a few other suspect deaths during the following decades, but none that can be confirmed. Political assassinations during this period were extraordinarily common, even by already-high Anastan standards.

It was fifty years later when the first confirmed report occurred. A high-ranking member of the Alikean Parliament, while proposing new funds for sewer repair in the capital— a frequent expense, given how common earthquakes are in the city from the adjacent volcano— had his feet bitten off by his own shoes. Healers were unable to stop the bleeding. Cautious examination by means of a long stick revealed that the shoes seemed empty, with no trace of the missing feet inside. The shoes vanished within the hour.

The next two decades were the most active in the history of the boots, averaging two to three assassinations a year. There seems to be absolutely no rhyme, reason, nor any discernible motive— the boots targeted powerful figures of any nation it could, seemingly at random. They seldom used the same methods twice, save for a few reliable favorites, including tripping the wearer on stairs, biting their feet off, and the overwhelming favorite, summoning a flock of birds to peck the wearer to death.

The boots don’t seem especially picky about what birds it summons. Waterfowl, especially geese and swans, are a special favorite, but everything from seagulls to sparrows to chickens to, on one particularly notable occasion, hummingbirds, have been used.

The overwhelming majority of the time, the boots have been on the feet of the person they’ve assassinated, but there is something of a reporting bias— historical accounts of assassinations seldom report on the footwear of the people around a victim at the time of death. There are, however, one or two reports of captured assassins who were found barefoot that lead us to suspect the actual kill count of Those Damnable Boots is considerably higher than suspected.

A few of the more noteworthy suspected assassinations of that time period:

	Causing the reigning Queen of Ctesia to slip and fall off a sea cliff. Her corpse was found shoe-less, though it’s possible she had just been wearing normal shoes lost in the waves.
	Forcing the patriarch of a powerful Tsarnassan family to dance for two days straight until he died of heart failure. His legs were, apparently, lent absurd magical strength by the boots, to the point that even mages were unable to stop him without injury.
	During the speech of a Sican merchant guild leader, his boots began growing up his legs. Within around a minute, they’d completely covered his body, vanishing after he suffocated to death.
	Set an Alikean parliamentarian on fire.
	Another Alikean parliamentarian was carried off into the air by what bystanders claimed to be a pigeon. Not a giant, magically enhanced one, just a standard pigeon. The woman’s final fate is unknown, but several bystanders agreed that her shoes both fell off in midair. It should be noted that nearly a third of deaths on record are from Alikea.
	An archmage ruling over Themesere was stabbed to death by his shoes in the second year of his reign after overthrowing its previous government. We remain unsure how footwear stabs someone to death, though reports claim a sword was used.
	Choked at least two members of the Alikean parliament to death. This one’s most notable for the fact that it choked both of them to death at the same time, that it’s unknown how the boots got into their throats, and by the fact that one parliamentarian was human, and one was a dragon. The first boot shouldn’t have even been able to fit inside the human and the second was nowhere near large enough to choke the dragon to death, but the parliamentarians choked to death nonetheless.


Following that twenty-year period of activity, the boots went quiet for almost seventy-five years. Their activity or location during that time remains largely unknown. Most speculate that they traveled to Gelid or another continent, though a vocal minority suspect them to have traveled to another world during that time. Regardless, we’ve never managed to find any evidence of their activities during this interregnum.

One of the strongest pieces of evidence for the boots being sentient, or even sapient, revolves around the fact that the boots’ existence had only been discovered in the last two years of the twenty-year active period. Despite the absurd methods of the boots, no one had thought to speculate that it was footwear killing people. Alikean security forces were the ones who finally made the connection after the aforementioned incident where the two Alikean parliamentarians choked to death. It took quite some effort on their part to convince anyone that they weren’t mad.

The second and final major period of activity before the capture of the boots only lasted for five years, but they were the five bloodiest years of the boots’ activity, measured both by frequency of assassinations— the boots averaged eight assassinations per year— but also by the sheer number of collateral casualties. Before, the boots had largely been more precise with its assassinations, with only a small handful of collateral casualties— mostly among those who had previously attempted to stop the killings.

Something had changed, however, when the boots reappeared. Not a single assassination by the boots failed to have collateral damage during this time period.

	The boots forced an Alikean parliamentarian to go on a bloody rampage, kicking seventeen people— including two dragons— to death before mages incinerated the man. He’d died early in the rampage, but the boots had continued animating his legs, his torso flailing behind them.
	The boots fell from the sky, slamming into a construction site to collapse a scaffolding onto a Tsarnassan family head overseeing the construction of a new tower in Lemannen. Three workers were killed. 
	The boots drove the court of a king of Ruhn mad during a ball, forcing them to throw themselves at the king like mad beasts. The king at that time was an accomplished bone mage and slaughtered nearly two dozen of his family and friends before he fell beneath the tide of bodies.


It was the Oxbow Ford incident, however, that ultimately led to the downfall of the boots.

Over a period of seven months, the boots carried out a campaign of assassinations, sabotage, and espionage in Alikea and Tsarnassus, which escalated into a major border clash. Border clashes have always been common between the two largest states in Northeastern Ithos, but this one was particularly bloody, with almost three thousand dead at the battle of Oxbow Ford.

It might have turned into a full-blown war— though it says a lot about the size and strength of the two nations that three thousand dead didn’t count as a war for them— but Alikean security forces had found the old theory about the magic boots that murdered people in their archives, and an internal investigation had convinced them of what happened. As the victors of the battle for Oxbow Ford, who also had unquestionably been wronged more heavily in the preceding months, they were in a unique position to simply step back and end the fighting.

Their investigation had conclusively proved that the boots were involved and had orchestrated the whole thing— which also happens to be the single largest piece of evidence for the boots being sapient.

While we don’t know for certain that the Lord Mayor of Oxbow Ford was the primary target, all activity by the boots around the incident ceased when the Mayor died as a side-casualty of the battle, and quite a few of the intelligence documents that had been altered to lead to the incident had been specifically changed to indicate that the other side was moving on Oxbow Ford, which had relatively little tactical significance otherwise— there were plenty of bridges over the river both upstream and down from Oxbow.

It should be noted, importantly, that Oxbow Ford was a village of less than four hundred souls and that the Lord Mayor of the town also doubled as the tavern-keeper. He was well-liked by everyone in town and his position was almost entirely ceremonial. The portly, cheerful fellow was, by all accounts, “mostly in it for the hat.”

The hat, which was apparently quite large, over-decorated, and impressive, vanished during the battle.

If nothing else, it just goes to show that the boots had absolutely no sense of proportion— it had put far more effort into the Oxbow Ford incident than any other on record.

After that, over a dozen nations and city-states, as well as several independent great powers, all united in a hunt for the boots. Within three months, they had been captured and turned over to Skyhold for disposal or containment. The capture itself was, somewhat unsurprisingly, in the aftermath of yet another Alikean parliamentarian being assassinated by the boots— this time by the old “death by birds” favorite. Owls during the day, specifically.

When attempts to destroy the boots failed (see above), the boots were placed into the Vault, where they’ve remained safely ever since.

There is one additional odd detail to the story, however. Five years after the boots were placed in the Vault, during a Midwinter audit of its contents, a somewhat alarming and exceptionally odd change occurred.

A hat, by all accounts perfectly matching the description of the mayor of Oxbow Ford’s ceremonial headgear, appeared inside the obsidian cage holding the boots. It has remained there alongside the boots ever since, as it’s judged too much of a security risk to open the cage and investigate.

It is, to be sure, an excellent hat.


Old Setah and the River

This story is set on the continent of Gelid, two centuries before the events of Mage Errant.

Old Setah, Snailford’s village basket maker, woke up one morning with a brand-new river behind her house.

She rubbed her eyes, gave it a long, puzzled look, then pinched herself to see if she was still dreaming. The river stayed right where it was.

Setah shook her head and went back inside to make herself a cup of tea.

Half the village was inspecting the new river when she returned to her porch, including Boral, whose house had been swept away by the flood.

Setah drank her tea and ignored Boral's yelling, and just watched the new river flow by. It was closer to mud than water, and sticks, logs, and torn-up plants floated downstream in great mats.

She couldn’t help but admit to some mild surprise that the river hadn’t flooded the whole village. Instead, it had cut itself a channel through the soft, low soil on the east side of the village, not damaging a single house save for Boral’s.

When Setah finished her tea, she took the cup back inside, washed it, then set it back in the cupboard instead of brewing her usual second cup. Stringbone grumbled at her, and she took a minute to give the old dog some attention.

Then, she slowly ambled down to the new river.

She came to a halt by the bank, next to Young Beckin, who was fifteen years older than Setah and at least five years older than anyone else in the village, save for Old Beckin, who had been born a month and a day before Young Beckin.

"You and the other elders warned Boral not to build his house on the low end of the village," Setah said, after a long companionable silence. She should probably have been among them, but Setah had never had any interest in joining the village council- she had more than enough work to do as it was.

Young Beckin laughed. "Aye, that we did, but not because we thought a river would wash it away, of all things! It's just traditionally bad luck, is all, since I was little. Plus, he built his house right over prime snailing ground."

"Village name actually makes sense now," Setah offered.

Beckin laughed again. "Well, I suppose we finally have an actual ford, but I reckon all the snails have been drowned or washed away."

Setah shrugged. "Wouldn't be so sure about that."

She crouched down, her knees and back protesting, and plunged her hand into the new river. Not even a ten count of groping around later, she pulled out a crystal snail.

"They only ever dig themselves out of the dirt in the rainy season, so why wouldn't they like the river?" Setah asked.

"Always reckoned they came out of their burrows so they wouldn't drown in the wet dirt," Young Beckin said.

Setah just shrugged and stared at the transparent snail in its angular shell.

A traveling combat philosopher had once visited Snailford, when Setah's children were still young and her wife still alive. He'd claimed the crystal snail wasn't truly a snail, that its closest relatives were the great mudflowers, jutting out of the mudflats to the southeast in the great river; the sunmaws of the mysterious continent of Ithos, where long-dead mages had stolen people’s speech; and the stonescrapers of Cloudspine, slowly crawling across the mountains, ignoring the ceaseless feuds and petty wars all about them. That the snails and the others were all remnants of a world long passed and painted over by the world that was now.

Setah didn't know about all of that, but she knew the snails were delicious once you boiled them out of their shells. It was the highlight of the short rainy season here on the plains. People often tried to dig for the snails during the dry season, but the transparent creatures dug too deep for that to be worthwhile.

Still, she always treasured the memory of the combat philosopher's visit— for his stories, for his display of combat magics, for the sheer novelty of seeing a stranger in Snailford.

Setah sighed and handed the snail to Young Beckin. Then she painstakingly dragged herself to her feet and plodded over to the edge of the village.

This late in summer, the grasses reached up to half again Setah’s height at the edge of the village. A few miles out, past where the villagers did their yearly cuttings and controlled burns, the grasses barely came up to her waist, if that. When she was young, and the great aurochs herds still came this far east, the grasses were all as tall as the ones near the village, but the aerial trade routes had shifted, and passing merchant dragons hunting meals had driven the aurochs away from the region.

Without aurochs or people to cut back the old stalks, the young stalks were choked and strangled. They grew stunted and out of balance. Part of Setah couldn't help but mourn. Fewer predators to threaten the children and herds, with the shorter grasses, but also less mystery and wonder.

Setah took her time choosing blades of grass for her new basket. She didn't usually harvest this time of year— the grass was too dry and woody, not flexible enough without an excessive amount of magic. Nor did she usually need grass this tall.

She eventually found enough, though. Grasses that were at their tallest height but not dried and dying yet. Ones that were still flexible but also thick and strong.

Setah returned to the village, a bundle of grass the size of a shed hovering in the air behind her. Any other day, she would have drawn attention, but the whole village was at the river today, harvesting the unexpected bounty of snails. They teemed on the riverbed and banks in numbers greater than anyone had ever seen before.

Setah watched the activity for a few minutes, then took the great pile of grass to her workshed, just next to her house.

Weaving a basket with magic was faster and less painful than doing it with aging, arthritic hands, but it certainly wasn't any easier. Setah could put together a basket purely by muscle memory with her hands, while carrying on a conversation, but doing it by magic took her full attention, split between her grass affinity spellforms and the basket itself.

Stringbone wandered in early and lay on her feet, as was his custom when she wove baskets. The old dog's company was welcome, of course.

Less welcome were the endless chain of interruptions.

First came Boral, ranting and raving about his house. Setah had no idea what he thought she could possibly do about it and said as much. He stormed off in a huff and didn't even notice the basket she was working on.

Her third-youngest great-grandchild was next, though, and the boy most assuredly noticed what Setah was weaving, then promptly told all his siblings and cousins.

Soon, everyone in the village was wandering by to see her new basket, ruining her grass spells at least a dozen times.

Somehow, Setah managed to get through the interruptions, even drying and curing the grass with her magic once the weaving was done, and just after lunch, she carried her new basket down to the river with her magic.

The whole village followed her as she set the basket down on the water. Dozens of long blades of grass hung loose from the rim, sides, and bottom of the basket, and she reshaped some of them into a set of steps with her magic.

Setah hauled herself into her new basket, sat down on the bench woven inside, and smiled as her new boat bobbed in the water.

Then she sent her magic into the blades of grass dangling from the sides again and used them to push off from the shore. The hanging blades dug into the water like oars, sculling the basket boat around the river with ease.

Setah paddled around the river for hours, taking her great-grandchildren and their friends for rides. When it started to get dark, Setah levitated the basket back to her workshop.

The river was still there the next day, to Setah's mild surprise. Its level hadn't dropped at all, but the water ran clearer. Not enough to see the bottom, but the river wasn't a soup of mud anymore.

Setah took a few more children for boat-rides, but she had work to do today— a whole mess of baskets other villagers needed. A new river was strange, but life went on, after all, and the chores still needed doing.

Normally, it would be the work of a week or more, but Setah pushed herself unusually hard, weaving two baskets at once all day— one with her hands, one with her magic— and finished before dinner.

The third day of the new river, the water was even clearer, less debris drifting by, and Young Beckin even went fishing. Pulled in a surprising number of fish, and the hunters spent a few hours figuring out how to gut and clean the things. Fish weren't exactly common out here on the grasslands, where all the water came from rain-fed pools.

Setah spent the day making even more baskets, more than she'd ever made in a day. She only stopped to enjoy the fish feast the whole village shared that night.

Setah the basket maker wove baskets on the fourth day.

Setah the basket maker wove baskets on the fifth day.

Setah the basket maker wove baskets on the sixth day.

Setah the basket maker wove baskets on the seventh day.

Setah the basket maker wove baskets on the eighth day.

And each day, the river grew clearer and clearer, and rainy season plants began to sprout on its banks.

By the ninth day, her fingers hurt enough that she needed to see the village healer, but she was done with basket-weaving. She'd made enough baskets to keep the whole village for a year if need be.

She spent that day packing a series of flat-bottomed, watertight baskets with clothes, tools, and food stores.

On the tenth day, the river ran clear, and Setah loaded everything into her boat. Her children and grandchildren protested, but Old Setah just smiled and gave them the huge pile of new baskets to distribute.

Her great-grandchildren all thought it was a grand adventure, and no less than four of them tried to stow away in her boat.

Then she told Boral he could live in her house until she got back, loaded old Stringbone into her boat, and sailed up the river.

Crystal snails glimmered like jewels on the river bottom as Old Setah the basket maker waved goodbye to her family, and left the village of Snailford for the very first time in her long life.

The current wasn't too strong, and the dozens of dangling grass blades swam Setah's boat upstream at a good pace. Stringbone dangled his droopy-eared head over the side, his tail slowly wagging as he enjoyed the adventure in comfort.

When the day grew hot, Setah withdrew a couple dozen blades of grass from the water and wove them into a canopy over the boat for shade. It slowed their progress a bit, but Setah wasn't in any hurry. No hurry at all.

Just a few hours into her voyage upstream, something small bumped into her basket. Setah lifted it out of the water with a long strand of grass, then carefully took it in her hands.

It was an empty snail shell glittering in the sun.

The basket maker gave it a puzzled look, then showed it to Stringbone. The old dog sniffed it excitedly, snorted in disappointment when it proved empty, and shook his sagging jowls, scattering drops of dog spit across the boat.

Setah laughed and set the empty shell next to her.

It wasn’t even ten minutes later that she found a second empty, floating shell. Then a third just a couple minutes after that, and soon she was drifting up through a trail of dozens and dozens of empty snail shells.

She collected quite a few of them, weaving the crystalline spirals into her basket, but most of them she just let pass.

She didn’t understand where they were coming from, though. Had they drowned? Had the snails decided to willingly leave their shells to swim about? Setah had never seen anything quite like this in all her years. But then, snails had been rare before the river.

She was still puzzling over the mystery when a village came into view, and there, on the riverbank, was a group of children floating empty snail shells downriver like little boats.

Setah laughed at the answer to the little mystery.

The village of Beyle’s Field wasn’t much different from her own. She’d never made the trip, but some people traveled back between the two villages, so she recognized a few faces.

Setah was a little surprised that Beyle’s Field lay along the course of the river like Snailford, and that the river had cut so cleanly through the dirt without damaging any buildings here— but it wasn’t that surprising, she supposed, considering how close the two villages were.

The villagers invited her to their evening snail feast— they’d had snail boils every night since the flood. Setah thought about declining, having eaten plenty of the glassy-looking, chewy snail flesh back in Snailford over the last week, then shrugged and accepted. She wasn’t in any hurry.

She slept in her basket quite comfortably that night, then set out early in the morning, brewing her tea with a cantrip as her basket swam leisurely upriver.

The next week passed much the same, as the river wound its way lazily through the grasslands. To Setah’s continuing surprise, the grasslands accepted the river as though it had always been there. Gazelles drank peacefully alongside hut-sized grassback turtles, and ground-nesting grass drakes played above the water.

She even spotted a pack of hunting lizards, each nearly the size of Stringbone in his prime, swimming gracefully through the water. The tall, sleek reptiles were the fastest runners on the plains, save for spotted cats, but Setah would never have pegged the lizards as swimmers. There was hardly enough water on the plains most of the year to swim, anyhow, so it’s not like they could have had any practice.

Setah passed village after village— like hers in some ways, wildly different in others.

She supposed a certain dining custom misunderstanding one night might make for a funny story, but Setah had never been able to find humor in embarrassment, her own or that of others. It just made her feel bad.

At first, the fact that the villages paralleled the river so closely was surprising, but within a week, a suspicion had begun setting in for Setah.

That suspicion became more solid as she listened to the stories of those houses and buildings that had been washed away by the flood.

In one village, the home of an arrogant merchant who had settled down and refused to listen to the village elders.

In the next, an archmage of obsidian and mushrooms had taken over the village as his personal kingdom, had abused the populace and treated them as slaves. He’d had them build his manor right in the path of the river, and he’d been washed away in the night, crushed and drowned in the wreckage. The village celebrated, for not a one of them had been lost— the mage had been too paranoid to allow any of them into his manor at night.

Again and again, almost all of the homes that were lost were built on that softer, lower soil where the old ways told not to build on.

They weren’t all joyous stories— in one village, a group of refugees from one of the wars to the northeast had settled down there, and many of them drowned. But all the stories of destroyed homes that Setah heard featured similar explanations.

The ancestors had punished the drowned for violating the old ways, or the land had risen up against those who hurt the village, or a great and benevolent immortal had brought the flood to punish those who brought foreign plants and crops into the grasslands. Each and every village seemed to have some new explanation, but all of them had the same moral.

The old ways were best, and anything else was foolishness.

But Setah had become convinced of something else entirely. An idea born not only from the experiences of the village but from her observations of the life along the river and most of all from the snails, who had started laying glittering, gemlike eggs on the grasses alongside the river.

The river had been here long before, when these villages were young, and had gone away. And now it had returned.

Setah was going to find out why and find out whether it was going to go away again.

It wasn’t even a week more of leisurely travel when Setah found the answer to why, as well as her first real city.

She’d heard a lot of stories about Barlakhou over the years, met a few merchants from there. There wasn’t enough wood or stone out here in the grasslands to build a city, but the Saldist River that ran through its center had plenty of clay in its mud. The flame, water, mud, and clay mages of the city had, over the last century, built an entire pottery city. Some of the buildings were boring cubes of ceramic, but most had been shaped like giant clay pots for people to live in. The gargantuan ceramic ziggurat in the center of the city, where the city’s sphinx lord nested, loomed far above the rest of the city.

Barlakhou wasn’t the grandest city in the world, but there wasn’t another that looked like it.

At least, that’s what Setah had been told over the years. Never having seen another city before, she wouldn’t know otherwise.

As her boat swam upstream and Barlakhou drifted into sight, Setah immediately realized where her new river had come from.

It WAS the Saldist River. It had jumped its banks and cut to one side of the city entirely. Thankfully, it seemed to have just barely missed the slums, but she couldn’t imagine the river shifting course would be good for the city.

Setah frowned and looked down at her coarse homespun. Snailford’s mage-weavers weren’t especially skilled, and merchants that traveled through always seemed to look down on the villagers.

She’d need to do something about that.

Setah was tapping her fingers on the rim of her basket when a thought occurred to her. She glanced at the grasses on the bank and smiled.

Harlo was digging when the grass mage sailed up to the bank.

He knew his digging wasn’t going to achieve anything. The city had been fighting to keep the Saldist from jumping its banks for decades now, and more powerful mages than him had exhausted themselves again and again trying to fix it now that it had.

Harlo wasn’t going to complain, though. Not many jobs out there for dirt mages as weak as him— his magic was only strong enough to loosen the dirt and make shoveling easier. But even if his job was pointless, he could use the money.

The grass mage’s basket ignored the temporary docks nearby and sailed straight up to Harlo’s work crew.

Harlo’s boss only glanced up briefly from his own work, then gestured at Harlo to take care of it.

The old woman was an archmage, or he’d eat his own boot. Her grass boat swam unassisted through the water, adorned with hundreds of glittering crystals, and she wore clothing entirely woven of living grass strands.

Harlo immediately resolved to be extra polite to her, to prevent her taking offense and cutting him to ribbons with grass swords, or strangling him with stalks of grass, or rooting living grass in his flesh, or something even worse he couldn’t imagine.

And, even if she wasn’t so dangerous, his ma had raised him to always be polite to his elders.

“Can I help you, grandmother?” Harlo asked.

At the sound of his voice, a dog lifted its head from out of the basket and began wagging its tail. The dog had to weigh nearly as much as the old woman did, but Harlo immediately started to relax— it was a ridiculous-looking creature and clearly friendly.

The grass mage eyed the worksite for a moment before responding. “Trying to get the river back into its old course?”

“Trying,” Harlo said, then lowered his voice a little. “Between you and me, though, I don’t reckon we’ll have much luck. The lord’s more concerned with his fellow sphinxes in the northeast— the civil war in the Noon Choir seems close to ending, and the upstarts seem the clear victors. And, well… the Saldist is a gentle river most of the time, but it’s foolishness to think you can ever control a river. My ma always said that water always has its way.”

The grass mage nodded cryptically. “Sounds like a wise lady.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, how bad is the devastation downriver in the new channel? You’re the first person I’ve seen come upriver.”

“Handful dead, few flooded houses, but the river mostly just slipped into our end of the grasslands like it was coming home,” the mage said. “Runs right along a few dozen villages, resting right across every one. The plants and animals all seemed fine with the change, too. I reckon the villages were built alongside the river, long back, and that it’s switched paths before, and will again.”

Harlo frowned. “I heard some combat philosophers arguing that in one of the fountain plazas, that it had switched before. But hopping back into the exact same route it used to run? That’s… a little odd. Been working on or around the river all my life, and it’s constantly moving, shifting its banks. Winds around like a snake, it does.”

The grass mage shrugged, then tapped one of the crystals on her boat. “I reckon it might have something to do with the snails. That they did something to keep the soil ready for the river when it returned.”

Harlo blinked and realized that the crystals were, in fact, shells of glass snails. He’d never seen so many in his life, and he’d only gotten to try a bite of one once when he’d gotten lucky and found one on a riverbank. There were supposedly more, once, but they’d long been much more prized on the dining tables of the wealthy than in the river. The glittering shells alone cost as much as a week’s wages these days.

Harlo reached out to touch one, but the dog promptly intercepted his hand and started bathing it in kisses. He chuckled and scratched it under the chin.

“How’re things in the old riverbed?” the archmage asked.

“Pretty rough,” Harlo said. “Lotta people depended on the river, and if it really doesn’t want to go back in its old route, they’re not going to have enough water or trade. City’s going to see a lot of refugees soon. Though it’s not all bad news— I hear the water drying up revealed some caves where the Saldist ran into the Greenhair mountains.”

The archmage nodded slowly. “You know, that sounds like something I wouldn’t mind seeing. Though I do plan to spend a little time in Barlakhou first, at least. Thanks for humoring an old woman.”

A long blade of grass reached inside the basket, then gently carried a grass-wrapped bundle the size of a fist over to Harlo.

Then the whole boat lifted itself out of the water and started walking to the city, dripping river water from its underside.

Harlo stared after the boat for a long while, then turned to the bundle.

It was filled with steamed glass snails, removed from their shells.

As Harlo began to eat, he stared off thoughtfully after the mysterious mage.

His brother-in-law was a decent water mage, and Harlo’s friend Agria had been making big claims about some sort of clay boat for a while now.

Harlo thought about mysterious traveling archmages, about snails, and about fortunes to be made. And while he thought, the world kept turning to the whims of water, just as it always had and always would.


Counterfeit

Counterfeit takes place just over a century and a half before the events of Mage Errant. It was written using the I Ching, inspired by the way Phillip K. Dick used the I Ching to write The Man in the High Castle.

Calrin was planning to spend his day cataloging old maps when the lich Keayda sent for him.

Calrin adored maps. They were one of the most useful insights into history you could get your hands on. Often, they told far more about the times they were drafted in than actual first-hand accounts did, at least if you knew how to read them. And Calrin certainly did.

Take this map of northeastern Ithos, for instance. It was drawn on a thick sheet of vellum— parchment made of treated calfskin rather than another sort of animal skin. That right there told you something important. Vellum was one of the most valued writing surfaces in the times before paper became more widely available, so whoever this map was made for was important. Not of paramount importance— dragon-skin parchment was even rarer and more valuable. But, given that dragons tended to look poorly on their young being killed for writing materials, it hadn’t seen widespread use since the days of the Ithonian Empire.

This map was from the days of the Ithonian Empire, however, so dragon-skin parchment had indeed been in use at the time. This map had been made for someone important, but likely not at the top of the heap. If you looked closely, however, you could see the telltale signs that this was a palimpsest— that something else had once been drawn atop the vellum. Once it was no longer needed, the top layer had been painstakingly scraped away, either with knife or spell, and the map had been drawn on the now-thinner vellum. That further lowered the expected social rank, wealth, and power of the map’s owner.

If this had been a map made for a military officer, it would have likely labeled fortresses, the lairs of great powers, and the like, but those were all missing. Instead, it focused on roads, especially between major cities.

The latter was especially important to Calrin. While surprisingly few of the cities on the map had vanished or been destroyed over the centuries, and not many new ones had been built, the relative importance of the cities in Northeastern Ithos had changed wildly over the intervening times. Tsarnassus, today the most powerful nation of the region, had been a pastoral backwater at the time, and it showed in the map.

Eddias, meanwhile, had been the wealthiest province of the Ithonian Empire in the region, and it had far more marked roads and cities on the map. You wouldn’t find Eddias on a map at all today. The fall of the Ithonian Empire had doomed it to a long, slow death of economic stagnation. The capital city of Eddias, from which the former province got its name, was now a small farming community, the stones of its houses built from the dismantled ruins of its former glory.

It was, almost certainly, the map of a moderately successful traveling merchant or one of many maps owned by a mercantile collective.

Most importantly— at least to Calrin— were the cartographic errors present in the map.

Calrin adored cartographic errors. They could be so very telling. Some were deliberate— it was a violation of Ithonian law for a non-military map to include the exact locations of certain types of garrisons and fortresses, so when they were included on maps, they were always subtly shifted or misplaced. Other errors were simply due to the cruder surveying methods used at the time. Others still had not been errors at the time they were drawn but became errors over time as rivers shifted and moved or battles between the great powers altered the landscape. You could learn so very much from a map’s errors.

If you gave Calrin the chance, he could spend hours and hours lecturing you on what the map told him. The provenance of the spellforms engraved around its edges to prevent wear and tear. The particular quirks of the ink used.

Keayda’s summons, however, meant he wouldn’t have time for his maps today.

The superstitious and uneducated often thought of liches as ambulatory corpses or skeletons somehow moving despite their lack of muscles.

That was, thankfully for Calrin’s weak stomach, not the case.

Keayda had supposedly been naga once, centuries ago. The naga, like their cousins the gorgons, were known as the scalekin, and their legends claimed that someone— usually the dragons— had transformed their ancestors from humans into part-snake creatures. Keayda was old enough that he might possibly know the answers to that, but no one had found a truth valuable enough to pay for that answer yet.

Keayda was, so far as Calrin knew, the oldest lich on the continent. Not that it meant very much— liches had been rare in ancient times, and most of them had been destroyed by the Ithonian Empire. Keayda, however, had survived. For a lich, he had shockingly little interest in world affairs, and the stone lich’s demesne took the form of a massive library carved into a small mountain.

Other than the library part, that wasn’t too unusual— stone liches were the most common sort, and converting a mountain into a demesne was one of the easiest ways to do it.

Keayda’s defenses were impressive enough compared to most great powers, but weren’t the main reason he’d been spared by the Ithonians. His survival during the years of the Ithonian Empire occurred thanks to his library, the greatest repository of information on the continent. Or, it had been— it was a thorn in Keayda’s side that the library at Skyhold had, apparently, grown beyond his own over the last couple of centuries. Before then, however, he’d held endless information desired by the Ithonian Empire, so they’d come willingly to bargain— especially since Keayda made it clear he’d destroy the entire library if he felt threatened.

Keayda was always open to barter his knowledge, but it was rare he’d accept any coin other than more knowledge.

Calrin had only met Keayda in person twice before, despite working in his library for over a decade. Or, rather, he’d only met Keayda’s avatar in person twice before. Like all liches, Keayda was his demesne— there was no significant difference between the lich and his library. His avatar could no more leave his demesne than a person’s liver could leave their body— it would turn into inanimate stone as soon as it left the bounds of the demesne, though said bounds could slowly grow over time.

Of course, removing a lich’s avatar from their demesne would be much less destructive to the lich than removing the liver from a person. A lich could always construct a new avatar.

Keayda’s avatar was a statue of a naga, looking, so far as anyone knew, much the same as he had in life, many centuries in the past.

And, for some inexplicable reason, he’d summoned Calrin to his office.

“During the three nights of the auction, there will be at least nineteen lots containing texts. Eleven of those texts are absent from my library. You will acquire as many of them as you can within the operation’s budget,” Keayda said.

The stone lich’s voice, disconcertingly, did not come from Keayda’s avatar, but from the walls and floor of his office.

“You don’t need an extraction team to attend an auction,” one of the other mages that had been summoned along with Calrin said.

Sala Vie. She was a tree mage who specialized in controlling and growing roots and could work at impressive ranges for a tree mage. It was one of the better kept secrets of Keayda’s library that she was his go-to vaultbreaker. She was patient, methodical, and inevitably successful.

The second mage shifted in her seat. Irilin Danae, also known as the Kettle. Irilin was a wind mage with unusual talents— she specialized in high-altitude flights, far above the ranges that other mages, or even dragons, could reach. She wasn’t especially fast, but she didn’t need to be— no one else could get high enough to catch her or her passengers. To keep her and any passengers alive at those high altitudes, beyond the one-league limit of normal fliers, she somehow generated a sphere of warm, pressurized air— the ‘kettle’ she was known for. Well, that, or possibly her notorious temper. However she did it, Calrin doubted it was with a simple wind affinity. Regardless, she was Keayda’s main getaway mage.

“You want us to steal something,” the third mage said.

Mendis Ka. They were a quietly confident mage with some sort of variant water affinity that let them scry both sound and light through water. They had to imbue the water in person, but the effect lasted for hours, and they could communicate through it as well.

Mendis pointed at each of them in turn. “Me for communications, Irilin for escape, Sala for vault breaking, and Hendris in case things go wrong.”

Calrin winced. He knew it.

“I’m not…” he started to say.

“It’s a board game,” Keayda said. “It’s not magical, nor made of precious materials. It hasn’t even been properly appraised yet and is still waiting in storage for a future auction.”

“What do you want a board game for?” Irilin asked.

“It is only in the auction house’s warehouse for appraisal due to the fact that it was found in a labyrinth,” Keayda said, tapping his fingers on his stone desk, the mouth of his stone avatar still unmoving. “I was tipped off to it by a clerk in the auction house who owes me a debt of knowledge. As for why I want it… it’s not a game that the clerk has ever seen before, and I suspect it to be from another world entirely. There is writing on it in an unknown language that the clerk suspects to be the instructions, but even if I cannot translate it, this is a worthy prize on its own accord.”

Calrin cleared his throat, but nobody noticed. If he actually had been Hendris, he definitely could have caught their attention— Hendris could snag anyone’s attention with ease.

“So why don’t you just bid for it when it comes up to auction?” Mendis asked. “You don’t usually send extraction teams for something like this.”

Keayda scowled. “Unfortunately, there are a large number of collectors who would jump at a chance to own this game, and many of them have far deeper pockets than I.”

For as famous, ancient, and powerful of a lich as Keayda was, he was hardly the wealthiest of the great powers. Many of his librarians wore ratty, years-old robes, and their diets were filling but simple. What little income Keayda gained from the rare times he sold knowledge for coin largely went towards maintaining the library.

“I’m not Hendris,” Calrin said, raising his voice this time.

Everyone turned to look at him.

“I’m well aware,” Keayda said and turned back to the others.

“I’m not sure I understand,” Sala said.

“You look just like Hendris to me,” Irilin said.

“I’m, uh, his brother. Twin, actually,” Calrin said, shrinking back in his seat a little. “Hendris is on a mission right now.”

“Obviously,” Keayda said. “I sent him on it.”

“Why would you possibly want me instead?” Calrin asked.

“Because,” Keayda said, “if mages your brother has worked with before can’t tell you’re not the fabled Coin Mage, then no one else will be able to tell either. Besides, you may not be a mage, but there are few better at assaying old texts and uncovering forgeries. If unanticipated texts show up in the auction, you will be responsible for deciding on whether to purchase them.”

“Hendris never mentioned a brother,” Mendis said doubtfully.

“I seem to recall him saying something about a brother once or twice,” Irilin said. “What kind of affinities do you have, not-Hendris?”

“My name’s Calrin,” he said. “And, uh… I don’t have any. My mind’s eye is blind.”

Everyone stared at him for a second, and Calrin sunk back farther into his chair.

After that, he seriously wondered if anyone would notice if he slipped out of the room. The other three mages were protesting so loudly that he almost doubted whether the stone lich would notice.

Having a blind mind’s eye wasn’t that big of a deal for most people, at least those that weren’t born in places that hated them. Or those that weren’t poor. Or… regardless, relatively few people trained as mages, or learned any magic beyond cantrips and a few simple spells. It was a moderate inconvenience at most, especially if you lived in a region with low aether density, where people already used less magic.

Most mind-blind people, however, weren’t posing as one of the most dangerous battle mages alive.

“So, we’ve got to bluff our way out of any confrontations,” Irilin growled as the four of them strode through the library towards the balcony they’d be taking off from. “Isn’t that just bloody wonderful.”

“Most of our missions don’t end up in combat,” Sala said. She glanced at Calrin, and for a moment his heart rose, thinking he might have an ally on the team. Then she looked away from him and continued, and his heart sank. “I’m not happy with this nonsense either, but we’ll just need to be extra cautious.”

Mendis chuckled. It wasn’t the sort of laugh that meant someone actually found humor in a situation— it was a resentful, bitter laugh. “We’ve got ourselves a counterfeit Coin Mage, don’t we?”

Calrin felt a bit of his own resentment well up at that miserable old joke— everyone always thought they were just so very clever and original for thinking of it.

For the ten thousandth time, Calrin wished he had anyone but Hendris for a brother. It wasn’t that Hendris was a particularly bad brother, really. He was never deliberately cruel, he just… tended to forget about Calrin. Most people did, honestly. When one brother could send coins straight through several feet of solid stone, talents for cartography and identifying ancient manuscripts tended to fall by the wayside.

Over the years, Calrin had decided that it was just simpler to avoid most people altogether. He’d grown sick of people only ever wanting to talk to him about his twin, prying to try and find out Hendris’ magical secrets.

As bitter as he was towards his brother, he’d never seriously considered revealing said secrets. Knowing another mage’s exact affinities could be an important advantage in a fight, and he did still love his brother and didn’t want anything bad to happen to him.

Not, of course, that anyone had ever even come close to guessing Hendris’ affinities.

There wasn’t any such thing as a Coin Mage, of course. Money was merely a story that society agreed to abide by. Nor did Hendris have a half-dozen separate affinities corresponding to the metals used for various coins.

Calrin had even had a couple people guess that Hendris had a metal affinity, which was absurd. General metal affinities were usually so weak as to be nigh-useless— when it came to relative affinity strength, specificity was power. And Hendris was anything but weak— he could fire coins straight through enchanted armor with little difficulty.

No, Hendris was an alloy mage. His affinity let him control, reinforce, and alter metal alloys, and there were few more heavily alloyed metals than coins, even though most cities absurdly claimed their coins were pure. He could also manipulate the metal of enemy swords and armor. It made him terrifyingly effective, not least because he could fire his coins farther than most lightning mages could strike foes.

Calrin lurked at the back of the group as they prepared to leave for Tsarnassus, hoping the others would just ignore him, instead of blaming him.

He didn’t hold much hope, though.

The others ignored him almost the entire way to Tsarnassus, save for a few snide comments. They wouldn’t violate Keayda’s orders and leave him behind, but Irilin kept him floating as far from the rest of them as she could in the relatively small constraints of her kettle.

Calrin spent a while theorizing about her affinities— while wind was the most common affinity for fliers, he suspected it was complemented with something more exotic. Not force or gravity— the other two most common flight affinities— those combinations were well known and understood. No, Calrin suspected it was something far stranger, like pressure or viscosity. Viscosity was generally considered an alchemist’s affinity, and could only affect small quantities of liquid, but perhaps Irilin had created a thin membrane around them that kept them warm and their air dense enough to breathe at this altitude. Pressure affinities, meanwhile, were only rumored to exist, but were suspected to be a close cousin of sound affinities. Or perhaps it was one of those strange affinities that only affected a part of air.

While Calrin had no chance of ever learning magic himself, he certainly had an interest in rare affinities, given his brother’s unusual talents.

They’d left late in the evening. Calrin had never been afraid of heights, but he’d definitely been nervous about flying for the first time. His fear had quickly turned to wonder as he saw the land from above. He almost entirely forgot about being ignored by the others and simply reveled in mountains and rivers slipping by far below.

As night fell, Calrin watched the stars emerge and the moon rise, brighter than he’d ever seen them before. Whatever unpleasantness this trip brought, he’d always cherish these memories.

He didn’t know when he fell asleep, but he awoke as they began descending towards the city of Lemannen, second largest city in Tsarnassus, after Tsarnassus itself. Dawn was breaking over the city’s thousand towers, bathing them in heliotrope light. The grasses of the Lemannen floodplains bobbed gently in the morning breeze, the individual blades reaching as much as three times the height of a man.

They landed on one of the countless bridges connecting the towers. This one was a delicate-looking wrought-iron mesh, connecting a sturdy sandstone tower and a graceful marble tower. The morning crowds had already started bustling about the bridges, and the curious wagons of Tsarnassus rumbled in the streets below.

Calrin followed the others into the sandstone tower, down several floors, across a covered wooden bridge, and into a mossy granite tower. The moss had been artfully grown into flowing, looping designs, almost reminiscent of spellforms. Looking up, Calrin could see what appeared to be hanging gardens atop the tower roof.

This tower’s upper floors were, apparently, an inn frequently used by traveling scholars. Its prices were surprisingly cheap for how nice it was, but then, it was located far from the great market-towers, the dragon roosts, or the fortress aviary where one of Tsarnassus’ gryphon rider divisions was based.

Calrin was, apparently, the only one who had gotten any sleep on the flight, so while the others settled into their rooms to rest, he decided to do a bit of exploring.

The view from the hanging gardens atop the tower was, of course, spectacular. Calrin doubted there were many unspectacular views in the whole city.

Lemannen was, at first glance, vastly different from any other Tsarnassan city. Rather than the great family compounds that dominated most of the countryside, where generations of extended family all lived together, children playing in the central courtyards of their compound, Lemannen was a city built entirely of towers. Almost all of the life of the city happened off the ground, with many residents going weeks or months in between touching the ground.

It wasn’t merely some odd affectation of the city, however. It was an essential adaptation to the Lemmanen floodplain.

The Redstone River ran right alongside Lemannen. Though the Redstone was dwarfed by some of the great rivers of the south, it had no rival in Northeastern Ithos. It had tributaries draining into it from the Skyreach Range, from the Alikean volcanic ranges, and from the Green Mountains west of Alikea and Tsarnassus, where Keayda’s library was found. During the spring and early summer, the Redstone flooded. Lemmanen was just east of a series of deep canyons, and when the flooding Redstone exited them, it spread across the Lemmanen plain, almost entirely submerging the deep grasses.

The walls of the city were built to keep the predators of the grasslands at bay— both those that prowled in the dry season and those that swam in the submerged season— but they were not built to keep the water out. The streets of the city flooded each spring for months, and the distinctive wagons of the city became barges to be poled along the streets. Every year, there was a great oxen drive before the floods, taking the livestock of the city to the hills nearby, where they’d graze until the flooding ended.

In truth, Lemannen was more like the rest of Tsarnassus than one might expect. Families still clustered together as they might elsewhere but would take up a floor or two in one of the towers instead of a compound. A few of the wealthiest and most powerful families of the city even had their own towers.

Calrin and Hendris had grown up in rural Tsarnassus, but Calrin had never been to Lemannen before. He wished he could have arrived during the wet season— he would have loved to see the city in full flood. He did, however, correspond regularly with several scholars at Lemannen’s excellent university.

He furrowed his brow at that. Actually, given that he was in Lemannen, there was no reason not to seek out the towers that made up the university.

The other three were still asleep when Calrin returned from Lemannen’s university. He waited quite patiently for them to awaken so he could share the news.

Well, patiently with a treatise on the history of travel across the enormous mudflats of Gelid that he’d borrowed from his contact at the university, at least.

He even waited patiently for them to collect themselves, so as not to overwhelm them while they were still groggy.

It didn’t matter, of course. They didn’t pay him a lick of attention. Not after waking up, not while eating, not even while preparing for the first night of the auction.

There was, of course, a trick to catching the attention of someone who didn’t want to give it to you, but it was one Calrin had never mastered. Lots of tricks, in fact. It was more that Calrin had never been able to push through the wall of awkwardness and resentment that they all required. He’d definitely tried, but he was halfway convinced they would have ignored him if he’d been yelling and waving in their face.

Irilin politely but firmly told him she was busy when he tried to speak to her.

Mendis snarled at him and told him to “Sod off, counterfeit.”

Sala ignored him entirely when he tried to speak to her.

Calrin sighed, and decided not to bother. If they didn’t want to listen, that was their problem, not his.

He knew how foolish that was on his part, given the importance of his news. He knew he should keep trying to get the attention of the other three, but…

In all honesty, he really had no reason to want them to succeed on their end of things. He was there to advise the others on specific lots in the auction and to pretend to be his brother so no one would start a fight.

At least, no one in the circles they ran in. His brother might be just about the most dangerous battle-mage in the world of high-stakes manuscript acquisition, but Hendris was rather less well known outside those circles.

Regardless, Calrin honestly didn’t care how the heist went.

They left at sunset for the first night of the auction. The auction house was only a few towers away as the drake flew, but the walk there was considerably longer than that— longer, even, than Calrin’s trip to the towers of the university, despite the fact the university was farther away than the auction house.

Distance in Lemannen was a curious thing. The city took up surprisingly little space for having the second largest population of any city in Tsarnassus after the capital. In geographic area, it was only about as large as a mid-sized town. If the city were gone, its land— at least in the dry season— could be traversed from one end to the other in less than an hour.

Since Lemannen and its towers were there, anyone wishing to cross it on foot would take a full day.

The first problem in traversing Lemannen had to do with the fact that the bridges weren’t always laid out particularly sensibly. Some of the largest towers connected with as many as a half-dozen nearby towers, often with bridges on multiple levels. Other towers, however, had clear and obvious gaps. Two adjacent towers might have no bridges connecting them and might require you to pass through a half-dozen other towers to cross from one to the other.

There was one famous pair of towers built early in the city’s history by two rival families that were adjacent yet had no bridges connecting them. Their grudge had been so severe that they’d conspired to make it as difficult as possible to travel from one tower to the other by bribing other towers to demolish bridges and preventing new towers from throwing up bridges that would shorten the trip. A distance short enough to almost throw a rock across grew until it took hours to traverse, without the towers ever moving.

Both families were long gone, but the gap had remained for many years until someone had built a bridge between those two towers, which promptly became the busiest bridge in Lemannen.

If all that wasn’t difficult and complex enough, there were the difficulties going up and down.

In an ideal world, you might simply be able to travel up and down freely in each tower. Unfortunately, that was the farthest thing from the truth. A great many families had closed off their floors to outsiders entirely, while other towers had been built deliberately so that no one could freely ascend and descend. Others had tolls to pass, while others still allowed passage only one direction vertically. As a general rule of thumb, it was easier to descend than ascend.

It was hard to reach the halls of high society in most cities, but in Lemannen, the difficulty was much more literal— as was the term high society.

The ability to fly wasn’t so useful as one might assume, either. Flight over the city was forbidden at night without special dispensation, the rules enforced by gryphon patrols.

The skies were hardly empty, however— in fact, Calrin had never seen so many fliers at once, even ignoring the gryphon riders. He could spot everything from force mage messengers bounding between the towers to wind mages flying in clusters to enchanted carriages drifting leisurely across the city.

Special dispensations to fly were hardly rare, merely expensive— and Keayda’s forces, as always, operated on a threadbare budget.

In the end, it took them over an hour to walk to the auction.

—————————————————

Despite the relative ease with which he’d found the university earlier in the day, it had taken him far longer to find Zera’s office. The university was such an absolute maze of towers and bridges, not to mention cramped halls and offices, that Calrin had vaguely entertained the idea that he’d wandered into a labyrinth.

He’d had to ask directions no less than seven times before a frazzled journeyman scholar led him to the hallway her office was in. He’d never have found it on his own— the hallway was placed at such an odd angle that you could only spot it while traveling the tower counterclockwise, and the direction of foot traffic was overwhelmingly clockwise.

There were five doors in the tiny hallway, and the second on the right bore the name Zera Ustenna.

“Come in!” a voice called in response to his knock.

Calrin eased the door open and slipped into the tiny windowless office, which appeared to be around three-fourths filled with piles of books, shelves packed with scrolls, crates bursting with loose papers, and countless knickknacks, broken quills, and other detritus. At least a dozen monkey-form origami golems clambered about the mess, constantly moving, storing, and retrieving various texts.

One of them, he noticed, appeared to be sleeping.

“Can I help you?” Zera said, looking up curiously from behind her desk.

Zera was a short, mousy woman with thick spectacles and frizzy brown hair that jutted out in all directions. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, like him, which was a bit of a surprise— he’d always assumed she was older when reading the letters she sent on various academic topics.

“Zera?” Calrin asked, just to be sure, and promptly cursed himself inside his head for his awkwardness.

“That’s what the name on the door says, so I should hope so,” Zera said. “And you are…?”

He took a deep breath. He really shouldn’t be doing this since he was supposed to be concealing his identity and posing as his brother. Still, who knew when he’d next get to visit Lemannen, if ever? It was a risk well worth taking, and, if he was to be honest, he couldn’t really say he was that particularly worried about whether the mission succeeded.

“Calrin,” he said, feeling even more awkward. “Calrin of Drakescale Hill? I work in Keayda’s library, and we’ve been corresponding for a few years now on late Ithonian cartography? I…”

Zera was out of her seat in a blink and before he’d even managed to react, had wrapped him in a hug fierce enough to make his ribs creak.

“Calrin, it’s so wonderful to finally meet you in person! Why didn’t you write ahead and tell me you were coming? I would have prepared a much more formal greeting than this. I could have thrown a department banquet— I guarantee everyone would have been delighted to meet you, or at least argue with you over some minor detail in one of your papers! Please, sit! Can I get you something to eat? Tea, perhaps?”

Calrin’s mind blanked, overwhelmed by the torrent of words, but Zera didn’t seem to notice. She gestured idly, and the huge stack of books and papers filling the seat floated up into the air adjacent to a shelf, and origami golems began carrying them away to be shelved.

“So, what brings you to Lemannen?” Zera asked.

—————————————————

The four of them, to Calrin’s surprise, had excellent seats in the auction. Despite their comparatively shabby garb— well, entirely shabby, if he were to be honest— the four of them were escorted to a balcony close to the stage, with enchanted viewing glasses capable of granting quite a close look at the items for sale.

To Calrin’s further startlement, they even worked for him— unusual, considering how many enchanted items wouldn’t work for the mind-blind.

Keayda had been sending his agents to bid at the auction for as long as Lemannen had its huge auction house, which took up four whole floors’ worth of a huge tower— a prodigious waste in Lemannen, a city so concerned with space. That longstanding relationship was probably why they’d merited a seat in the auction.

That was the great irony of the city— there were city-states on cramped islands less concerned with saving space, despite the fact that Lemannen was built on a plain. Tsarnassus had more than enough mages to extend the walls of the city and build more towers whenever necessary, but the people of the city almost seemed revolted by the thought, and built their towers ever higher instead, expanding the walls only when they absolutely had to.

Calrin ignored the quiet chatter of the other three as he carefully looked over the items on stage— not, of course, that he expected they wanted him to listen.

There were seven lots on stage, and whenever one was sold, another would be moved into its place from behind it. There was a small plaque near each seat with seven pressure sensitive spellforms engraved on it to allow the audience to vote on the next lot to bid on. It granted an extra level of complexity to the auction— a lot selected early and eagerly by the audience would be liable to attract fierce bidding, so it was best to vote for other lots first. Since everyone in the audience knew that, however, eyes tended to drift even more eagerly towards lots left on the stage for too many rounds.

Speculation about the best strategies for choosing lots was one of the most frequent topics of discussion in Lemannen’s high society. There were countless mathematical papers published each year about how to best encourage your rivals to bid on the wrong lot.

Despite the fact that the auction house could easily have made bidding as private as lot selection, using similar spellform buttons, it was still done the old-fashioned way— so that everyone might see. The auction house had done it the silent way once and found that the open auctions raised prices far higher, by the simple means of publicly dragging the pride and competitiveness of the wealthy into play.

There were six additional lots resting behind each of the seven lots, and each time one was sold, the one directly behind it was moved forwards. Metaphorically, at least— the other forty-two lots were all kept in storage until it was time to levitate them onto the stage via trapdoors. Most of the lots were announced beforehand, but none knew in which order they might show up in the rows, raising the anticipation even higher. Even more mathematical papers were published yearly, discussing strategies for predicting in which row and in what order various lots would show up.

The final seven lots, the back one in each metaphorical row, remained a complete secret until they were revealed onstage. They weren’t always the most valuable or sought-after items— those tended to be advertised ahead of time and scattered among the first forty-two lots in order to attract more bidders. No, the final seven tended to be the strangest and most unusual items— singular weapons made by enchanters with one-of-a-kind affinities, works of art by new, unknown artists, exotic creatures caged as pets from the depths of labyrinths.

Most valuable, perhaps not. Most fascinating, assuredly. A good chunk of the audience showed up purely out of curiosity about the final seven— and often ended up purchasing something anyhow.

There was one looming, obvious fact about the whole event that Calrin found exasperating:

It was all massively unnecessary.

All the extra rules, all the complicated maneuverings— it was, all of it, a scam. So long as the audience was focused on the game, on the showmanship of the auction, they stayed longer and spent more money. They were less likely to show up and bid on merely a single lot or send servants to bid for them.

The wealthy of Lemannen, and the visitors from out of town? They didn’t care. They didn’t want to think about the pointlessness of it all. If they were trying to save money, they’d be fine with a regular auction, or even better, a silent auction.

The wealthy don’t attend auctions to get good prices, though. It wasn’t even about the lots they bid on.

It was almost entirely about showing off.

About flaunting their wealth, one-upping each other.

And given the sheer wealth on display, security was, of course, absurd.

—————————————————

“Sending you on a weeks-long trip to Lemannen just to attend an auction for a few days sounds like a poor use of your time, if I’m honest,” Zera said.

Calrin shrugged. “Keayda sent us via the air, so it didn’t take us nearly so long to get here.”

The two of them had left Zera’s cramped office behind for the breezes of a nearby garden bridge, Lemannen’s equivalent of a park. It stretched between six different towers, curving along their outer walls.

“Is there no way to convince Keayda to let you stay longer?” Zera asked. “There are so many documents and maps the department would love to have you inspect— and, of course, we’d be glad to assign our scribes to copying anything Keayda lacks for you.”

“Probably not, I’ve got just as many back in Keayda’s Library to inspect— my work there is never-ending,” Calrin said.

Zera leaned against the nearby railing and frowned. Calrin followed suit, without the frown, and looked out over Lemannen.

He was idly examining a nearby tower that was more of a steep round ziggurat when Zera spoke again.

“What if the University were to compensate Keayda for your time?” she asked.

Calrin gave her a curious look.

—————————————————

Calrin’s twin Hendris was waiting for them when they returned to the inn.

Hendris the Coin Mage. Hendris the pride of their family. Hendris who could do no wrong in the eyes of everyone. Hendris, who meant well, but never could understand Calrin.

The auction had gone surprisingly well. Four of the texts they’d been seeking had come up for auction, and they’d won three of them, staying well under budget. The fourth, a memoir of one of the Last Emperor of Ithos’ allies, had raised the bidding to truly spectacular levels. The winner, however, had been Lemannen’s university. It had shockingly deep pockets for a university since it was largely funded by the dragon Arneson, who was quite absurdly wealthy, even for a dragon. The university would eventually make copies available to the public, which was a win in Calrin’s book. Keayda was one of the oldest beings on the continent, and a wait of a few years was hardly worth his attention.

Ironically, Arneson was also the owner of the auction house, so the money the university was spending might very well end up returning to them eventually.

The most exciting lots of the night had numbered among the hidden seven, unsurprisingly. Three of the seven lots were all identical— mirrors that could record any scene they saw, absent sound, and play it back later. Their creator had recorded masquerades and balls, great storms and forest glades, and had even hired a dragon to fly them through the mountains and over the sea. One of them had even been taken underwater to record strange scenes below the sea, and commanded a far greater price than either of the others. Each was sold along with an enchanted music box containing two dozen songs to help set moods for the scenes in the mirrors.

The prices for all three reached astronomical levels in the auction, especially the one with the underwater scenes.

As fascinated as Calrin was by the various lots that came up, and as amusing as he’d actually found the lot voting process to be in practice, the night was still soured by how little the others had listened to him, even on the lots they were bidding on— despite being his area of expertise.

His twin waiting for them at the inn somehow fit perfectly with the rest of the mission so far. The fact that it had been Keayda’s plan from the beginning, and that Keayda had leaked the information ahead of time that Hendris was busy elsewhere… neither were much of a shock to Calrin.

Not that Calrin had exactly tried hard— or at all— to pose as Hendris. He’d gone openly as himself to the university, after all.

The plan to rob the auction house was both audacious and brilliant, and despite Calrin’s disdain for Hendris’ team, he couldn’t help but be impressed. Hendris shared it with them inside of one of Irilin’s kettles, set up within their suite of rooms— the bubbles of air made for effective scrying barriers.

There were far larger cities than Lemannen- it was less than a third the size of Tsarnassus City or Ras Andis. There were very few wealthier cities, however. More money moved through Lemannen’s auction house than nearly any other on the continent, so it was, unsurprisingly, an absolute marvel of security. The auction house was divided up into two segments. The larger one, consisting of the top three floors of the auction-house, was the auction hall, kitchens and reception areas, the immense auction hall itself making up the bulk of that. The smaller lower segment contained the storage for the auction goods, battlemage guards, the offices, and countless security wards.

The walls of the auction house were even more heavily defended. There were so many wards and enchantments that if the city were destroyed in a battle between great powers, the auction house would still be there, perfectly intact. Even if its tower were destroyed, it would just hover there in the air, still whole.

It was a prodigious use of mana, but to Calrin’s knowledge, there were only one or two locales with denser aether on the continent, most notably Skyhold. Lemannen had a major labyrinth beneath it, and several more in close range. There were also some specific oddities to the local aether that Calrin didn’t bother pretending to understand.

The auction house was nearly at the top of the spire, but it was impossible to enter from above or below. Above was the private residence of the auction house’s owner, the dragon Arneson. Below the auction house was a mishmash of residential floors, markets, and the like.

There were only two entrances to the auction-house, each with their own dedicated bridge. One was for servants and cargo, the other for guests. Both were heavily guarded and warded, with enchanted doors that locked down entirely outside of auctions.

Trying to break in unauthorized was nigh-suicidal.

So they weren’t going to break in.

They were going to enter openly, as guests, and pull off the heist mid-auction.

There was only one door into the lower secured section, and it was at the end of what might be one of the most heavily guarded and warded corridors in existence. Attempting to break in that way would be absolutely suicidal. On top of that, there was no feasible way they could break through the lower levels anywhere else— it was widely believed that the lower vault was actually a pocket dimension only accessible through the proper entrance.

There was, in fact, only one vulnerability they could think of:

The trap-door lifts that raised lots up to the auction stage, which only opened during an auction.

They were going to rob the auction house in front of the collected wealthy of Lemannen.

When Calrin finally spoke up, asking how Hendris just shook his head, and handed Calrin a sheet of paper. “That’s need to know, brother— you won’t be there, so we can’t risk you knowing. We do have a plan for you, though. I’ve laid out a schedule for you tomorrow that will make sure you’re still in the public eye. That way I can move about covertly and make sure I have an alibi as I prepare for the heist.”

Calrin glanced at the list of activities, then raised an eyebrow at his brother.

“No,” he said.

Hendris just stared at him, astonished, while a couple of the others started yelling at him.

Calrin ignored everyone but Hendris.

After a moment, his twin waved down his teammates, and leaned forward. “I don’t understand, Calrin. It’s not a particular risk, and if you want, I can send one of the others with you.”

Calrin snorted. “That’s the last thing I’d want. Your teammates are rude, foul-tempered, miserable people, who have been nothing but disdainful of me the whole time I’ve been among them.”

All four of the others protested, even Hendris.

Calrin waited patiently for the others to quiet down, and just stared at his brother. His eyebrow had started cramping from raising it by the time they all settled down.

“That’s a little harsh, Calrin,” Hendris said. “I’m sure—”

“None of them have used my name once since they’ve met me. The only thing they’ve called me is counterfeit,” Calrin said. “More interestingly, they didn’t even know you had a brother. Why is that, I wonder?”

Hendris winced. He might not be the most observant or thoughtful brother— or even a particularly good one, most of the time— but he seldom meant to cause Calrin difficulty or hurt. Of course, even without the intention, he managed it all the time.

“Probably because he was ashamed of you,” Mendis said. “I certainly would be.”

Calrin ignored them, but Hendris shot the water mage a glare that Calrin knew meant trouble later. Sala and Irilin at least had the good grace to look embarrassed.

“Look, Calrin, I’m sorry, but—” Hendris began.

“Your apologies are a long-devalued currency, brother,” Calrin said, then stood. “I won’t follow your schedule because I already have plans tomorrow. You’ll have your alibi.”

He turned and strode off to his room, ignoring his brother calling for him and the hurt tone of Hendris’ voice.

People often assumed that just because Calrin was a shy, awkward scholar, that he’d also be a pushover terrified of causing offense. That he didn’t have a temper, or any sort of vindictive streak. That he was just a doormat.

It was usually a good assumption.

Calrin never did stand up for himself, save for matters of obscure academic interest, and then usually only in submitted academic papers and long letters he had plenty of time to plan.

He was genuinely shocked that he’d just managed to stand up to his brother and his team— he’d fully expected to just fold over, like he always did.

This time, though, he just couldn’t. Couldn’t be a nobody, couldn’t be a counterfeit anymore. Maybe it was how badly the team had treated him. Maybe it was how well he’d been treated by Zera and the other professors at Lemannen’s university in comparison. Maybe it was being seen as so useless that he couldn’t even participate in the plan in any way more meaningful than as an alibi. Maybe it was the fact that he was apparently so unimportant to his brother that he hadn’t even told the team about Calrin.

Most likely it was all of them.

As he closed his room door behind him, Calrin smiled bitterly to himself.

He hadn’t told his brother the news either.

—————————————————

“You’re sure you’re alright with this?” Zera asked. “You’re sure Keayda will be alright with this?”

Calrin shrugged. “It’s my choice, not Keayda’s.”

—————————————————

Hendris was distracted by his doubts.

Not badly enough to interfere with his work or the plan— there was nothing that could distract him that much. But it lingered in the back of his head that evening after Calrin stormed off into his room. It stuck in his craw as he and his team hammered out their plan.

At the end of the evening, it was weighing heavily enough on him that he refused Irilin’s invitation to join her in her room.

He lay on the couch in the suite’s common room for what felt like hours, staring at his brother’s door.

He’d surely told his team about Calrin before. Hendris was not a man to forget things. Nor would he ever do something like that deliberately— he loved his brother, after all. And he was proud enough of Calrin— for someone mind-blind, who couldn’t ever be a mage, he’d done quite well for himself, hadn’t let himself be defined by being a cripple.

And Hendris had always known his twin had resented him for his achievements as a mage, but he’d never held that against Calrin. It was perfectly understandable, and Calrin clearly did his best not to take it out on Hendris.

And it probably grated on Calrin that it wasn’t safe to share the plan with him, but as a non-mage, he had no realistic way to defend himself or his secrets.

Hendris resolved to share the whole plan and its tricks with Calrin after all was said and done. Calrin deserved that much, at least. And he’d force his team to apologize to his brother.

The doubt still wasn’t gone as he drifted off to sleep, though.

The doubt wasn’t gone when he woke up, either.

It actually grew larger when he found that Calrin had left the suite and the inn before Hendris had even awoken.

The doubt sat in his gut like a brick all morning as he prepared for the heist. It kept him from enjoying his lunch— he barely managed to eat half of it.

It grew a little more manageable in the afternoon, but then, engaging in a dead-silent covert mage battle against the mage-enforcers of a local crime lord on the underside of a crowded market bridge tends to focus the mind.

Of course, mid-battle was rather a terrible time to decide for sure that he’d been a terrible brother lately.

By the time Hendris and the team got back to the suite at the inn to prepare for the auction, the doubt was back full force.

It was leavened by a considerable degree of surprise when he discovered Calrin drinking wine and playing some game or other with an unfamiliar woman in the common room.

His teammates tensed for action, but Hendris waved them down.

“Calrin,” Hendris said.

“Brother,” Calrin replied politely.

They stared awkwardly at one another for a moment, then Hendris turned his attention to the woman. She was pretty enough, in a mousy sort of way. She seemed more interested in the game lying between her and Calrin than in Hendris.

“I’m Hendris,” he said, putting on his most charming smile.

“Zera Ustenna, of the Mica Tower,” the woman replied, smiling politely. “Professor of Ithonian History at the university. Calrin and I have corresponded for quite a few years now. Calrin has mentioned you often, of course.”

Hendris winced inside, though he managed to keep it off his face.

“Shouldn’t you be getting ready for the auction, Hendris?” Calrin asked. “You don’t want to be late, do you?”

Hendris didn’t quite keep the wince off his face this time.

“You’re distracted,” Irilin said.

Hendris started to protest, then sighed. He didn’t respond, just looked out over the edge of the rickety wooden bridge they were crossing.

“Look, we’ll apologize to your brother after this is all said and done,” she said. “We really did treat him terribly. It wasn’t personal, though— we were angry at Keayda. We genuinely thought that he was screwing us over, risking us on a mission without proper combat backup. We shouldn’t have taken it out on him.”

Mendis made a noise in the back of their throat, and Irilin rolled her eyes.

“Also, Mendis is just a jerk in general,” she said. “They’re still apologizing.”

Mendis made a protesting noise again, but Sala jabbed them with an elbow.

“I appreciate it,” Hendris said.

They walked in silence for a couple more bridges before he finally spoke again.

“Did I really never tell you about Calrin?” he asked.

Irilin shrugged. “You mentioned you had a brother, but I don’t recall you ever telling us his name or that he worked for Keayda too.”

Hendris groaned. “Looks like you’re not the only ones who’ll be apologizing to him, then.”

Irilin patted him sympathetically on the shoulder.

“Why would you mention him?” Mendis asked. “He’s not a mage, and he doesn’t actually seem useful for anything. What’s the point of…”

Sala jabbed out with an elbow again, and Mendis fell silent.

Hendris knew better than to take it personally— that was just how Mendis was. Still…

“He’s not useless,” Hendris said. “He really is a brilliant scholar, and he’s better with ancient texts than anyone I’ve ever known. He’s just usually so quiet and reserved, it’s easy to overlook him.”

“That professor didn’t seem to overlook him,” Sala said, smirking at Hendris. “He might not be a mage, but he’s also not awful on the eyes. Think she wants him to handle her like one of his ancient texts?”

Hendris chuckled despite himself. “Here’s hoping. I hope the rest of his time in Lemannen goes better than it has. It would at least make him more open to my apology.”

That got an awkward laugh from the others, even Mendis.

“Alright, let’s go over the plan one more time. Irilin, throw up a kettle?” Hendris asked.

A moment later, he felt his ears pop as the bubble of air formed around them.

They were only two bridges away from the auction house when Hendris stopped dead in his tracks.

“What is it?” Sala asked.

“I’m a complete and utter idiot,” he said. “We need to go back to the inn. Now. Irilin, can you fly us back without getting noticed by the guards?”

“Easily, but why…”

“Just trust me.”

The flight back, darting between the towers almost at ground level, took only moments. Hendris didn’t say a word to the others as they landed on the inn bridge, just strode right into their rooms.

Calrin and Zera were laughing about something but cut off as Hendris strode back into the room.

He didn’t spare a glance at either of them, though, just stared at the game lying between them.

The completely unfamiliar board game, covered with strange markings he couldn’t read.

The exact board game they were trying to steal.

“How…?” Hendris managed to ask.

Calrin smiled broadly at him. “I asked nicely.”

“What’s going on?” Mendis demanded.

“My brother has, apparently, managed to acquire the object Keayda wanted,” Hendris said.

“What? How?” the water mage demanded.

“He asked nicely,” Zera said.

“Seriously, how?” Hendris asked.

“We already told you,” Calrin said.

“You asked who?” Irilin asked.

“Me,” Zera said, raising her wineglass cheerfully.

“Why would you have access to the auction house vaults?” Mendis demanded.

“I don’t!” Zera said with a smile.

“What are you going on about?” Mendis demanded, growing even angrier.

“Arneson,” Sala said quietly.

Everyone turned to look at her.

“The dragon Arneson owns the auction house, but he also funds the university,” Sala said.

“And?” Mendis said.

“It’s customary,” Calrin said, “when poaching a particularly capable servant from one of the great powers, to offer them a gift in recompense.”

“What?” Hendris asked.

“We offered him a job!” Zera said. “We’ve got entire supply rooms filled with texts we could use Calrin’s expertise on! He’s worth far more than a curiosity like this, in my opinion.”

“And I accepted,” Calrin said. “Since Keayda sent us to quietly open negotiations with Arneson about this game, I figured I’d just go about it a little more directly.”

“And were you ever planning to tell us?” Irilin asked, a little testily.

Hendris understood her feelings there— Calrin had already acquired their target and had been willing to let them go on a dangerous heist for nothing? Hendris realized that he was mad, but that was a bit much. At least he’d told them they were trying to negotiate for it instead of trying to steal it.

“I did try, in fact. Multiple times, the first day. Remember? Waited until you all woke up from the flight, but you all ignored me,” Calrin said. “So I thought I’d have a bit of fun. I had a letter waiting for you in our box in the auction house, but I’m guessing you didn’t make it all the way there.”

Even Mendis looked a bit awkward at that.

“Since you got back sooner than we were expecting, I think we’ll be going now,” Calrin said. “There’s some sort of function at the university I’ve been invited to, and we were thinking we’d have to be late for it for the sake of the prank. We should be able to arrive on time now, though!”

Hendris and his team stood there awkwardly as Calrin and Zera walked between them through the door. Just before stepping out, Calrin turned to Hendris one more time. “You should probably get back to the auction, there are more lots to bid on for Keayda tonight. And we should grab lunch tomorrow, if you’re not too busy.”

“I should be free,” Hendris said awkwardly, not really sure what to say.

“Excellent!” Calrin said, and was gone.

The four of them spent several minutes just silently staring at the board game afterward.

“I honestly have no idea how I’m supposed to feel about this,” Hendris finally said.

“I mean, we definitely kind of deserved it,” Irilin said.

Hendris strode over to Calrin’s abandoned wineglass and downed what was left in a single gulp.

“So, who’s going to tell Keayda we lost one of his best scholars?” Sala asked.

Hendris just groaned at that.


The Lich Days of Summer

The Lich Days of Summer is set a century before the events of Mage Errant.

The last weeks of summer hang heavy in most lands, but in few more heavily than in the Ylosa river delta. The heat and humidity lurk among the mangroves, hiding from any ocean breezes that might bring relief. They weigh down on any unlucky souls foolish enough to brave them like a sodden wet blanket in a sauna.

There is no breaking out from their grip until the autumn storms arrive to tear the blanket apart. When the last, heaviest days of summer arrive, it should be a time for rest, a time to lurk in the shade and fruitlessly try to magic away the heat.

It shouldn’t be a time for war.

And yet.

Andros the Hairless, Chief Emissary and Ambassador of Salgos Deep-Spear, queen of the greatest pirate fleet to ever sail the Shattered Isles, was sweating.

Admittedly, he would have been sweating regardless, thanks to the heat and humidity. But at least one in ten of the beads of sweat rolling down his bald head now came from nervousness. Maybe two in ten, even.

He wouldn’t go as high as three in ten, though. Which was less a reflection of how nervous he was than how painfully hot it was.

Andros was used to facing bluster from the rulers of cities. He was used to threats, displays of magical might, feigned unconcern, forced mockery, even to being seized by guards or spells.

None of those things made him sweat any longer. From long experience, he’d learned that they almost always capitulated to Salgos’ threats sooner rather than later.

What he wasn’t used to, however, was being asked for dating advice by one of Salgos’ targets.

“I’m not sure you understand the gravity of the situation,” Andros said.

The wooden avatar of Zophor the lich waved his hand dismissively from his lavishly draped chaise lounge. “Of course I do. The most dreadful pirate in all the seas has decided my demesne will serve as an ideal base for her and her men and that I’m to serve as her newest servant and right-hand man, regardless of my wishes. You’re welcome to tell her I appreciate the offer but that I have to decline. Right now, though, I’m really more interested in your advice on my situation.”

Andros wiped his forehead to keep sweat from running into his eyes— he missed his eyebrows on days like this. Eyebrows did far more work keeping sweat out of your eyes than most people realized. He scowled, his mind racing as he tried to figure out how to tell his queen about this. It wasn’t that he was worried about her taking her anger out on him— Salgos was famously fair to her sailors, and never punished them for carrying a message that angered her, no matter how badly. It was a big part of why the crews on her dozens of ships were so loyal to her.

No, it was just that Andros truly had no idea how to explain this whole absurd situation to his queen.

“Don’t get me wrong, I think I’m genuinely falling for him,” Zophor continued, gesturing with his wineglass. “He’s brilliant, beautiful, sophisticated, wonderfully sarcastic, and traveled half the world before settling in my demesne. His only flaw is his ridiculous laugh, and that just makes him more endearing. I just have some fundamental concerns about the ethics of courting one of the citizens of my city. There’s a truly colossal power imbalance, and it makes me a bit uncomfortable.”

“I will convey your refusal to my queen,” Andros said, “but be warned— she will take it poorly, and you and your citizens will suffer for it.”

“Really? You’re not going to offer me any advice at all?” Zophor asked.

“I don’t have time for petty games and distractions,” Andros snapped. “I am here to serve my queen, not to amuse you.”

Zophor set down his wineglass on a side-table and leaned forward. “I’m not playing games here. I’m genuinely asking for your advice. I can’t reasonably ask my citizens for advice, because they share that same power imbalance. I’d feel just plain silly going to my allies with an issue like this. But you, though— you’re my enemy. You have absolutely no reason to spare my feelings with your advice.”

Andros gave the lich a long, level look. “My advice is to start taking this situation seriously. You’ve been a lich for all of, what, two years? You don’t stand a chance against an established power like my queen. You’re going to be serving her one way or another— you should consider whether you want to do so with dignity or as timber for her ships.”

With that, Andros turned and strode towards the door.

“It’s been three years,” Zophor said behind him, a bit petulantly.

Andros was still scowling as he boarded his ship, mostly at the lich’s audacity.

He’d give credit where credit was due— Zophor had built an impressive demesne for a mage working on his own. Most independent liches only built demesnes the size of small fortresses, but Zophor had grown a circle of a half-dozen towering mangroves that jutted far above the rest of the trees in the tidal delta. He already had nearly twenty thousand citizens living in the trunks of his trees, with room for half again as many more.

But that was as big and as powerful as Zophor would ever get. Once a lich transitioned from their original body to their demesne, they were trapped that way for the rest of their existence. They couldn’t grow or fundamentally alter their demesnes— even repairs were a challenge.

Of course, there were some rumored exceptions, like the Lord of Bells, or Keayda the Librarian, or a few of the Crystal Sphinx’s sponsored liches, but those were just rumors— and Zophor was assuredly not in their ranks.

As Andros’ skiff sailed away, propelled by his three water mages through a floating mess of leaves and green sticks, he glared up at the massive copies of Zophor’s face growing out of the tree trunks.

Even as he watched, one of the giant wooden faces winked at him.

What an infuriatingly vain creature.

Salgos’ immense flagship, named The Queen’s Throne, had a hole in the middle of it. The hole ran all the way from the ship’s deck down through the lower hull, and seawater filled it. The Queen’s Throne was ten times the size of a normal ship, and the hole was wide enough that several full-sized ships could have floated in the middle of it.

The flagship wasn’t in any danger of sinking, though. It had been built with the hole in it.

The design and construction of the Throne had been a nightmare for the shipwrights, but they’d set to the task uncomplainingly— Salgos had paid them enough to bankrupt a city.

Handling the ship at sea was likewise a nightmare for the crew— the great hole in the middle wreaked havoc on their ability to steer, and it took a huge number of mages to manage the ship.

It wasn’t a purely vertical shaft through the ship, either— there was a huge wooden cavern jutting off the side of the shaft and taking up half the hold space of the flagship. It was Salgos’ lair, and rumors of the treasures she kept there abounded. No one had ever been in and survived, though— none of the fleet’s captains, mages, or even Andros himself.

As Andros strode out onto the platform that jutted out over the hole in the deck, he couldn’t help but notice the leaves and sticks from the mangrove swamp had somehow made it into the hole as well. It had been a persistent irritant the entire way back to the fleet.

Andros would never question his queen out loud, but part of him genuinely wondered whether the strategic location of Zophor was really worth it as a base.

The organic detritus didn’t hold his attention for long, though, when his queen began rising from the water.

It was just a single massive arm at first— a colossal scaled tentacle covered in fanged suckers. It slowly lifted out of the sea, big enough to lift a normal ship entirely out of the water, and seized the rim of the hole. Entire waterfalls cascaded off the limb, and Andros luxuriated in the soothing spray of water cutting the heat.

Then another arm lifted out of the water, and another, and another, and soon six of his queen’s dozen armored arms had seized the edges of the hole, lifting her body and mantle out of the water.

Kraken were not, as often thought, giant squid or octopuses. They were related to both but were far larger and more dangerous than either. Only leviathans and a few freak monstrosities in the depths grew larger than kraken, and few other creatures even rivaled their size.

One of Salgos’ gargantuan eyes peered down at Andros. It was big enough that he could fit inside it a dozen times over, so even after his long years of service, he still felt discomfited to meet the gaze of that rectangular pupil.

As Salgos emptied her immense siphon of water and began filling it with air, Andros’ gaze drifted down to one of his queen’s arms that wasn’t gripping the side.

There, just barely above the surface, was clutched the Deep-Spear, the weapon that gave Salgos her name.

The Deep-Spear had been forged from the mainmast of a gargantuan warship, tipped with a dragonbone spearhead. Its enchantments were worth the flagship three times over. The weapon could hurtle through the water at thrice the speed of a sea serpent, faster than any ship in the sea. Salgos could sink an entire enemy fleet before they’d even crested the horizon. The Deep-Spear could even slaughter rival kraken with ease.

It would make short work of Zophor’s demesne if need be.

Not that Salgos needed it— she was a fearsome foe even without it. She was huge even for a kraken, and she wielded pressure, buoyancy, and tidal magics that could force a foe down to the crushing depths of the ocean or drown a city on land.

Once Salgos had filled her siphon with air, she began to speak in her disquieting, whistle-like voice. “Report, Andros.”

That was another difference between kraken and their kin. Kraken could fill their siphons, the organs that they used to propel themselves through the sea with jets of water, with air instead of water, then force it out to imitate land-dweller language— most sounds of it, at least.

“The lich rejected your generous offer, my queen,” Andros called. “The fool actually mocked us and refused to speak of anything other than his petty romantic concerns.”

“Well, that’s just unfair,” a voice interjected.

Andros whirled. There, sitting a quarter of the way around the rim of the hole, was an avatar of the lich Zophor.

“I wasn’t mocking you or your queen at all,” Zophor continued. “I genuinely was hoping you could advise me on my dilemma. Maybe your queen can help me where you couldn’t.”

And, to Andros’ shock, the lich turned to Salgos and began relaying his dating concerns to the kraken.

Of course, that was a far lesser shock than seeing Zophor here at all. Lich avatars couldn’t ever leave their demesnes, and they were half a league from the edge of the mangrove swamp— and Zophor’s demesne was several leagues into the depths of the swamp.

Andros’ queen looked to be making the same mental calculations as he was. She’d shifted her grip on the Deep-Spear, bringing it to face the direction of the lich’s demesne. Great masses of sticks and leaves had clumped up behind the massive spearhead, but they weren’t enough to stop or even slow the spear if the kraken threw it.

Andros’ surprise at the situation grew even more, however, when the queen actually heard out Zophor’s romantic dilemma.

Finally, she swelled up her siphon again to speak. “If you’re concerned about the ethics of the situation, you should be speaking to the object of your affection here. It is his opinion that matters, not that of others.”

Even the lich’s wooden avatar looked surprised now.

“That… is honestly excellent advice,” he said. “Thank you. I was expecting you to just bluster and offer threats of my destruction.”

Salgos’ siphon whistled in an eerie approximation of laughter. “Oh, we’re still doing the threats next. I’m guessing you grew a few roots far out to sea when you grew your demesne, to give yourself reach beyond the borders of your little town?”

Zophor nodded and leaned back. “More than a few roots. I’ve got a whole network of roots stretching for tens of leagues in every direction, and it’s still growing. I’m planning a lot of growth for the future. Give it a century or two, and my demesne will be the biggest city on the continent.”

“I look forward to ruling it,” Salgos said. “Unless you force me to destroy it today.”

“Do you think I could get some wine? Tea would work as well, though it’s a bit warm out for that,” Zophor said.

“Enough games,” Salgos said. “No matter how hard you try, you will not be able to reach your roots up from the seafloor to my ships. My magic is more than enough to annihilate them before they get here. You are far from the first lich I have faced, many of them far greater than you. You land-liches are pale reflections of the truly powerful liches of the deep, and I take little notice even of them. It is time to discuss surrender.”

Zophor sighed dramatically. “If you want to be all business, I suppose we can talk surrender. Very well, if you surrender now, I’ll let you keep eight of your tentacles, one rowboat, and three crewmembers. I’ll be burying the rest in the seafloor mud to fertilize my demesne and taking the Deep-Spear for myself.”

Andros, Salgos, and the crew of The Queen’s Throne all just stared at the lich’s avatar.

“Better hope she really likes you, Andros,” Zophor said.

“You must be mad,” Andros said. “You must have broken your mind while transitioning into lichdom.”

Zophor waggled his wooden eyebrows at Andros.

“I have offered you chance after chance and brooked your repeated disrespect,” the pirate queen hissed. “You bring this destruction upon yourself.”

Salgos lifted the Deep-Spear into the air to prepare to throw it over the ship and towards the heart of the lich’s demesne.

And nothing happened. Where the Deep-Spear’s spellforms would usually ignite with a glow half as bright as the sun; instead they remained dull and lifeless.

“That doesn’t seem good,” Zophor offered.

“What have you done to my spear?” Salgos bellowed, deflating her siphon entirely. Andros and the rest of the crew all covered their ears in pain.

Even through his pain, Andros noticed that his queen was refilling her siphon with water, not with air. The kraken was preparing for battle, not more talk.

Zophor reached out, and one of the green sticks floating in the water levitated up to his hand. “Do you know how mangroves reproduce?” he asked. “Mangrove trees don’t drop seeds— they drop whole saplings, which then drift about at sea for months or years until they find a good place to root. They’re known as propagules if you want to get technical, and I can control them just as well as any other mangrove inside my demesne.”

He tossed the stick to Andros, who caught it automatically. To his horror, he realized that what he’d mistaken for a stick was, in fact, a mangrove sapling.

And there were thousands more coating the water all around the fleet.

His gaze drifted to the Deep-Spear. He realized that the sticks he’d mistaken for detritus weren’t just sticking to the spear— their roots were growing into the spear’s spellforms.

Zophor laughed and kicked his feet like a delighted child. “I’m a better enchanter than anyone you’ve ever met, Salgos. It was child’s play for me to deactivate the Deep-Spear’s enchantment, and it will make an excellent addition to my armory after you’re dead. Which, fair warning, is about to happen in short order, because I do believe you just inhaled a couple of propagules into your siphon.”

Salgos froze, not twitching a single one of her arms, then began frantically trying to empty her siphon.

A moment later, however, she started thrashing in pain. Her arms began hammering against the walls of the hole, several of them ripping apart the wood of the ship in her agony.

“You know, I’m not even going to tell people how I defeated you and destroyed your fleet,” Zophor said. “I won’t brag about it, I won’t spread rumors about it— I’m just going to let you fade into history as yet another rampaging monster, and there are too many of those in history for anyone to care. I’ll treat this whole episode as mere pest control, and my fame will grow as your memory will shrivel away.”

To Andros’ shock, a mangrove stem ruptured out of one wall of his queen’s siphon, sprouting leaves as it grew.

A throne of mangrove sprouts had grown out of the deck behind Zophor, and his avatar leaned back into it. “And you know what? Even with this hideous summer heat, people are going to flood to my demesne to live there, just like they’re moving in huge numbers to nearly every other large lich city on the continent. We are the cities of the future, Salgos. Wandering monsters like you and Dorsas Ine are on your way out. The world is running out of room for you.”

Andros could see trees erupting out of decks and hulls across the fleet. Several ships appeared to have sprouted entirely new mangrove masts, and even as he watched, one of the fleet’s small scout cutters tore in half entirely as mangroves ripped its planking apart.

“Really, though,” Zophor started, only to be interrupted by one of Salgos’ tentacles smashing down on his avatar so hard that it tore through the side of the ship, and water started rushing inside in a huge waterfall.

The growth of a new mangrove forest atop the fleet didn’t stop or slow, however, and neither did Salgos’ agonized thrashing. An avatar was just a puppet for a lich to interact with the world, and destroying one was only a minor annoyance.

Andros could only stand there helplessly as ship after ship in the fleet tore itself apart, and little floating mangrove saplings tangled themselves around swimming sailors and began to strangle them. As branch after branch tore out of his queen’s flesh, and she writhed in her death throes.

He was, at least, spared the sight of Zophor’s colossal roots, each far larger than his queen’s arms, reaching up from the seabed and dragging the fleet down to the mud.

Of course, he was spared that sight only because the final thing Andros the Hairless saw was one of his queen’s flailing tentacles as it descended on him in her blind thrashing.

Not even a half hour later, the only things on the surface were mangrove propagules and the Deep-Spear.

The summer air hung heavy and humid over the seawater, giving one the sense that the world had given up and stopped breathing, and was content to cook itself in its own heat.

The only thing that disturbed that heavy quiet was a single one of Zophor’s roots, rising above the gentle swell next to the Deep-Spear.

The lich stared at the enchanted weapon for a long time before he finally spoke. “Just talk to him? Don’t I feel like a fool now? I almost feel a little bad for killing you, Salgos.”

He paused as if to consider. “Well, not really, but I appreciate the advice.”

Zophor let the quiet return, enjoying the peaceful moment.

Then his head lifted in surprise, and he smiled.

He could feel just a faint whisper of cool wind coming from the southeast, and there was just a hint of dark cloud on the horizon.

There was a storm coming to break the heat.

Summer was finally ending.


Fool's Silver

This story takes place sixty-two years before the events of Mage Errant. And fool’s silver is a real substance, though it’s not called fool’s silver in our world.

Ephesia of Skoura, Librarian Errant of Skyhold, hated auctions. No, she despised them.

She despised the constant jockeying for position.

She despised having to mingle with the ostentatiously wealthy.

She despised the ostentatiously wealthy themselves, for that matter.

She especially despised the way they pretended as though their intrigues and affairs were different than anyone else’s— as if cheating on one’s spouse were an entirely different beast for the upper crust than it would be for some farmer.

What she despised most, however, was the auction itself. Watching rich idiots waste enough coin to feed a village for a year on frivolous nonsense made her want to cause gratuitous structural damage to the building she was in.

Attending auctions was a frequent duty for Librarians Errant— High Librarian Kanderon Crux frequently sent them to bid on rare books for the Grand Library.

Nearly any other Librarian Errant would have been a better choice. Those that hadn’t grown up in Skyhold were by and large from wealthy families that could afford Skyhold’s tuition.

Ephesia, however, had been chosen by Kanderon for this auction for the same reason Kanderon had paid for her tuition at Skyhold.

Her affinity. Well, affinities, but only one of the two was particularly unusual.

And it was, to be sure, exceptionally unusual.

“Do I see a higher bid?” the auctioneer called. “Anyone?”

No one raised their bidding flags. Ephesia sighed and slouched lower in her seat.

“Anyone?” the auctioneer called again. “No? Sold, then, to the representative from Ras Andis!”

The auction porters carefully picked up the massive urn off its steel pedestal and began moving it off-stage. The urn was shaped entirely from huge salt crystals and had apparently been grown that way. Jagged spellforms twisted across its surface. They weren’t carved in but had been formed by the selective removal of the finger-joint sized cubical salt crystals.

The urn was apparently meant to help purify subterranean aquifers. Ephesia highly doubted, however, that the Kaen Das family meant to use it to make regions safe for farmers to drill wells in.

They probably intended to reverse its function to use against enemy territory. Or maybe use it to do something even nastier, like purify the blood of their enemies of everything except its water.

Ephesia honestly wouldn’t mind doing that to half the rich bastards in this room.

“Next, we have one of the living sculptures Sica is so famed for,” the auctioneer said, as the porters carried a potted plant forwards from the back of the stage, where all the other items up for auction waited.

Admittedly, it was a potted tree that took the perfect form of a poised dancer, hair made of trailing leaves down her back.

It was pretty, sure, but what a waste of magical talent.

Ephesia shifted uncomfortably in her gown as she looked around. The gown itself felt fine, but it had lace on it. Ephesia despised lace.

A casual glance around showed her that no one was looking her way, and she carefully removed one of her chunky silver earrings under the guise of fixing a wayward strand of hair.

Well, the earrings looked like they were made of silver, at least.

She could feel the temperature control spellforms hidden on the earring deactivate as it came loose from her ear and stopped drawing from her mana reservoirs.

She clenched the earring tightly in her fist.

The temperature control spellforms were hardly even necessary here in Suriphan. If it had been anywhere else in Ruhn in the heat of summer, they would have needed to draw a lot more heavily on Ephesia’s mana reservoirs, but the city of Suriphan was built to keep cool. The spellforms only needed to protect the earrings from Ephesia’s own body heat.

Which was important because Ephesia needed to keep her draw on the local aether to a minimum.

As the auctioneer finished extolling the virtues of the stupid potted plant, the molten remains of the earring began to drip out from between Ephesia’s fingers onto the steel floor.

Suriphan wasn’t the largest city in the Kingdom of Ruhn, nor the capital, but it was the most famous.

Suriphan was built at the eastern edge of the Skyreach Range, a week’s ride on horseback south of the passes that led into the valleys of Highvale. Surprisingly few people lived in Suriphan, and in the winter, only a few caretakers resided there.

That was mainly because the whole city was comprised of a cluster of spiraling steel towers, built to keep the upper crust of Ruhn cool during the summers. The steel city must be absolutely miserable in the winters.

The towers gracefully spun up to points, looking like the lovechildren of seashells and spiderwebs. More of the towers were open to the outside than not, and delicate-looking bridges arched between the towers.

Someone else might have felt wonder on first seeing the beauty of Suriphan.

Ephesia only got angrier.

She knew exactly where much of that steel had come from, after all.

Ephesia ignored her idiot neighbor’s newest attempt at conversation as she covertly melted another fool’s silver bracelet in her hand. The rich fop had been trying to flirt with her the entire auction.

She’d rather flirt with a giant spider. Besides, she had bracelets to melt.

For every bracelet she removed from her wrist, she could pull another out of the extradimensional storage tattoo just below her elbow.

She’d long since mastered the art of summoning the bracelets around her arm. It was all in how you moved your shoulder.

Half the day’s items had been auctioned off already. The rich morons around her had already wasted absurd sums on frivolous paintings, magic tapestries, and other useless trinkets.

Ephesia had her eyes on something more interesting.

As the fool’s silver bracelet dripped onto the floor, Ephesia reached out with her affinity senses. She’d heard of a lot of weird ways affinity senses expressed themselves before, but she was lucky— hers just manifested as sight.

Not, to be sure, through her eyes. It was like she had an entire other set of eyes that could only see fool’s silver. It had taken her quite some time to master the art of overlaying her two means of sight, but it was far more convenient than many other affinity senses she’d heard about.

In her mind’s eye, she began constructing a spellform targeting the fool’s silver pooling on the floor.

Fool’s silver was, according to almost everyone who knew about it, the most worthless metal imaginable. It wasn’t especially strong and broke like glass. It melted in the palm of the hand.

In its solid form, it looked like true silver. In its liquid form, it looked like quicksilver. Even with how horribly toxic quicksilver was, however, it still possessed far more uses than fool’s silver, as far as most experts were concerned.

The worst thing about fool’s silver, according to all the experts?

It was what happened when it came in contact with another metal.

Skoura was a mining city in the eastern Skyreach mountains north of Highvale. It had been an unpleasant place to grow up, to say the least. The skies were clogged with smoke from the ore smelters, and everyone had friends and family members who had died young in the mines.

Ephesia had seen quite a few people die up close and personal as a child, since orphans like her were put to work by Essem. She’d ended up as a smelter rather than a miner, but both were death sentences for most of the children put to work.

Fantasizing about overthrowing the greedy iron lich Essem was a favorite pastime of the children of Skoura. It was just a fantasy, though— Essem was nigh unassailable inside Skoura. All liches were most dangerous inside their demesnes, but Essem was a step above the rest.

Not one of the great powers on the continent was powerful enough to dislodge him, at least not without banding together with others, and even then they’d pay a high cost.

Ephesia had understood that even as a barely literate, soot-stained child worker in Skoura’s smelters.

It hadn’t stopped her from trying to assassinate him the instant she’d discovered her affinity for fool’s silver, however.

Fool’s silver was fairly common inside the ore of Skoura’s mines, and the smelters had quite a few iron mages on duty just to purify the fool’s silver out from the molten iron.

The fool’s silver was kept in huge vats that were only rarely emptied. The children working in the smelters, in their rare free time, would often play with it. A favorite activity was carving molds and then melting fool’s silver into them to create fool’s silver toys.

You couldn’t play too hard with them or they’d melt in your hands, but they were hardly spoiled for choice when it came to toys.

Ephesia, though, found she could do more with it. She’d only been twelve when she came into her magic, which was exceptionally young.

Though, if she hadn’t come into her magic that early, it seemed unlikely she would have gotten much older.

It was pure luck that her idiotic attempt to assassinate Essem was aborted so early on. Looking back, she never would have even made it halfway to his hideous, rusted iron slab of a palace.

She’d only busted out of the smelter and into the street when Quen Veil, one of Skyhold’s Librarians Errant, spotted her. He’d abandoned his mission to instead carry her back to Skyhold.

Ephesia had never learned what that mission was, but her anger at the old gravity mage for stopping her rampage had long since faded. She’d really never had a chance at succeeding— her mana reservoir had already been running dry just busting out of the smelter, trying to manipulate the fool’s silver without knowing a single spellform.

Kanderon, though less than happy with her agent’s assessment, had decided Quen had made a worthwhile choice, and had personally paid for Ephesia’s tuition.

Ephesia had more than proved her worth in the years since.

Generally, though, Kanderon knew better than to send Ephesia on missions that required much social interaction with the wealthy.

This mission was an unfortunate exception.

Ephesia only paused in her melting of fool’s silver and the casting of her spells for two things.

First, to bid on a book that came up for auction— one that Kanderon legitimately desired for the library. The best cover story was always a true one. She made sure, of course, to never show her fool’s silver-stained hand in the process of bidding. Unlike quicksilver, melted fool’s silver did stick to the skin, though it would wash off easily enough. She had a spell that could get it off even easier, but she needed to limit her mana usage as much as possible in the auction room.

Second, she spent some time observing her target and her target’s target.

Her target’s target was a rapier crafted fifty years ago by an enchanter named Sothel.

Sothel had been a sadistic, cruel mage— every item she enchanted was crueler and more vicious than the last. She’d possessed pain, steel, and healing affinities. Pain affinities were rare, and most pain mages worked as healers dulling pain— but Sothel deserved every droplet of fear and mistrust most folks had for pain mages. She was a sadist of the highest order. Despite that, it was her healing affinity that really gave Sothel her reputation.

A healing affinity turned to do harm was a truly vile thing.

Eventually, the dragon Heliothrax had taken umbrage at Sothel’s evil and annihilated her and her workshop and as many of her enchantments as possible, but a few of her items did surface from time to time.

Like this rapier.

It had three enchantments on it. The first was nothing unusual— a simple enchantment that reinforced the strength of the blade and kept the tip and edges sharp.

The second enchantment was much more powerful, and it alone would have made anyone sit up and take notice. The blade would rapidly heal its wielder, as well as somewhat dulling the pain of injuries received in battle. This one drew from both Sothel’s healing and pain affinities.

The third enchantment, though— that was what truly set the blade apart. Anyone other than the wielder cut by the blade would die. Not quickly, though. Instead, their body would begin producing tumors within days. Most victims of the sword died in intense pain within a month, riddled with cancer. That alone gave a good idea of what harm a healer turned bad could do.

The sword had slain dragons just by nicking their wings or slipping into a gap between scales.

To up the price of the blade even further, all three enchantments had their own mana reservoirs. An enchanted item with a single mana reservoir would be prodigiously expensive. Three was just absurd.

It was far from the worst item Sothel had created, but Ephesia had no interest in letting it fall into the wrong hands.

In this case, her target’s hands.

Her target was a luxury goods merchant with ties to the Havathi government. He might not wear the pristine white uniform with the bronze decorations of a Havathi official, but he shared the same holier-than-thou, self-righteous facial expression they always did.

Over the past couple of years, Havath had been covertly buying up large numbers of enchanted weapons, mostly swords. The only things they all had in common were their great power, unusual enchantments, and the fact that they all had mana reservoirs of their own.

The High Librarian apparently had some suspicions regarding why Havath was buying so many swords, enough that she’d started sending agents out to prevent Havath’s acquisition of particularly powerful weapons.

Of course, Kanderon hadn’t shared her suspicions with any of the Librarians Errant, but that was fairly normal. Unfortunately, they couldn’t simply bid directly against Havath in the auction. Moving so openly against Havath might tip them off that Skyhold was on to them.

Plus, even as well-funded as the Librarians Errant were, their budget hardly compared to Havath’s.

Hence Ephesia.

She maintained her focus on the spellform as the last drops of fool’s silver dripped through her fingers. Rather than pooling on the floor, it was sucked down into the steel.

It was sped up considerably by her spellform, but it would have happened eventually, regardless.

She could feel the fool’s silver working its way into the structure of the steel around it. Normally, this process would take weeks, and it would just move aimlessly outwards through the metal. Her spellform, however, guided it through pinhole channels down into the depths of the steel floor, then flowed through the channels that she’d worked into the steel.

The channels weren’t holes; they were root-like structures where the fool’s silver had bonded with the steel. The steel inside the channels was incredibly brittle and weak, because that’s what fool’s silver did.

It ruined other metals.

The damage varied from metal to metal, and quicksilver and certain rare metals were immune, but many metals were rendered so soft by fool’s silver that they could be shredded with your bare hands. By a child’s bare hands, for that matter.

What was more, the fool’s silver could easily be recovered from the metal structures they’d ruined as well.

Ephesia could ruin metal much more quickly than this if she wanted to, but that was where the whole minimizing the amount she tapped from the aether came in. There were powerful defensive wards around and inside the auction hall, but they weren’t really a problem for Ephesia.

No, the problem was the spell detection wards. They didn’t actually detect spells, but instead detected higher than normal drain on the aether nearby. Trying to cast most spells would rapidly alert the guards that something was amiss, if not inform them exactly what.

It was an absurdly expensive ward to construct and maintain, but the auction house could certainly afford it.

One fairly reliable heuristic for how mana-efficient a spell was? How much the affinity’s focus already wanted to behave in the manner your spell was trying to make it behave.

Casting a spell to make water flow a little faster took very little mana compared to making it flow uphill. Casting a spell to strengthen stone required less mana than animating stone.

And casting a spell to accelerate the rate fool’s silver corroded other metals?

As long as you didn’t try to go too crazy with it, it took almost no mana at all.

Sothel’s sword was the next-to-last lot up for bidding. Ephesia could see the Havathi merchant perk up as the auctioneer droned on and on about the sword’s virtues.

The porters, at least, seemed to respect the danger. The one chosen to carry it was wearing thick leather gloves with sewn-on ceramic plates.

Ephesia ignored the auctioneer as the porter gingerly reached out to pick up the rapier.

The blade simply crumbled when he tried to lift it.

Some of the audience members gasped when it happened, but it took several seconds for the auctioneer to realize something was wrong and turn around.

No one spoke for what seemed like an eternity. Ephesia tried not to let her satisfaction show on her face as the Havathi merchant turned redder and redder.

The auctioneer eventually found his words, and promptly started apologizing for the obvious fake— he didn’t know how it had gotten in the auction, and someone would surely be punished over that.

The Havathi merchant stormed out of the room without a word.

As Ephesia left to pay for and retrieve the book she’d bid on, she couldn’t help but smirk.

She was sure they’d spend ages inspecting the remains of the blade, and discover the fool’s silver riddling it soon enough, but she highly doubted they’d discover the pinhole-sized weak spot in the top of the steel pedestal. They definitely wouldn’t try to trace it down through the pedestal, into the steel floor of the stage, through the steel struts rising up from the actual floor, and through the floor to her seat.

Not that they’d be able to, even if they so desired.

Ephesia had… well, slightly surpassed the mandate of her mission. Kanderon wouldn’t approve, but Kanderon didn’t need to know.

Ephesia hadn’t even needed to use her second affinity to pull it off.

Suriphan Auction follow-up report, twenty-three years later:

While at the time Ephesia of Skoura’s mission to destroy Sothel’s nasty little rapier was noted as a success, I should have perhaps followed up on events a little better.

My suspicions were eventually confirmed in regards to Havath’s purpose— they’d been training a division of warlocks, pacting them with various powerful magical weapons. The Sacred Swordsmen of Havath, as they’re now known, are a terrifyingly effective fighting force.

The covert actions I used the Librarians Errant for during that period did somewhat mitigate the strength of the Sacred Swordsmen. Many of the weapons we prevented them from claiming, like Sothel’s rapier, would have been terrifying in their hands.

In retrospect, I should have acted faster and harder against Havath’s interests. My failure to predict Havath’s transformation into the Havath Dominion and their subsequent wars of expansion was my greatest failure of the past century.

Had I struck hard while the Sacred Swordsmen were still forming, the organization would have been stillborn before it could have become Havath’s spearhead. If not for them, the Havath Dominion would have expanded far more slowly.

When the Havath Dominion conquered Ruhn ten years later, the spiraling metal towers of Suriphan were utterly destroyed. The public story revolves around the battle being simply that fierce, and the King of Ruhn and his court destroying them rather than letting them fall into Havathi hands.

The Havathi after-battle reports I’ve acquired over the years seem to indicate that the towers were already near the point of collapse, and it took remarkably little damage from the battle magic and siege spells in play before they collapsed in a catastrophic chain reaction.

The King of Ruhn and his court were killed in the collapse, saving the Havath Dominion considerable effort.

Though it won’t ever be public knowledge, the King of Ruhn is yet another Great Power killed by Ephesia. The ruins of Suriphan were utterly riddled with veins of fool’s silver. Somehow, Ephesia had constructed a spell to keep the fool’s silver moving steadily through the towers without the damage being visible on the surface.

She, of course, never informed me of any of this.

Even if Havath hadn’t invaded, it seems unlikely the towers would have stayed up more than another couple of years.

For better or worse, we’ll never know Ephesia’s thoughts on the matter. This all occurred five years after the events that made Ephesia so infamous and earned her the title of Mirror Mage.

If I had to guess, she would have been delighted to have been the downfall of Ruhn’s rich and powerful. Aiding Havath wouldn’t have pleased her, but…

The city of Imperial Havath wasn’t built with iron mined and smelted in Skoura, and none of her friends or family members died so that it might rise. Suriphan, on the other hand, was almost entirely built with Skouran steel.

Given the number of residents of Skoura who lived in misery and died under Essem’s rule, all to fuel the vanity of Ruhn, there’s a certain level of poetic justice in Ephesia’s actions. It wasn’t the last time in her life she’d deliver it, either.

Delight in poetic justice is, unfortunately, a common failing among the Librarians Errant. I’d like to blame them for it, but quite honestly, it’s almost certainly something they’ve learned in great part from myself.

—From the private journals of Kanderon Crux, High Librarian of Skyhold


The Third Known Death of Ephesia of Skoura

This story takes place around sixty years before Mage Errant, and two years after Fool’s Silver.

Archmage Gantzen Friss, protector of the Garnet Citadel and Alikean border lord, appeared to be deciding whether to be infuriated, enraged, or wrathful. Not that he was probably thinking about it in such clear terms, but his servants had long since identified, labeled, categorized, and taxonomized each and every one of his many moods.

There was significant debate among them about whether he had any emotional states that weren’t variants of anger. Most of the debate centered around whether being asleep counted as a mood.

Hana couldn’t particularly care whether sleep was a mood or not, so long as she could work night shift as often as possible to avoid the archmage.

Gantzen’s anger this time was a bit more pronounced than his usual background level of irritation. It was, in all probability, the angriest he’d been since he’d received news that a caravan he’d invested in had been lost to a marauding dragon last month. Thankfully, it was still not as bad as when he’d found out his niece had eloped with a traveling musician.

The target of Gantzen’s anger sat, seemingly unconcerned by the archmage’s presence, right behind the mage’s desk. She was casually flipping through the papers atop the desk.

The intruder was a severe young woman of average height, with a truly astonishing number of bracelets, earrings, and necklaces, all in silver.

Hana edged farther off to one side of the room and cursed, having walked into the room in front of Gantzen. The instant the mage was out of the doorway and not paying attention, she’d be right out the door. She wanted none of this.

Gantzen turned redder and redder— enraged, it was looking like— but before he could start yelling, the woman spoke up.

“Archmage Gutsen Fuss, I presume?” she said.

“It’s Gantzen Friss,” the archmage growled.

“That’s what I said,” the woman agreed, still reading through the papers. “Archmage Gutter Fleas.”

Hana pressed back against the stone wall even further. The archmage had killed people for far less than that insult.

Despite her fear, Hana had to struggle not to giggle.

“You know what, Glutton Farts?” the intruder asked, pointing a finger at the archmage. “You’ve stolen a lot more money from the capital’s taxes than I even expected. You’re filling your pockets deep, aren’t you?”

At that, Hana’s blood ran cold. If the archmage really was stealing, he’d kill Hana himself just for overhearing. He’d…

With a bellow, Gantzen lifted his hand, lightning crackling above his fingers.

Before he could fire his spell, the bracelets on the intruder’s pointing hands melted in an instant and shot forward like a lance.

The lightning above Gantzen’s hand collapsed into actinic sparks, and he collapsed, the liquid metal pulling out of his throat as he fell. The liquid metal lance drew back to the intruder, reforming as large, chunky bracelets once more.

“Pity,” the woman said, lowering her hand. “I still had several more childish nicknames lined up.”

Hana fainted.

Ephesia finished tucking the balled linens beneath the servant’s head, then exited the storeroom and strode down the hall. She’d moved the poor woman far enough away from Gantzen’s office that she wouldn’t get implicated in the assassination, at least.

Well, certain others might just consider it a murder, not an assassination. Strictly speaking, Kanderon had ordered her to keep Gantzen alive if possible and to just retrieve the package.

Gantzen, however, had been a truly pustulent ruler, far too ready to abuse his power. Ephesia had just made sure that it hadn’t been possible to keep the man alive.

Archmage, her ass. The old bastard hadn’t been in a proper battle in decades. He’d actually been making hand gestures to cast spells, like a poorly trained apprentice.

Ephesia trailed her hand along the wall. The Garnet Citadel wasn’t made out of garnets or carved out of a single colossal garnet, like some of the more foolish rumors made out. Instead, the pale, wave-patterned rock of the citadel was filled with tiny, dull garnets, like currants in a pastry.

She absolutely believed the rumors that soldiers stationed there regularly tricked new recruits into licking the rock to see if it tasted good.

She resisted the urge to check her storage tattoo to make sure the package was still there. It was a bad habit of hers, one she was trying to break.

The urge to check the bundle of papers she’d also appropriated in addition to the package was even stronger, but it was even more important she not give into that one.

Thin lines of fool’s silver rippled and crawled across the walls, ceiling, and floor near her. Several shot forwards, crawling ahead around corners. Ephesia cast her vision forwards through them, checking intersecting hallways for guards and mages in her way. Her scrying through the fool’s silver with her light affinity heavily distorted the image, but not to the point of uselessness. Long practice helped her parse the images the trails of liquid metal brought to her.

Unlike a quicksilver mage, fool’s silver tended to wet surfaces they touched, leaving a residue behind, unless Ephesia accounted for it with her spellforms. Another disadvantage of a fool’s silver affinity.

Even the scrying method she employed was more effective when used by quicksilver mages who had the same combination of affinities as she did. It often seemed like nearly everything she could do was an inferior version of a quicksilver spell.

On the other hand, quicksilver mages universally died before their thirties, poisoned by the metal they controlled, unless they almost entirely forswore its use. That did tend to make up for fool’s silver’s disadvantages.

The hallways, thankfully, remained empty, most of the fort’s inhabitants long since asleep.

As she walked, she began pulling out more and more chunks of fool’s silver from her storage tattoo, melting them with a cantrip, then coating herself with fool’s silver. It took more chunks than one might expect— fool’s silver, strangely enough, actually took up more volume in solid form than liquid form, which was the reverse from most metals and other solids, save for water.

She could alter that expansion and contraction with a spell, but she didn’t usually bother, as there wasn’t much point to doing so.

Ephesia had almost reached her exit when the fort’s bells started ringing.

Ephesia sprinted down the last stretch of hallway and clambered out the window she’d entered by. This particular keep window was one of those architectural oddities that seemed to crop up in every building above a certain size, where a corner and a brace recessed the window out of visibility of most of the castle wall, with a narrow chimney leading down to the ground.

While she could easily magically conceal herself, one of the first lessons taught regarding stealth by the Librarians Errant was to always be redundant when concealing oneself. There was something of a constant arms race in magical concealment and detection, and you could never entirely count on magical means to conceal your presence. Mundane methods were just as important— magic might be more effective in many ways, but neglecting your other capabilities was foolishness.

The outer walls of Fort Garnet’s keep and walls had been magically polished to mirror smoothness, with seams invisible to the naked eye. Standard practice for most stone forts. Ephesia suspected that there would be delicate spellforms grown just under the surface of the stone as well, that would trigger an alarm if a stone mage tried to reshape handholds.

Ephesia planned on simply gliding down the walls.

As she finished wrapping most of her body in fool’s silver, more of the silvery liquid flooded onto the walls from her hands. It rippled outwards, like a spiderweb made of ocean waves, then formed a simple handhold in the center for her to grip. As she placed her feet against the walls, the process repeated itself, forming footholds.

The fool’s silver coating her body and clothes interacted with her light affinity to shift colors, crudely mimicking the patterns of the walls. She could do a better job than that, but only with an object she was well familiar with. Light affinities, in general, weren’t the most spectacular at illusions— dream mages were, by and large, their superiors there, having more convincing illusions that took less precise spellform work, as well as requiring less mana use. Anchoring her illusions in fool’s silver, however, rather than projecting them in the air around her, allowed her to simplify their construction and reduce their mana consumption.

The webs of fool’s silver slowly crept down the walls as the alarm bells rang and people began to shout. While the walls might be mirror smooth to human hands, to a liquid, they were as rough as ever, providing countless holds. The seemingly invisible seams acted as quite effective anchors.

Ephesia withdrew her fool’s silver from the walls as she reached the ground and turned to survey her surroundings. If someone was close-by, they might be able to notice her, but from a distance, she should blur into the stone behind her quite effectively.

It was around five hundred feet to the outer walls, but the grounds were hardly empty dirt— there was plenty of cover along the way. Ephesia began to glide across the grounds, keeping her body relaxed and motionless as the fool’s silver rippled beneath her feet, carrying her forwards. She made sure to keep her pace unhurried— slow, steady movements were the least likely to be noticed. Faster movements and changes in speed were much more likely to be noticed, even while camouflaged.

About halfway across the grounds, behind an old wagon with its wheels removed, Ephesia stopped, frowning. Guards were rushing about, but not to the keep— they were rushing to the walls. What’s more, they were readying bows, crossbows, and ballistae, not looking inwards to search for an escaped assassin.

There was also a faint glow rising from beyond the walls.

There was definitely something strange going on.

Ephesia completed her crossing and ascended the inner wall at another near-blind spot. She carefully poked her head above the edge of the wall, glancing both ways down the path at the top. There were soldiers in either direction, but none were looking her way— all were staring out past the wall.

Ephesia frowned, and glided across the pathway on her belly. She wouldn’t have to try to mimic the soldiers standing on either side with her camouflage that way. She could do that, but it both increased the risk of exposure and used more mana.

She slowly clambered to her feet and looked over the wall.

Sitting on the road leading to the front gate were a pair of hundred and twenty foot-long dragons, lit by burning fields to either side.

Ephesia saw a curious flickering from the corner of her eye and glanced down to see that her own illusion was fraying at the edges.

“Bollocks,” Ephesia muttered.

Arric Zhent, Guard Captain of Fort Garnet, was having an exceptionally bad morning. He’d been woken in the middle of the night by his terrified guardsmen, babbling nonsense about a pair of dragons at the gate.

Unfortunately, it hadn’t been nonsense, and it was followed minutes later by the news that the archmage had been found dead in his study.

Any other night, and if it had been by natural causes, Arric might have privately celebrated the old man’s death, but there was no way his murder tonight of all nights was a coincidence. The dragons had to have a mole inside the fort.

The dragons hadn’t approached or attacked yet. They just sat in front of the gates, waiting for dawn, only moving to periodically reignite the fields near them.

Arric muttered to himself, mentally reviewing his resources. He had perhaps a dozen mages of middling quality. A border fort this size should have five times that number, but Gantzen supposedly made up for that. Arric was fairly sure that was nonsense— Alikea’s Parliament had likely been looking to exile the abrasive archmage as far from the capitol as they could… and looking to save a little coin on top of that.

Half the mages he had were stone or wood mages— not really renowned for their dragon-slaying. Two fire mages— next to useless against dragons. Their brewer was a fermentation mage, but fermentation mages was, for obvious reasons, seldom overly useful in combat. There were some notable exceptions, of course, but his brewer was assuredly not one of them.

Really, out of the whole list, only two mages would be particularly useful against a dragon— an artillery mage with a frost affinity, and a mage with twin lightning and shadow affinities. Of course, the artillery mage would likely be only good for one major spell every few hours, like most siege mages, and the other was still young and inexperienced.

Few of the others would be useless, of course— the wood mages would be quite dangerous in combination with their ballistae, the stone mages reinforcing their walls— but none of that made him feel particularly optimistic.

There were also a few dozen guards and other residents of the forts who knew a spell or two but nothing that would change the course of the battle. Hell, he knew a small handful of cantrips, including an especially useful water purification one. Nothing even remotely useful against a dragon.

Things didn’t look good, even if neither dragon was a mage. If they were, well…

As the sun fully crested the horizon, the dragons shook themselves, rising up onto their haunches. The sleek green creatures were clearly siblings, likely from the same clutch. They were lean and vicious-looking, with particularly long, tooth-filled snouts.

“You have until noon to surrender,” the dragons said, in perfect sync. “You have until then to leave our new den. Anyone still inside at that time will die.”

They began circling the castle in opposite directions.

“We will not harm anyone leaving, nor will we pursue.” Their voices stayed in eerie harmony as they passed out of sight of one another around the castle walls.

“We only stay our talons to avoid damaging our new home.”

Arric shuddered. He’d met dragons before, of course— a third of Parliament by number was draconic, and the overwhelming majority by weight— but something about these two unnerved him. He’d encountered larger dragons before that didn’t alarm him half so much.

The dragons stopped on either side of the fort, then settled back down and curled their tails around their legs like cats, staring unblinkingly at the fort.

“Well, this is a pickle, isn’t it, Captain Arric?” an unfamiliar voice said.

Ephesia blocked a sword-blow from the surprised captain with a tendril of fool’s silver.

“That was rude,” Ephesia commented idly. “I’m here to help, after all.”

“Identify yourself,” Captain Arric snapped.

“No, I don’t think I will,” Ephesia said, examining her fingernails with a deliberate excess of care. She was actually checking to make sure that the wards she’d created around the two of them with lines of fool’s silver were stable and concealed, but it was best not to give those away.

“What do you mean, you’re here to help?” the captain asked, suspicion growing stronger on his face.

“Well, I feel rather responsible for your predicament, since I was the one who assassinated Archmage Grimy Flaps,” Ephesia commented, as though it were obvious.

Predictably, Arric immediately swung his sword at her again. Partway through the motion, however, the blade simply fell apart like a soggy cracker. Crumbly sword bits sprayed across the wall-top.

Ephesia smirked at that. Fool’s silver’s effects on other metals never failed to cheer her— especially when magically accelerated.

“I don’t feel that responsible, of course,” she said. “I doubt Greasy Fork could have handled a dragon. Still, it would be rude of me not to help.”

“This is a violation of Alikean sovereignty,” Captain Arric said, “and it will be met with…”

“Mild reprovals and nothing else, even if you knew who I was or who I worked for,” Ephesia interrupted. “Glutto… no, I’ve used that one already. Archmage Gushing Flips was wildly unpopular in Parliament, and most people will probably consider this an actual favor done for Alikea.”

Arric just glowered at her.

It was probably for the best that she didn’t mention the fact she’d mostly circumvented her orders, or how many favors Kanderon and the Skyhold council would likely have to burn through to deal with the aftermath if her identity was discovered.

“Do you want my help with this dragon or not?” Ephesia asked.

Arric’s glare faded as he thought, then was replaced by a scowl. He might have served an awful, entitled leech like Gantzen Friss, but Ephesia tried not to hold that against him— he seemed to be genuinely concerned with his duties and responsibilities.

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” he said, “but there are two dragons out there.”

“Nope,” Ephesia said, cleaning beneath one of her fingernails. “Just one.”

“Are you blind?” Arric demanded. “You can clearly see both of them!”

“I’m not blind, but I am in awe,” Ephesia said. “There aren’t many draconic illusionists, and I’ve only ever heard of one other with skills surpassing this one. Even if our new friend weren’t a dragon, I’m not ashamed to admit he’s a better illusionist than I am.”

“Are you saying that one of the two dragons is an illusion?” Arric said. “That’s absurd.”

Ephesia rolled her eyes. “That’s the easy part. Illusory copies of yourself are one of the easiest illusions to accomplish, given that you can simply use your own body as the spellform’s point of reference. Even getting the copies to move independently isn’t that impressive— most illusionists can master that with a few years of hard work.”

“But both bodies are leaving footprints and damage,” Arric said. “Are you saying that’s an illusion as well? And how do you know it’s male?”

Ephesia sighed. “Dragons are like birds of prey— females are always longer and bulkier. The males are shorter, leaner, and have longer horns. And yes, I’m saying that the footprints are an illusion. In fact, I’m saying that all of this is an illusion, including you, me, and the castle.”

Arric just blinked at that.

“Our bright green friend has created a massive overlay illusion,” Ephesia continued. “In the same way you’d tie an illusion spellform to yourself as a referent, he’s tied this spellform to the castle and the grounds around it, then perfectly overlaid it over the actual castle. He’s not creating new illusions— he’s manipulating the one he already has.”

Arrick blinked at that. “How… how would you even beat something like that? That would make him unstoppable. He could be controlling everything we see and hear around us.”

Ephesia chuckled at that. “I did wonder why you had so many warts all over your face.”

Arrick’s hand shot up to his wart-free face, then scowled at her.

“Sorry, couldn’t resist,” Ephesia said.

She wasn’t sorry.

“It’s not unbeatable,” Ephesia said. “There are ways to handle any illusionist. First, we need to figure out what sort of illusionist he is.”

“Aren’t illusionists just light mages?” Arric asked.

“They’re the most common sort,” Ephesia said, “and I’m one of them, but they’re far from being the most effective illusionists. They’re fairly easy to spot if you know what you’re looking for and have time to observe in detail— their illusions cast light and can wreak havoc with shadows. A small, human-sized illusion doesn’t project enough light to be especially noticeable, but an illusion this large would cast a lot of light. They could be a hybrid illusionist that combines a physical affinity with an illusion affinity, like me, but I think we’d notice if the entire castle and ourselves were coated in a physical substrate for an illusion.”

“So what kind of illusion are we looking at, then?” Arric asked.

“There are about a half-dozen to a dozen other major illusion affinities,” Ephesia said, “and numerous idiosyncratic approaches to illusion. I’ve even heard of one illusionist with cloth and pigment affinities who worked in theater. It’s clearly none of the physical illusion schools, however. It’s not one of the hallucination schools of illusion, either, whether pharmacological or pure hallucination. Those are intensely disorienting. This leaves us with three other major candidates. Dream, mirage, and perceptory.”

One of the dragons stretched and yawned, revealing a mouth full of neatly lined, razor-sharp fangs.

“We can rule out perception magic,” Ephesia said. “Perception affinities are extraordinarily rare, and they’re technically flawless. You won’t spot flaws with them because the illusionist is actually altering what your mind perceives. And since I do see issues with this illusion, I can safely rule that out.”

“Maybe he inserted those flaws deliberately to mess with us,” Arric said.

She grimaced. “Down that line of thought lies madness, Captain. Besides, there’s a major downside to perception magic. Within a decade at the most, usually sooner, perception mages become irrevocably trapped in countless levels of their own illusions, rendered permanently incapable of telling what’s real or not. Most mages with perception affinities deliberately neglect them to save their own lives and sanity.”

She tapped her fingers on the ramparts.

“Dream’s a tricky one— like dreams themselves, dream illusions are, by their nature, intensely compelling. They don’t actually look as good as light illusions, but your mind absolutely wants to believe they’re real. There are some other technical issues with them, but simply speaking, I’m not feeling any sort of compulsion like that.”

“So mirage, then?” the captain asked.

“Mirage,” Ephesia said. “It’s closely related not only to light affinities but to air and heat affinities as well— it warps and refracts light by creating layers of different temperature in the air. A mirage illusion is far more convincing and effective than true mirages, thanks to their ability to fine-tune the heat layers and to manipulate the light itself to some degree. Mirage illusions are far more effective than light illusions or most dream illusions. There are two main ways to spot them— there will be a faint distortion around the edges of the mirage, and any mage with affinity senses related to heat will be able to make out the spell if they know what they’re looking for.”

Ephesia nodded towards the fields. “You can see the faint mirage distortions about a half-mile out.”

“Are there any other weaknesses to the method?” Arric asked.

“It takes much longer to set up than most other illusions and generally needs to be anchored in one spot. This one probably took weeks to prepare. If I had to guess, our new friend hadn’t even finished it entirely— he probably moved early to take advantage of Grunty Phlegm’s death.”

Arric’s face tightened at that, and his fingers drummed on the curled horn at his side.

“It’s curious,” he said, “how quickly the dragon learned about that.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Ephesia said quietly. “That bothered me too.”

One of Arric’s eyebrows lifted a little at that.

“Mirage illusions are also easier to disrupt than dream or light illusions,” Ephesia continued in a more normal voice. “Fire, ice, or any other mage with a temperature affinity can do the trick, but… we’ll only get a brief moment of disruption, so we’ll need to act fast. Mirage illusions tend to disrupt light illusions by disrupting the air they pass through, so any light mages you have won’t be particularly useful here. I doubt they’ll be able to even formulate a coherent illusion at all with the mirage up. Wind mages can also disrupt mirages to an extent, but skilled mirage mages can allow all but the most powerful gusts to pass through the mirage with minimal disruption.”

“We don’t have any illusionists at all,” Arric said, “but we do have a few fire mages and an artillery mage with a frost affinity. We’ve also got a battle mage with lightning and shadow affinities.”

Ephesia nodded, her mind racing. Frost would be perfect at disrupting the mirage, even moreso than an ice or fire affinity. Frost mages forced solid objects to expel heat into the surrounding air, which would wreak havoc on the mirage.

Hitting the dragon with a blast from the frost mage might wound it, but almost certainly wouldn’t kill it. Dragons this large were exceptionally difficult to take down.

But…

“I’ve got a plan, but we’re only going to get one shot at this,” Ephesia said.

Battling an illusionist was, in many ways, closely related to the con known as a shell game. Since illusions of yourself were the easiest to create, one of the basic tricks of any illusionist was to create multiple copies of themselves. If you want to beat them, you need to know which illusion to hit— just like, in a shell game, you had to guess which moving cup has the ball beneath it.

The answer was, of course, almost always none of them. Why give your target a chance of choosing right when you could guarantee that any choice they made would be wrong? The ball wouldn’t be beneath any of the cups, and the illusionist would be invisible.

No matter which of the two dragons they tried to disrupt the illusion around, Ephesia was sure it would fail.

So: If Ephesia had been a dragon waiting in illusory ambush, where would she hide itself for maximum advantage?

The answer to that question, of course, was why she was scaling back up the side of Fort Garnet.

This whole plan was filled with dangerous assumptions and huge risks.

Fighting a dragon in the first place was always a risky proposition, even if they weren’t a mage. Being the size of a building did tend to give one a significant advantage in battle.

Fighting an invisible dragon with complete illusory control over their surroundings? Even more risky, for obvious reasons.

On top of that, there was the dragon’s voice. Mirage illusions couldn’t project sound, so there were two likely possibilities. The ideal possibility, of course, was that the dragon was just using a massively overpowered cantrip to project its voice. Inefficient, but workable. The less ideal possibility was that the dragon also had a sound affinity.

In which case, they were all dead. Not simply because of the sheer offensive power of sound affinities but because that meant the dragon already knew all their plans. Not even Ephesia’s anti-scrying wards would have stopped a sound mage from listening in if it were truly determined.

Ephesia held motionless as she slid up the side of the fort, listening carefully.

As she approached the top, she slowed and extended tendrils of fool’s silver up to the top of the tower, infusing them with light illusions. She’d lied by omission when she told Arric that mirage magic disrupted light illusions. They did, of course, but only when the illusions were projected in air.

When they were projected through a solid medium, it was a different story entirely.

That, of course, was another complication. She needed to be camouflaged in case the dragon looked down but visible to soldiers below. She didn’t want to give away her light affinity if she didn’t have to.

Staying visible wasn’t hard at all— liquid metal in the daytime made that part easy. Staying concealed, while still being able to see through her strands of fool’s silver? Now that was a challenge. One she was up to, of course.

She couldn’t see anything at first, but as her camouflaged metal tendrils crossed the roof, they started picking up telltale mirage distortions concealing something huge.

She smiled, then focused on the chunk of fool’s silver she’d left with Captain Arric.

Events proceeded rapidly after Arric received the signal.

The liquid metal in his hand— something called fool’s silver, apparently, not quicksilver— cooled and hardened abruptly, expanding in his hand.

Arric sounded his horn, and the two fire mages stationed on opposite sides of the fort, detonated bursts of flame above its roof. They weren’t particularly dangerous— they were large, diffuse blasts of flame that would probably barely singe a person.

But they weren’t meant to injure anyone.

The mirage wavered, then collapsed. A huge green form flickered into sight atop the roof. Facing it was the mysterious illusionist, stabbing out towards the dragon’s face with a blade.

It didn’t stop the dragon from closing its jaws around the figure.

The instant the jaws snapped shut, Arric signaled the frost mage.

It normally wasn’t possible to see the spells frost mages cast, except by the effects they left on solid objects, but Arric could visibly see more of the mirage collapse as the wave of cold hurtled forwards, slamming into the dragon’s head.

The dragon’s head seemed to simply… expand, visibly deforming. Its jaw popped open, revealing a mouth full of crumbling metal. The creature held still for a moment, then slumped bonelessly down to the roof.

When she had started explaining her plan to him, he’d expected it to involve her using her metal as a lightning rod for the dragon or somesuch, but apparently fool’s silver conducted electricity quite poorly.

No, she’d wanted the frost mage instead, for a much more interesting reason.

Fool’s silver expanded when it froze. Not by much, normally, but as the mysterious mage had explained to him, magic was strongest when emphasizing and exaggerating behaviors that its subject was already prone to.

In this case, making it expand far more than usual. Even as weak as solid fool’s silver was, its rapid expansion had, well… pulped the dragon’s head from the inside.

The entire fort and the land around it seemed to waver and shift as the mirage collapsed. Arric just stared stared pensively at the dragon as his troops started cheering.

“Pity about the quicksilver mage,” one of his men said. “She was probably already going crazy from her own fumes, though.”

Arric didn’t bother correcting him about the woman’s affinity.

Ephesia had to wait several hours in Arric’s office before he could escape the clean-up efforts.

“My men all think you’re dead,” Arric said, idly glancing at her.

“They were supposed to,” she said.

It hadn’t been Ephesia on the roof at all— she’d stayed camouflaged on the side of the fort, sending up a full-sized fool’s silver puppet to attack the dragon instead. It had used up half her current supply in her magical storage tattoo, but if she’d sent a hollow simulacrum, there wouldn’t have been enough to kill the dragon.

That was the trick when fighting illusionists— never pick any option they offered you. Ephesia might be a fairly weak illusionist, but she’d taken out more than her share of other, more powerful illusionists before. She doubted this dragon would be the last, either.

Never assume that you were the only one in a game trying to pull a con.

“You’re still sure there’s a spy among my men?” Arric asked.

Ephesia shrugged. “Not for certain, but it’s the most likely explanation for how the dragon knew about Gurkle Funk’s death.”

Arric winced again.

“Why’d you serve that piece of trash, anyhow?” Ephesia asked. “He was a power-mad petty tyrant.”

The captain sighed. “Not like I had much choice. I could leave and be tried as a deserter, I could just follow orders and betray my own conscience, or I could stay and do my best to mitigate the damage he did. I don’t know how much I succeeded, but I hope things didn’t go quite as badly as they could have if I hadn’t.”

Ephesia frowned at the answer but shifted the concealed spike of fool’s silver forming beneath her arm back into her storage tattoo.

With any luck, Arric would get the command of Fort Garnet and do a much better job than Gantzen Friss.

If he didn’t do a better job, Ephesia might have to pay him another visit.

“Part of me really hopes that the dragon’s arrival was purely coincidence,” Arric said.

“That would be one huge coincidence,” Ephesia said. “Weirder things have happened, though.”

“Try not to be seen on your way out,” he said. “As far as anyone else is concerned, you died on the roof. That’s what my reports will read as well.”

Ephesia winked at him as she strode towards the window. Liquid metal began crawling across her, completely coating everything but her mouth and nose by the time she reached the window.

She could see the man shudder as she projected her camouflage illusion through the fool’s silver, making her vanish.

As she stepped out of the window, she once again resisted the urge to double-check her storage tattoo. The mysterious package Kanderon had wanted was still there, she knew.

As were Gantzen Friss’ research notes, something Kanderon had not sent her for. He might have been a pitiful excuse for an archmage, but he was a top-notch researcher. And, without a doubt, one of the foremost leading scholars on magnetism.

Ephesia smiled to herself. Kanderon definitely didn’t need to know about those research notes. That was the useful part of having a reputation for hating the rich and powerful— when she acted against one of them, no one assumed she had any ulterior motives.

Shell games were fine and good in the short term, but for a con like Ephesia was running…

Well, you needed to think a lot farther ahead than that.

Fort Garnet follow-up report, twenty-one years later:

Ephesia’s mission to Fort Garnet was, so far as I can tell, where her plans began accelerating.

I’ve often pondered whether relying on her so heavily was a mistake. She was, without a doubt, one of the most effective agents I’ve ever fielded. In her years working for me, she only failed twice, and both times were due to inaccurate intelligence reports on my end, not to any fault of her own. She had a brilliant mind, a deep ruthless streak, and a terrifyingly effective combination of affinities.

On the other hand, there was the massive, deliberate collateral damage. I’m not even sure how many of the wealthy and powerful died at her hands— I have no doubt that she participated in extracurricular assassinations of which I knew nothing. She was no wildcard— she was always an intensely careful agent who left no traces unless she chose to. So far as I know, no one other than myself even suspected that she was behind most of the murders.

I chose not to stop her. I’ve often been accused of not caring about human life, but in Ephesia’s case, she was specifically targeting the most egregious abusers of power. I… I think I allowed a more idealistic part of myself, one unsullied by the acceptance of the need to compromise with monsters, to reign rampant over my good sense. This despite the fact that, by any reasonable standard, I am among the worst of those monsters.

I had thought that idealistic part of myself to be long since dead, if it had ever truly even lived.

If only I’d suspected her of more than a few assassinations. I could have altered the course of history on the Ithonian continent. The Havathi expansion could have been slowed drastically, even halted entirely.

What does it say, however, that some part of me is glad I failed to stop Ephesia?

—From the private journals of Kanderon Crux, High Librarian of Skyhold


Mirror Mage

The events of this story take place three years after The Third Known Death of Ephesia of Skoura, and around five and a half decades before Mage Errant.

The iron lich Essem did not give his workers sick days. He did not give them days off for mourning dead relatives. There were, in fact, vanishingly few reasons that the citizens of Skoura could have a day off.

Waking up with a second sun in the sky was a decent reason for most of the workers to skip work in the smelters, mines, and forges of Skoura. Those workers coming off the night shift made their way home as fast as possible.

There was plenty of speculation why there was a sun rising to the west along with the normal one in the east. There was no speculation about the how, though.

Another great power was making their move on Skoura.

And when great powers clashed, all the average person could do was hide in their homes and hope they weren’t crushed beneath the spells— or sometimes literal feet— of one of the warring powers.

Molla was the bravest orphan working in the foundry, so it was no surprise that she was the first one to climb up to the roof to watch the battle.

Their overseers had all fled the instant the second sun had risen, and the second shift hadn’t arrived, so the orphans were the only ones at the foundry. It wasn’t long before the other orphans followed Molla up onto the roof.

“It’s not really a sun,” Molla said, gazing to the west.

“It’s just as bright as one,” Herris said, squinting.

Molla shook her head. “Look below the new sun.”

The orphans turned their gazes down, and, sitting below the sun, was a city that hadn’t been there yesterday.

“It’s a mirror!” someone blurted out.

If they blocked the new sun from their eyes with their hands, the orphans could see reflected Skoura’s ramshackle slums, the great palaces of Essem’s chosen few, and the luxurious inns where visiting merchants stayed. They could see reflected the dozens of great iron towers known as Essem’s Ribs, which were the protruding segments of Essem’s demesne, the immeasurably vast construct below the ground that contained the lich’s mind. They could see reflected the blocky, rust-stained iron behemoth of a palace, the largest part of Essem’s body aboveground.

The great iron statue in the plaza in front of the palace, Essem’s immense war avatar, seventy feet tall if it was an inch, turned its head towards the mirror with a horrible screech. It was sculpted in the shape of one of the robed justices of Alikea, among whose number Essem had counted before his exile for taking bribes. Great flakes of rust rained down from the statue to the streets below.

“It has to be a league across,” someone said quietly.

Even as the orphans watched, a ripple passed through the mirror facing the city, and the reflection began to warp and distort as the mirror began to twist. The upper edges and corners pulled inwards.

“What is it doing, Molla?” one of the others asked.

She just shook her head, unsure.

Essem’s Ribs were turning and shifting, letting out horrendous squeals as the iron towers rotated to bring their great defensive constructs to bear on the mirror. The great iron wards at the edges of Skoura began rising from the soil, heedless of the ramshackle hovels they tore through. The palace itself was shifting, great iron plates closing off doors and mirrors.

The mirror’s movements came to a halt, and for a moment, nothing seemed to happen.

Then, near the palace, a flock of birds was startled into flight by the movement of the iron palace. The orphans gasped as the birds simply ignited in midair, vaporizing in a flash of flame.

“It’s focusing the sunlight!” Molla said, pointing to the side of Essem’s palace, where a patch of iron was starting to turn a dull orange.

Faint ripples could be seen in the air where the focused sunlight passed through the wards, but if Molla had to guess, the light wasn’t concentrated enough at the wards to register as an attack.

Whoever was attacking had done their research.

It was then that the defensive constructs atop Essem’s Ribs began firing. A half-dozen great spears, four times the height of a man, shot out towards the mirror, trailing immense chains.

They pierced through the mirror as though it weren’t even there. Immense ripples wobbled out from the impact sites but were rapidly quelled.

The chains cut through the mirrors as they dropped through the ground, but the mirror quickly sealed itself up behind them.

“It’s made of quicksilver!” another orphan, one of the eldest, said.

Molla said nothing.

As the chains began to retract, hauling back the spears, Molla couldn’t help but notice that there were streaks of silvery liquid spattered across the links of the chain.

Streaks that vanished into the metal before it was a third of the way back to the towers.

As the spears returned to the towers, smashing their way through even more hovels on the way back, Molla just glared.

That’s how her own home had been destroyed, her family killed, defending against a flight of dragons that had attacked two years ago.

Essem’s minions hadn’t even offered a token apology as they took her to the foundry. After all, according to Essem’s own edicts, it was their fault they’d chosen to live there.

Molla’s parents hadn’t been poor by any means. Her fathers had been accountants, and their home was a sturdy, well-built one, inside the innermost ring of Essem’s Ribs, where it should have been safe.

Only the manors of the well-to-do and Essem’s palace itself were truly safe from the chains, though.

The chain-spears kept firing at the mirror, again and again, but none seemed to have any permanent effect on it.

Molla felt certain, however, that the edges of the mirror were a little smaller now.

The glowing patch on the side of the palace was growing, and its center was now glowing white, and rivulets of molten iron were beginning to drip down the palace wall.

Essem was not lying still, however. Metal screamed as Essem’s war avatar stepped off its pedestal, unsheathing its massive, club-like iron sword. Great spellforms lit across the surface of the dour statue as it stomped down a major boulevard on its way to the mirror, crushing abandoned carts as it went and kicking in the occasional home or storefront.

“They’re going to fail,” the eldest orphan said. “They’ve hardly done any damage to the palace, besides a single hole, and the sun will rise too high eventually. Besides, Essem’s only getting started.”

Molla said nothing, only watched.

Essem’s warbody passed across the edge of the city, taking care where it stepped only twice— once to avoid damaging the main ward, and a second time to avoid damaging the defensive ring that kept citizens from leaving Skoura without Essem’s permission. It was also, Molla noticed, careful not to walk in front of the mirror’s focus.

It said something, Molla thought, that the main ward was well inside the defenses that kept people in, and that there were so many homes in between. Nothing good, of course.

A booming voice echoed out from Essem’s massive avatar, but none of them could make out the words at this distance. The statue waited for a response, but none was forthcoming.

The hole in the side of the palace had grown twice the size of a man, at least, and a significant chunk of the wall around it was glowing.

Essem snarled something else, and the chain-spears ceased firing, leaving only those still returning. The avatar raised its immense sword up to the sky.

Molla could feel the hair on the back of her neck rising, and she prepared to shield her eyes, knowing what was next.

Lightning began to crackle between Essem’s Ribs, growing more and more powerful with each strike. Soon there was a great web of lightning over the city. Molla could taste it in the air and feel it in her teeth, and even blocking her eyes with her arms, she could see the painful glow.

A few bolts missed, starting fires in the city below.

Molla cracked her arms apart just in time to see the lightning begin flowing into the statue’s sword.

With a tortured scream of metal audible even from here, Essem swung his building-sized sword in the direction of the mirror. Lightning exploded from it in a single, massive bolt.

Essem bragged about his lightning bolts. Gloated about it. He’d never even had a lightning affinity in his pre-lich life, yet he’d somehow built enchantments into his demesne that let him throw lightning bolts far greater than even the Kaen Das Stormwardens. There was, he claimed, nothing alive that could take a direct hit from his lightning and survive, not even the sphinx Kanderon Crux or the dragon Heliothrax.

It always killed in a single hit, and it never missed.

Except this time.

Halfway to the mirror, the lightning changed paths in midair, slamming straight into the ground as though it had been pulled.

The whole city seemed to freeze, for a moment. Essem’s avatar didn’t move; his iron ribs didn’t move; no one in the city moved. The only movement Molla could see, as she blinked the afterimages out of her eyes, was the slow dripping of molten iron down the side of the palace.

Essem’s avatar screamed louder and more horrible than any sound Molla had heard before, raised its sword into the sky again, and the towers began to crackle once more.

Molla fled off the roof, down into the relative safety of the foundry below.

Most of the orphans huddled in a cluster, listening in terror to the repeated cracks of thunder and screams of metal, but Molla eventually staggered away from them, crossing the foundry. She worked her way through the largely abandoned building, then out one of the doors, covering her head with her shirt as she carefully picked her way across the scrap-filled yard behind the foundry.

It felt like an eternity, but she eventually managed to cross and enter the thick, stone-walled warehouse, halfway between the foundry and the smelters. She climbed up onto the scaffolding and looked down into the great clay vats that should be so full of the byproduct of the smelting of Skoura’s iron ore— fool’s silver.

The vats were, each and every one of them, empty.

Molla began to laugh.

She suspected that if she were to brave the streets to visit every other smelter along the filthy, smoke-stained streets of Skoura, that she’d find the fool’s silver vats in each and every one of them empty as well.

The mirror was fashioned of Essem’s own fool’s silver. Whoever was attacking had already been in the city— and, if Molla had to guess, was in the city right now. The mirror was just a distraction, to keep Essem’s attention away from whatever the real target was.

Someone was pulling a con on the mightiest lich on the continent of Ithos.

For the first time in her short life, Molla seriously contemplated someone defeating Essem and conquering his city.

She didn’t hold out too much hope that things would get better, though. No matter how well-intentioned the attacker was, they had to have known how many lives would be lost in the attack, and what decent mage would be willing to pay that price?

No, they wanted Skoura’s iron, Essem’s wealth, and power over the city’s inhabitants.

It was two more hours before the battle fell silent.

Molla worked her way back into the foundry, where the other orphans still huddled in fear. She barely spared them a glance, heading straight for the stairs to the roof. She could hear them working up their nerve to follow but paid them no mind.

When she got to the roof, she saw that Essem’s Ribs were still intact. The iron statue still stood, though it seemed to slump a bit. The palace had not fallen, though one of its walls was half-melted, the inside exposed.

And the mirror was still there, though it seemed to have lost its focus, and no longer concentrated the light against the palace.

As she watched, and the other orphans filed onto the roof, the mirror collapsed in a shower of liquid metal, pooling outside the city.

Then, slowly at first, then faster and faster, a river began running out one side of the immense silver lake. It slowly began picking up speed as it flowed up and down shallow hills towards Skoura, always taking the gentlest path it could.

The river of fool’s silver tore through the outer defensive ring, ripping a great hole in its side.

Then, to Molla’s shock, it slowed and gently entered the city. It split apart, slowly twining its way through alleys and streets, avoiding any damage to houses.

Molla felt a little hope at that. Not much, but it was there.

The lake hadn’t even finished draining yet when the leading edge of the river arrived at Essem’s palace and forced its way inside through the hole melted in its side. It was half an hour before the last of the river of fool’s silver flowed through the palace wall.

Long before that, Molla swore that she could hear a terrified, tortured scream of metal coming from deep below the ground.

There was panic, at first, with Essem dead. Despite his monstrous tyranny, many in the city feared someone worse, feared what the city’s new ruler might do instead.

But the new ruler never showed their face. Not once. The people took to calling them the Mirror Mage, but no one ever saw hide nor hair of them. Some people were convinced that they had died killing Essem. Others were sure that both still lived and fought below the surface. Others still believed that Essem had won and was merely repairing the damage to his demesne.

The Mirror Mage hadn’t been quite as merciful as Molla had first thought— the manors and villas of the wealthy were each and every one empty, not a single soul remaining save for the servants, some of whom spoke of grasping tendrils of liquid silver engulfing their employers.

Molla couldn’t say she felt too bad about that.

In the days following the battle, countless people flooded out of the city through the great gap torn in its defenses by the river of fool’s silver.

Molla stayed put, scrounging for food in the chaos and helping to keep the other orphans together and safe. When the other orphans asked her why she stayed, she told them it was because she didn’t know where else to go, and would end up just being a beggar anywhere else she went.

She was, to a degree, worried about the dangers of a trip to another city and the likelihood of ending up a beggar somewhere else. If she were to be honest with herself, however, she would have to admit that wasn’t the real reason.

She was just curious. She wanted to know what would happen, who the Mirror Mage really was. She remained convinced that they had been successful in slaying Essem, but everything else was still a question, itching away at the back of her mind.

All her questions were answered a week later when a voice boomed out from Essem’s Ribs, from his great palace, and from his great iron avatar.

“I am the one you call the Mirror Mage,” the voice called out. It paused, then, to let the ringing, clangorous echoes of the city’s iron die down.

“I have slain Essem the iron-lich, tyrant of Skoura.”

“I have torn open the barrier so that you might freely leave the city if you so choose.”

Long gaps lingered between each sentence, so that the echoes and vibrations of the towers wouldn’t overwhelm the words.

“I was one of you once.”

“I was born in Skoura.”

“I was made an orphan in Skoura.”

“I was put to work in the smelters of Skoura as a child.”

“And, eventually, I was rescued from Skoura.”

“Taken somewhere I could learn, could master my magic.”

“My name is… was, Ephesia.”

“You will never hear from me again.”

“I’ll never interfere in your lives.”

“Your destiny is your own.”

“But know this.”

“I won’t allow anyone else to interfere, either.”

“Skoura will never again be ruled by a great power.”

And when the echoes from that last statement ended, Ephesia’s voice was never heard again.

Great powers came to test Skoura’s new guardian, of course. It would have been astonishing if they hadn’t.

Whatever Ephesia had done, however, hadn’t cost her Skoura’s great defenses. The wards still worked, as did the lightning. The chain-spears were gone, replaced by immense living whips of fool’s silver.

And, curiously enough, many claimed to see minor illusions aiding in Skoura’s defense against probing dragons and archmages leading mercenary companies.

The first years following the fall of Essem were difficult. Many wild, revolutionary ideas were put forth, but, rather ironically, the city turned straight back to iron. When the merchants arrived, the newly elected council honored their orders, and somehow, the city managed to scrape by, purchasing enough food for the winter. It helped that nearly a fifth of the population had fled in the chaos.

They might have gone back to iron, but they didn’t go back to Essem’s cruelties. The mines, foundries, forges, and smelters were all slowly rebuilt safer, workers were paid better, and the city’s streets were cleaned up. Parks were planted, and the coal furnaces were slowly replaced by more expensive but cleaner enchantments to heat the ore and metal.

Most people weren’t mages, but everyone had mana reservoirs, so everyone took their turns helping to power the furnace enchantments. It was worth it to be done with the soot.

As for Molla and the orphans, they were taken out of the foundries, the smelters, and the mines. Many of the empty manors in the heart of the city were turned into orphanages for them. It wasn’t quite as grand as it sounded— the expensive furnishings had long since been looted and sold, and there were entirely too many orphans crammed into each room, but it was unquestionably an improvement, for they got enough food each day, and no one was crippled or killed by molten metal.

When Molla was old enough, she returned to the foundry. By choice, this time. She quickly found herself rising through the ranks and was the youngest foundry supervisor in the city by the time she was thirty.

And in all those years, as Molla worked the foundry and started a family of her own, not once was anything heard of from the Mirror Mage. There were no messages, no signs, no mysterious changes below ground. Every now and then, someone would report a mysterious noise from the depths of the old palace, which still lay abandoned. The council had left it to decay and planted a city park around it with plants that could tolerate the rust.

The only way in or out was that single, large hole melted halfway up the wall. The council had it warded so no one could enter, but Molla always doubted anyone would try.

For all of Ephesia’s silence, however, part of Molla always doubted that she was truly gone. She always suspected that the transfer of power had been too peaceful, that tensions in those early years had been smoothed over too soon. If Molla’s life were at stake, perhaps she might have admitted that she thought Ephesia was still helping, offering just a little bit of a guiding hand here and there.

But perhaps she might not have. There were days when her cynicism faded a bit, and she wondered whether, just maybe, Ephesia might have been telling the truth. That she really was content to be simply a silent guardian of the city.

Skoura never became a paradise. There was still crime, and people were still injured in accidents, and there was still corruption.

But even if it wasn’t a perfect place to live, one day Molla realized that it had become a good place to live.

And not once in the decades that Molla ran her foundry did she ever allow a single child inside its doors.

Mirror Mage incident follow-up report, eighteen years later:

With as many powerful magics as I provide my Librarians Errant access to, it is only mildly surprising that Ephesia managed to overthrow Essem the iron lich. It is rather more surprising that she did so without me ever suspecting.

So much of Ephesia’s plan remains obscure, even to this day. I still have no idea how she gathered enough mana to build her great mirror— artificial mana reservoirs? Enchantments to help govern the mirror? Nor do I know how she smuggled that much fool’s silver out of the city. Illusions? Underground tunnels? I have no idea, and that’s not the sort of thing I like to be ignorant about.

Some of what happened, however, is clearer. She had used Gantzen Friss’ notes to construct a series of immensely powerful galvanic beacons, more efficient than any ever built before. Those were what protected her mirror from Essem’s unparalleled lightning.

Essem’s reported chain-spear strikes were not what got fool’s silver working into the metal of his demesne— at least not solely. It seems probable he had countermeasures against fool’s silver permeating his demesne. Instead, it was more fool’s silver, left hidden in the city by Ephesia, which burrowed into the iron and severed Essem’s connections with his aboveground defenses.

Most importantly, Essem was not killed in the fashion that most stories claim. Instead, the theory that has become widely accepted among scholars and great powers is that Ephesia somehow subverted Essem’s enchantments, hijacking his demesne to take his place as its lich, and somehow adding her fool’s silver affinity into the demesne as well. I’ve heard a lot of arguments as to whether Essem is still alive, chained beneath Ephesia’s mind, or whether she snuffed him out, or even digested him. Many have taken to calling her the parasite lich, and quite a few liches on the continent nearly turned on me, convinced I had taught her the technique, before I was able to convince them otherwise. Many still harbor doubts, I’m sure, but I only had to annihilate three of them to convince the rest I had easier, more direct ways to dispose of a lich that displeased me. Besides, few of them, after all, are as powerful as Essem, Keayda, Zophor, or one of the other truly great liches.

I knew Ephesia as well as any— though clearly not as well as I thought I had. If I were to place a bet on it, I would wager that she simply snuffed out his mind. She despised the wealthy and tyrants, but had no interest in making them suffer, save for a few taunts, merely in killing them.

The overwhelming majority of theorists believe, of course, that Ephesia’s supposed silence is anything but, and that she remains the secret ruler of Skoura. There are a few who dispute that, believing she really is leaving Skoura’s rule to its people, but they are far outnumbered.

I have a different idea entirely. Most assume that, like the vast majority of liches, Ephesia either preserved her body for eternity or discarded it entirely. It’s noteworthy to most only as an insight into the way she thinks.

I don’t think she died. I don’t think she cast aside her human body at all.

I’ve not told this hypothesis to anyone— I’m sure it would sound mad to most. But I have, again and again, heard rumors of illusions during her rare battles against intruding great powers. Weak illusions, small illusions, but they’re there, and often play a minor but key role in the battle. Most importantly, they tend to be illusions projected onto Ephesia’s fool’s silver.

Perhaps it is just a coincidence, just another illusionist helping defend the city. The few others who have mentioned those illusions are convinced it is another mage, because no lich has ever successfully incorporated a light affinity into their demesne. But I don’t think it is another mage. I think Ephesia still lives, still partially embedded in not only Essem’s demesne, but in her own body as well, in a way that a traditional lich cannot.

And I think that she has exerted her power in Skoura, but not as the mighty Mirror Mage, the terrifying parasite lich— but instead, just as a woman. Just as a resident of her city, no more important than any other.

I think that, somewhere in Skoura, if I looked at enough faces, I’d see one I recognized. Older now, with more lines on her face.

For all my anger at her betrayal of me, for all the diplomatic costs she incurred upon me with her actions, I can only hope those lines are laugh lines from a life well lived.

—From the private journals of Kanderon Crux, High Librarian of Skyhold


Dead Alchemists

Dead Alchemists is set fifty years before Mage Errant.

A bold alchemist is a dead alchemist.

Alchemy is a dangerous science— even in its most mundane aspects, alchemists work with countless toxic substances, powerful flames, molten metal, and other threats to one’s health. Alchemists needed to be cautious at all times— to act brashly was to invite horrible death.

Garen never took risks, and his teachers tended to approve, when they bothered to notice him.

Better a coward than a risk taker, in alchemy.

The first time Garen saw someone die was in his second year at Skyhold. One of his classmates was joking around and balancing a vial of acid on his finger and spilled it into a dish of rare salts.

The resulting explosion wasn’t powerful, but three students choked to death on the fumes.

The joking classmate who had caused the incident survived it. The investigation was short and swift. A mere accident would have been mourned but tolerated, but gross negligence of this sort was utterly unacceptable. The jokester’s exile from Skyhold was immediate and permanent, though some of the alchemists complained that they should have replicated the alchemical reaction for the prankster.

Alchemists weren’t well known for their sense of humor. They had a keen grasp of irony, however.

Quite a few of Garen’s classmates left the department altogether after that, transferring to either enchanting or healing— alchemical training had a decent bit of overlap with both. Others dropped out of Skyhold entirely.

Garen didn’t even consider leaving. Healers and enchanters were no more forgiving about this sort of thing than alchemists.

Besides, that sort of major shift in career path was a rather bold move. And Garen wasn’t bold in the slightest.

Ambitious, yes. Bold, never.

A distracted alchemist is a dead alchemist.

If you didn’t pay attention to your work, you’d ruin it at best. Burns, disfigurement, and death were even more likely.

Garen was the portrait of perfect focus, and he had absolutely no patience for the rest of his classmates. They were constantly getting distracted by their meaningless social lives, falling in and out of love with each other, and gossiping when they should be focusing.

Worst of all of them, to Garen’s mind, were Mayda and Bagram. She was beautiful; he was handsome. Both were constantly praised by the teachers— more even than Garen, though he deserved it more. Both were somehow athletic and tan, unlike the rest of the pale alchemy students, all withering away deep under the mountain.

They hated each other immediately.

Garen ignored their rivalry at first— he didn’t have time for the silliness of the other students. Garen aspired to more than a mere job in the alchemy labs— he would be great someday. He would advance the world’s knowledge of alchemy in a way that his petty, distracted classmates would never do.

Still, even he had to admit to Mayda’s brilliance. Garen broke his rule of ignoring his lessers, willing to tutor her. He was, after all, the model of a good alchemist— she could do far worse than to follow in his footsteps.

Mayda foolishly spurned his gracious offer of help, determined to muddle her own way through their classes. Garen didn’t resent her, of course— resentment was beneath him.

He did pity her, though, for she promptly got distracted by Bagram, as their rivalry transmuted into a whirlwind romance. The girl from Highvale, the boy from Sica, rivals to lovers— it was practically a storybook tale.

It was sickening.

Somehow, their mutual distraction didn’t cost Mayda and Bagram as it should. No, it cost one of their classmates, who, while gossiping about the couple, poured water into acid instead of acid into water.

The poor girl wasn’t wearing her goggles and was blinded by the boiling explosion that followed, beyond even the capabilities of Skyhold’s healers to fully repair.

Garen would have normally dismissed the poor girl from his mind— she should count herself lucky her distractibility had only cost her her eyes, not her life.

But, for once, he didn’t blame one of his classmates for their own mishaps.

No, this time the true fault lay elsewhere.

Mayda and Bagram.

An impatient alchemist is a dead alchemist.

Cutting corners as an alchemist was a sure way to die. If you skipped steps, if you didn’t double- and triple-check every single step of the process, you were going to make a mistake sooner than later.

And if you were lucky, that mistake would only maim or blind you.

During their final test in their third year before becoming journeymen, one of Garen’s classmates got impatient. Their hopes of getting an important master to study under rested heavily on this test, and one of his classmates— who, to Garen’s mind, should have dropped out years ago— cut corners and got hasty in their efforts to impress.

Unlike other mages, who got their masters in their first year, alchemists and enchanters didn’t get proper masters until they reached the journeyman level. They got masters to help them with their spellcasting, certainly— but as useful as spells could be, they were crude, simple things compared to the subtleties of alchemy.

Garen’s fire and water affinities were two of the most versatile and useful affinities for general alchemy. Acid, salt, and other obscure affinities were, perhaps, more valued by specialists, but for general alchemy? Fire and water were the best possible options.

So it was endlessly annoying when the instructors paid more attention to Mayda simply for her acid and wind affinities, or more attention to Bagram for his alkali and gravity affinities.

Still, Garen knew this was all secondary. No matter how rare or specific an affinity was, no matter how powerful a mage was, alchemy was, at its heart, about knowledge, skill, and hard work, not mere magical luck of the draw.

And no one— no one— was smarter or harder working than Garen. Even more certainly, no one was more patient than Garen. He would get the recognition he deserved sooner or later.

When his classmate added the reagents to the alchemical binder he was brewing too soon, before the solvents had finished their work, Garen didn’t spare more than a single glance. He swiftly drew water from the tank nearby and wrapped himself and his workspace in a defensive bubble.

The wards subdividing the alchemy labs would probably have been enough to protect him, but he wasn’t about to take chances.

Then Garen simply kept working on the set of alchemical catalysts he had been assigned to brew for the test. It was a process that couldn’t be rushed, and the timings required absolute precision.

Garen ignored the shouting, ignored the gouts of sickly yellow gas, ignored his panicked classmates. He just kept watch on the sand timer at his workstation and made temperature adjustments at the necessary times.

His catalysts came out absolutely perfect.

The instructors barely paid any attention to them, however. All their attention was, yet again, fixed on Mayda and Bagram, who had used their magic to deal with their idiot classmate’s mistake. Mayda had used her wind magic to gather up the poison gas, and Bagram had used his gravity magic to gather up the spilled caustic liquids, while running in to pull the idiot out of the way of the disaster.

They would have been better off leaving the fool to the consequence of his failure. Their own assigned alchemical concoctions had failed due to the lack of attention on their part.

And yet they still passed. The instructors, caught up in some affliction of useless sentimentality, gave Mayda and Bagram passing grades despite their failure to complete their assigned tasks, rewarding them for an idiot act of so-called heroism.

And following the test, Mayda and Bagram were invited to learn under Elena of Ruhn, the most prestigious alchemist in Skyhold. She hadn’t even been looking for journeyman apprentices, but the couple’s supposedly heroic actions had drawn her attention. And now they’d be helping her investigate samples of the mysterious toxins of the southern polar regions— the first such to ever arrive in Skyhold.

Garen, meanwhile, was stuck studying under Valarick of Lothal. Any other day, Garen would have been pleased at his new master— Valarick was doing fascinating work developing new eutectics and was easily the best option among the alchemists who had been looking for journeyman apprentices that day. Most of the other students ended up on a career path that would end with them simply manufacturing glow crystals by the thousands or enchantment reagents that would shave decades off their lives.

The only reason he hadn’t aspired to work with Elena of Ruhn instead of Valarick was that he hadn’t known there was even an open position under her. It should have been his opportunity, not Mayda and Bagram’s. Garen should be the one making alchemical history, not that pair of vain idiots. He was by far the superior alchemist to either of them.

Garen realized that day that his instructors were just as mediocre and useless as his classmates. Realized that there was a conspiracy of the mediocre, intent on holding the excellent back out of jealousy.

Intent on holding him back.

Garen was a cautious alchemist. Garen was a focused alchemist. Garen was a patient alchemist.

He would find the perfect moment to get his revenge.

And so he bided his time, and watched, and helped Valarick develop a new eutectic.

It was, he had to admit, fascinating enough work. Eutectics were mixtures that melted or solidified at a lower temperature than any of their ingredients, and they were useful for all sorts of alchemical processes. They could be used in metallurgy, to alloy for the smelting of metals at lower temperatures. They could be used to create lubricants that operated in the coldest of winter temperatures. Even saltwater was technically a eutectic— it froze at far lower temperatures than freshwater.

Some of their eutectics were rather more esoteric, even dangerous.

One especially drew Garen’s eye. His master had researched it as a potential weapon, but it was too volatile and sensitive to jostling to transport, so it had been shelved as impractical.

Other than that single failing, it was majestic, to Garen’s mind. It was a keratin eutectic— that is, when it was splashed onto a person, it lowered the melting point of the main ingredient of skin, hair, and nails. Not just a little— it lowered it far below the freezing point of water. It didn’t take much, either— a few droplets would take care of huge amounts of surface area. The resulting solution from the melting was highly toxic and readily made its way into the blood vessels. It killed quickly, gruesomely, and painfully.

Better yet, it would be nigh-undetectable to Mayda and Bagram. Its odor and scent were nigh-indistinguishable from a common alchemical catalyst, and it was neither acid nor alkali, so the couple’s magic shouldn’t detect it. When used in place of said catalyst in most of its common uses, it should, if Garen was correct— and he was almost always correct— gout up in an invisible, odorless cloud.

Best of all, it denatured rapidly after use and was next to impossible to detect in a corpse. The wounds it produced, according to Valarick’s notes, looked mostly like normal chemical burns.

It was, unfortunately, a mana-reactive alchemical compound, so Garen couldn’t manufacture it himself. Mana-reactive alchemical substances were the height of their art, and it would be years yet until he was trained in their use.

So he would have to steal some.

It wasn’t difficult. Within weeks, Valarick trusted him with the complete run of the lab and had bequeathed him with copies of all the ward keys. He was, according to his master, the best lab assistant he’d ever had.

Then it was just a matter of waiting for the opportunity.

It came not even six months after the fateful exam.

Elena of Ruhn sent a request for some unusual compounds to Valarick, including several eutectics, who happily obliged his colleague.

He didn’t take care of the delivery himself, of course— he sent Garen.

And Garen cheerfully changed the labels on two vials of the keratin eutectic and brought them along with the order.

He would, perhaps, have enjoyed mocking Mayda and Bagram— but that would draw too much risk of attracting suspicion, whether before or after the fact.

Besides, they were too focused on one another to even pay attention to him when he entered their master’s lab. They were, even in this professional setting, attached at the hip.

It was trivially easy to slip the vials of keratin eutectic into the storage rack in their shared workspace. He had brief second thoughts but then remembered how Mayda had spurned his assistance, how the two of them had unjustly overshadowed him again and again.

He carried through with his plan, then the delivery. Then he left, no one the wiser.

The alchemists arrested Garen not even a week later.

To his fury, he hadn’t killed or even injured either Mayda or Bagram. They’d taken one of his vials into a test room, and it had set off a ward that solely detected mana-reactive materials. Since their experiment had been one that required no such materials, they’d immediately stopped their work to figure out what had happened.

It had been easy to find the material that didn’t belong just by passing each one individually over said ward. Most of the next week had been required to figure out what material, exactly, was in the vial, but once that had been achieved, it had been easy for them to find Garen— Valarick’s lab was the only one which contained samples of the keratin eutectic.

And Valarick and Garen were the only ones with ward keys to its storage space.

At the end of his tribunal, it was Valarick himself who condemned him. Who told Garen what his failings were. What his sin was.

Garen had been jealous.

Jealousy had made him bold, willing to take risks he never would have done otherwise. And, after all, as they’d told the alchemical students on their very first day, a bold alchemist is a dead alchemist.

Jealousy had distracted him, making him act without learning enough, without knowing of the existence of the sensor wards. And, after all, as they’d told the alchemical students on their very first day, a distracted alchemist is a dead alchemist.

Jealousy had made him impatient, making him act before he’d learned more about mana-reactive materials, their uses, and their risks. And, after all, as they’d told the alchemical students on their very first day, an impatient alchemist is a dead alchemist.

But a jealous alchemist wasn’t necessarily a dead alchemist. Jealousy was normal enough, Valarick told him, in front of the crowd of alchemists. It could be ignored, could be overcome, could even be harnessed as motivation.

Garen wasn’t going to be executed for being jealous, though.

Because, above all else, the greatest sin of an alchemist wasn’t jealousy. Nor was it boldness, or distraction, or impatience.

It was betrayal.

Garen was going to be executed for trying to kill fellow alchemists. It really, in Valarick’s professed opinion, wasn’t a difficult or complicated lesson in the slightest.

Alchemists might not have much of a sense of humor, but they do have a keenly sharpened sense of irony.

Garen was to be executed by the exact same gruesome means he’d planned for Mayda and Bagram. It wasn’t something he was looking forward to, to say the least.

He was given a few days’ reprieve as he sent an appeal to the Skyhold Council, but not even he seriously expected them to respond, let alone grant him clemency.

So he was given time to brood on the injustice of it all. The fact that the mediocre had once again conspired to hold down their betters.

The worst part of it all, though? What rankled Garen more than anything else?

Mayda and Bagram had only vaguely recognized him as one of their classmates— a weird, bitter loner. They had no idea why he hated them, no idea why he’d tried to kill them.

They hadn’t even known his name.


On Magical Swords

This exchange of open letters occurred at the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society thirty-five years before the events of Mage Errant.

Open letter from Kanderon Crux to the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society, at the invitation of the Society.

Magic swords are utter foolishness, and no self-respecting enchanter should be crafting them.

I’m well aware of the weight of magic swords in stories and the collective imagination of civilization— it would, in fact, be impossible to ignore it. Don’t allow yourself to be burdened by said weight, however.

There are, of course, many practical reasons for my opposition to magical swords.

Firstly, the embedded spellforms of an enchanted sword— any enchanted melee weapon, really— need to be reinforced and made redundant to a wasteful degree to help it survive the impacts and clashes of battle. A simple firebolt-hurling bracer, for instance, only needs half the internal spellforms of an enchanted sword with the same abilities and less than a third of the alchemical reagents! Not that I find firebolt enchantments particularly praiseworthy, but they make a straightforward, simply understood example.

Second is the question of pragmatic uses of time: the average mage simply doesn’t have enough hours in the day to master both magic and swordplay. There are obvious exceptions, especially among the Helicotan Lord Citizens and the Havathi Sacred Swordsmen, but there are good reasons for those exceptions. The Lord Citizens train in swordplay from the time they can walk, while the Sacred Swordsmen have little in the way of other responsibilities or duties other than training and going on missions.

If you think you’re among those rare few talents who can handle both, that’s praiseworthy enough ambition, but for the majority of mages? It’s a wasteful effort. If you’re really committed to the idea of fighting both by hand and with magic, a spear is far easier to learn than the sword, but even that seems somewhat frivolous to me. (It should be noted that time spent mastering weapons is inherently less rewarding than time spent mastering magic— even a relatively new apprentice mage quickly surpasses the strength of even the greatest of mundane swordsmen.)

The third concern is a simple one but is no less valid for its simplicity: weapons are awkward and unwieldy to carry. It doesn’t matter how brilliant or groundbreaking your enchantment is, how cunning or revolutionary your spellform layouts are— ease of use, carrying, and storage are among the most important virtues of enchantment, second possibly only to reliability. When an enchantment may take multiple forms, the more portable, convenient form is almost always the better choice.

There are other practical concerns regarding magical swords, of course, but I wish to set them to the side for the moment to focus on other, more important concerns: namely, philosophical ones.

In short: magical swords accomplish nothing novel. They exist for combat but do not fundamentally alter the nature of combat— and, more importantly, they do nothing to alter the role of enchantment in civilization. They do not change the way thinking beings live, save in the crudest way— by ending those lives.

The simplest enchanted sewer system has far more impact upon civilization than any enchanted sword the average enchanter might make. Without them, cities might struggle to grow to any appreciable size— indeed, we might, in a world without them, consider a city of mere tens of thousands to be large. Disease would be rife, as would be stench.

This is, of course, not to say that offensive enchantments are a waste of time— that would be profoundly hypocritical of me, considering the number of armaments I have crafted to defend Skyhold and my allies. None, of course, are so frivolous as magic swords— even the mightiest enchanted swords struggle to lay low armies, and those with that capability seldom owe any of that capability to their shape as swords. Their blades and hilts are merely aesthetic decorations upon the true enchantment.

Rather, I seek to say that the purpose of enchantment as a discipline is to fundamentally alter the way in which sentient beings interact with their world, to give them tools that change their ways of life. To offer new capabilities entirely, rather than to merely enhance dull existing ones. Magic swords represent everything holding back our craft, and I encourage all enchanters of true ambition to seek elsewhere.

Kanderon Crux, High Librarian of Skyhold

Open letter from the Lord of Bells to Kanderon Crux and the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society in response to the High Librarian’s prior letter. It is unknown how the previous letter drew the lich’s attention.

Kanderon Crux is, without a doubt, among the greatest enchanters to ever live. Without any false humility, I count myself likewise among those ranks, and even I, at times, still feel awed by her work, even in the field of lich demesne design, which I, for obvious reasons, am quite confident in.

It is in that spirit which I have to humbly assert the following:

Crux’s position on magic swords is on unstable terrain, and her disdain of them is unwarranted.

(I think, perhaps, that it is best to set aside many other enchanted weapons for this conversation— enchanted bows, for instance, are unquestionably valuable tools to the right sort of mages, extending their effective range of attack many times over. They represent an entirely different paradigm of weapon enchanting.)

Oh, not all of her points are incorrect. Many of her claims regarding the practical concerns of enchanting magical swords are quite correct, but even combined, they don’t represent any compelling reason to abandon the enchantment of blades. Rather, they’re challenges for enchanters to overcome.

One of my most significant disagreements lies in the purpose of magic swords on the battlefield, the uses to which they are best put. Crux, for instance, only pays attention to the use of enchanted weapons by mages. Indeed, this can often be superfluous to a mage’s magic, and I’ll even agree with her on her claims regarding specialized strike forces like the Sacred Swordsmen or the Lord Citizens of my own city. (Note that I will reject many other comparisons between the two groups— the Sacred Swordsmen are composed of a few elites commanding disposable shock troops, compared to the universal excellence of the Lord Citizens.)

Crux entirely fails to address, however, the use of magic swords by non-mages or weaker mages.

Putting an enchanted blade in the hands of a common soldier, possessed of only a few simple cantrips, can turn them into a match for all but the greatest mundane swordsmen. Putting a magic sword into the hands of a sword-master? It can make them a threat to any battlemage on the planet, and to a great many archmages.

That omission is a curious one, given that Crux even addresses the uses of enchantment by non-mages in her own letter, with her discussion of sewer systems. (For any aspiring liches in the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society: I cannot overstate the importance of including sewer systems in your demesne designs. One of the most common failures of new liches is that of insufficient or nonexistent plumbing in their demesne, making it a deeply unappealing residence for potential inhabitants.) I don’t, of course, wish to imply a lack of concern on Crux’s part for non-mages— much the opposite, in fact, which makes the omission baffling to me.

More, there are quite a few valid tactical uses a mage can have for enchanted swords that Crux ignores. These range from the old-fashioned but effective flying sword or dagger, requiring little sword skill from the mage, to simple use as tools of intimidation, something that should never be underestimated on the battlefield.

Glaringly, Crux overlooks the single most important use of magic swords by mages— their use as a tool of last-ditch defense. Innumerable mages have survived close encounters with monsters or enemy mages due to their possession of a blade, even if only to give them enough time to craft a spellform or recover a bit of mana. An also innumerable, but unquestionably larger, group of mages, have lost their lives for the lack of a blade.

It is perhaps unsurprising that this would not be an intuitive tactical use for Crux— after all, she has no need for swords, and even without her magic, she could never reasonably be considered unarmed or defenseless.

The Lord of Bells, First Citizen of Helicote

Open response from Kanderon Crux to the Lord of Bells and the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society.

I will begin by fully confessing the validity of the criticisms levied at my focus on use of magic items by mages— it is an analysis entirely devoid of the potentials of non-mages in combat.

But then, I view the use of non-mage combatants as tantamount to simple murder. Enough of them already die in wars even without actively participating.

(There are valid arguments to be made that no all-mage military force has the numbers to effectively occupy a conquered territory, no matter how magically superior they are. Indeed, history is rife with examples of nations and great powers conquering cities but then failing in their rule due to insufficient administrative forces. While these arguments are valid from a strategic perspective, anyone occupying conquered territory has no moral solid ground to stand on, and my opposition to the use of non-mage forces is a moral one.)

As for the rest of The Lord of Bells’ objections, well— I don’t disagree with him to any critical degree. My individual assessments of various tactics and uses for magic swords vary to a small degree, but by and large, not enough to write of here— not least because that path of discourse misses the destination I’m aiming for.

Which is, namely: the role of the enchanter should not be to enhance, but to transform. Enchanters should be radically transforming the capabilities of individuals and societies, or even granting new capabilities entirely. Magic swords? They represent, more than any other tool, that strain of enchantment that merely enhances and that fails to fundamentally change the abilities of the user in any novel way.

(I should note that I leave enchanted daggers out of that critique almost entirely— I find myself consistently impressed with many of the enchantments worked into daggers. This is, I believe, nothing inherent to daggers as opposed to swords. There is no pressing structural or material explanation for the degree of divergence— even the simple difference in sizes fails to account for the wildly different enchantment philosophies between the two weapon types. Instead, I consider it a cultural artifact driven by stories and traditions in magic.)

Perhaps I lay too much weight on magic swords as a symbol for the tradition of enchantment I object to here— I’m sure there are many individual exceptions. Perhaps I should be objecting merely to the tradition itself, not to swords as a symbol.

But symbols have power. Most sentient species— sphinxes, dragons, liches, even humans— are bound tightly by the chains of associative thought, and once a symbol becomes associated with a tradition of thought in any field, the one becomes interchangeable with the other. And I think my prior distinction between dagger and sword enchantments is clearly representative of that.

Magic swords represent something objectionable that has been, over the years and centuries, buried deep in the foundations of enchanter culture. We can and should do better. We owe a responsibility to the world that our flawed traditions and pasts cannot meet.

Kanderon Crux, High Librarian of Skyhold

Open response from Anders the Bald, prominent and eccentric member of the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society, to both Kanderon Crux and the Lord of Bells. This was one among many letters sent by members of the Society in this early stage of the conversation but is included here because it was the only one addressed openly by both great powers. (There were a small number of other responses this early, but they were sent directly to the mages in question rather than being sent as open letters. The other open responses came much later in the conversation.)

I find myself respectfully disagreeing with both the High Librarian and the First Citizen. Magic swords are not the most pressing problem facing enchanting today, nor is the conflict between enhancing and transforming magic.

No, the chief problem facing the study of enchantment today?

Reproducibility.

Enchanters obsess over leaving their marks on the world, on proving their brilliance with ever-more esoteric and powerful designs. The true future of enchantment, however, lies in the ability to easily and quickly replicate enchantments, to streamline and increase their production in order to create many more such items.

To take an example from the High Librarian’s first letter, let us pose a question about sewer enchantments: which is more valuable to a city? An enchantment component that is revolutionary, that accomplishes its job in half the time using half the mana but can only be manufactured by a single mage at slow speed, and plays poorly with other components, or an enchantment component that does its job slowly and mana-intensively, but is easy and cheap to produce and causes little difficulty with other enchantments?

The answer, clearly, is the latter. To back up my arguments, I’d like to delve a little deeper into the question itself and…

(Anders’s letter continues on for seventeen additional pages and is largely of little interest to laymen or even enchanters outside a few specialized fields. Most of the content of interest is contained in the above.)

Open letter from the Lord of Bells to Kanderon Crux and the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society, in response to the High Librarian’s prior letter.

Before I get into the meat of my response to Kanderon Crux, I’d like to thank Anders the Bald for his thoughtful— and extensively detailed— addition to the conversation.

I think he is partially correct on the importance of reproducible enchantment components, but that isn’t a universally important concern. Rather, the question of reproducibility versus originality is answered by the purpose of the enchantment in question. Reproducibility is not a particularly laudable concern for city-destroying superweapons, for instance. Really, the virtues of your enchantments come down to your values in regard to the item in question.

And that very idea— that an enchanter’s professional values derive from their purpose in enchanting— is what Crux misses out on in her analysis. She treats enchanters as though they are— and should be— united in purpose for their enchanting when, in reality, there are as many purposes for enchantments as there are enchanters. More, really, for no one enchants for a sole purpose alone.

To be sure, Crux’s vision of enchantment as a transformative force, her pursuit of advancing the science of enchantment, is a noble one and one of the worthiest set of values within our shared discipline.

But, in its pursuit, she blinds herself to an equally laudable pursuit within enchanting, an equally worthy value set— that of enchantment as art.

Enchantment is no mere dull method of production, is no mere endeavor of practicalities alone— it can be and should be a thing of beauty, of inspiration, even of bizarre failures that nonetheless provoke thought in their beholders. As much as enchantment is necessary for practical purposes, it is equally necessary for artistic concerns. Enchantment as art can produce for society objects that can become symbols and rallying cries in both war and peace. Enchantment as art can inspire not only new paths for other enchanters but can also inspire individuals and societies to use old enchantments in new ways.

(And that, I think, touches on a common failing among enchanters, myself included— we tend to consider enchantments only in the light of our own purposes while creating them. Much like architecture, however, the ways in which people use enchantments are often as different from the way we designed them as the way people use buildings is different from the purposes architects designed them for.)

Magic swords might fail the tests of Kanderon’s purposes and might not live up to her values as an enchanter, but they serve so many other purposes and can be judged under so many other values. They are a symbol, yes, but not merely of an older tradition of enchantment— they serve as a symbol of so many other traditions and values as well.

Magic swords can be works of true art and are worthy creations for that alone.

The Lord of Bells, First Citizen of Helicote

Open letter from the prominent Havathi enchanter Cliya Bagden to the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society, in response to the open letters of Kanderon Crux and the Lord of Bells.

I have to admit, I’ve followed this exchange of letters keenly, eagerly awaiting each new entry. This is a magnificent exchange of ideas by two of the greatest enchanters on the continent, but I do have one major reservation about the whole exchange.

Namely, that it’s complete bollocks.

Oh, to be clear, the ideas addressed so far are perfectly sound and worthy of consideration. It is, rather, the characters of the letter-writers that make this whole conversation so fraudulent.

When considering an impact an enchanter has upon the field of enchantment, one concern should override all others. It is not the brilliance of new designs, the social impacts of enchantments, nor even their artistry that weighs heaviest.

No, the top concern is really whether an enchanter has waged a war of intimidation, bribery, blackmail, and even assassination on other enchanters for centuries on end. And let us be clear, both the Butcher Tyrant of Helicote and the Mad Sphinx of Skyhold have done so.

Kanderon Crux has systematically rooted up entire traditions of enchantment via all of the above brutal methods, forcing the field away from any direction that would threaten the system of warring, autocratic great powers that she embodies. Worse, she’s spent centuries deepening that brutal system’s hold on the continent by forcing the proliferation of liches, inherently repressive and unjust beings that number among the most vile of the great powers.

More, her specific arguments against magic swords now do not come from any deep convictions or true philosophy— instead, they’re merely one part of a multi-pronged assault she is launching on the market, to prevent or remove magical weapons from the grasp of my own nation. Though we aren’t without our own shortcomings, Havath represents the best hope against the bloody great powers, and as such, we established the Sacred Swordsmen, warlocks who pact enchanted weapons to help defend free peoples from rampaging monsters like her.

Kanderon Crux’s arguments come purely in response to a threat against her own power.

The Lord of Bells might claim to be arguing from a place of deeper honesty here, but calling his hypocrisy lesser to Crux’s is like claiming drinking a river is easier than drinking the ocean. To spell it out baldly, it is utterly irrelevant to his own crimes against enchanters. He has spent centuries sending brutal assassination squads after any enchanter who dares try to reverse-engineer his own designs, especially those of his legendary echo sabres. He has spent even more effort stealing enchanters away from his neighbors— including both Ctesia and Havath— by whatever means necessary, seldom remaining in the realm of the ethical.

This whole conversation is a farce, and I beg the noble enchanters of Ctesia to turn their backs on monsters who see them solely as resources to be exploited or threats to be exterminated. There are countless others who would not only take far greater value in your work but of your actual persons as well.

Cliya Bagden, Chancellor of the Havath Academy of Enchantment

The next entry in the conversation was not technically a letter. Instead, it came in the form of Cliya Bagden’s corpse found in the main forum of the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society suspended above a decidedly ugly-but-effective levitation enchantment that was clearly of the Lord of Bells’ design (made of the unusual alloy he uses for his swords). Bagden’s cause of death was readily apparent:

There was an elegant magic sword, grown entirely of enchanted crystal clearly of Kanderon Crux’s design, plunged through Bagden’s heart. Along the blade were written the following words:

“Not entirely pointless, I suppose.”

Those wishing to read the rest of the conversation between Kanderon, the Lord of Bells, and various members of the Society may do so in the volume On Magical Swords, on sale by the Ctesian Enchanter’s Society. It is, we believe, essential reading for every modern enchanter.


To Secure a Vault

To Secure A Vault occurs twenty-eight years before Mage Errant.

There are endless tales of unbreachable vaults filled with treasure on the continent of Ithos. Some of them are even true.

The fabled Vault of Skyhold, filled with devastating weapons that should never be allowed to see the light of day. I know it exists, but I don’t know how it is secured. Nor have I pursued the matter, for fear of catching the Crystal Sphinx’s attention.

The Silent Oubliette, a prison built deep in the heart of a mountain, which contains only a single immortal and indestructible prisoner, locked there by the Ithonian Empire after they destroyed a provincial capital. None know where it is, save that it is in a deep mana desert that leaves the prisoner nearly powerless. The workers who dug out the heart of the mountain and the guards who watched them were all sealed in the vault with the prisoner. Only the mighty archmage who led the project ever returned. Whether the workers and guards were alive when it was sealed is unknown, but after all these centuries, the question is academic.

The Root’s Grasp, the vault of the Sican Council of Elders. Buried a league or more beneath the ground, deep into the bedrock, and endlessly wrapped in the impossibly strong roots of the great tree city. It is said the Root’s Grasp contains the means to reliably create a great power, and it is how they grow a new Sican Elder when one of the old ones dies or is destroyed.

Then, of course, there is the prison of the Sleeper in the Sands— but that largely consists of sand and sleeping spells. Magnificent in scale, but fairly pedestrian in design.

Other great vaults of legend are merely that— legends.

The Wanderer’s Last Trick, in Ctesia, is said to be buried in a vault also of the Wanderer’s making. There is no such vault. Whatever the Wanderer’s Last Trick is, it is carried always by a member of the royal family. (And, of course, there are ten thousand theories as to what the last trick is— I’m personally quite fond of the idea that it is a way to summon the Wanderer back to aid the city, but that is almost certainly childish nostalgia on my part— the Wanderer hasn’t been seen in many centuries and must have died on some faraway shore. It’s honestly more likely that it’s some horrific weapon or other.)

The Burning Heart, a treasure vault or prison supposedly deep inside Alikea’s restless volcano, is a myth as well— the Alikean Parliament and their volcano mages have enough of a struggle merely controlling and redirecting its eruptions, preserving a magical vault inside the mountain as well would beggar belief.

The Heart of the Web, a supposed treasure hoard of Tetragnath, is merely a folktale— the arachnid hive mind has no interest in gold, jewels, or other magical treasures. Tetragnath wants nothing that would attract even more attention to their forest.

What do all of the truly impenetrable vaults, both real and legendary, have in common?

None of them are bank vaults.

There’s no such thing as an impenetrable bank vault. It’s impossible. Each and every bank vault in existence shares one inescapable flaw.

Banks have to make withdrawals and deposits. Frequently. This means there needs to be an easily accessible entrance to any given bank vault. To a bank robber, an entrance is just a gaping weakness.

Worse, each and every one of those bank transactions are carried out by people.

And no matter the species, people are always the greatest weakness of a bank vault.

I should know. I’ve designed a dozen bank vaults.

And I’ve robbed dozens more.

My name is Drysa of the Vault, and I’m the greatest bank robber to ever live.

Bankers love me for it.

At least, the competent ones do.

After all, I work for them.

One of the most puzzling Tsarnassan customs, to outsiders, is the way in which Tsarnassans deal with unwanted infants. Other nations have orphanages, hospitals that accept infants without questions, or cults that are always happy for new members of any age.

Let’s not speak of the poorer nations or the city-states that trade rulers every year, where unwanted children are simply abandoned. It makes the wealthy and powerful uncomfortable to speak of them; and considering how much time I spend moving among the upper layers of society, I know there is no greater sin in life than discomfiting the mighty.

Tsarnassans, unlike the people of any other nation, deposit unwanted children at the bank.

Unwanted children like me.

The custom arose in the last decades of Ithonian rule, when they began seizing children for their horrid mass experiments. It’s said that, in the early years, when only orphans and the children of refugees were taken, a soft-hearted dragon shepherded many of a city’s orphans into his bank, and claimed them as his employees, saving dozens of lives.

The part of the story that is told less often is that the dragon died in one of Ithos’ purges only a few years later, but his defiance was never forgotten.

In the years after the fall of Ithos, as the province of Tsarnassus began to rebuild itself into a kingdom, the memory of his good deed became a tradition, and then a custom.

There aren’t many orphans in Tsarnassus. Tsarnassan families all live in tightly knit clusters— mothers and grandmothers, uncles and great uncles, cousins, everyone. Four generations at once, in many homes. Even without parents, there’s almost always plenty of family already there to raise the child instead.

Thus when an orphan shows up at the vault, it implies an even more tragic backstory than usual. An entire family, multiple generations, dead. A young couple banished from one or both of their families, dead of illness or accident, leaving behind a young child.

No, the bulk of those children weren’t orphans. Just unwanted, for one reason or another. Even with contraceptive cantrips, there are unwanted pregnancies. Especially from the mind-blind, often trapped in poverty by the stigma they face in some nations.

And unfortunately, Tsarnassus can be one of those nations. Some families don’t care and would never think of casting out a mind-blind member. Many other families are less kind.

Regardless of the reason— if you leave your child at the bank, they will take it without question. Individual banks vary in how they tend to the children— some raise them in group homes, others are raised in the homes of the bank’s employees as their own children.

There are only two things all these children have in common. First, they are all raised well and given the best educations, lacking for nothing. Second are their names.

They are all, like me, Children of the Vault.

Many, if not most of us, go to work in the very banks that raised us. There are even some rare few banks where every single employee, for generations, has been named “so-and-so of the Vault.”

I was, when I was young, utterly forgettable. Always precisely average height for my age. Precisely average weight. A face so average you’d forget it as soon as you saw it. You’d never be able to pick me out of a crowd of girls my age.

The only thing that stood out about me was my family. The bankers who adopted me were gorgons, so I pretty quickly picked up the nickname of “world’s shortest gorgon.”

I received no bullying other than that nickname. Partially due to my sheer averageness, but mostly due to the fact that both of my sisters topped nine feet tall by the age of thirteen.

I was always smart, but there were smarter children. I always studied hard, but there were children who studied harder.

Really, only three things stood out about me. I was unusually observant. I never acted without thinking.

And, most unusual, there were my affinity senses.

I was having a picnic atop Tsarnassus City with my eldest sister and her sons, one of whom was a Child of the Vault like me, only with the tail and scales of a naga, when a messenger arrived from headquarters, saying that I’d been hired to rob another bank.

Rob it, then rebuild it even better.

If you’ve never been to Tsarnassus City before, I promise you, it’s not what you’d expect from the greatest city on the entire continent.

If you were to approach from the land, you’d see nothing more than a great grassy field in the distance. A few scattered trees, lots of children flying kites, couples strolling through countless flowers, and painters with canvases. The field stretches nearly two leagues in every direction, almost perfectly flat. It ends before the horizon, though, where it runs straight into the sea cliff and the ocean beyond.

You’ll only notice two things odd at first. The weird birds far overhead, and footbridges that seem bizarrely out of place, sticking up off the plain.

Get a little closer, and you’ll realize that the birds are the famed gryphon patrols of Tsarnassus. I can assure you that you won’t pay much attention to them, though.

Because you’ll have noticed what the bridges are for by then. You’ll have noticed the massive, impossible chasms running through the great field. The immense canyons and pits plunging hundreds of feet down into the limestone below.

Most people’s thoughts after that, I’m told, immediately jump to the children playing, wondering how the parents can trust their children next to such sheer drop-offs.

Wards, mostly. A handful of people fall from the city’s top every year, but the vast majority of them are suicides who have deliberately broken the wards. You’re at far more risk of falling below, where railings are more common than wards.

We’d already long since finished lunch when the messenger arrived. My sister Ulla and I were chatting while the boys played. He flew up from the nearest chasm, spun about in midair looking for me, then darted over my way.

“Drysa of the Vault?” the messenger asked. He was holding a small silver sphere in one hand.

I waved idly at him, and Ulla rolled her eyes.

“Your services are needed at the Central Branch,” the messenger said.

I gave him a once-over. Young, earnest, spine as stiff as a board. Handsome, but too young for me— looked to be somewhere in his early twenties.

I could see him doing the same, surely doubting that a forgettable middle-aged woman like me could be the legendary Vaultbreaker, the greatest thief alive.

“It can wait,” I said. “I’m spending time with my family.”

The messenger scowled. “It’s urgent, and you are needed at once.”

I sighed and gave Ulla an apologetic look.

Then I made the messenger wait a few minutes while I said goodbye to my nephews. I can’t lie— I resented my job quite a bit at that moment. The boys had just turned six, and they were gratuitously adorable.

I hugged my sister goodbye as well, which was an undertaking as always— even sitting down, she was taller than me. Ulla was by far the tallest person in the family— not counting her snakes, she was almost closer to ten feet than nine, nearly twice my height. Amusingly, Ulla’s husband wasn’t an inch over eight feet, so they made quite a pair.

Of course, her height was the lesser difficulty in saying goodbye. The greater difficulty, as always, was the lowest snake behind her left ear, which, as always, wrapped itself around my arm and refused to let go until I’d pet it and given it enough attention.

My fault, really, for spoiling it so much when we were younger. It had always been my favorite of Ulla’s snakes, just a tiny bit more yellow than the other deep green constrictors on her head.

The messenger took all this with ill grace. I noted, to my amusement, that he never once set foot on the ground, always hovering just a few inches above it. New to his job, I imagined, and never wanting to hold still.

I’d known quite a few over-eager fliers like that. They either learned to start walking more places, or they quickly got out of shape. Flying doesn’t give most mages much in the way of exercise.

Finally, I strode over to the messenger, pulled a silver marble out of my belt pouch, and tapped it against his.

It hummed, sending a pleasant tingle up my arm.

I always had to carry the damn tracker with me when not on a job, in case the bank needed me in a hurry. It wasn’t just me, though— every high-level bank officer in Tsarnassus had to carry them. Always had to confirm that the messenger was the real deal, though, so the tracking spheres also served as authentication enchantments.

Seven times out of ten ,when I was summoned outside of my regular work hours, it was just some idiot behind a desk who thought he’d come up with a new way to rob one of our vaults and wanted me to think of a way to secure them from it. It was always something I’d already thought of long ago, though, or that one of my predecessors had thought of even farther back.

Two times out of ten, it was just a routine heist plan they wanted me to test.

One time out of ten, though, it was something interesting.

I wordlessly tucked the silver sphere into my belt pouch, then took off towards the nearest staircase.

The messenger caught up with me on the stairs.

“Ma’am, I’m supposed to fly you to headquarters,” he said. “It’s urgent.”

“It’s never that urgent,” I muttered.

I ignored his earnest arguments as I descended the stairs, looking out over the depths of Tsarnassus.

I never got tired of this view.

Tsarnassus City was carved entirely from the monolithic limestone of the seacliff. There’s no mortar, no cement, no seams at all— every building, staircase, balcony and railing was carved and sculpted entirely out of the off-white limestone, by hand, claw, and spell. Tsarnassus City is a single, solid piece of stone. Immense chasms were dug deeply into the depths of the cliff by the city’s founders, the city’s entire population living within the cliff-dwellings lining every surface of the chasm.

Those who have never visited Tsarnassus City often imagine it as a grid of even, straight chasms intersecting it at right angles. And there are neighborhoods this is true in, but most of the city is far messier. Some chasms curve, others cut past one another at strange angles, there’s even a huge spiral in the far northwest of the city. There’s no grand design behind it— the mages and laborers who carved the city over centuries followed the strengths and weaknesses of the stone, the faults and the natural caverns.

The early afternoon sun filtered deep into the depths of the city’s chasms, reflecting warmly off the limestone. It never gets dark in the chasms— the moment direct sun leaves, countless glow crystals light up the depths. I’ve been taken on flights over the city at night a few times, and it’s a sight like nothing else, as though a thousand veins of light were erupting from deep within the continent.

The chasms vary wildly in width. There are some narrow crevices you can jump across, if you’re a fool, but most of the larger chasms are wide enough for four ships to sail abreast in the water at the bottom. If I were to leap over the staircase’s railing, I would plummet more than a third of a league down to the seawater below, which washes into the chasm bottoms even at the lowest tides. Even so, of course, ship captains always prefer to dock and unload at the high tide docks— the low tide docks are wet, miserable places that never dry out, being submerged more often than not.

After several minutes of the messenger’s earnest pleading, I finally let the messenger fly me there. Less due to any of his arguments, and more due to the bustling crowds out today, for some reason. The hour’s walk to Central Branch would have likely taken half again that long today.

As the messenger’s magic lifted me off the ground, I noticed, to my surprise, that I could feel both winds wrapping around me, as well as the familiar stomach lurching from gravity magic.

Rare to have both wind and gravity affinities. Very rare.

The flight to Central Branch cut the travel time down to twenty minutes. It could have taken ten if I’d let the messenger fly us above the city rather than through the chasms— but the gryphon patrols hated it when fliers raced above the city, and, more importantly, I enjoyed the view inside the chasms too much.

Not to mention, going as fast as we were now was already giving me a headache.

My gold affinity senses automatically started tracking the coins in the purses of passersby as we flew down the chasm, and my restrictor tattoo struggled to suppress the sensory input. It could never suppress it entirely, but it was generally more effective when stationary or moving at slower speeds.

If I’d tried to take this flight without my restrictor tattoo active, the resulting migraine would have knocked me out or left me useless for hours.

“So how long until you try for a force affinity?” I asked the messenger. My voice carried easily— any halfway decent wind mage could keep the air near them still, so passengers could speak with them.

“I beg your pardon?” he asked.

“You’ve got a gravity affinity along with your wind affinity. Most everyone with both tries for the third, attempts to become a Thunderbringer,” I said.

“I’m not,” he said.

“Really?” I asked. “So you naturally have these two specific affinities?”

He shook his head. “No, I just finished developing my gravity affinity a year ago. And I am trying to become a Thunderbringer— just not with a force affinity.”

“Wind and gravity aren’t enough on their own to get you up to the necessary speeds,” I said.

I didn’t blame him for trying, really— even though the vast majority of those who attempted to become Thunderbringers died horribly, pulling it off was a guarantee of fame, wealth, and power. There had only been a handful in history, but being able to fly faster than sound itself pretty much guaranteed you a spot among the great powers.

He didn’t respond for a moment, as he flew us down below a covered bridge.

Maybe covered wasn’t the right word— it was more of a tunnel that had been left in place when the chasms were carved out of the limestone, with a few windows added in.

“You’re right that you can’t do it without all three,” the messenger finally said, “but force is also the least important of the three. And there was at least one known Thunderbringer who replaced it with an inertia affinity, so that means it is definitely possible with different combinations of affinities.”

“Have you figured out how to develop an artificial inertia affinity, then?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, but I have found several methods for artificially developing a pressure affinity, and I think that could work as well.”

I raised my eyebrow and gestured at him to continue.

Half of what followed was technical jargon that likely didn’t make a lick of sense to anyone outside the community of high-speed aerial mages, but I did my best to follow it. You never knew what tidbit of magical knowledge might come in handy in my line of work.

The flier actually slowed down the trip a little and took a more scenic route— for all his earnestness, he clearly cared even more about his magic than his job. I wasn’t complaining— the central branch had dragged me from my picnic for something that was almost certainly not time-sensitive, so I was happy to make them wait.

We passed through dozens more channels as we flew— past great ledge-parks, past cliff-tenements holding countless thousands of Tsarnassus’ million souls, and past the great market-bridges spanning the widest chasms. The greatest city in the world, and not a single solitary drop of mortar used in its construction. Every single structure had been carved from the stone or sculpted like clay by stone mages.

Tsarnassus City had started as a quarry centuries ago, before the Ithonians had conquered Tsarnassus. There were few cracks or flaws in the limestone, and its position right by the sea meant that it was easy to ship wherever was needed. Tsarnassan limestone could be found in Lemannen, in Alikea, in Ctesia, in half of the hundreds of city-states scattered across the northeast of the continent. The Ithonian Empire had vastly increased the demand, and over the years, the quarry workers’ quarters, built into the cliff walls, multiplied throughout the chasms and took on a life of their own, until Tsarnassus had become a vast economic and cultural power in its own right, supplanting Lemannen centuries ago.

The limestone wasn’t even close to running out— the chasm quarries were still expanding and growing at the edges of the city, and stone was still the city’s largest export.

We finally reached the First Chasm and turned seaward.

The First Chasm was the original quarry and was absolutely massive. It was no deeper than any other chasm, but it was three times as wide as the next largest. Immense palaces, opera houses, museums, and government offices lined the walls along the league and a half of its length.

Central was near the sea entrance, where ships sailed underneath the cliff and out into open waters. The entrance to the central branch was carved in the shape of an immense coiled ammonite, but with one major difference— the coils grew thinner towards the edges, rather than thicker. The entrance was a vast circular tunnel in the dead center of the palace-sized spiral, and it was only accessible to those who could fly.

There were few better ways to keep out the commoners and the riffraff than to literally make it impossible to walk to a place. If you couldn’t afford a mage, dragon, or gryphon to fly you in, you were too poor to be there.

The two of us darted inside the immense tunnel, filled with dozens of others going in and out, without feeling crowded in the least.

Half the security measures we passed through were redundant or even superfluous. Not to the point of security theater, but they weren’t really necessary. Which endlessly amused and delighted me, since I’d designed most of them.

The most important security measure was really just about the only one we needed, and we bragged about it to everyone.

After all, having the world’s only captive kraken to protect our vault was a damn fine deterrent.

Not a perfect deterrent, though. I’d figured out at least a half dozen ways to cross the pool and rob the vault, and if there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that there are always more ways to rob a bank than even I can imagine.

But I figured out a way to protect our gold even if someone does breach our vault. If someone breaks past the security, through the dozens of layers of wards, enchantments, and good-old fashioned steel walls?

Well, they’ll not come away completely empty-handed. We do keep a week or so of normal transactions in there, after all. But that’s hardly the motherlode of treasure most thieves would expect.

We don’t put most of the gold in the vault. We throw it all in the huge saltwater pool with the kraken.

Who, by the way, isn’t captive, and the pool isn’t actually a pool— it’s a tunnel. One that leads out to sea, and over a dozen leagues north, to a massive undersea sinkhole, a pit in the limestone hundreds, if not thousands, of feet deep. Said sinkhole is the den of a dozen krakens, the largest of which push nearly four hundred feet in length. Tsarnassus has a peace treaty with them, and it was surprisingly easy for me to negotiate one on behalf of the bank as well. They keep the bulk of our gold reserves hidden deep in their den, transporting it back and forth through the tunnel as needed, and we pay them in beef and other land meats they can’t acquire easily on their own. We don’t even have to hide the payments, since everyone already knows we need to feed the kraken.

Of course, it does mean we need to keep healers and poison mages on staff to make sure no aspiring thieves try to poison the meat we bring in, but that’s hardly the most absurd security expense in one of the vaults I’ve designed over the years.

The office the messenger flew me to wasn’t one I’d been in before, and I sighed in irritation when I saw its occupant. I recognized the type immediately— young, ambitious, willing to risk anything to get ahead. And by risk anything, I meant make other people take risks for him, of course.

The messenger, probably wisely, chose to stay outside the office.

“You made me wait longer than I’m accustomed to,” the banker snapped.

“Inconvenience builds character,” I offered.

“I don’t need character— I need reliable employees,” he said.

I just smirked at him. I pumped mana into my restrictor tattoo momentarily to weaken it and reached out with my gold affinity senses towards the banker’s signet ring.

Solid gold, marked with the house symbol of a very prominent city family. Not one known for its involvement in banking, however, so I was guessing he was an ambitious younger son with no role in the family businesses for one reason or another.

I’d guess it was a good reason, at that.

The banker looked away first, disguising it by reaching for a folder.

“We’ve got a job for you,” he said.

“Really? Here I was, thinking you wanted to offer me something to eat,” I said.

He ignored my snark, sadly. I was more valuable to the bank than he was, and he knew it.

“What’s the job?” I asked, ignoring the folder in his hand.

“Are you familiar with Corb’s Bet?” the banker asked.

“Not in the slightest,” I said.

“Mining town northeast of Sica, in the eastern foothills of the Barren Range,” he said.

My eyes narrowed. “Gold mining?”

I had a very strict policy against visiting gold mines. Nasty places, involving a lot of even nastier alchemical processes.

The banker shook his head. “Natron mining.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “What in the name of the great powers is natron?”

“It’s a compound of salt, soda ash, and a few other things,” the banker said. “Used for all sorts of things. Soaps, dye, glassmaking. Most of all, though, alchemists use it in massive quantities. Enough that the miners of Corb’s Bet could afford to open their own bank in a city of less than five thousand people. Nasty, harsh life in a nasty, harsh place, but it’s made them wealthy.”

“Enough that they’re worrying about being robbed,” I said. “Who’s backing their bank?”

“Up until now? No one,” the banker said. “The miners just built an underground vault to keep their gold in.”

I blinked. Independent banks were rare— building vaults strong enough to withstand direct attack by mages intent on robbing them was a pretty extreme expense, and so most banks were just branches that shipped the bulk of their gold to central vaults, in cities well-defended enough that roving great powers weren’t a concern.

“And they’re reaching out to us instead of Sica because…?” I asked.

“There are certain… tensions, there,” the banker said. “Both political and cultural.”

I groaned. This was going to be a nightmare; I knew it.

“What sort of timeframe are we working with here?” I asked.

“The vault needs to be secure three weeks from tomorrow,” the banker said.

“Are you insane?” I demanded. “I’d have trouble even assembling a proper team in two weeks, and it’s got to be, what, at least that long to sail there? Not to mention, securing a vault usually takes months on its own.”

“More like three weeks to a month to sail there, this time of year,” the banker said. “And you’ve already met your team. And the way you’re going to get to Corb’s Bet in time.”

He gestured out of his office towards where the messenger was still waiting.

“This is insane,” I said. “Not a chance. You’re setting me up to fail, and I’m not about to waste my time just to boost your career.”

The banker smiled at that. “Oh, you’re absolutely right, it is insane. Moreso than you even realize.”

I gave him a suspicious look, unsure what he was up to.

“The reason we need to move on such a fast timeframe? It’s because Corb’s Bet is only thirty leagues from Thursa.”

I frowned. There was something oddly familiar about the name Thursa.

“What’s in Thursa?” I asked.

“Dorsas Ine is,” the banker said. “And he’s started melting his armor again.”

On second thought, perhaps insane was too weak an adjective for this mission.

Suicidal seemed more accurate.

Though…

Maybe there was an opportunity in all this.

“You want me to proof a small mining town’s bank vault against a monster powerful enough to go to war single-handedly against nations,” I said. “A phoenix who has personally looted dozens of the most secure vaults in the world. And you want me to do it in just weeks, with only a single mage to back me up?”

“I know, it’s a bit much,” the banker said. “It’s not quite as bad as it sounds, though— Corb’s Bet has promised you the use of their mages, wardcrafters, and alchemists. And they have a surprising amount of those. Anyhow, there are quite a few potential targets in the region, and Dorsas Ine is unlikely to exert too much effort against any one target, especially given the fact that it’s at the edge of Sican territory. He’s no match for the combined might of the Sican Elders, after all.”

I rolled my eyes at the banker. Counting on Ine’s relative sloth was far from a safe strategy. He spent much of his time in pseudo-hibernation, absorbing looted gold into his armor, but the phoenix was more than capable of rousing himself and remelting his armor in a hurry if irritated. As for avoiding fights with the Sican Elders… well, Ine would usually withdraw from battle with other great powers if it dragged on too long, but that would still leave landscapes devastated and burning for leagues in every direction first.

“Besides, this is a valuable opportunity for you, Drysa,” the banker said. “There have been… quite a few complaints about you and your fellow Vault Children in recent years. A lot of my contemporaries in management are… less than pleased with that quaint custom. They feel like it encourages an unambitious, overly cautious culture that ill-suits a modern banking organization like our own.”

I scowled at him but didn’t say anything. That was a veiled threat if I’d ever heard one. There were always complaints about the Children of the Vault from management, who largely came from wealthy and prominent families. The tradition was, in my admittedly biased opinion, more than worth it— Children of the Vault like me were far more loyal than other employees, far less likely to steal, and were, in general, exemplary employees.

Any overall accounting would surely come out in our favor, even ignoring intangibles, but it wasn’t really about the money— no, it was the fact that the wealthy didn’t want the children of the poor alongside them, with access to positions of power. Whether a wealthy family had earned their money or not— and to be fair, there were some families that had achieved their wealth through hard work and ingenuity, though most got there from vicious backbiting, exploiting workers, and corruption— they still resented the presence of the poor. It is inevitable in any society that the wealthy will grow to see themselves as morally superior, simply due to their wealth. After all, if they weren’t morally superior, they would be poor, wouldn’t they?

It was vicious, stupid, and circular reasoning that I had to deal with on a daily basis.

The jerk sitting in front of me was right, though. This was an opportunity to help the other Children of the Vault.

“Fine,” I said. “I can leave the day after tomorrow.”

I had a lot of research and preparation to do. I needed to learn everything I could about natron and its uses in alchemy; I needed to figure out the political situation in the region; and a lot of other tasks. Most of the research and actual reading I could do on the flight to Corb’s Bet, but the rest of my prep I needed to do before we left.

Most of all, I had some important letters to send while I was still in Tsarnassus.

It only took four days to fly to Corb’s Bet despite being hundreds of leagues away.

The messenger, Edsen, wasn’t just fast but had absurdly large mana reservoirs as well. Thanks to his gravity magic, we were as much falling in the direction we wanted to go as we were flying.

Our actual route was fairly convoluted— we wanted to stick to mostly higher mana density regions, while avoiding the territories of great powers and dragon flights. A few times, we even risked flying over the Aito Forest, just to follow the most up-to-date maps of mana density.

Risky, but Tetragnath usually ignored isolated fliers over his woods if they didn’t fly too low or cause trouble.

We didn’t get to visit Ctesia, but we did, at least, get to overnight at Helicote. There’s no strict border between Tetragnath’s part of the forest and Helicote’s part of the forest, but it was immediately obvious when we transitioned from one to the other.

Mostly because of the butterflies and flowers. There were more flowers in Helicote than in any other city in the world— they were, I’ve been told, part of the lich ruler’s demesne. As a consequence of that, there are thousands of butterflies for every citizen of the city. The demesne’s enchantments kept the city warm even in winter, so the flowers and butterflies stayed year-round.

Edsen clearly resented sitting still, even at one of the great cafe theaters of Helicote. Rather than a stage, the balcony seating overlooked a great fountain pool adjoining one of Helicote’s countless flower mazes. Fire and water illusionists sculpted the actors and the scenery entirely from flame and fountain water. It was quite a testament to their skill that it worked— live actors were preferred to illusionist companies in Helicote, thanks to the faint afterimages that trailed behind anything that moved in the city. It made most theatrical illusions impossible to follow, but the illusionist company tonight was clearly well-practiced with the effect.

Edsen only threw up twice during our visit— not too bad for a first-time visitor. The shifting afterimages so common in the city can really mess with the eyes before you adjust.

There are dozens of powerful city-states scattered about the eastern side of the continent and hundreds of lesser ones, but no proper nations of note between Ctesia and Sica.

Well, save for the Havath Dominion, but we steered well away from their territory. The expansionist empire might intend to reach the sea eventually, but their borders still fell short of the shore.

Not as densely packed with cities as the lands near Tsarnassus and Alikea, of course, but the northeast corner of the continent has always been its most civilized region, even back to Ithonian times.

The land grew steadily drier and more arid to the south, interrupted only by the lazy Greywise River, stretching half a league in width, and the fertile lands around it. By the time we reached the Barren Range, the country was proper high desert, despite its proximity to the sea.

The natron fields of Corb’s Bet didn’t look like much from above. Just a particularly lumpy salt flat, with a single, bright blue wooden shack near the center.

I’d expected the natron fields to smell unpleasant, but as we landed, I could only detect a faint whiff of salt, with a weak alchemical tinge.

It was brutally hot on the salt flat, and biting flies harassed us as we walked from the landing site to the beat-up shack. They were persistent enough to even get past Edsen’s wind magic, and their bites hurt almost as bad as a bee sting.

Despite the beautiful blue paint job, the shack looked like it would collapse at any moment. There wasn’t even a floor inside. Instead, there was a deep open pit with a staircase carved into the side, descending dozens of feet.

The instant we descended below ground levels, we escaped the heat and the flies— there was a ward carved into the lip of the pit keeping both out.

The compacted natron of the stairs crunched beneath our feet as we descended, and every brush against the walls sent course powder running off the walls. The air felt unnaturally dry, even for the high desert.

“Lovely,” I muttered. “Edsen, no flying while we’re down here, you’ll send grit flying everywhere if you do.”

Edsen just sighed at that.

When we finally reached the base of the stairwell, there was only a single tunnel leading out. It was, at least, much cooler down here, and the walls appeared to have been significantly better compacted than the stairwell down.

I stopped at the bottom, took a deep breath, and channeled mana into my restrictor tattoo to relax it again. My affinity senses immediately shot outwards. I reined them in quickly, but they’d grown to encompass nearly a league in diameter, revealing every single grain of gold nearby, every single coin, and there, glowing brilliantly in my senses, like staring into the sun, was the Corb’s Bet vault.

It wasn’t even that much gold for a bank vault.

I took a deep breath, then stopped the flow of mana into the tattoo on the back of my neck. My affinity senses quickly retracted again.

“This way,” I said and set off down the tunnel.

“I don’t see another tunnel,” Edsen muttered.

I don’t think he liked being underground much.

We didn’t see anyone for a few dozen yards until a bend in the tunnel took us into a wide-open cavern, three times the height of one of my sisters, and a few hundred feet across. Thick columns of natron were scattered about the cavern, holding up the roof, though I had no doubt that the town’s natron mages had hardened the natron around the cavern to the point where it was unnecessary. Homes and shops were carved into the natron walls around the outside, and food stands and market stalls littered the village. There was even a boxed garden for children to play in, surprisingly.

The whole scene was lit by the columns, which cast a gentle light over the whole scene. If I had to guess, there were glow crystals embedded inside the natron columns.

It was oddly beautiful for a mining town, but the people were just as rugged and tired as in any other mining town I’d ever seen.

And every single person in the town square, of course, was staring at us suspiciously.

Mining towns were notoriously less friendly to strangers than most villages.

I set out immediately towards the nearest food stand, sliding onto a natron bench at the natron counter.

Part of me vaguely wondered if even the toilets were made of natron here.

Or…

Hmm. I had no idea how toilets would even work in a town carved under a salt flat. Should definitely look into that, as toilets were often a huge flaw in security.

The suspicious gazes eased up a bit as I ordered noodles for Edsen and myself, though not entirely. I imagine that if I’d been alone, there would have been far fewer looks— middle-aged women like myself are invisible while doing mundane things like ordering food.

Really, I’m shocked that more middle-aged women haven’t taken up lives of crime. No one ever suspects us of anything.

“What brings you into town?” the cook asked.

I watched her scrape some natron off one of her counters with a rasp, then dump it into the noodle pot.

“I’m a security consultant down from Tsarnassus,” I offered. “Your bank sent a message to my bank, flew down here.”

The cook stopped what she was doing. “You’re the consultant? We only sent that message ten days ago. How…?”

No surprise she knew about me. Everyone knew everything in a town this small.

I shrugged. “Message got picked up by one of the gryphon relays, got to us quick, then this one flew us down here in just four days. Seems some important people took a liking to your town.”

“I’ll show you to the bank after you eat,” the woman said.

Edsen seemed twitchy and uncomfortable underground, which was common enough among flying mages, but he seemed to relax a bit once our food arrived and he had eating to focus on instead. I idly noted the unusual taste of the noodles— the natron definitely had a distinct taste from regular salt, but I wasn’t sure if I could precisely articulate said difference.

I wasn’t paying much attention to the noodles, though.

No, my attention was on the thin cloud of gold dust I was levitating through the caverns of Corb’s Bet.

The individual grains of gold were minuscule, and I was keeping the individual grains far apart from one another, and running along either the floor or ceiling, so it was unlikely that anyone would notice them.

Not many mages could manipulate individual particles of their affinity material anywhere near as dexterously as I could. I’d never heard of another who could manipulate a whole particulate swarm even a quarter as gracefully as I could, not even among great powers.

Every time a single grain of gold impacted a wall or a column, I could feel it, and I rapidly began mapping out hallways and rooms by sticking bits of gold to the walls, floors, and ceilings. I had several pounds of gold dust hidden throughout my clothing and even some under my skin for emergencies, though I was loath to remove the last except in emergencies. I wouldn’t need to, though— it wouldn’t even take a fifth of my gold dust to map the entire town and its mines, if I wanted to. A little gold goes a long way for me.

As I mapped more and more of Corb’s Bet with gold dust, I had to weaken my restrictor tattoo even more.

Restrictor tattoos are obscure and largely forgotten by most people these days. They’d been a failed attempt by post-Ithonian warlords to find ways to subjugate their populaces by removing their magic. A miserable failure, at that— the amount of mana it took to disrupt them was laughably small, a tiny fraction of what it took to cast basic cantrips. No amount of clever design seemed able to make them more than a minor annoyance— most likely because no one was entirely sure how affinity senses actually worked.

They’d quickly become a deeply obscure footnote in the messy, incomplete histories of those chaotic, awful decades. When my affinity manifested, it was sheer luck that one of the bank scholars, an older Child of the Vault, had been researching methods of trying to make bank vaults opaque to affinity senses, and had found mention of the restrictor tattoos in his research. Just a few footnotes, but enough to reverse engineer the principles.

I barely remember the weeks after my affinities manifested. The first week or so had been fine, and my adoptive parents had been quite excited for me— banks were one of the very few places that considered gold affinities actually useful.

My affinity senses, unfortunately, had just kept growing and growing. By the end of the second week, I’d been trapped in bed with an endless migraine, feeling every single gold coin across a sizable chunk of Tsarnassus City. Each and every one burned to look at with my affinity senses, like staring into the sun.

By the time they’d tattooed the restrictor tattoo onto the back of my neck, the healers were keeping me in an artificial coma. I don’t know what sort of life I would have had without my tattoo— at best, I might have lived the life of an invalid, in some deep desert with no one around for miles, relying on drugs to suppress the pain whenever a trade caravan came within leagues of me.

Once I had the restrictor tattoo, however…

Well, my mana reservoirs weren’t anything to brag about— about the size of an average battle mage, maybe.

But my affinity senses? They were, almost without question, more sensitive than any other living mage with any affinity on the continent— great powers, seers, and storm mages excluded. Recruiters from two dozen great powers and cities tried to buy my loyalty, though I had never wanted to work anywhere but the banks. For that matter, there was a rather heated competition among the various bank departments for me— rumor has it there were even a couple of fistfights. There were still bank officials who resented my choice to go into vault testing and design.

It was all rather enough to go to one’s head, really.

Of course, there was one big factor keeping my ego in check.

I could only ever be the second best gold mage on the continent.

There was no competing with Dorsas Ine.

By the time we’d finished eating, I’d mapped the entirety of the town. The gold dust was embedded into the walls, ceiling, and floor, not to mention the furniture. Individual grains were tucked into shoes and clothing seams, and I was tracking the movement of everyone in the city at once.

I’d also mapped the entirety of the town’s steel vault— not with my own gold, but with the gold already inside the vault. I’d counted every coin and mapped out the internal structure of the vault with the gold dust already in there. (Pile up a bunch of coins, some dust is always going to get scraped off.)

I even mapped out their wards. I wasn’t sure anyone but me was sensitive enough to feel it, but material-specific wards had an impact on their targeted materials before they crossed the ward boundaries, even for mere alarm wards. After this many years of practice, I could actively figure out not only the shape of a vault’s gold wards but even their function and weaknesses.

I could have robbed their vault in minutes if I’d wanted.

So I did.

Just of a single coin, though, which I guided through a flaw in the wards. I crumbled the coin into dust, and flew said dust through just the smallest crevice in the vault door hinges. Then I reassembled the coin out of its constituent gold dust. Only the most dedicated anti-forging inspectors at a major bank would have noticed something wrong with it, and, since it was actually purer gold than when it started, I doubt they’d care.

I didn’t keep the coin, of course— I tossed it to the bank manager when I entered his office, just to prove a point.

“You have a thousand and thirteen Lothalan blanks in your vault; twelve hundred and twenty-three Highvale Crowns; seven hundred and nine Tsarnassan fullweights; two hundred and eleven Tsarnassan halfweights; four hundred and nine assorted coins from various city-states; and nine thousand, four hundred and thirty-two Sican falcons. Minus this one.”

The bank manager, who was also the town constable, gaped at me like a fish.

“We’ve only got a week or so to secure your vault against one of the most dangerous monsters alive,” I said. “Let’s get to work.”

The first solution I offered was, sadly, rejected out of hand. I knew it would be, but I had to try.

People tend to envision bank vaults as larger than they really are. Sure, some of the more important ones are huge, house-sized affairs filled with gold bars and precious jewels and the like, but a little gold went a long way.

Gold was heavy, and even the largest gold coins were small affairs. You could fit the entirety of Corb’s Bet’s fortunes into a surprisingly small travel bag. It would be rather hard to carry, though— it would weigh as much as a large man.

The Corb’s Bet vault itself was the size of a walk-in closet, and most of that space was wasted.

So my solution was simple enough— remove the gold, ride like hell across the mountain passes to the nearest Sican treetown with a decent sized bank, exchange the gold for bank script. Or even silver. It might be pricier than gold, but the exchange rate wasn’t awful.

Dorsas Ine doesn’t care about silver, jewels, or anything but gold. If the town removed the gold, he’d just pass it by entirely.

The miners, of course, refused this perfectly good plan entirely out of hand. I’m sure they valued their reasons highly. Independent-minded frontier folk wanting to get away from claustrophobic, rigid Sican society, worked hard to keep their independence, not going to sell out their dreams, blah blah blah.

Look, I definitely get having pride in your accomplishments, but frontier folk always forget one important fact— frontiers are ephemeral things. Civilizations, cities— they ebb and flow over the centuries, like waves in a bathtub. A frontier today will be cosmopolitan tomorrow and a ruin destroyed by the great powers the next day.

So the simplest, best solution was out of the question, and no one else in the region other than Sica could exchange this much gold on such short notice or secure it reliably against Dorsas Ine.

So I abandoned that plan.

I made the natron miners sign papers agreeing that they’d rejected that suggestion, though. In triplicate. They got a copy, I got a copy, the head branch got a copy when I returned.

Look, it’s important to make sure everything is documented when you’re in my line of work, else people are going to start trying to accuse you of going from being a security consultant to a, well, self-employed bank robber.

Not trouble I wanted. So signed and documented paperwork for everything.

(Of course, said paperwork is a security risk of its own, and honestly should be guarded within the vault it described. Which I note over and over in the paperwork and even make bankers sign a legal agreement to do so, and yet it’s depressingly common for the papers to still end up in a random desk somewhere. Or taken home by accident by a random clerk. Ugh.)

The second solution proposed wasn’t mine. It was, instead, proposed by the combination bank manager and town constable.

He thought we should try to kill Dorsas Ine.

I made him sign paperwork in triplicate detailing how big of an idiot he was, how many times he’d been dropped on his head as a child by his mother, how many times she’d been dropped on her head by her mother, and so on and so forth back five generations.

That’s not hyperbole at all. I actually made him sign the papers in triplicate, and detailed insults about his ancestry are on file at the Tsarnassus head branch now. We stopped at five generations because that’s as far back as he knew his ancestors’ names.

(Oh, and you might have thought that if the signed paperwork was a security risk, wasn’t it a risk for me to keep copies? Well, rest your fears— I keep them in my own personal vault, which I won’t tell you anything about. Let’s just say I’m quite confident about its security.)

Don’t piss off great powers by trying to kill them. Especially not gargantuan phoenixes armored in a small mountain of molten gold. We would have failed, and everyone in Corb’s Bet would have died.

The third solution was brilliant. Genius, even. Some of the best work I’ve ever done.

It’s just too bad it failed completely.

I’m still mad about that. It definitely should have worked. In literally any other town in the world, it would have worked.

But we’ll get to it later because it took most of a week for Corb’s Bet’s alchemists to ready the necessary materials for the plan. Exotic acids aren’t exactly something most alchemists keep lying around in large quantities, despite fictional portrayals of them, and the one we needed was esoteric indeed.

And, worse, we had to manufacture it in secret.

So I’ll talk about the other ideas we tried first.

Of course, there were other things going on in that week other than attempts to secure the miners’ tiny vault. I managed to exhaust every one of the limited culinary options in the mining town; I bored myself to tears looking for any sort of entertainment other than the truly vile alcohol the miners drank in absurd quantities; and I had a fling with Edsen.

Sure, the aspiring Thunderbringer was half my age and really didn’t have much he liked to talk about beyond mind-numbing discussions of flying at high speeds, but look, I was bored. Really, really bored. I might not respect most wealthy people, but I had to admit that I’d picked up a taste for the finer things in life from them. Which included a bit of good old-fashioned debauchery.

And, sure, I was filthy rich by any reasonable standards, but I had earned that money fair and square. No extorting brutal rents from slum dwellers, hoarding basic foodstuffs to drive up prices, or forcing workers into inescapable debt spirals.

Just clean, honest bank robbery.

…Alright, vault security tests that banks specifically hire me for, not really bank robbery, but it’s more fun calling myself a bank robber.

The fourth solution we tried was old and creaky. So rusty I doubted there was any real iron still in it anywhere. Bankers have been using this one for so long that it’s standard for heists to have a mage specifically to counteract this trick by default— which, in turn, has led to banks not even using this trick often anymore, it’s so old.

Using it against Dorsas Ine, however? It was inspired, really.

Here’s the thing: there was absolutely no brute force method we could use to keep Dorsas Ine’s talons off the miner’s gold. He’s just too powerful. So we needed to come up with some clever way to make it more effort than it was worth for the gold phoenix to steal their gold. To slow him down, somehow.

Quicksilver was the seemingly perfect tool for the job.

The silvery liquid metal is a nasty, nasty substance. Highly poisonous, stays in your system forever, does some real nasty stuff to you over time. Your skin falls apart in horrible ways, you get the shakes, you start drooling and sweating uncontrollably, etc, etc. No fun. Some idiots with quicksilver affinities tried to become battle mages, and they all died of quicksilver poisoning within a few horrible years. If you had a quicksilver affinity, your only real job options were ones where you were as careful as possible with the stuff. Or jobs where you just didn’t use your quicksilver affinity at all.

Despite all that horribleness, just about every alchemy lab has plenty on hand. It’s useful in an absurd number of alchemical reactions and formulas, and while it was best to have a quicksilver mage to manipulate it, it could also be manipulated with force, gravity, and plenty of other affinities applied creatively.

Quicksilver has one particular trait that I cared about:

It eats other metals.

Drip some quicksilver on some clean iron or copper, and the quicksilver starts soaking into it, merging with the other metal, eventually forming an amalgam with properties different from quicksilver or the host metal. And that amalgam can’t be easily manipulated by quicksilver mages or the mages for the other metal.

Tarnish can keep the quicksilver out, but there are tarnish cleaning cantrips for most metals, so that’s not a problem.

Best of all for our purposes?

Quicksilver absolutely loves to eat gold.

It might seem foolish to use something as dangerous as quicksilver for this purpose, but, unfortunately, there aren’t many substances gold will react with, save for alloying it with other metals. Gold is often called the royal metal by alchemists— not for its value, but for its refusal to mingle with most materials. Pure gold doesn’t even tarnish. There are, unfortunately, remarkably few alchemical reactions involving gold. Which actually gives it value of its own to alchemists— inert materials are vital to shield alchemists from all the nasty substances they work with.

We could have also used fool’s silver instead of quicksilver— it ate metal more slowly than quicksilver, but the end result was the same. Even better, fool’s silver wasn’t toxic like quicksilver.

Sadly, there aren’t many uses for fool’s silver, despite its remarkable similarity to quicksilver. The alchemists of Corb’s Bet didn’t have any on hand.

So the fourth idea was simple— feed all the gold to quicksilver, create an amalgam that Dorsas Ine can’t do anything with.

Removing the gold from the amalgam was simple enough, but it was exhausting, time consuming work— a quicksilver mage and a gold mage together could separate the two materials with work. It would take a couple of weeks, but it was straightforward enough.

Dorsas Ine, for all his city-destroying might, couldn’t magically separate even the smallest quantity of gold-quicksilver amalgam. He’d likely just ignore Corb’s Bet entirely.

I was, at the time, oddly baffled that no one seemed to have thought to use quicksilver mages to fight the phoenix before.

It was one of the phoenix’s odd quirks that he only destroyed cities for fighting him— passive, petty resistance like this he largely ignored. Like most other phoenixes, he spent the vast majority of time dormant, storing up mana to keep his fires lit, and he simply couldn’t be bothered with little tricks like a town trading all its gold for silver.

Of course, he also mainly targeted cities large enough that trying to exchange away all their gold for silver would cause economic chaos— and then he simply sat in said city and collected tax revenue until their economy collapsed entirely. For small towns like Corb’s Bet? He simply yanked all their gold into the sky as he flew past.

The quicksilver plan started to fall apart before we’d even made any amalgam.

The miners, unfortunately, didn’t have a gold mage of their own, and the one of their alchemists with a quicksilver affinity never used it, and so had a truly runty and underdeveloped quicksilver mana reservoir. It would take months instead of weeks for even a gold mage as powerful as me to work with him to separate the amalgam— the process was limited by the speed of the weakest mage involved.

And there was absolutely no way I would stay in Corb’s Bet for months.

So we delved into the alchemist texts to try to find a non-magical means of separating the amalgam. There was just about always a non-magical means of replicating any alchemical procedure. Half the time, the non-magical route was easier and more effective than the magical route, in fact. Some of the greatest alchemists of all time had hardly even been mages.

And, well, we certainly found the non-magical means. It was, in fact, much easier than the magical means.

You just had to heat the amalgam until the quicksilver vaporized.

It didn’t even have to get that hot. A slightly hotter-than-usual campfire would do the trick— the most mediocre of fire mages could do the job with ease.

In retrospect, it’s clear why I’d never had to worry about that method in my line of work. Vaporizing quicksilver inside a bank vault is a surefire way for thieves to give themselves a horrific case of quicksilver poisoning.

The main use for quicksilver amalgam, however, wasn’t bank security. It was in gold mining. Thanks to gold’s royal temperament, most methods of extracting metal from ores weren’t well suited to gold. Adding quicksilver to powdered gold ore was a simple, if highly toxic, way to do it. (There are other methods that include nasty acids and other alchemical solutions that are even worse.)

Then the miners get the amalgam out of the gold by heating it.

Really, bank security and bank robbers are just about the only ones who used the magical means of separating a gold-quicksilver amalgam. So I just feel a bit silly now, but at the time, I felt like an idiot.

I was tempted not to document this attempt, but I did. I documented and signed it in triplicate, gave a copy to the Corb’s Bet constable, and felt like a fool. I document EVERYTHING.

Because Dorsas Ine was a phoenix. His flames were hot enough to melt steel with ease. Amalgam wouldn’t even slow him down, and I imagine he easily has means of dealing with quicksilver fumes. He is, after all, a great power.

The fifth solution was proposed by, of all people, Edsen.

I was surprised as anyone by that. I didn’t think he had the slightest interest in anything other than flying really fast— he’d spent most of the days while I was working zooming around at high speeds over the salt flat, trailing shockwaves of natron dust.

But a good leader of a heist crew— or the security equivalent— listens carefully to suggestions from all their team members. It’s a job that requires far more creative thinking than any one person can accomplish, even me.

One of Edsen’s friends in the high-speed flight community came from a family of jewelers, and he’d been telling Edsen about some cleaner method of processing gold, one that involved, of all things, glass.

Essentially, you put powdered gold ore into a crucible with shards of glass, then cooked it up. As the glass melted, it started absorbing all the assorted minerals and metals in the gold ore— except for the gold itself. Gold’s royal temperament does the purification work for the miners— it refuses to become part of the glass, unlike everything else in the mixture.

Unfortunately, there are alchemical and economic reasons that process can’t entirely replace the more toxic gold purification processes, more’s the pity. Probably why I hadn’t heard about it yet.

Or maybe I just had been doing a sloppy job of keeping up with recent scholarship in gold magic, but in my defense, bank robbery was a field that rewarded breadth of knowledge over depth of knowledge, more often than not. There were a lot of fields of magical scholarship I had to keep up with, and I spent several days every week doing nothing but learning new things from far-ranging fields of study.

I had already known about a similar process using lead instead of glass known as cupellation, but, well… heating lead has its own health risks, really.

There was, unfortunately, one crippling problem with Edsen’s suggestion.

Namely, there was nothing to it beyond telling me about that new gold purification method. He was just trying to be helpful, in his eager-puppy sort of way.

Don’t get me wrong, I was happy to learn about it— new knowledge of gold was always useful to gold mages— but the method wouldn’t achieve anything other than making Dorsas Ine’s job even easier.

Give Edsen credit for trying, though. It was nowhere near as bad a suggestion as trying to fight one of the deadliest beings on the continent. I still documented it and signed it in triplicate and did my best to make Edsen look good while still being honest.

Edsen’s proposed solution did give me a potential line of research, though. I spent the next few days while the alchemists readied my most brilliant solution, researching methods of gold purification used in mining. I was hoping for, I don’t know, some way to reverse the purification process.

Most of the methods I found were variations on ones that I’ve already mentioned, but I did find a couple of unique ones. One uses lightning mages and is quite the bizarre process. The other, however, uses an alchemical eutectic— a substance that lowers the melting point of other substances— to make melting gold in cupellation cheaper and easier. And that alchemical eutectic— a soft, powdery white crystalline substance— was most easily found in dried lake beds— seasonal or permanently dried up.

Remarkably enough, the eutectic in question was found in small quantities in the salt flats of Corb’s Bet, and the town alchemists had quite a bit stocked up.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t think of a single cracked idea for how to use one of the purification methods against Dorsas Ine.

In between my research and my fling with Edsen, though, I found myself fiddling with my restrictor tattoo more and more, watching for Dorsas Ine.

I never pumped enough mana into my tattoo to relax it fully and let my affinity sense reach its full power— not once in my adult life have I risked that. I have no idea what the upper range of my affinity sense is.

But I found myself stretching out my affinity sense farther and farther each day, battling through headaches to peer in the direction of Dorsas Ine to check and see if he was moving.

I didn’t even have to deactivate my tattoo halfway to spot the phoenix. Even over thirty leagues away, the small mountain of gold wrapped around him shone brighter to my affinity sense than the sun did to my eyes.

And every day, I could feel it getting hotter and hotter, closer to melting entirely.

There were only a handful of days left before Dorsas Ine’s armor melted fully, and he started to move again by the time the third proposed solution was ready to test.

I was so proud of it, and it should never have failed as it did.

Like quicksilver amalgam, it was inspired by a vault security technique. This one was even more dangerous, though.

Not because of the alchemy side of things. Well, actually, the alchemy side of things was horribly dangerous. It involved the brewing of a truly nasty acid, known as royal solvent, out of two other acids. One of the two others was relatively safe, so much as flesh-melting acids could be safe— it was just a more concentrated version of the acid found in human stomachs.

The other constituent acid in royal solvent was far, far nastier, could be absorbed through your skin, and could poison you and make you horribly sick. Royal solvent was also FAR from something you wanted to get in or on you.

For all of royal solvent’s nastiness, it had a property that was absolutely perfect for us.

Gold was soluble in it.

It was, so far as alchemists knew, the absolute only liquid gold was soluble in outside molten metals like quicksilver. Gold would basically ignore both constituent acids but drop it into royal solvent, and it dissolves, turning the whole thing into an ugly brown liquid visually indistinguishable from muddy water.

It was only of moderate difficulty to actually manufacture— nowhere near as difficult as, say, the mana-reactive alchemical products used in enchanting. (All of which are among the most horribly toxic substances known.) The reason it had taken so long to manufacture, however, was due to the fact that most alchemists made it as difficult as humanly possible to manufacture it in their labs.

The real danger of royal solvent wasn’t what it would do to flesh.

No, the real danger was Dorsas Ine.

Unlike quicksilver amalgam, gold couldn’t be easily retrieved from royal solvent via heat. It takes painstaking alchemical processes to free it from the royal solvent.

Royal solvent was, in essence, the perfect weapon against Dorsas Ine.

So he annihilated any alchemist who dared manufacture it. Then he annihilated their families, their friends, and their entire cities. He’d killed half a dozen great powers for daring to manufacture it as a weapon against him.

Outside of Tsarnassus, Sica, Skyhold, and a handful of other well-defended locations, it wasn’t safe to manufacture royal solvent, and even those strongholds avoided manufacturing it in any significant amounts. Whether or not they could drive the phoenix off, there was no question that the costs would be severe.

So the alchemists of Corb’s Bet manufacturing it only thirty-odd leagues away from Dorsas Ine?

It was absolute insanity.

The only way it was even remotely safe was to compartmentalize it. The various necessary reagents and precursors were prepared by different alchemists, none of them knowing what they were for— I had them fulfilling dozens of seemingly inexplicable alchemical requests, after all. Then, the royal solvent was manufactured by just a single senior alchemist who well understood the horrible consequences if word of it ever reached Dorsas Ine.

Convincing the senior alchemist to help was what took most of the week to accomplish— the actual manufacturing of the royal solvent only took a fraction of the time.

The senior alchemist then passed it on to Edsen, who secretly levitated the sealed glass containers to our test site. He then left, leaving only me and one of Corb’s Bet’s natron mages, alone and far out on the salt flats.

The plan was convoluted and dangerous, and it absolutely had to be compartmentalized to prevent any potential information leaks. I was the only one with the full picture, and the alchemist was the only other one who knew that royal solvent was involved. He had no idea what I intended to do with it, though.

That compartmentalization, in the end, was the downfall of my plan.

The plan was actually quite simple. I’d dissolve the gold in the royal solvent, then simply dump the royal solvent out onto the salt flat. It would percolate down through the soil, and the gold would be hidden, dissolved in the natron. The natron mage, meanwhile, was there to create a sealed, impermeable layer of natron— a box hidden within the salt flat, essentially, that the royal solvent wouldn’t be able to percolate down through.

Once she’d done so, the natron mage left, leaving me alone. I didn’t proceed until the grains of gold dust I’d hidden in her shoes and clothing reached the interior of the mining town, so that I had no witnesses.

I was, in essence, reversing the gold mining process. Putting the gold back in the ground.

Dorsas Ine was an unstoppable force, but he didn’t mine his own gold. He needed civilization for that. The phoenix never paid a hint of attention to gold ore or gold mines. Of course, that was also in part because he recognized that if he started attacking gold mines, gold mining would become a FAR less economically attractive proposition. Dorsas Ine is a monster, not a fool.

And, once Dorsas Ine had moved on, the natron miners could turn into gold miners just once to get their gold back. And my gold purification research would have actually come in handy there. It would have been a hassle, but it would have worked fine, and I would have been more than willing to stay and oversee it. My affinity senses were sharp enough I could have guaranteed they wouldn’t have lost more than a single grain of gold dust.

So we did the test. Just with a single gold coin— a Tsarnassan fullweight. One of MY Tsarnassan fullweights, at that.

I know I sound a bit frivolous at times, but I take my duties extremely seriously. I was there to protect the gold of Corb’s Bet, not perform dangerous experiments on it.

I mixed the gold coin into a vial of royal solvent. I stirred it with my magic until the coin dissolved completely, and my gold magic couldn’t affect it anymore.

Then I dumped it on the ground.

And that, in the end, was where I failed.

It hit the ground and didn’t soak in at all.

Instead, the royal solvent began to bubble, fizz, and hiss.

And, to my horror, my affinity sense started to pick up the gold from my coin on the ground again.

It was the natron that beat my brilliant plan. That stupid, weird-tasting salt.

I really should have spent more time researching natron, but I ignored it. It was just another source of wealth, so far as I was concerned, and a far less objectionable one to me than the way the wealthy and powerful exploit the weak.

Natron had one property that I should have known about. One property that senior alchemist could have told me about if he knew why I wanted the royal solvent.

Drakeshit, anyone in Corb’s Bet could have told me my plan wouldn’t work, but I kept it from them all to protect them.

Natron is alkaline. It reacts with and denatures acids. It wasn’t perfect— not all of the gold precipitated back out, it was sloppy accidental alchemy duplicating a difficult and finicky process— but enough did that there would just be pure gold sitting around in the natron of the salt flat. Maybe with enough repeated treatments it would have worked, but it would have taken days we didn’t have anymore.

Taking the gold out of the salt flat wouldn’t work any longer. Moving any significant amount of gold at this point would probably attract Dorsas Ine’s attention. I was fairly sure my affinity sense range was better than his, but not enough to try and run with the gold this late in the game.

This is the part where the hero of a story thinks of a brilliant, last-minute solution to their problem. Figures out a way to pull disparate elements of their story together, to win the day and beat the monster.

I’m not a storybook hero, though. I’m a middle aged woman who works for a bank. Admittedly, I’m a badass-middle aged woman who works for a bank, but…

I couldn’t figure out anything else in time.

I failed.

I didn’t record this attempt. It was far too dangerous to write down what I’d done.

Edsen and I left, and from a distance, we watched the immense molten wings of Dorsas Ine pass over the salt flat.

The phoenix didn’t even slow down as all the gold of the town ripped its way out of the ground and joined his molten armor.

I found out later that only two residents of the mining town died— the constable when the bank vault melted and one fool who thought he could hide his gold from Dorsas Ine beneath his bed. It punched a hole through his bed and his torso without slowing down.

My mission wasn’t a complete failure, except from the perspective of the natron miners. I got better data on Dorsas Ine’s affinity sense range than anyone else had before.

All my gold dust I’d used to monitor Corb’s Bet while I was there, and my coin purse? I scattered it all across the salt flat and the nearby Barren Range. Once Ine had passed by, I was able to map out precisely how much of it he’d torn from the ground.

He had an affinity sense radius of twenty-six leagues.

My range is better, but pushing it that far puts me into crippling pain, and I can’t move around with it activated that much. Dorsas Ine, in contrast, flew almost as fast as Edsen.

I wonder if Dorsas Ine knows the name Drysa of the Vault at all? And, if he does know my name, does he even care?

I’m not the greatest bank robber in the world. The most inventive, maybe, but…

I will never match up to Dorsas Ine.

After the phoenix was gone, Edsen and I flew back to Tsarnassus. We took our time, spent a few days in Helicote and Ctesia on the way, saw the sights. We both knew our little fling would end when we reached Tsarnassus City. It had been fun, but I didn’t see any future with a man twenty years my junior, and he… well, Edsen didn’t really see a future with anyone, I don’t think. His heart was fixed on the sky.

The pompous, arrogant banker was infuriated at my failure, of course. He’d wagered on my success to advance his career, and he took my failure as a personal insult, tried to have me fired.

He failed miserably. More, it turned out he’d failed to fill out much of the necessary paperwork to send me away on a mission. They might not have noticed if he hadn’t made such a stink and tried to get me fired. Instead, he found himself unceremoniously booted out of the bank, futilely claiming that he had filed the paperwork, while I got a nicer office.

Of course, I was too valuable to the bank to get fired over the failure to protect a single tiny vault in a nowhere mining town. I’d had far worse failures before without getting fired.

…I do have one confession to make, though never to my superiors.

That annoying banker that tried to get me fired?

He actually had filed all the paperwork through the proper channels to send me on my mission to Corb’s Bet.

Remember how I delayed my trip to Corb’s Bet to gather supplies and send messages?

Those messages were all to other Children of the Vault, who quietly made sure the banker’s paperwork vanished before getting to their destinations.

Even if I’d succeeded at protecting the natron miners’ little vault, I would have still tried to get him fired.

Us Children of the Vault have long memories. Every time the upper crust gets too many scions into management of a bank, things go badly for us. They start pushing us aside and even maneuvering to end the adoption programs that recruit us.

Because the only way for the wealthy to salve their consciences about the gross exploitation it requires for most of them to reach the upper crust of society?

It’s to pretend that poverty is a disease carried in the blood of the poor. To pretend that being orphaned or abandoned is a moral failure. Some of them, like the nasty little banker I’d displaced, use that self-delusion to despise us. Others wrap it in layers of charity, and use gifts to the poor to feel better about themselves without actually changing anything.

The very presence of the Children of the Vault, successful and capable, is a blow to that illusion, that fantasy that lets the wealthy feel better about themselves.

The Children of the Vault don’t have the power to change Tsarnassan society wholesale. We’re just a bunch of clerks and accountants.

We do, however, have the power to sabotage the careers of a few entitled rich assholes.

Things were quiet for a long time after that. I spent my time playing with my nieces, gossiping with my sisters, and designing horrific deathtraps to guard precious jewels and rare magical artifacts. Boring, everyday stuff.

I stayed friends with Edsen, surprisingly. Went to his aerial races. To my shock, he actually succeeded at becoming a Thunderbringer. First in decades. He was automatically inducted into the ranks of the Champions of Tsarnassus— Thunderbringers were far from the mightiest of the great powers, but flying faster than sound absolutely qualified you to carry the title.

Edsen died a month and a half after becoming a Thunderbringer. His focus probably slipped just a little bit, his spells wavered just a fraction, and he exploded in midair with a shockwave that shattered windows for leagues in every direction.

I think he would have done it again, even knowing how it would have ended.

And I still think a lot about the banker who sent us to Corb’s Bet, the one I got fired.

Even if we hadn’t framed the banker, even if my failure had been far worse, I don’t think I would have ever been fired.

I’d like to think I’m indispensable, but I think it’s more likely that the banks are terrified of the thought of not having me in their sights and on their side.

After all, I am the second greatest bank robber in the world.

There is one more part of the story to tell, though.

I have to admit I did something foolish, floating in the sky with Edsen as Dorsas Ine flew past that day.

For the first time in my life, I fully deactivated my restrictor tattoo.

And with both my eyes and my affinity senses, I perceived the golden armor of Dorsas Ine in all its glory.

Ine’s armor was riddled through with looping currents of molten gold forming elaborate three-dimensional spellforms that I couldn’t even begin to understand. I didn’t really try, though. The air around him burned so hot that anyone who flew within hundreds of feet of him would simply be incinerated. Even from leagues away, I could feel the heat on my skin.

I didn’t pay much attention to that, either. I only paid attention to one thing— the sheer mass of his armor.

People think it’s an exaggeration that his armor is the size of a small mountain. And they’re right to think so.

His armor is actually only the size of a hill- albeit as large as a hill can be before it becomes a mountain. Ine, fully armored, is the biggest thing in the sky, save for the giant storm jellyfish Ephyrus, or the Sleeper Under the Sands, who last woke centuries ago.

And he weighs more than any of them. Remember how many men I said it would take to carry Corb’s Bet’s tiny little chest of gold across the mountains? Gold is one of the heaviest materials there is.

And Ine might not be the size of a mountain, but if anyone ever found a way to measure the weight of his armor, I would be shocked if it didn’t outweigh some of the largest mountains.

I passed out in pain moments later, as though I’d stared directly into the sun for an hour, only coming to fifty leagues away from Corb’s Bet as Edsen flew us away. We had to return to collect my scattered gold, and check the size of Ine’s affinity sense radius, but as we did so, my mind was stuck on one line of thought.

There’s an implication to the size of Ine’s armor that most people don’t realize.

There’s only so much gold in the world.

By best estimates, seven-tenths of the mined gold on the continent is part of Ine’s armor. Maybe more. I’ve seen some scholars estimate that more than half of the gold ever mined on our world is a part of his armor now.

Dorsas Ine is one of the primary stabilizing factors of our economy.

If Ine died, unless his armor was sunk into the deepest part of the sea, the gold in it would flood out into the market, devaluing and crashing every currency not backed by silver or land or something more exotic instead. More than the death of any other great power, the death of Dorsas Ine would destabilize the world. For all that he’s a city-destroying monster, his absence is even worse.

I lied before. Dorsas Ine isn’t the greatest danger to alchemists trying to manufacture royal solvent.

The banks are.

There have been mages with royal solvent affinities before. Natural ones have been born, and cities have cracked the puzzle of manufacturing artificial royal solvent affinities.

Each and every one of them has been murdered. Every scholar involved in the research projects, too. If Dorsas Ine dies, civilization will be plunged into economic chaos worse than anything since the Fall of Ithos.

The greatest conspiracy in the world is one in plain sight. The banks of the Ithonian continent are united in stopping anyone from training royal solvent mages or from finding other creative ways to stop Dorsas Ine.

Dorsas Ine was only part of the reason I didn’t record my experiment with royal solvent. I think my employers might have reacted rather… poorly to that knowledge.

And we all live in dread of the day that the Crystal Sphinx or the Sunwyrm decides that the Gold Phoenix has incinerated one city too many and kills him without concern for the consequences.

I’m not sure they’d be wrong to do so. Every time I hear about Dorsas Ine ravaging a new town, part of me remembers two dead fools in a tiny underground village. And that part of me thinks that stability isn’t worth it, that decades of economic chaos are worth the price of destroying the phoenix. That it would be worth the countless dead to starvation, the massive rise of banditry, the civil wars that would surely erupt.

And that part of me, that gets stronger every year, has been planning a heist.

Not for gold.

For knowledge.

Because when the agents of the banks perform their assassinations and sabotage to stop anyone from developing royal solvent affinities or other weapons against Dorsas Ine, they don’t destroy everything.

They keep records. They hoard it. That’s what banks do.

And I’ve spent decades working to secure vaults. I know where those records are kept. I didn’t design the vault they’re kept in, but I know storming well that I can beat its security.

One of these days, I think I might rob a bank for real, for the first time in my life.

And then I just might teach Dorsas Ine’s enemies how to kill him.


Beyond Fire's Grasp

This story is set eighteen years before Mage Errant.

There are even more stories about magical fortresses than there are about magical bank vaults, but I’m not interested in magical fortresses. I am, however, interested in covert military facilities, but there are tragically fewer stories about those. Unfortunately, most of the stories that do exist are baseless conspiracy theories.

That’s the issue with covert bases— they work best when they’re actually covert. Most such bases are rumors at best until they’re long abandoned.

Hasn’t stopped me from finding out about quite a few of them, though, both past and present.

In the far north, past the coast of Ithos, there lies a chain of sunken volcanoes, now extinct. In the submerged caldera of the largest, there lies the ruins of an Ithonian Empire military prison. When it was in use, there were no walls or prison bars— simply a bubble of water holding the sea back overhead. Any prisoner wanting to escape would have to swim up through hundreds of feet of lethally cold, monster-infested water, then swim dozens of leagues to land. And, if a major prison break had ever been attempted, the mage guards could simply collapse the ward barriers holding the water back. History doesn’t record how or when the prison fell, but the how is easy enough to guess.

Before the kingdom of Ruhn fell to Havath, they had a notorious alchemical research facility in the southern Skyreach Range. It was a cube of glass and steel, levitated hundreds of feet in the air, suspended between several mountains. Below it was a salt flat valley with no drainage out to the rest of the world, and the mountains around the facility were rigged to release massive rockfalls at a moment’s notice. If there were ever a breach in the lab, it would immediately be dropped into the valley below, then buried in tens of thousands of tons of stone, whatever horrific alchemical compounds released locked away forever. There was never a breach in the lab, but when Ruhn’s loss to Havath was assured, the royal family of Ruhn ordered the facility’s destruction anyway, to keep it out of the Dominion’s hands.

Ctesia has a school where they train their covert operatives— one said to lack any walls or doors, instead being built of pure illusion, and the price of admission is being able to find the school in the first place. That’s mostly fiction— the school absolutely has walls and doors, and students are carefully selected by the Ctesian government. It is, however, layered in more dream magic and other illusions than any other place I’ve ever heard of, and not even I know its exact location.

I know nearly as much about secretive military bases as I do about bank vaults— I’ve infiltrated plenty of both.

My name is Drysa of the Vault, and the Tsarnassan army hates me.

It’s not my fault that they hate me, though— they were, after all, the ones who kept hiring me to test the security of their bases. They should really blame themselves for their security failings— I was just the one to reveal them. Their resulting embarrassment was their problem, not mine.

So when one of the Tsarnassan Champions reached out to me to help resolve a situation at one of their research facilities, it was a rather large surprise.

Kadden Wildfire was among the most boring Tsarnassan Champions in decades— he didn’t have any clever tricks, unusual strategies, or unique magical styles. He was just a plain old boring fire mage, with a boring fire mage name.

Admittedly, a fire mage powerful enough to level a small city single-handedly, but still just a fire mage.

As always, these sorts of surprise jobs seemed to fall in the middle of my family time. In this case, a party for one of my younger nieces, celebrating her apprenticeship to a prominent enchanter in our neighborhood of Tsarnassus City. An enchanter notorious for his obsession with safe enchanting, who had lived to a healthy old age in a profession where countless enchanters gave themselves chronic illnesses with the horrible alchemical compounds they use, or just died in explosions.

I still would have preferred Lenca go into a less dangerous field- say, tying dozens of swords to herself and then jumping off cliffs— but it could have been worse.

I’m one of the few non-gorgons in my family, so I was the last to see Kadden approaching us on the public balcony we’d rented— even the youngest of my sisters’ many children towered over me these days.

When I did spot Kadden, I immediately weakened my restrictor tattoo to let my gold affinity sense roll out across the party. I noticed immediately that the Champion wasn’t carrying any gold on him, though his attendants carried plenty. I frowned at that— it didn’t speak well of Kadden’s character that he would make his attendants carry out any transactions as though mere commerce was beneath him.

It was possible he was just worried about my gold magic, but I doubted it.

Kadden started to greet me, but I interrupted him immediately.

“Double.”

“I beg your pardon?” Kadden asked.

“If you want to hire me for a job during my family time, you need to pay double my usual rate. Assuming, of course, that you’ve gotten permission from bank headquarters to take me off their schedule temporarily.”

Kadden narrowed his eyes at me irritably, obviously bothered by the lack of respect, but to my surprise, he just nodded. “As blunt and straight to the point as I was told, I see. Fine. Double it is. We need to get moving now, though— we have less than an hour to make it to the site.”

He turned and walked off, clearly expecting me to simply follow, and my frown turned into a scowl.

Stones, I should have asked for triple.

I knew this job was unusual the instant Kadden ordered me to leave my tracker with my family, and as the gryphon squadron carrying us left Tsarnassus City behind, heading north along the seacliffs, my suspicions bloomed.

“We’re heading to the Valves, aren’t we?” I shouted over the wind.

Kadden turned back to glare at me but didn’t answer, and I nodded in satisfaction at the essential confirmation.

I’d never been to the Valves, but there were plenty of rumors about them among my fellow Children of the Vault, especially those who worked in the field of bank security like me. The Valves had some other official name, most likely, but I’d never heard them called anything else. I was excited to see whether the rumors about them were true.

The gryphon squadron pushed their gryphons to their limits; but even with their wind magic we barely made it to the Valves before the hour deadline.

It made me miss my dead friend Edsen again— even before he’d become a Thunderbringer, he’d been an astonishingly fast flier. He likely could have made this trip in half the time.

So much had changed in the decade since his death— wars, the rise and fall of dozens of great powers, even the complete destruction of Helicote. The fall of a single Thunderbringer had vanished into the annals of history, and at times I wondered how many people even remembered him.

I shook off the moment of mawkish nostalgia quickly— it was already tough enough being a middle aged woman in the security business, best to avoid any reputation of sentimentality.

When we arrived at the Valves, we didn’t stop— instead, the entire gryphon squadron dived straight at the cliff, right above the low-tide line.

Several of the gryphon warlocks were not-so-subtly watching me, waiting for me to flinch or even panic as we headed straight for a patch of blank stone, but I didn’t give them the satisfaction as we passed through the illusion of stone covering the cliff mouth.

We found ourselves in an immense tunnel, wide enough for the elephant-sized gryphons to fly single file, though not large enough for a dragon or sphinx.

The tunnel immediately dipped down, then up, then down again, in a precisely measured series of curves.

There were also numerous side tunnels looping away from the main tunnel, then rejoining it farther along, many of which were sealed by immense metal hatches.

The whole warren of tunnels was the frankly brilliant defense I’d heard rumors of, the one the whole facility was named after— the Valves.

The tunnels were designed to flood, and by opening and shutting specific side tunnels, the facility could control how extensive the flooding was, drowning and crushing invaders in flash floods.

Of course, regardless of how flooded the tunnels were, they were only accessible to air breathers at low tides, thanks to the tunnel mouth being constructed so far down on the cliffs.

The sheer power of the currents, not to mention the large number of water mages stationed within the Valves, were more than enough deterrents for any water breathers that stumbled across the hidden facility.

Water had already resumed running along the tunnels by the time we reached the entrance into the facility proper. There were a series of huge airlocks to allow entry, ones that I had no doubt could be flooded at will to deal with any problematic guests, but after a long, uncomfortable wait, we were allowed inside the inner airlock.

As the immense steel door rolled shut behind us, I took a deep breath.

No matter what happened, I wasn’t leaving this facility until the next low tide, at the earliest.

“Alright,” I told Kadden. “It’s about time you told me exactly what’s going on.”

“We’ve had a theft,” Kadden said, leaning back in the chair in his office in the Valves. “We need you to figure out how the theft was accomplished.”

“Theft of what?” I asked.

“That’s none of your concern,” the Champion snapped.

I raised an eyebrow at that. “The nature of the stolen object seems to matter rather a lot. The means used to steal a live creature are quite different from those used to steal dangerous alchemical compounds or enchanted weapons.”

Kadden scowled further and began drumming his fingers in thought on his desk.

While he did so, I took the opportunity to examine his office in a bit more detail.

I needn’t have bothered. There was, quite literally, nothing of interest or personal significance in there. The office was utterly blank of personality or adornment. Even all the papers and parchments that usually filled an office were carefully locked away inside sturdy desk drawers with enchanted locks.

The rest of the facility was much the same. Blank stone walls, steel and wood furniture.

“It was a cube of solid material slightly smaller than a human fist,” Kadden finally said.

“Living material?”

“No.”

“Enchanted?”

“No. Quit asking.”

Now that was fascinating.

“And you want me to figure out how to prevent it from being stolen again?” I asked.

“No. I want you to figure out how it was stolen, to try and help us figure out who stole it.”

I raised both eyebrows at that. “The cube hasn’t been retrieved yet?”

Kadden shook his head. “No, it hasn’t. It’s still here in the facility, in fact. No one has left or will leave until the cube is found.”

I gave him a flat look. “You never mentioned anything about that before I entered.”

Kadden didn’t bother to respond, just stared back at me flatly.

I definitely should have asked for triple.

Designing secure covert facilities is an art of its own.

There are some areas where that tradition overlaps with bank vault design, other areas where it veers off into wildly different directions, but the ultimate goal is the same— control the flow of people and objects in and out of a space.

The biggest difference between a bank vault and a secure military facility?

Personnel. Covert military facilities are built to only allow military personnel and a few rare outsiders like myself in, while bank vaults often allow outsiders to get close, or even inside the vault itself on business.

All the military personnel in the Valves functioned as an additional layer of security over what a bank vault would have, but right now, all of them were suspects, save for me, Kadden, and the gryphon squadron that had delivered us here.

After my thoroughly unsatisfying briefing from Kadden, he turned me over to one of the researchers to take me to the vault the mysterious cube had been stolen from. Said researcher was a tall, nervous, bald woman who clearly worked as an alchemist, based on her clothing, shaved head, and cautious movements.

She’d been forbidden from telling me her name or even discussing anything but the theft itself, so I didn’t bother trying to get to know her. I wasn’t here to figure out the culprit— I was just here to figure out the means.

Kadden did mention that she wasn’t a suspect— about a third of the cube researchers had solid alibis during the hours when the theft had occurred.

The vault in question was more of a safe in size, one that had been built solely to hide the mysterious cube. It was the size of my torso, with the hollow space in the center perhaps the size of my head. It was sealed by several enchantments and could only be opened by two authorized mages wielding the correct enchanted keys simultaneously.

Said safe was hidden in another, larger vault made of enchanted stone and lead, big enough to walk inside.

The whole setup was loaded with so many enchantments that I suspected it was barely this side of triggering a resonance cascade. There were, bizarrely, no wards I could detect on the safe or the vault that contained it.

The double vault was a technically competent, albeit deeply unimaginative defense, as though the military had used up all their imagination designing the Valves, but that was… fine. The fact that the double vault was hidden inside the Valves was its primary defense, with the military members patrolling its halls the secondary defense. It existed only as a tertiary defense.

And after a couple hours of examination, I realized something very important about that tertiary defense.

It hadn’t failed.

Whoever had stolen the mysterious cube that had gone missing? They’d opened the safe the correct way without breaking into the vault at all. There was no damage to the enchantments, nothing.

When I relayed this information to the bald alchemist escorting me, I got a reaction I hadn’t been expecting.

She burst into tears.

Once the bald alchemist calmed down, I got an explanation that I absolutely hated.

Each and every person authorized to use the safe had already been investigated and cleared of any wrongdoing— they all had foolproof alibis during the time of the theft.

So, thanks to that, the entire facility remained on lockdown— no one was leaving until the material sample was recovered.

What made things even worse?

There was a countdown.

If the cube wasn’t recovered in the next day, Kadden Wildfire was going to incinerate the entire wing of the facility where it had been stored, and all the researchers in it. And then, if need be, he was going to incinerate the whole facility itself.

The Tsarnassan Champion stared at me expressionlessly as I ranted until I stopped to catch my breath.

“You were not informed of the deadline because you aren’t at risk,” Kadden said flatly. “You and the griffin squadron will survive. The squadron because they’re being strictly quarantined from anyone else stationed at this base, you because it’s so improbable you could be involved.”

“You’re just going to incinerate everyone else, then?” I demanded. “Just, what, to discourage future thefts? Even though you’re already convinced many of them are innocent?”

Kadden shook his head. “No, to recover the sample. It has a higher melting point than any other known metal, I’d struggle to melt it even if I tried. It will be the only part of the base intact when I’m done. As for the non-suspects… we simply don’t have the time to absolutely confirm they weren’t involved. The longer we go without recovering the cube, the higher the odds of it being smuggled out of the facility to one of our enemies.”

I raised my brows at that— no wonder they were so frantic to recover this mysterious metal.

Just knowing it was metal helped considerably in planning.

“If I can help you recover the cube before the deadline, you won’t have to burn down the facility, though,” I offered.

“You were hired to inspect the safe, and you have done so,” Kadden said flatly.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m a resource, don’t waste me. Besides, I can’t imagine you’re pleased with the idea of losing an entire facility and all these personnel. I can help.”

Kadden drummed his fingers on his desk and stared at me as he considered, then nodded curtly. “Fine. What do you need?”

I cracked my neck, then made four requests.

The first thing I did was request a dossier on the material properties of this mysterious metal.

They called it tungsten, and along with its absurd heat capacity, it was heavier than lead, somewhat brittle, and generally aggravating to work with.

And, worst of all, none of my usual methods are going to work.

This tungsten stuff was even less reactive than gold.

It’s entirely immune to acids and bases and is inert to just about any alchemical reagent I could think of. The few alchemical reactions I could think of that might work are non-starters— flooding the facility with dangerous gases at high temperatures rather defeats my purposes.

For all my knowledge of alchemy, I wasn’t going to be using it to detect the tungsten cube, not in the limited time we had left.

That’s where my second request came in.

I’d never once encountered a bank or military facility that lacked meeting rooms and auditoriums, regardless of whether the facility needed them, and the Valves was no exception.

The number of researchers qualified to work with this tungsten stuff— twenty-seven— was too large to fit into a meeting room, but just small enough to seem pathetic, all clustered together in the front of an auditorium.

One or two of the researchers sat farther back, away from the group, but their efforts to seem like iconoclastic loners was laughable, with the great stretch of auditorium still behind them.

This was my second request— to gather all the tungsten researchers into one room. Not all of them were suspects, but this would go best if they were all here.

“We’re going to play a little game,” I announced. “It’s called ‘you’re all going to die unless you brainstorm a way to find the tungsten.’”

“I thought we were all suspects,” said one of the researchers, a man with glowing white spellform tattoos running along his face like sideburns.

“You are suspects, Sideburns,” I said, pumping mana into my restrictor tattoo idly to deactivate it. There was just as little gold nearby as ever, but it didn’t particularly matter— I was just alleviating my boredom while the researchers convinced themselves to help me.

“My name isn’t Sideburns.”

“Well, I’m not allowed to know your names, am I? And does anyone disagree about his tattoos looking like sideburns?”

“They’re supposed to be insect mandibles,” the researcher snapped.

“Is this really what you want to spend your last hours of life arguing about, Sideburns?” another researcher asked him. The bald crybaby who’d escorted me before, in fact.

There were general chuckles at that, and then one of the wannabe mavericks sitting away from the group leaned forwards. “This is all pointless. Everyone in the facility already knows what’s going to happen, and yet they’re not coming forward. They either don’t care about us or themselves dying, or they have some way out.”

“Or Kadden stole it,” someone muttered.

The whole room went awkwardly silent at that. If the great power was behind this and had ordered the theft, there was nothing they could do to escape their fates, and no practical way to bring him to justice.

“You’d best hope he didn’t,” I said. “But we’re not here to solve the mystery— just to find the tungsten.”

“How can you trust us to help if we’re suspects?” a particularly burly researcher asked. I’d wager good gold that he was a healer— there was always a subset of healers that used their magic to shorten recovery times between their workouts, and make themselves absurdly, prodigiously muscular.

It was a silly preoccupation, but I had a soft spot for silly preoccupations. Life couldn’t be all work all the time.

“Good question, Muscles!” I said.

He took his new nickname with good cheer and flexed to show off.

I chuckled, then continued. “Easy— we’re going to play a game of peer review. It’s your job to propose and shred plans to find the tungsten. We’ll start off with an easy one that I already know won’t work, just to practice— detection wards.”

“Why wouldn’t they work?” Sideburns demanded. “It’s basic protocol in most facilities.”

“We’ve got no idea how to build tungsten detection wards, that’s why,” another researcher snapped back. “We’ve only had the sample for, what, six months? Not nearly enough time to design material-specific spellforms.”

“No, but there’s nothing stopping us from designing property-specific spellforms. There’s hardly going to be anything else in the facility that shares its material properties. Just sweep for the right combinations of density and ductility and such, and…”

The group descended into bickering, and I sighed heavily. I gave them time to argue, though.

Detection wards were a bad solution for this sort of job, even if they had been possible. They were best used to watch for contraband at a chokepoint, like entrances or exits. Mobile detection wards were hard to build, inefficient, and unreliable. None of that was the reason they wouldn’t work, though.

I let the debate go on for a few more minutes, then whistled loud enough to get everyone’s attention.

“Detection wards won’t work for a much more obvious reason, one that has nothing to do with tungsten,” I said. “It’s because you can’t build wards in the Valves. It’s why there were no wards on the tungsten’s safe.”

“Of course you can,” Muscles said. “There are wards everywhere in here. Wards between the residences and research halls, wards around high-energy experiments, wards built into the outer walls, wards…”

He trailed off and looks of dawning realization crossed the faces of the other researchers as well.

“We’re at maximum ward density,” Crybaby said. I didn’t use her nickname out loud since that one was a bit cruel. Her only other distinguishing feature was her baldness, though, and that applied to half the other researchers in the room.

“The Valves is at maximum ward density,” I agreed. “It was pretty obvious after I examined the safe, and Kadden confirmed it. And thanks to that, maintaining the current wards is a delicate balancing act, and it would take days to pull down enough to use detection wards. Time the Champion feels we can’t afford.”

Wards were some of the most useful magic in security work, but they had quite a few limitations— most specifically, that there was a maximum number of them that could fit into any spatial area. Trying to go over those amounts would lead to wards failing or even exploding if they were poorly designed. Which these weren’t, but as Muscles had pointed out, many of the wards in use contained high-energy experiments, as well as reinforcing the outer walls. The results of them falling would be catastrophic.

“So,” I said, clapping my hands. “You all get the format now. Anyone else have a proposal?”

The proposals came one after another after that, and it was a struggle to keep up with them.

The most common solutions were alchemical, but one by one, they kept running into the same problems I’d discovered when trying to think of my own plan— tungsten's largely unreactive alchemical properties just made it too difficult. Anything that could react with it— that we knew of— would likely do just as good of a job destroying the environment around it as Kadden would by burning down the Valves.

It would be lovely if there were some harmless gas that reacted with sparks against tungsten, but nothing of the sort had been discovered yet. Maybe it was out there, but with a material this new…

We still spent hours brainstorming alchemical solutions, seeking new delivery methods and the like, to no avail. None of us left the auditorium, save to use the toilets adjacent to it. Guards and locked doors made sure of that.

A few proposals for enchantment-based solutions were offered, but half-heartedly— enchantments took weeks or even months to craft, depending on the alchemical reagents used and because of the extreme care necessary.

With ward-based solutions out of the question as well, the conversation slowly shifted towards spell-based solutions— which is where things got interesting.

I started to get a grasp of the sheer number of affinities present in the room— the researchers had gotten engrossed enough in the argument that they were letting clues slip— and the variety was absolutely astonishing. There weren’t just the usual affinities you’d find among magical researchers, alchemists, and enchanters— water, air, heat, acids, bases, various metals, and the like— but a staggering array of deeply esoteric affinities.

Muscles wasn’t just a healer but also had an affinity for the pressure applied to containers holding a vacuum, which was bizarre. It was the closest I could think of to a vacuum affinity, which was surely impossible. How could you have an affinity for nothing? I refuse to believe any such thing exists.

Surely not.

Right?

But an affinity for the forces that rise up around nothing? I’d never even imagined it, but there it was.

Other researchers had affinities for highly specific metal alloys, or even more specific chemical reactions, and the creative magical solutions they were offering grew more and more elaborate. The sense of desperation in the room slowly began to recede as the mages sunk their intellects into the problem.

The best solution came from a trio of sound mages, who laid out a plan for sonic mapping of the facility— if they sent sound waves through the whole facility, the sound that would bounce back would be unlike anything else.

It would be painful and deafening for any non-sound mages in the Valves, but better miserable than dead.

Unfortunately, the plan ran into a fatal flaw— sound magic was brutal on wards. Using enough sound waves to cover the facility would wreak havoc on the various wards, and it was entirely possible they’d collapse many of them.

Quite a few of the researchers involved tried to find solutions to that roadblock, but after half an hour of debate, the idea finally died.

The next idea, one involving using gradual heat shifts to map material heat capacity of materials across the entire facility, was a promising one. It would be slow, and take several days, but given how solid the method seemed, I might be able to persuade Kadden to take that time.

Before we could really dive into that method, though, two of the researchers in the room slipped quietly to sleep, no one around them even noticing at first. Before they could, Kadden himself entered the room and gave me a slow nod.

I sighed in relief, cracked my neck, and flopped down into the chair onstage. “Alright, we’re done. The cube’s been found, folks.”

There was widespread bafflement and confusion, but I just ignored the questions as guards entered to seize the two sleeping culprits.

I’d made four requests when I’d spoken with Kadden.

The first I’ve already mentioned— I asked for the dossier on tungsten’s properties.

The second I’d also mentioned— gathering all the tungsten researchers together.

It had never been more than a ruse, though.

I mean, there had been a slim chance that they could have solved the mystery, and that heat capacitance plan might have actually worked, but we’d never know now. No, we’d gathered the tungsten researchers together to keep them out of the way while Kadden and his men carried out the third and fourth requests. I’d been literally nothing but a distraction, a sleight of hand to keep the traitors from triggering their plans.

The third request was a simple but time-consuming one— to investigate the two mages who had returned it to the vault, ones that had previously had alibis for the supposed time of the theft.

It was one of the oldest heist plans in the book— rather than come up with some elaborate vault-breaking technique that left no traces, just never put the item in the vault to start with.

It had taken a few hours of work, but by following the footsteps of the mages who had supposedly returned the cube last, it had been discovered tucked away in some lab or other. The details were, of course, denied to me— I had no need to know exactly what they were working on in there.

There were, in fact, countless details about the case I’d never know. I had no idea who exactly the two researchers were— they weren’t even among those that I’d nicknamed. I’d never know who they were working with, whether that was Havath, Alikea, or someone else. Nor would I know what their motives had been. Maybe they’d been bribed, maybe they’d been blackmailed, maybe they’d had relatives kidnapped for the purposes of extortion. I didn’t even know what magic they’d used to put the perpetrators to sleep in the audience hall.

I did know how they’d intended to escape with the cube, however.

Via wards.

It had occurred to me when Kadden had confirmed the high ward density of the Valves— the dangerously high density, in fact. My fourth request? It had been to search the entire facility for unauthorized wards. Kadden had been grateful enough to confirm what they’d discovered in the search.

Their plan was simple enough— bring the cube into their massively overbuilt protective ward, then activate it. That, in turn, would have pushed the ward density in the facility over the maximum and caused the collapse of many other wards. Which would, most likely, have released high-energy experiments in the form of huge explosions. Not to mention floods of incredibly caustic alchemical reagents.

That probably would have been enough to damage the base structurally and let seawater flood in, destroying the whole base, save for the protective ward the traitors would be hiding in.

Or maybe the protective ward would have just brought down the wards in the walls first, but that would have probably brought the seawater in regardless, for the same results.

Presumably, there was some means their employers had devised to retrieve the traitors and the cube— or at least the cube, since the traitors would likely be a liability. Again, something I’d never know.

There would absolutely be changes in how Tsarnassan covert facilities would operate in the future, and Kadden had already requested a report and suggestions from me on the use of security wards in them— something I’d be further compensated for.

I spent a lot of time thinking about the tungsten after I left the Valves at the next low tide after the cube was recovered, considering various uses for the strange material.

There were a lot, to say the least.

I spent a while fantasizing about using tungsten siege spells to take down some of the nastier rogue great powers out there, particularly Dorsas Ine. Its insanely high melting point and high density made the metal an effective weapon against the Gold Phoenix.

Ultimately, though, those were some of the most boring uses I could imagine for the substance.

The actually interesting uses I could imagine?

Mostly lay in enchantment.

Tungsten’s high melting point, in combination with its impressive ductility? It meant you could craft spellforms out of tungsten wire that would operate at high temperatures, enabling certain compact high-energy enchantments that were previously impossible, save at much larger sizes. Nothing truly revolutionary, perhaps, but absolutely the sort of thing nations and great powers would gladly sacrifice huge numbers of lives over.

Even over my own professional pride at a job well done, I was happy that I had circumvented those sacrifices this time.

There was, of course, one more notable aspect of the case I should mention.

Namely, my pay.

When I received it, it wasn’t double as I’d requested, nor triple as I’d hoped.

Kadden had quadrupled it.

I wasn’t about to complain.


The Gorgon Incident

The following files are the sum of the intelligence Havath has been able to gather regarding the Calavandia/Polchan Incident a few years back. Much of it is unverified, and a good portion is likely Skyhold or Sydapsyn counterintelligence. This document is restricted and may only be read with Duarch permission. This document is not to be handled with bare hands, for reasons outlined within.

Official Duarch Report on Gorgons:

The gorgons are one of the less populous sapient races on Anastis, and the only major bipedal sapient species other than humans. (There is a small minotaur population, but debate as to whether minotaurs are actually intelligent remains fierce. Tool-using, certainly, and dangerous, absolutely, but language use has still never been observed among them. Of course, not much has been observed from them other than fleeing from strangers or attacking in rage if cornered.)

Like the naga, gorgons appear to have once been human, altered into servitors by the dragons of the [redacted]. They can be found across many worlds and are even more widespread than the naga. With the collapse of the [redacted], they no longer serve dragonkind, and tension between them and the dragons tends to remain high, even on Anastis, despite the fact that Anastan dragons were never affiliated with the [redacted]. Relations between the naga and the gorgons are quite close on Anastis, unlike on many worlds. Neither, of course, have anything approaching good relations with the hydra, the only other dragon-engineered species on Anastis in any significant numbers.

That’s entirely unsurprising, of course, since dragon-engineered hydra are hyper-aggressive carnivorous weapons that view everything smaller than them as food— and most everything is smaller than they are. (Not to mention, they aren’t sapient. It could be worse, though— at least true hydras aren’t present on Anastis.)

Gorgons are significantly taller than humans, often half again their height or more. There have been some gorgons topping twice the height of a tall human, though that is rare. Gorgon bodies are less dense than humans, though they still outweigh humans due to sheer size.

Gorgons can live for as much as two centuries, and on rare occasion much longer, unlike naga, whose average lifespan barely surpasses humans. There are, apparently, physical traits that allow gorgons to know if they’ll be among those especially long-lived among their species. We’re unsure exactly what those traits are, but it is publicly known that Karna Scythe has them.

Gorgons have a unique symbiotic lifecycle. They are born without their characteristic snake hair (gorgons give birth to live young; they don’t lay eggs) and only acquire them as they near adulthood, when they bond with living snakes, becoming a single organism. The primary benefits to this are, contrary to popular claims, cognitive and sensory, not for combat, at least for most gorgons. It should be noted that the snake tails don’t go into their skulls but rather sweep back their skull, merging with their spines.

Gorgons do NOT have the ability to turn people into stone, despite folktales to the contrary. They do, however, possess significantly larger proportions of stone mages than humans do— this, however, might be due to the rocky environments they prefer, and humans living in similar environments often have high proportions of stone mages as well.

————————————————————————————————

The following interviews are the most detailed we’ve gathered regarding the incident, which is, frankly, a depressing statement, given how unreliable most of them are. For clarity purposes, we’ve spliced the interviews together to give a more coherent narrative.

————————————————————————————————

Interview with Sharp Jon, lumber merchant and captain of the Drunken Drake:

Sharp Jon: You’ll buy the whole load?

Interviewer: Provided your story is as detailed as promised, yes.

SJ: You’d better not be holding a knife to my anchor rope now.

Interviewer: I’m unfamiliar with that idiom, but I’m telling you the truth. Now, the story?

SJ: It’s just I can’t go to Sydapsyn anymore, and it’s been hurting my coffers.

Interviewer: I understand, and we’re here so you can tell us why you can’t trade in Sydapsyn anymore.

SJ: Fine, fine, don’t let your sails out too quick. I used to run the paper triangle— it’s what we call the loop between Emblin, Theras Tel, and Sydapsyn. Lumber, wool, and fish from Emblin; luxury goods, spices, and glass from Theras Tel; stone, alchemical products, and paper from Sydapsyn. One of their big carved mountains is dedicated towards all sorts a nasty alchemical processes, including turnin’ Emblin lumber into paper. Some people add Skyhold in as a fourth stop; I never felt the need.

Interviewer: And which direction did you run the triangle in your sandship?

SJ: I ran it widdershins, normally, so Emblin to Theras Tel to Sydapsyn and back to Emblin again. This time I lucked into a good deal on lumber meant for pulping— the ship that had been supposed to pick it up was taken by pirates on its way to Emblin. So I reversed my course to Sydapsyn, even took the faster route along the mountains rather than looping farther out into the Erg. More risk of rocks beneath the sands, as well as monsters and pirates, but I made it through no trouble with time to spare. It was risky, but I ended up making a tidy profit from it, and if I…

Interviewer: Why don’t you jump ahead a bit to the passenger?

SJ: Sure, sure. She showed up as we were finishing loading for the trip back to Theras Tel, wanted passage. Not to Theras Tel, though— she wanted to go to Old Stone-eyes’ demesne. Not too far out of my way, and he was decently friendly for a lich, if a bit crazy.

Interviewer: What did she give her name as?

SJ: Some gemstone or other. Aquamarine? Lapis? Something blue, I can’t recall what. Paid handsomely for the trip, though— I’d have happily settled for less, not that I told her that.

————————————————————————————————

Excerpt from interview with Ollin the Stout, Theran merchant clerk residing in Sydapsyn during the incident:

Ollin the Stout: Her name was Citrine, and she bribed me for access to the shipping schedules for the ships in the docks. I would have given them to her for free if she’d asked.

————————————————————————————————

Sharp Jon interview continued:

Sharp Jon: Anyhow, the trouble hadn’t started yet when I’d left.

Interviewer: There’d been nearly two dozen grisly murders, and someone melted a restaurant.

SJ: Alright, well, the trouble for me hadn’t started yet.

————————————————————————————————

Official Duarch report on Sydapsyn:

Sydapsyn, the only gorgon-ruled city on the continent, is northeast of Theras Tel, in the Skyreach Range between Skyhold and Highvale. Following the collapse of the Ithonian Empire and the regained independence of the gorgons, Sydapsyn remained something of an enigma to the rest of the world for centuries.

A century and a half ago, Karna Scythe came to power. She is a significant great power in her own right, easily rivaling Chelys Mot among the great powers of the Endless Erg, though not quite on the same level as Kanderon, Ilinia Kaen Das, or Indris. (Meaning it would take her most of a day to level a major city, rather than merely an hour or two.) Unfortunately, she’s easily on a par with any of our own great powers in strength and is likely considerably harder to kill.

Sydapsyn itself is a majestic sight— the gorgons, over the centuries, have carved and reshaped seven adjacent mountains into massive circular ziggurats, with homes and businesses carved into the walls of the tiers.

————————————————————————————————

————————————————————————————————

Excerpt from official Sydapsyn statement on the incident:

The violence was the beginning of a campaign of terror to seize power by a rogue archmage. The queen personally ended his poorly planned campaign when she was made aware of it. The citizens of Sydapsyn have nothing further to fear from him.

————————————————————————————————

Anonymous Gorgon Bureaucrat within Sydapsyn government:

Anonymous Source: There was no archmage. The murders and the melted restaurant were a heist gone awry. I’m not highly placed enough to know exactly what was stolen, but it was apparently a huge deal. A lot of people lost their jobs or worse over the matter.

Interviewer: Did the woman who fled on the Drunken Drake commit any of the murders?

AS: At least four. The crew that performed the heist fell out afterward for whatever reason. They killed each other off, along with a number of witnesses and bystanders, as well as melting the restaurant they’d based their operations out of.

Interviewer: Do we know the woman’s affinities?

AS: I’ve heard, alternatively, that she was a hair mage, a vine mage, a wire mage, a fiber mage, or a mold mage. I’d wager it was one of the first four, given the obvious similarities there. The last seems an odd inclusion and was probably one of the other members of the heist.

Interviewer: Were any other members of the crew captured?

AS: No, they all perished during the infighting.

————————————————————————————————

Sharp Jon interview continued:

Sharp Jon: She was a nervous sort— jumped whenever anyone spoke to her, spent most of her time either locked in her cabin or staring back towards Sydapsyn from the deck. Never left the ship to stretch her legs when we stopped to check the ship’s sand runners or anything.

Interviewer: Did she bring much in the way of personal effects?

SJ: No, just the one bag. Never left it out of her sight, and kept her clothes clean with cantrips, never changed them.

Interviewer: It didn’t arouse your suspicion that she only had one bag and never changed her clothes? You never thought she might be running from something?

SJ: She was paying well; I didn’t much care.

Interviewer: And when did you realize you were being followed?

Sharp Jon: So I wake up one morning, come to deck, and what do I see? No less than twelve sandships cresting the horizon behind us!

————————————————————————————————

Gavram Tell, mercenary mage (probable pirate) interview:

Gavram: There were seven ships to start out with, but two were sabotaged and fell behind— not all of us were hired by the same patrons. My company and I were all hired by [redacted]. Three more joined the pursuit over the next few days, including a pair of warships from Sydapsyn, but open fighting didn’t break out until we were just a few hours out from the Whistling Cliffs.

————————————————————————————————

Anonymous Drunken Drake Crewmember interview (name withheld by request):


Crewmember: There were six ships, cap’n was just seeing double as usual. He was drunk at the least, had probably been chewin’ or smokin’ somethin’. Ah’m not sure ah’ve ever seen ‘im sober.

————————————————————————————————

Sharp Jon interview continued:

Interviewer: What did you do then?

Sharp Jon: Well, I knew something was up, so I ordered more sail tacked on and began evasive maneuvers.

————————————————————————————————

Gavram Tell interview continued:

Gavram: The ship we were following was steering so badly from the get-go we had no idea they were heading towards the Whistling Cliffs until we were less than a day out, or we would have cut ahead. No one else made a move on the ship because we were all watching each other.

Interviewer: And that’s when the Radhan ship appeared?

Gavram: Not right away— the Whistling Cliffs were already in sight when the ship joined the stern chase.

Interviewer: And what was so unusual about it?

Gavram: Well, that’s easy enough— it was carrying more sail than I’ve ever seen on any sandship, let alone one that small. It’s simply not possible to fit masts that large onto the ship— it was a huge crescent, wrapping around the sides and top of the ship, easily three times the hull’s width. If not more.

Interviewer: And when it drew closer?

Gavram: That was the funny bit. That giant sail? It was made of paper.

————————————————————————————————

Official Duarch report on The Whistling Cliffs:

The Whistling Cliffs is the demesne of the lich Calavandia. She was a powerful stone mage in life, like many other liches (between a third to over half of all known liches are stone liches) and carved the Whistling Cliffs out of a mid-sized mesa jutting out of the sand. Unlike Theras Tel, the Whistling Cliffs aren’t volcanic in origin but are instead a coarse-grained sandstone. At the heart of the demesne lies a labyrinth, providing ample mana for the city.

During the construction of her demesne, Calavandia carved a winding maze of canyons into the mesa, deep enough for the sands of the Erg to run through. She carved countless homes, markets, and even palaces into the cliffs of the canyons, where they keep cool in the shade during the day and are well-protected from sandstorms.

Immense magical pumps, designed along the same lines as those of Skyhold and Theras Tel, pump water from the aquifers below-ground. Piping systems run through the cliffsides, providing ample water to all the buildings, as well as watering countless hanging gardens along the cliffside.

The Whistling Cliffs should have been a bustling city in the Endless Erg. It should have been a rival to Theras Tel— at the very least, it would have certainly surpassed it in beauty.

There were, however, two major problems that doomed Calavandia’s efforts.

The first was the destruction of Louthem. The mining city’s fall precipitated a massive southerly and westerly shift in trade routes that moved them well away from Calavandia’s demesne.

The second and larger problem was the labyrinth.

A few years after Calavandia’s demesne was completed, and near the end of the construction of the city within it, something changed within the labyrinth. We suspect it connected to a new world— one with immensely higher air pressure than Anastis. The entrances to the labyrinth were blasted open by the wind rushing through the labyrinth, and most of the labyrinth’s contents were expelled. (Thankfully, most of the creatures were killed in the process.)

There is, we suspect, something wrong with the labyrinth itself— labyrinths usually seem to prevent situations like this from occurring. (The mechanisms, like so much else about labyrinths, are unknown, save to the long-vanished Labyrinth Builders.)

The wind that began rushing endlessly from the labyrinth began weaving through the canyons, filling them with constantly blowing sand. This is where the name Whistling Cliffs comes from— the wind howling through the cliffside dwellings produces whistles, shrieks, and howls ceaselessly. Calavandia’s city once had another name, but none use it now.

Calavandia proved unable to stop the wind from blowing— the wind was simply too powerful to even cap the labyrinth, and numerous secondary and tertiary entrances seem to have been opened throughout the city. Overlap events are also fairly common, producing random destructive bursts of wind throughout the city multiple times a day.

The Whistling Cliffs are, simply speaking, too noisy, windy, and unpleasant for anyone to want to live there. Most of the great hanging gardens are dead and torn apart by wind now. Calavandia’s project is a complete and utter failure.

Calavandia still lives, but we suspect that won’t last much longer— she has retreated farther and farther into herself in despair and loneliness, and we predict that she’s likely to end her own existence sooner rather than later. She spends most of her time dormant as it is.

Given that the wind emerging from the labyrinth is similar, though not identical, in composition to that of Anastis and contains no poisonous gases, we suspect that it is coming from a world such as [redacted], if not from [redacted] itself. For obvious reasons, we are unable to test that hypothesis on [redacted].

————————————————————————————————

Sharp Jon interview continued:

Interviewer: Why did you agree to enter the Whistling Cliffs? The canyons are notoriously hard to navigate, and the Drunken Drake is hardly the most agile of ships.

Sharp Jon: Money.

Interviewer: …would you care to elaborate on that?

Sharp Jon: Lots and lots of money. A passenger offers me that much, I’ll do just about anything.

————————————————————————————————

Anonymous Drunken Drake Crewmember interview continued:

Crewmember: Say what yeh will about ‘im, but the cap’n is no coward. Well, maybe ‘e is while sober, but given that ah’ve never seen him sober, who knows. Ah thought we were about ta’ die as we entered the Whistlin’ Cliffs.

————————————————————————————————

Gavram Tell interview continued:

Interviewer: Was the Radhan ship with the paper sails still pursuing you as you followed the Drunken Drake into the Whistling Cliffs?

Gavram Tell: Not all of its sails were paper, just the extra ones.

Interviewer: Regardless.

Gavram Tell: It was ahead of us by then. I’ve hardly ever seen a ship going that fast, save when it was propelled by an archmage. Which I suppose this one was.

Interviewer: And the battle?

Gavram Tell: It had started about two hours out from the Whistling Cliffs— the pair of gorgon ships started firing spells first, but it quickly became something of a free-for all. We were all spread out, though, so there were only two sandships lost in the early battle— one small scout ship destroyed by the gorgons, and then I severed the mast of one of our rivals, who was forced to fall behind.

Interviewer: Do you mind telling us how you did that?

Gavram Tell: I’m a steel mage specializing in spells halfway to being siege magic. I can launch these big sharpened steel rings, about as wide as I am tall, a little farther than the average ballista can launch a bolt. I can only launch a few per battle, but that’s all I usually need, especially in a stern chase.

————————————————————————————————

Anonymous Gorgon Bureaucrat interview continued:

Anonymous gorgon: I wasn’t actually there, but my [redacted] was, so I can share her version of events and the reports I have access to.

Interviewer: That’s fine.

Anonymous gorgon: So, apparently, just after the battle entered the canyons of the Whistling Cliffs, one of the ships started eating another.

Interviewer: It what, now?

————————————————————————————————

Gavram Tell interview continued:

Gavram Tell: I won’t talk about that.

Interviewer: You’re willing to talk about everything else.

Gavram Tell: Everything else didn’t give me nightmares.

Interviewer: It was destroyed, though.

Gavram Tell: Died, you mean. And I never saw it die. Let’s talk about something else.

Interviewer: I’m willing to increase your fee.

Gavram Tell: I suppose the nightmares weren’t that bad.

————————————————————————————————

Innem Witherhand, Captain of the Sand Knife, interview:

Innem Witherhand: I’m not sure what, exactly, it was. It only had a single crewmember on deck, but they were covered in bandages and never moved away from the mainmast.

Interviewer: Was it alive?

Innem: I’m not sure. It definitely had a mouth, and definitely was taking huge bites out of other ships, but… I dunno. The few of us who survived the battle have argued over this endlessly. Some of us think the lone crewmember was just a freakishly powerful wood mage manipulating the ship, others think it was some sort of insane mobile lich, and a few others think it was actually alive.

Interviewer: It bled, though, right?

————————————————————————————————

Gavram Tell interview continued:

Gavram Tell: Embedded one of my blade rings at least five feet deep into the side. Something dripped out of the hull. I don’t know if it was blood, though— never seen bright yellow blood that melts your flesh if it hits you. Killed three of my crewmates.

————————————————————————————————

Sharp Jon interview continued:

Sharp Jon: I only caught a brief glimpse of whatever that thing was. Real ships don’t have dozens of legs that unfold from the sides. It was the third pursuer that got close, though. The first was the ship with the paper sails, then some mercenary or other, and the third was that awful false ship.

Interviewer: Then what happened?

Sharp Jon: Some fellow in what looked like paper armor flies from the Radhan ship to mine, then my passenger up and flies away down a side canyon. He follows. That awful false ship takes a bite out of the side of the mercenary ship, then swerves off down the side canyon after my passenger and the other flier. That was when the legs unfolded— it used them to push off the canyon walls, make an absurdly sharp turn after the fliers.

Interviewer: And the Radhan ship?

Sharp Jon: All the extra paper sails all fall off, then it swerved down a different side canyon. After that, I got out of there as fast as I could. Never had anything else to do with it.

Interviewer: That doesn’t seem quite enough to get you banned from Sydapsyn.

Sharp Jon: Oh, that’s not why I got banned from Sydapsyn. The, uh, port authorities there took a more detailed look at my ledgers after the incident, figured out exactly how much smuggling I’d been doing. Now, about that cargo of mine?

————————————————————————————————

Gavram Tell interview continued:

Gavram Tell: We got out of there as fast as we could after the ship’s blood or whatever splattered our deck. We never saw any legs or anything like that. Whatever that thing was, it wanted the same thing we did, and we weren’t going to fight with it. To make things worse, the lich started waking up after that, and she was angry. She smashed at least a ship or two. You could hear her yelling over the wind. She collapsed one of the canyons entirely, I hear.

————————————————————————————————

Captain Innem Witherhand interview continued:

Innem: My ship was pretty badly damaged when the false ship bit into it, but we were still mobile. We’d lost a lot of speed, so we were able to make the turn into the side canyon easily enough.

Interviewer: And that was when Calavandia began waking up?

Innem: That’s right.

Interviewer: Could you make out what she was shouting?

Innem: Not a word of it. It was clear, however, that she was angry at the living ship. I’ve never heard of any lich being nearly that incoherent or berserk before. That’s why I mostly lean towards thinking the living ship was some sort of mobile demesne for a lich. It’s happened before, with the, uh… Serpent’s Kiss?

Interviewer: Hydra’s Kiss. That was a water-going ship, not a sandship, though, and it was destroyed decades ago. And why would the presence of another lich enrage Calavandia so much? The evidence seems fairly slim.

Innem: It’s just a guess, but I’d imagine that having two lich demesnes overlapping couldn’t be pleasant. It would also explain the so-called-blood— it must have been some sort of alchemical compound used to help maintain the lich.

Interviewer: What happened then?

Innem: Calavandia collapsed the canyon ahead of us, and we lost sight of the false ship. We barely stopped in time to keep from crashing into the rockfall.

Interviewer: That was when it was destroyed?

Innem: I sure hope so.

————————————————————————————————

Aftermath:

Alustin Haber, the self-styled “Last Loyal Son of Helicote,” is the subject of numerous reports in our files already, as well as an extensive dossier. This incident, however, is one of the more notable in his career that does not directly involve Havath and has resulted in a major reassessment of his capabilities and threat level, even more so than the Vineford Garrison incident.

(It should be noted that the mother hydra is still nesting in the garrison ruins where Alustin lured it after he stole its egg. Attempts to recover and rebuild the garrison have proven fruitless, and there is no other suitable location for a garrison in the nearby jungles— until several of our great powers can be assigned to drive the hydra off the Vineford plateau, the region will remain porous to smugglers and spies. One great power will NOT be sufficient to drive away a nesting hydra of that size.)

We still don’t know what the false ship was, exactly. The mobile lich theory has the most supporters, and though we’ve kept the evidence concealed, the overlapping demesnes would explain Calavandia’s belligerence and incoherence. We certainly had enough similar difficulties during the construction of Havath City, though we’ve thankfully kept those under wraps. It has to be noted that there are a number of problems with that theory, and a large number of our scholars believe that whatever the false ship was, it didn’t meet the technical requirements to be a lich.

All the plausible alternatives, however, are far more disquieting, some even outright horrifying. Worst of all, several of our [redacted] have speculated that it might have been a [redacted]. Until any physical evidence can be found, we can’t be sure what it was. Calavandia has been absolutely no help— she claims to have no memory of the incident.

Regardless of which theory one ascribes to, it is best to hope that Calavandia did actually destroy the false ship. It hasn’t been sighted since.

We don’t know what the mysterious package was, only that Alustin managed to retrieve it in the Whistling Cliffs. The fate and the identity of the last thief remain unknown. Several more attempts were made to seize it from him by various forces over the next week, including by a hand of Sacred Swordsmen jumping at the unexpected opportunity— which, unfortunately, would rather come back to haunt us. This all culminated in the Battle of Pochlan’s Yardang, where Alustin, the lone Radhan ship, and a small flotilla of gorgon sandships managed to hold off the combined mercenary and pirate fleet (not that there’s much difference— upstanding people don’t generally become mercenaries) until the arrival of Indris and several of her children.

Alustin’s particularly noteworthy aerial duel against the pirate lord Bluefang cemented his reputation. Bluefang, a naga archmage with wind, flame, and scale affinities, had been a scourge on the region for nearly a decade, and none of the local great powers had been able to hunt his ship down— largely due to the fact that he spent most of his time lurking in buffer zones between the territories of great powers. Though, by all accounts, Alustin’s landing, undertaken while badly injured and almost out of mana after his victory— was possibly even more impressive, but the story is surely well-known enough that we don’t need to recount it here.

All told the death toll related to the theft of the unknown item reached nearly six hundred, the bulk of which occurred at the battles at the Whistling Cliffs and Pochlan’s Yardang.

Forty-two of the total deaths were from clerks in Havath City. We’re still unsure how, but half of our reports about the incident were laced with a fatal contact poison. The same poison, we should note, which was one of the ones used so effectively by Helicote in their mad crusade against us. Its most notable feature is the five month “gestation period,” during which contact with the toxin will not harm anyone. It only becomes dangerous as its ingredients begin to decay and remains dangerous for several years. We can, most likely, safely assume that Alustin somehow infiltrated our intelligence services west of the Skyreach Range to poison the documents.

Side note: This is why we have instituted the safety measure of not allowing skin contact with this and a number of other documents.

Though we were minimally involved in the incident, overall it has proven disastrous for us. Alustin gained the personal favor of the gorgon queen Karna Scythe and is widely regarded as a hero in Sydapsyn. Worse, Sydapsyn and Theras Tel further normalized trade relations. The most worrying thing about the whole incident is that while we were widely blamed for funding the thieves, the mercenaries, and the pirates (largely thanks to the Hand of Sacred Swordsmen who attempted to kill Alustin), we have no idea who was actually funding everything. As a result of all of this, we can safely assume that Sydapsyn is now entirely out of reach as our allies, at least for the rest of Scythe’s reign, which could easily last another century.

Finally, it should be noted that we later discovered Sharp Jon and his crew to have died in a dragon-pirate attack several weeks before our interview with him. We have no idea who we actually interviewed.


Mudflat Nights

This story is set on the continent of Gelid during the events of Jewel of the Endless Erg.

Krita’s job was nine-tenths boredom.

She was absolutely fine with that. Boredom was good when you were a guard, especially when you were working on a Yldivan merchant fleet on a multi-year mission to another continent.

Unfortunately, every tenth day decided to be interesting.

Krita hated interesting days unless it was her day off.

Most of those tenth days were a pretty dull and crass type of interesting. Break up a fight between merchants. Break up a fight between sailors. Break up a fight between merchants and sailors. Rescue some idiot who fell over the side of the ship.

When they were in port, the only real difference was the people in question were usually drunk.

Especially the archmage. Veysa Stormcap might be professional, capable, and terrifying at sea, but the instant they tied up at a pier, the weather mage would be finding her way into the nearest dockside tavern to drink her woes away.

And, somehow, Krita always ended up with archmage-wrangling duty.

Still, nine in ten of her interesting days were better than the tenth.

That last day— the one in ten of the one in ten— had an unfortunate tendency towards blood.

The Gelid mudflats were a nasty, awful place, in Krita’s opinion. Largely due to, well, the mud.

The scholars claimed that the seas of Anastis had been hundreds of feet lower once, and that the mudflats had been part of a great river valley stretching from the heart of the great continent. Its floodplain stretched fifty leagues in each direction.

Now, though, it was a spike into the heart of a continent where, twice a day, apocalyptic floods raged back and forth over what had once been a river. Walls of water raced dozens and dozens of leagues inland when the tide came in and raced back out when it left. The old floodplain hardly rose higher than sea level until deep within the heart of Gelid.

When the sea was there, the water was filled with catastrophic currents, whirlpools, and undertows, where the seawater battled the great river flowing below. Only ships accompanied by water archmages could safely navigate it.

When the sea left, all that remained was a great, stinking plain of salt mud, with a shattered river cutting through it. Stranded fish died in the sun or clung to life in mud pools. Ocean fish died painfully in the freshwater of the river. Scavenging drakes and birds fed on the bounty in great shrieking clouds.

The river that cut into the mudflats was the greatest river in the world, and it didn’t have a name. At least, not once it reached the mudflats.

Even deep inland, its width was best measured in leagues, not feet. There, it had a name. It had a thousand names, ten thousand. A dozen names in every language. Its whims shaped civilizations, ways of life, history itself. Wars were fought entirely on islands within the current, never even coming in sight of the shore. It was more an inland sea than a river.

On the mudflats, the greedy ocean took everything from the river. Even its name.

And it left behind detritus from the deep. Not just dead fish, but building-sized sea monsters, ancient shipwrecks, giant mats of seaweed, and other stranger things.

No one should live in such a horrid place.

So obviously, huge numbers of people did.

The mudflowers were the only reason anyone could live on Gelid’s mudflats.

Krita thought that mudflower was a horrible name for the only good thing about the mudflats.

The largest of them were as much as half a league across at the base, though most were only a fraction of that size. The immense, stationary organisms, neither plant nor animal, stretched hundreds of feet into the air. They resembled nothing so much as gargantuan alien pinecones, albeit squatter in profile. Their translucent flesh could be found in every color but yellow, and there were few sights more majestic than watching the sun shine through the colossal petals and their dangling tendrils as they slowly shifted and moved about.

Scholars claimed that there were ancient mudflowers buried in the seafloor, far past the mouth of the mudflats. That the mudflowers were one of the last vestiges of the world that existed before the labyrinths flooded the world with humans, dragons, sphinxes, and ten thousand other species. They claimed that, in ancient days, before humanity’s arrival on Anastis, before the land was half-drowned, the mudflats still existed, and as the seas rose, the mudflowers migrated inland.

It was, frankly, amazing that people had ever thought to colonize the mudflowers towering above the mud and the floods. Not least because they were carnivorous.

Well, omnivorous, really. Not only did the mudflowers draw energy from the sun and mana from the aether, but the hanging tendrils scooped up endless stranded fish, dead seabeasts, and mats of seaweed. Not to mention anything unlucky enough or foolish enough to swim against the mudflowers when the tide was in. They’d happily carry incautious people up to be absorbed into the petals, too.

So it was a bit mad that people had ever thought to live atop their petals. Someone must have been stranded on the mudflat centuries ago and been forced to take shelter from an incoming tide on some of the higher-up petals.

There were tricks to it that had been mastered over the years. The tops of the petals were safe to stand on, even build on, if you found a way to stabilize them and stop them from moving. The bigger petals were big enough and strong enough to support whole buildings, and alchemists and mages had long since found ways to secure them. Pruning the tendrils hanging down from the petals above you was difficult, but not impossible, and had become a respectable profession in the mudflats. Then you just had to carve a spiraling road up the mudflower, in the flexible but tough outer flesh.

It didn’t really hurt the mudflower— most of their sustenance came from their lower, not their upper petals and the carved roads were hardly noticeable to an organism that impossibly huge. Some of the mudflowers even hosted proper cities on their petals above the floodline.

Argauta was home to sixty thousand souls, with enough docking petals for a dozen full trade fleets. Goods from all across Gelid could be found there, spices and spells unlike anything on Ithos. You could make a fortune in just a day’s idle browsing in the spice markets— what was common and forgettable in Gelid was rare and exotic in Ithos.

There was, however, one product that would never sell in Ithos.

Mudwine.

It was a legendarily disgusting liquor, made via even more disgusting means, and no one with any sense— or the coin to afford anything else— drank it.

So, of course, Veysa Stormcap delighted in chasing unconsciousness with it.

Krita had been slowly nursing the juice of some over-sweet Gelid fruit as Veysa drank herself into oblivion from a clay jar of mudwine in the little tavern, The Rebroken Drum. It had a small flower petal to itself, set far above the bulk of Argauta’s population. Annoying as wind-blown sand to walk all the way up to, but its remoteness and small size made things easier for Krita— crowds were nothing but stress for bodyguards.

“’s a storm comin’,” Veysa muttered, then swigged from her mug again.

“So you’ve mentioned,” their translator Ren said. “A dozen times.”

Veysa held up an unsteady finger. “Wait for it,” she said.

There was a long, awkward pause, and then thunder rolled over the tavern. A few of the customers looked up, but most ignored it. The bartender didn’t even react, just kept washing an emptied wine-bottle. There was good money in reselling them. Glass was expensive here, unlike in the Endless Erg, where glass mages and sand were more plentiful.

Krita didn’t know how Veysa always knew when thunder was on its way— the weather mage only had wind and water affinities, not lightning affinities.

One wealthy-looking merchant flinched at the thunder, though his four bodyguards didn’t react.

Krita adjusted her thin cloth cap and eyed the merchant suspiciously, wondering what someone like him was doing in a bar this run-down. He didn’t seem to be slumming like Veysa— she’d wager money that the man was here for a reason.

One of the merchant’s bodyguards caught her eye and gave her a suspicious look. Krita grimaced, shook her head, and looked away.

Some bodyguards bought into the whole professional cordiality thing. Krita didn’t. A ridiculous number of assassinations were carried out by bodyguards, thanks to, if nothing else, simple proximity to the victims. Krita had only a handful of underlings she trusted to guard Veysa, and them not much. She certainly didn’t trust someone else’s bodyguards.

Krita turned away, stopping herself from rubbing the hollow hilt of her dagger, and kept running her gaze across the room.

Off in one corner sat a small figure, tucked away behind a deep hood. Dark hair trailed out of it, but whoever it was sat at the wrong angle for Krita to see their face. She did note, however, that the material of their cloak seemed to be some sort of silk— spider, perhaps? It seemed a little bulky for worm silk.

Two wealthy individuals slumming in a run-down hole like the Rebroken Drum was an odd coincidence, especially when one of them was Veysa, who was genuinely just looking to get drunk. Three was… a little alarming.

Krita frowned but moved her gaze along.

Her eyes lingered a while on a whipcord-thin battlemage. The man had several copper daggers and dozens of copper needles sheathed on the outside of his clothes, as well as a thick copper chain slung around his shoulder and torso several times like a bandolier.

She spotted the sigil of a prominent local mercenary company pinned to the copper mage, and her frown turned into a scowl. Krita despised mercenaries— they would, almost universally, gladly turn on their employers if they thought the profits would be better that way, and even when they stayed loyal, they would flee the battlefield if it looked even remotely like it might go against them. Krita despised the stories told about mercenaries even more— most of them seemed to revolve around mercenaries who were strictly honorable, wouldn’t abandon a contract for any reason, and would never betray their patrons.

Krita had never once met that sort of mercenary in real life. She’d met some who seemed to want to be decent men, but it wasn’t a profession that allowed decency.

A more self-reflective part of Krita had, on quite a few occasions, noted that her own role of bodyguard wasn’t that far removed from being a mercenary and that she was often forced to be less of a good person than she would prefer as well.

The mercenary caught her eye and met her scowl with one of his own.

Krita grunted, looked away, and adjusted her cap again.

The stages of one of the archmage’s benders were quite predicable to Krita by now. The length of each of the individual stages varied with the strength of the alcohol Veysa was consuming, but otherwise, the stages came in a precise, reliable order.

The storm was still raging when Veysa finished the stage where she muttered sadly to herself about her wife and two husbands back in Yldive and moved on to unconsciousness.

Normally Krita would carry Veysa back to the ship at this point, but she’d rather not descend the sides of a carnivorous giant land jellyfish tree or whatever the storming mudflowers were supposed to be during the middle of a storm. She loved her hat, but its thin cloth wasn’t much good in this kind of rain.

Besides, Ren was decent enough company. He wasn’t actually needed as a translator— Krita spoke Samnic, the local trade language, quite fluently. She’d been on a half-dozen multi-year trade expeditions to Gelid over her career working for Yldivan trading concerns and had picked up almost as many languages. She didn’t speak any of the dozen or so other common languages in the mudflats, but given the dominance of the Samn people in the mudflower cities, she didn’t need to. Everyone else learned Samnic.

Ren didn’t know Krita knew Samnic, though. It was an old diplomat’s trick— pretending not to know a language and needing to hire a translator was a good way to make others underestimate you and to give you more time to think during the translation process. It was a great trick for merchants and bodyguards as well.

Not least because it was a great way to know if you could trust translators and other local hirelings.

Ren, thankfully, had proved nothing if not reliable. Over-proud, certainly, but since his pride was centered on his honor, Krita counted it as a point in his favor. Even better, after the first time she politely turned down his advances, he didn’t keep pressing.

And he was pleasant company, which didn’t hurt.

Best of all, he didn’t distrust her due to her affinity. Or, at least, he didn’t distrust her due to what she had told him her affinity was.

Krita didn’t regret her decision to wait out the storm until the glowcrystals went out a moment after a burly laborer came in the door.

The instant The Rebroken Drum went dark, Krita immediately launched to her feet and drew two of her hollow-hilted daggers. Finely ground powder exploded from the narrow holes in the hilts, then surrounded Veysa, Ren, and Krita herself in a cloud that would warn her if anyone tried to move through it— not to mention giving anyone approaching them a really bad time. She sent another powder flying out of pouches hidden in her clothes, spreading it across the room in a delicate web of strands floating through the air.

She usually would have been careful to keep both powders spread out in the air so the clouds would be as invisible as possible, but she focused on covering as much of the tavern as possible first, with the lights off.

For the moment, Krita ignored the other three powders she had hidden around her person.

Krita heard the sound of breaking glass but ignored it as she scanned for threats. The merchant’s guards had drawn their swords, but they weren’t trying to do anything with them. The rest of the patrons in the tavern were shouting and yelling.

Krita caught the sound of a choked-off scream, but before she could pin down its direction, the whole tavern began shaking. There was a cacophony of rending wood, breaking glass, and screams, and Krita was thrown off her feet. Debris went flying through her cloud, and she could feel Ren get knocked down as well.

The shaking ended as quickly as it began, and only a moment after the lights came back on.

The instant the light returned, Krita spread out her cloud and webs of powder to make them less visible. She caught flickers of red from the corner of her eye as she did so.

Krita noticed five things in short order after that.

First, that the floor she was lying on was tilted upwards slightly, descending towards the stem of the mudflower.

Second, as she rose to her feet, she noticed that the half of the tavern that extended out farther onto the petal had been broken apart and crumpled, with the floor closer to vertical than horizontal. About half of the nailed-down furniture had torn loose and fallen into a great heap, with patrons groaning and partially buried in the debris. Other patrons still clung to the furniture that hadn’t torn loose, dangling or perching from what was now effectively a wall.

The third thing Krita noticed was the corpse of the wealthy merchant, sprawled out across his table with his throat cut, and his panicked guards menacing the rest of the room with their swords.

The fourth thing Krita noticed was the fact that the storm sounded muted and distant now.

The fifth thing Krita noticed was Veysa Stormcap.

She was still passed out entirely. The tavern essentially ripping in half hadn’t even disturbed her.

Ren rose to his feet next to Krita.

“Oh, that is not good. That is very, very not good,” Ren said, his accent growing thicker than usual out of stress.

“What’s not?” Krita asked. “The fact that there’s a dead man, or the fact that the tavern just broke?”

Ren gave her a panicked look. “The petal just closed,” he said. “We’re trapped.”

Krita rolled her eyes.

Trapped in a broken tavern with an unknown murderer. Today, it seemed, was cursed to be one of her especially interesting days.

“That’s not the worst of it, though,” Ren said. “The dead merchant? He’s a dragonback merchant.”

Krita’s eyes went wide.

Trapped in a broken tavern with a murderer, with a dragon that would be out for revenge the instant it found out about its partner’s death— and who would be unlikely to be particularly worried about who got in its way.

Definitely— and unfortunately— one of her more interesting days.

Dragon society was, in one vital way, deeply different on Gelid than on Ithos. There were still rampaging draconic great powers, of course, elder wyrms and scaled archmages conquering cities and warring for territory. Flights of dragons still sought their own territory, nesting in weirs high in the mountains, in magically grown giant trees, or even in mudflowers like Argauta. Lone dragons joined the armies of city-states and nations still.

But there was another role for dragons to fit into on Gelid.

Merchants.

Over the centuries, a small network of dragon merchants had spread across the continent. They held little territory of their own. They had no subjects, only employees. They didn’t even have a hierarchy or organization among themselves, just a strict set of customs that had arisen over the centuries.

Yet they were, without question, the single mightiest economic force on Gelid. No one interfered with their business, lest they suddenly lose access to the draconic trade network. The dragon merchants tolerated small tariffs and fees but would simply refuse to trade anywhere that passed those limits.

There were limits on their economic power, of course— dragons couldn’t feasibly carry bulk goods, so they tended to focus on higher-value goods, like spices, wine, ceramics, alchemical goods, enchantments, and countless luxury items from across the continent. The dragon trade network was still prodigiously wealthy, though, beyond any organization on the Ithonian continent— not least because Gelid dwarfed Ithos in size.

By joining the merchants, by getting the merchant patterns engraved and eventually inlaid into their scales, the dragons were declaring themselves outside the games of the mighty— withdrawing from contention for territory or rulership.

Each of them carried members of the smaller races on their backs to act as their agents and to help load and unload their trade goods. And, leading their crews, they had a partner— a human, gorgon, or another smaller sentient.

A dragonback merchant.

And there was one rule, one dragon merchant custom that was better known than any other.

Kill a dragon’s human partner, and the dragon was going to get revenge.

The two shades of red powder coiled throughout the room— the less dangerous everywhere, the more dangerous closer to Krita, Ren, and Veysa. Krita made sure to keep it away from eyes, noses, and mouths.

She only needed a single spellform to control it all— one that had taken her years to develop. Krita’s affinity was one that was used for combat surprisingly often, but few took it in the direction that she had, so she’d been forced to adapt the spellform in question from a sand affinity spellform. The process of adapting it for her affinity had been exhausting, frustrating, and regularly painful.

The spellform, in essence, directly linked her affinity sense to her control of the powder, allowing her to do far more independent tasks at once with it than a normal mass-manipulation spellform that applied the will directly to the substance of an affinity.

Next to her, Ren frantically tried to translate everything that was going on— the shouting of the dead merchant’s guards, the panicked confusion of the other customers, and the angry yelling of the bartender.

Krita ignored most of it as she pieced together the scene.

Usually, she wouldn’t even try to get involved with this sort of nonsense— she’d just take Veysa and get clear of the whole mess. Between the petal closing and the inevitable wrath of the dragon, though, the only chance Krita had to keep her charge alive was making sure that the culprit was found— or, at least, that someone believable was framed.

The dragonback merchant’s throat had been cut deeply and cleanly. There were no other injuries on him or signs of struggle.

The dead merchant’s guards had drawn their weapons or were wielding showy magic— two held swords, one had balls of flame hovering above his hands, and their leader had torn hundreds of jagged wooden splinters from the wreckage of the bar and had them hovering in an aggressive formation above his head.

One of the four of them was the most probable culprit— always suspect the bodyguard first. She couldn’t spot any obvious clues, though.

Her gaze wandered over to the mercenary next.

The thin copper mage had been seated in the part of the tavern that had broken in half and been lifted vertically. He hadn’t fallen, though— he’d crafted himself hand and footholds by burying his copper needles and daggers into the wall, and his chain swam defensively through the air in front of him like some bizarre floating snake.

He definitely had the capability to have pulled it off— he could easily have sent one of his daggers flying over to the merchant when the lights went dark, but why would he have stayed? It beggared belief that the petal closing had been a coincidence— Krita would eat a hat if the killer hadn’t been responsible.

She wouldn’t eat her hat, she liked it too much. She’d eat someone’s hat, though.

Krita looked away from the mercenary before he could spot her staring. She attached grains of red powder to each of his knives, needles, and links of copper chain, though, so she could track them all.

Regardless of who the killer was, it didn’t make sense that they would trap themselves. Maybe they’d only meant to disrupt the glow crystals, and whatever effect they’d used to do that had unintentionally made the petal close?

Unfortunately, Krita hadn’t the slightest clue how glow crystals worked, whether they were produced by alchemy, enchantment, or both. And she certainly didn’t know what would make a mudflower petal close. Used on a large enough scale, though, something like that could potentially destroy whole mudflower towns and cities.

She recalled that someone had entered just before things went dark— a burly laborer. She glanced over to see if he was still in the tavern— maybe he’d been responsible and ducked out the door before the petal closed?

But no, he was still there, looking around frantically, as though searching for someone.

Krita scowled and moved on to her next suspect, the slender rich person with the silk cloak.

Said suspect was just picking themselves out of a pile of broken timbers, holding one arm close to her side. She was young, frightened-looking, and beautiful.

Krita, the bodyguards, and the mercenary all tensed up when the young noble cried out and started running across the tavern— several of the other bodyguard’s hovering splinters actually started to fly towards her before the bodyguard contained himself.

A moment later, the burly laborer at the door called out too, and ran to meet the noble.

Krita rolled her eyes, and moved both of them to the bottom of the list of suspects. Rich girl falling in love with a worker, probably met him either at one of her family’s businesses or while slumming with friends. Common enough story, usually went badly, though Krita idly wished these two well.

Not well enough to remove them from the list entirely, though. She wasn’t removing anyone from the list entirely.

Krita’s biggest problem was that she didn’t know anything about the dragonback merchant, nor why anyone would want him dead badly enough to risk his dragon’s wrath.

It was then that grains of her red powder began to impact something in mid-air.

“They’re saying this isn’t the first time this has happened,” Ren said.

Krita took her attention away from the sporadic mid-air impacts scattered about the room for a moment. “What?”

Ren nodded at a couple of older patrons next to them he’d been speaking to. “The tavern’s called The Rebroken Drum because the first owner didn’t pay to upkeep the enchanted anchors keeping the petal open at the original Drum, and it broke the pub. The second owner bought the ruin, fixed it up, then when his son took it over, neglected to pay for new enchanted anchors too, and it broke again. Then he sold the ruins, and the current owner bought it, but he hasn’t exactly sunk a lot of gold into it either, which is why they’ve been going through so many new employees lately. So this is the third time this ruin’s been broken, and they expected it, which is why they all usually sit on the stemward side of the building.”

Krita grunted. “That explains it. I’d wager that the killer used some means to temporarily interfere with the glow crystals, but wasn’t expecting it to mess with the decaying… anchors, you said?”

Ren just nodded.

“Do you know if the merchant’s partner is engraved or inlaid?” Krita asked.

The translator nodded. “Engraved.”

Krita breathed a minor sigh of relief at that and adjusted her cap. Dragon merchants on Gelid marked themselves by carving their scales, but they had different ranks— the bulk of the merchants merely had merchant patterns engraved into their scales, but more powerful merchant dragons— whether it be power from wealth, size, or magic— had various precious materials inlaid into the carvings in their scales. Given how many scales a dragon had and how many they shed each year, only some of which the merchants could reasonably recover, and since scales were often shed during flight, it was a truly prodigious expense. The more valuable the material was, the wealthier and more powerful the dragon merchant. Even semi-precious stones indicated an absurdly wealthy merchant— precious metals or gems belonged to the merchant equivalents of great powers.

Krita was a lethally effective bodyguard, but she doubted she had a chance against an inlaid-scale dragon merchant. Odds were still against her, even with an engraved-scale one, but she at least had a chance.

She brushed those thoughts from her mind— she could worry about future threats later. She fixed her eyes on the other bodyguards, who she still judged to be the most likely suspects.

If she were planning to kill one of her charges, a situation like this would have been ideal. Crash the lights, pull off the kill, then, when the lights go on and the clientele of the bar starts fleeing, blame it on one of the escapees.

Only they hadn’t expected the petal to fold up and trap them all.

The leader of the bodyguards noticed her staring, and barked at her in Samnic. Krita just stared at him, and waited for Ren to translate, even though she’d understood the man just fine.

Ren gave her a nervous look. “He wants to know what your affinity is.”

Krita gave the wood mage bodyguard a slow, nasty smile. “Pain,” she lied.

Though it wasn’t much of a lie.

When Ren translated, most of the eyes in the building fixed on her. She smiled broadly and ignored the increasing number of impacts she felt against her thinly dispersed cloud of powder.

Pain mages were rare, and the overwhelming majority of them, on Gelid or Ithos, became healers, helping dampen pain during healings and surgeries.

Those who became battlemages were overwhelmingly sadistic monsters who would use any excuse to hurt others.

One of the four bodyguards leveled his sword at her, but their leader held up a hand to stop him.

Krita widened her smile even more and reached up to adjust her hat again. “If I’d wanted your charge dead, it would have been much messier,” she lied.

The leader glared at her but didn’t press the matter and turned to interrogate the mercenary.

Half the room kept their eyes on her, though. Even Ren was giving her an uneasy look, and he’d known her for weeks now.

Krita ignored that, and focused her attentions on the impacts. They were spread out widely across the bar, and she couldn’t see what exactly her powder was slamming against.

So she started mapping the impacts in her head, best as she could.

As she did so, they kept growing steadily more frequent, especially towards the center of the room.

By the time the wood mage bodyguard had finished interrogating the mercenary, Krita was absolutely confident that someone was doing the same thing as her— monitoring the whole room with a cloud of some sort of dust. Which meant they were feeling her detection cloud just as she was feeling theirs.

It was when she realized where the other cloud was absent that she realized what she was facing.

The other cloud came nowhere near any of the bar’s glow crystals, and, in fact, the overwhelming bulk of it was hidden in shadows— under tables, behind legs, and among the ruins of the bar.

The only reason to hide a cloud from light was if the light would reflect off it. She didn’t need to worry about that, because her cloud hardly looked different from regular dust.

There were a few potential affinities that sprang to mind, but one in particular fit the bill— a type of mage that was not only infamous for their lethal clouds of particulate but for being able to use the substance of their affinities as deadly blades as well— perfect for taking out the merchant in the dark.

Glass mages.

Krita immediately held her breath. Even unprepared, she could hold her breath far longer than most people— she put in practice regularly, both in the form of regular exercise and diving practice in the water.

She quite often needed to hold her breath, given her true affinity. And she most certainly didn’t want to risk getting glass dust in her lungs.

Still holding her breath, Krita slowly repositioned herself so that she wasn’t in-between Veysa and any of the battlemages she could see— she didn’t want the archmage getting hit by any crossfire when Krita acted.

The other mage’s cloud was growing more active, and Krita caught sight of glimmers as it spread farther out of the shadows.

The glass mage was onto her, and she doubted she had long until they finished mapping out her own dust cloud. Unfortunately, unlike hers, their dust cloud seemed evenly distributed across most of the bar, giving the glass mage the advantage.

Krita’s lungs had started aching from lack of air, but she did her best to look normal and desperately racked her brain, trying to think of who the threat might be.

She casually moved her hand up to adjust her hat again, but took her time about it. It had taken her months after getting her hat to force herself to develop a tic of frequently adjusting it— it only took a few minutes around her for people to get used to her touching her hat, meaning they didn’t think anything was unusual about her doing it, even in tense situations.

Her eyes trailed over the mercenary. Over the four bodyguards. Over the rich girl and the burly laborer, seemingly oblivious to everything outside each other’s arms. She even eyed the nervous-looking regulars of the tavern.

Krita reached out to the hilts of her daggers with her affinity senses and seized control of the powder hidden in the hollow hilts and which ran in a thin, needle-like cavity far up the blades. She pulled on each gently with her magic, making sure they were loose in her sheathes.

She carefully ran over the clues in her mind, desperately trying to figure out who the glass mage was, as the aching in her lungs turned to burning from lack of air.

Ren said something to her, and she ignored it, just as she ignored the arguments between the dead merchant’s bodyguards and the couple’s whispered affection— which, now that she thought of it, was rather bizarre, with a dead man just a few feet away.

Then, with a start, she realized who the killer was and yanked her eyes away from the couple. In a smooth series of motions, she jerked the cap down from her scalp over her face; dove to the side, away from Veysa and Ren; and used the powder in her knives to send them flying straight at the killer.

Straight at the bartender.

Unfortunately, the bartender seemed to have realized she was the one controlling the other cloud and dove behind the bar at the same time as a dozen bottles behind the bar exploded into shards and went hurtling right at her.

Krita took a deep breath through her cap as she rolled to the side, shards of glass burying themselves in the wall where she’d stood. She felt a deep sense of release as her lungs filled with fresh air, with no risk of getting glass dust in them— her cap was enchanted to serve double duty as a mask that kept particulate from passing through, allowing Krita to breathe safely even in the middle of a battle, when she often lost control of her clouds of dust, which were as dangerous to her as to anyone else. Not to mention, it was thin enough for her to easily see through.

Pulling it down too early would have tipped off her opponent, but now that it was down, Krita had the edge.

Her daggers missed the bartender as well, and even before Krita had come back to her feet, she was already pulling powder out from the pores in the hilt and flooding the space behind the bar with it.

The instant Krita was standing, however, she immediately found herself needing to dodge again because the bodyguards and the mercenary, already on edge, had started firing spells wildly at her, the bartender, and each other.

Krita snarled, and more red powder exploded out from pouches in her clothes. Not just the two weaker powders— she included the next two strongest ones as well.

She left the smallest, most dangerous pouch alone, though. She’d need to save that one for the dragon, just in case the bartender’s head wasn’t enough to satisfy it for the death of its partner.

Then she directed the new powders, as well as the powder already into the air, into eyes, noses, mouths, ears, and every other orifice she could find in the bar.

In less than a heartbeat, everyone in the bar except for Krita, Ren, and Veysa were choking, coughing, screaming, and weeping. The copper mage actually managed to send one more dagger flying, which surprised Krita— most mages had their spellforms collapse entirely when she hit them with her cloud.

She dodged it easily enough, though. The dagger was barely aimed, and she was still monitoring all his copper with her cloud. The mercenary didn’t try again— he was thrashing around in too much pain.

Krita had only halfway lied when she claimed she had a pain affinity. While her actual affinity was very different, her true affinity really wasn’t far behind pain affinities in its ability to cause pain.

Krita was a pepper mage. Her pouches and daggers? Filled with different varieties of dried and finely ground chili peppers, varying wildly in levels of spiciness, from the mild burn of the cloud she used to search and map rooms, all the way to the crippling, heart-attack-inducing pain of the kraken pepper in her smallest pouch.

Pepper mages weren't uncommon, by any means, and they frequently worked as battlemages, but most of them used fresh peppers in battle and openly advertised their abilities with bandoliers of peppers. They were fantastic for breaking up mobs and the like. Krita was definitely unusual in using dried pepper and in hiding her affinity to fake a pain affinity, but the trick had proven its worth time and time again in battle.

Her clouds of dried pepper finished filling the space behind the bar and the bartender, already writhing in pain, didn’t even have a chance to fire another volley of glass before her daggers slammed down into him.

Krita took a deep, clean breath through the thin cloth of her cap, and let herself relax.

Miraculously, no one other than the bartender died. Two of the bodyguards took injuries from copper needles, the mercenary had a splinter jammed into his leg, and one tavern regular tripped over a pile of rubble while in pain from the pepper cloud and sprained his ankle.

And no one threatened reprisals against Krita after she threatened to make them feel that level of agony for the rest of their lives. Most of them were still in a lot of pain, even quite some time after Krita had removed the pepper dust from them all. Most of them probably assumed that her daggers were enchanted as well, or maybe that she had an iron or steel affinity. After all, who would suspect daggers flying due to peppers?

She couldn’t actually carry out her threat, but they all thought she was still a pain mage, and people would believe most anything about pain mages. Even if some of them had managed to spot her pepper clouds, they either hadn’t thought anything of it, or thought better than to say anything.

“How’d you know it was the bartender?” the lead bodyguard of the dead merchant asked.

Krita let Ren translate before answering. “Lots of little things. I heard glass break when the lights went out, just before I heard your dead friend call out in pain for a moment, and when I thought back, I realized that I’d seen him cleaning a bottle before the lights went out, and he wasn’t holding it afterward. One of the regulars mentioned that there was a lot of employee turnover, so it was likely that the glass mage got the job recently and didn’t know the petal’s anchors were old and failing, so he didn’t realize that whatever he used to interfere with the glow crystal enchantments would also affect the petal. And, well… I’ve been a bodyguard for years. When I realized the bartender was the only one I hadn’t been considering as a suspect, that immediately set off bells in my head.”

The other bodyguard nodded, then offered her his hand.

“Best of luck,” Krita told the man as she clasped his hand. She didn't bother asking why the merchant had been murdered— it wasn't her business, and she wasn't interested now that the threat was over.

He gave a grimace and a shrug when Ren translated, then went off to tend to his employer’s body.

Krita and Ren grabbed new drinks from the bar— since the bartender had killed a patron, and because the owner’s negligence had destroyed half the bar, everyone had, without much discussion, decided that drinks were free the rest of the evening and started serving themselves. It seemed only fair, after all.

They’d all likely be trapped until the storm passed and the city’s mages could unfurl the mudflower petal in the morning, so Krita grabbed herself another bottle of too-sweet juice. No alcohol or sleep for her until she’d handed the archmage off to one of her other bodyguards.

As Krita and Ren returned to their table and sat down, Veysa let out a particularly loud snore. The archmage was still peacefully asleep, as though everything was right with the world.

Krita just rolled her eyes.


High Stakes

The following story takes place during the events of A Traitor in Skyhold, Book 3 of Mage Errant. It is, in fact, a chapter removed from A Traitor in Skyhold. While it's a lot of fun and met with a positive response from beta readers, it didn't move the plot forwards and messed with the book's momentum a bit. It does, however, stand up pretty well on its own as a story.

Alustin swirled the wine in his gaudy, semi-precious jewel studded goblet, took a sip, and grimaced. It was a truly awful vintage in a truly awful cup. He wouldn’t have let himself be seen dead with either normally, but he’d won the goblet a couple rounds ago, and as bad as it was, this wine was the best the tavern had to offer. It was a little shocking that any tavern in Highvale would serve such bad wine. Though, in fairness, Alustin had perhaps unfairly high standards for wine.

Sadly, not drinking would make him stand out entirely too much.

The paper mage frowned at the circular Spinthrift cards in his hand. They were thick, lacquered paper, with spellforms printed on the back to prevent cheating. Well, they would light up if anyone tried to magic them, but it amounted to about the same thing.

Spinthrift was a game of memory and deceit. Chance played a role, of course, but less so than in many card games.

Each round had a single card placed in the center of the table face up, and you had to place a card of the matching suit face down in front of you. You then had to bet on how close to the center card the closest face-down card would be in value, and whether it was more or less in value than the center card. Betting order was decided by mandatory bids, and you could also bid to change your bet after everyone else went. Not to mention that you could make the same bet as others, which introduced quite a bit of bluffing into the game.

To make things more interesting, everyone passed their hands to their right after each round, so if you paid close attention and had a good memory, you had a decent chance of knowing what cards might be played, though the card drawn at the beginning of each round did shake things up a bit.

That didn’t even get into the excessively complicated rules about playing off-suit cards, which if done effectively could utterly ruin someone’s bid— though it also usually cost you the round as well. The most important rule to remember there was that if someone played an off-suit card exactly matching the number on a card, it could cancel out the played card, so long as they weren’t from allied suits. You could still win the hand even if you played an off-suit card, so long as your bet was closest to the actual card.

If no one played an on-suit card, the pot stayed in the center for the next round. It happened a surprising amount of the time.

Alustin, of course, was cheating mercilessly. He was using his farseeing affinity to look over people’s shoulders, though most of the smarter players only looked at their cards when they first got them and kept them face down most of the time.

To top that off, Alustin had long since cracked the spellform that warned of magical tampering. It still set off the warning lights on the backs of the cards when he first started tampering with one, but Alustin’s solution to that had been quite clever, if he did say so himself— he was tinkering with the face up center card each round. Management kept the Spinthrift tables well-lit to discourage cheating, but this time it was working against them. If they’d used a different anti-cheating spellform, Alustin would have had to try something else— the most difficult cards to meddle with were the ones that set themselves on fire or otherwise destroyed themselves if they were tampered with.

Once Alustin tinkered with the center card, he was able to keep track of it for the rest of the game. He’d tagged about a third of the cards in total, which was helping quite a bit.

Of course, almost everyone else at the table was cheating too, so Alustin hardly felt bad about that.

The wood mage with the wooden legs to his left had several times altered the roughness of the unvarnished table to make her opponent’s cards flip as they tossed them onto the table, and cards couldn’t be withdrawn once they’d been placed. Once Alustin had caught on to it, he started deliberately tempting the wood mage on certain hands— there were times when others knowing what you had could be quite advantageous.

The scent mage with the ridiculously oversized hat to his right was marking cards with scents that no one else would be able to notice. Or rather, he’d been marking his fingers with scent spells, then rubbing them on the cards to prevent the anti-cheating spellforms from triggering. As rare as scent mages were, they flocked to Spinthrift since a scent attunement was better at cheating in Spinthrift than almost any other attunement. You ended up meeting a disproportionate number of them in Spinthrift games.

Since he was helping Artur teach Godrick, however, Alustin had learned quite a bit about scent affinities, including cantrips to detect scent magic, cantrips to clean away weak scent spells, and even a few scent cantrips of his own. He was using a rather more prosaic way to disrupt the scent mage’s cheating, however.

He had rubbed peppermint oil all over his hands. He was fairly sure that someone else was using anise oil as well. Neither strong enough to be particularly noticeable to non-scent mages, but Alustin was enjoying the scent mage’s growing look of irritation.

The woman just past the scent mage was using either a force or a wind attunement to control what card ended up on top whenever it was her turn to shuffle the discard pile back into the deck. It had taken quite a few rounds for Alustin to even notice it, but given how seldom any one player shuffled the deck, Alustin wasn’t too worried about her. He still wasn’t sure how she was manipulating the cards without triggering the spellforms, though.

The slender, long-haired individual just past the wood mage, now, they worried him. He couldn’t for the life of him guess the gender of the individual in question— nor would he be rude enough to inquire— but they didn’t seem to have any magic at all. They were, Alustin suspected, counting cards on a truly impressive level. So far as Alustin could tell, they must have had nearly perfect recollection every card that was played or passed.

They were also just a terrifyingly good player, and they’d long since figured out that Alustin was their main threat at the table.

There were an unusual number of mages at the table, honestly, even for a game as popular with trained mages as Spinthrift. If Alustin hadn’t spent so many years working for Kanderon as a Librarian Errant, he wouldn’t have even suspected most of them as mages, with the exceptions of the wood mage and the man across from him.

Who happened to be Alustin’s mark and the only person at the table not cheating.

Alustin took another sip of the awful wine in the ridiculous goblet as he stared at his hand. The face-up card in the center of the table was the five of mountains, and he had the nine of trees, the four of rivers, the two of clouds, and the six of mountains in his hand. The six of mountains would basically guarantee him at least a share in the winning pot, so long as he bet on it. Alustin had seen more than enough games where someone played the winning card, then was manipulated by other players into making a losing bet, but never on a one-away card.

The complication, of course, was that the scent mage to his right had the four of mountains in his hand— Alustin had just passed it to him.

Alustin’s mark had the seven of mountains in his hand, and the three of mountains was in the discard pile. To make things better, the mark had only just drawn the seven of mountains, so hopefully nobody else realized he had it.

The paper mage set his card on the table, trying to look disappointed.

The force or wind mage sighed and irritably tossed her card in. Alustin smirked as the wood mage roughened the wood below it, making the card flip. It was the ten of clouds— a clear throwaway card. She didn’t even bother to turn it face down.

“I bid for first,” Alustin called out, tossing a Tsarnassan silver mark into the center.

“Counter for first betting slot,” the scent mage said, glaring at him and tossing down a pair of Highvale silver crowns. Tsarnassan marks were worth a little more than Highvale crowns— the silver wasn’t quite as pure, but the coins were considerably larger— but not enough to matter here.

“Third,” grunted the force mage, tossing in her own silver crown, clearly just wanting the round to be over. The center spot usually tended to have the least bidding over it.

“Counter for first,” Alustin said, tossing in an enchanted ring that helped with hangovers. Alustin wasn’t overly worried about losing it, since it wasn’t that much more effective than drinking plenty of water and having a good meal.

“Counter for first,” growled the scent mage, tossing down three more crowns.

“Bid for last,” Alustin’s mark called.

“Fourth,” said the wood mage, tossing in a Lothalan silver blank— no one was quite sure why the Lothalans didn’t mark anything on the backs of their coins, but they didn’t, so everyone knew them as blanks. Alustin didn’t think she’d given up the round— it was more probable that she just didn’t want to deal with the bidding war.

“Counter for first,” called the card counter. Alustin raised his brow and struggled not to laugh. The scent mage looked like he wanted to stinkbomb the whole table.

Between Alustin and the card counter, they forced the bidding on first bet up to a truly unreasonable point— and then left the scent mage hanging there. If he’d been thinking straight, he would have dropped out of the bidding or switched for last, but they’d forced the betting high enough that losing this hand would probably force the scent mage out of the game, unless he was foolish enough to drain his funds entirely.

Of course, Alustin wouldn’t be getting back the funds he’d spent in the bidding war either if he didn’t win this round.

Alustin ended up bidding on the fifth bet, while the card counter took second.

The scent mage visibly calmed himself as he stared at his hand— his four of mountains was a potent play. “Two above,” he called.

Alustin struggled not to smirk at the bluff.

The card counter conspicuously avoided looking at Alustin or the scent mage. “Two above.”

The scent mage’s smile grew wider.

“Five below,” the force mage called, rolling her eyes. She couldn’t make it more obvious that she was ready for the round to be over. Alustin frowned— that was just bad play. Even if your card was awful, you didn’t need a good card to win if you bet well.

“Two below,” the wood mage said.

Alustin took his time about betting, as though he were thinking it over carefully. “One above,” he finally said.

The scent mage’s smile dropped off his face, and he immediately double-checked his hand, making sure the four of mountains was still there.

Alustin’s mark stared at them all as though he could see their intentions, then snorted and tossed his card down. “Three above,” he said. He’d joined a bit later than the others, and it was early enough in the night that he was still playing cautiously. He only had a single coin in, so he wasn’t trying to figure out which of his opponents were bluffing and which were betting honestly just yet.

Alustin had been spying on him using his farseeing attunement for weeks. His mark always started off cautious, but that vanished as the evening went on.

“No changes,” Alustin said as the bet change round began. The bid changes in this variant of the game always skipped the player who went last in the main betting round— though if no one else changed their bet, the skipped player could do so for free.

“No changes,” the wood mage said.

“I’ll change to one above,” the force mage said. Alustin felt himself warm up to her again— he wasn’t a fan of waiting until the bet change round to seriously guess when he had a bad card, but it was still better than throwing away a bet entirely.

The scent mage was looking more and more nervous.

The card counter slid a small silver pendant with what looked like a green garnet into the center of the table. “I’ll change to one above.”

The scent mage growled. He seemed to be straining mentally to figure out what the odds were that Alustin had actually started the turn with the six of mountains in his hand. If both the four and the six of mountains landed, he was looking at a four-way split of the pot, which he’d end up losing money on. Realizing it probably didn’t matter, he shook his head. He eyed the pendant, then tossed in a couple more Highvale crowns. “I’ll change to one below.”

No one called him on it— getting too nitpicky about the exact values thrown in wasn’t considered good sportsmanship. Alustin would have thrown in at least three crowns, though— the pendant was quite nice.

The table was silent for several breaths as they waited for the scent mage to flip his card.

Finally, he flipped over the four of mountains and laughed. “Seems I’ll be getting at least part of the pot, then. Or all of it, if our scribe friend here was bluffing about having the six of mountains.”

No one bothered to answer that.

The card counter flipped over the two of clouds next. From anyone else, Alustin would expect it to be a throwaway card, but from the card counter, it was probably some sort of strategy to manipulate the next round, or perhaps the one after it. Alustin had seldom played against anyone as good as they were.

The force mage didn’t even acknowledge their ten of clouds laying face up on the table.

The wood mage flipped the one of mountains. Alustin had no idea why she’d chosen that card, but it didn’t really matter.

Everyone focused on Alustin now. Alustin smiled as he watched them all calculate— they were all trying to figure out whether he actually had the six of mountains or not. If he did, then the pot was about to be split four ways. If he didn’t, then the scent mage was about to rake in the whole pot.

Alustin smiled even wider, enjoying the tension. Finally, when the tension at the table seemed like it was about to explode, Alustin flipped his card.

It was the four of rivers.

The table exploded into yells and laughter. The four of rivers canceled out the four of mountains, which canceled out the scent mage’s card entirely, making his bet worthless. The three players who had bet one above— on the six of mountains— were left with bets on a nonexistent card.

The scent mage sunk his head into his hands, cursing.

Everyone’s attention switched to Alustin’s mark. It was down to him and the wood mage now, and it would be shocking if he’d played something so far away from his bet.

He hadn’t. Alustin’s mark flipped over the seven of mountains, winning him the round. He laughed as he raked in his winnings.

Alustin studied his mark. The man’s name was Ulric of the Feather. He was a short, heavily muscled man with feathers atop his head instead of hair, a perpetual smile, and a booming laugh. He had two affinities— an acid affinity and a feather affinity.

Despite the stories about acid attunements, they weren’t usually that scary, most of the time— pools of acid were a lot rarer in real life than they were in stories. And carrying much acid around with you was problematic, to say the least— not least because many acids weren’t stable over the long term. There were ways to mix up acid, but doing so in the middle of combat wasn’t the most sensible course of action. And with a few hard-to-produce exceptions, most acids weren’t truly that dangerous. Only a couple of extremely rare acids could eat through metal or stone with any significant speed, unlike in stories. There were plenty of acids that could do a lot of damage to flesh, but it was rarely immediately lethal, meaning any decent healer could repair the damage given time.

Interestingly, most acid mages had very limited control over rain, but not most other water.

Most acid mages tended to end up becoming culinary mages— their abilities were ideally suited for the kitchen.

Exceptions existed, of course. A truly powerful acid mage, or an acid mage teamed up with an alchemist capable enough to manufacture truly dangerous acids— now that was another, entirely more terrifying matter altogether. Thankfully, Ulric was neither.

His second affinity was a feather attunement. That was interesting. The animal affinities in general were an odd bunch, but they generally were for a specific animal, not a body part like a feather. Ulric kept bags of feathers on him, wore a cloak of feathers, and had even managed to use his affinity to start growing feathers on his head instead of hair. He was one of those oddities, like Alustin, who could fly without a wind, gravity, or force affinity. Ulric did it by refashioning his cloak and the many other feathers into massive wings, then casting a powerful levitation cantrip on himself— not enough to lift himself up, but enough that his wings could.

While his affinities weren’t the most combat effective, they were quite useful, especially when it came to locks. Acid couldn’t melt metal quickly enough to matter often in battle, but it could certainly melt a lock if you were a little patient. Likewise, you could pick a lock quite easily with a strong enough feather that you could control.

Of course, one combat application his affinities lent themselves to quite well was archery. He could actually guide his arrows in midflight by altering the tail feathers, and his arrowheads were filled with a stable, powerful acid.

Ulric was part of a team of treasure hunters that delved into labyrinths, old tombs and ruins, and even pulled the occasional heist.

And he and his team had found something that Alustin very much wanted.

The scent mage finished counting his remaining coins, tossed his hand into the center of the table, and stormed away from the table gracelessly, muttering under his breath. Alustin smiled faintly at that.

When the round cleanup ended, and they passed their hands to the right, Alustin watched the card counter carefully as they looked at the hand he’d just passed them. If he hadn’t been, he might have missed their brief look of shock on seeing the six of mountains there. They shot him an incredulous look, and Alustin only smiled.

He was careful to throw the next two rounds to the card counter. The card counter gave him a lot of searching looks— though, again, anyone not looking for them would have missed them.

The card counter threw the round after that to Alustin— in a way that only he recognized— which made him sigh in relief internally. As good as Alustin was at Spinthrift, and as effective as his cheating was, the card counter was in another league entirely. His wordless offer of alliance had, thankfully, been accepted.

Alustin started taking Ulric on a merry chase then— giving him enough big wins that he stayed upbeat and invested in the game, but hitting him with many more small losses, enough that his pile steadily began shrinking. If Alustin took his silver too fast, Ulric would probably drop from the game. But keep his hopes up with big wins, and Ulric would grow even less cautious than usual.

With the card counter following his lead, he was able to pull it off even more effectively. Neither he nor the card counter took all the wins for themselves— they threw plenty to other players to keep Ulric from getting suspicious.

As the game dragged on far into the night, players came and went. Spinthrift games often went absurdly long— there was actually one game in Ras Andis that had been running continuously for over a century. It had been going on so long that it was, so far as Alustin knew, the only game on the planet still using its archaic variant ruleset.

One of the main reasons Spinthrift games went on so long was the supposed rarity of catastrophic losses like the scent mage had suffered. Losses were supposed to be gradual over time in Spinthrift, allowing people to get out before they lost too much money. It had a reputation as one of the safest ways to gamble. After all, you were only really required to bet a single coin per round, so there was no reason you couldn’t just play it safe the whole game.

Anyone who went in seriously believing Spinthrift was safe was going to be losing a lot of money.

Before she finally left the game, Alustin did finally figure out that the supposed force mage was nothing of the sort— she had just been that good at sleight of hand. Apparently only for that single trick while shuffling, however. A little unusual, but not that rare for gifted amateurs.

Ulric and the card counter both stayed in, however. As the game moved on, Alustin realized that he didn’t consider anyone else at the table to be even truly playing— as far as he was concerned, it was just Alustin and the card counter, weaving a tapestry of deceit out of the game. He found himself competing against them to throw rounds in ever more elegant ways. For a solid hour, the two of them did their best to try and earn the other as much money as they possibly could, even at their own expense, and they did it without anyone else even coming close to noticing.

Finally, just before dawn, Alustin had Ulric exactly where he wanted him. Ulric’s pile had diminished to almost nothing, and he’d forced up the bidding on a last bid against Ulric wildly. New players usually saw last bets as the worst possible bid in this variant, but they were, in fact, quite useful at times, both for bluffing and for publicly declaring your confidence in your bet.

The card counter, who Alustin felt perfectly synchronized with at this point, just quietly waited.

Alustin didn’t let Ulric take the last slot this time, forcing him to spend one of his last few coins on bidding for second bet.

Ulric looked like he was in shock. For a moment, he almost looked ready to just quit the game. He glanced at his cards one last time, and the tension abruptly flowed out of him.

Ulric tossed in his last coin with a smile, taking the fourth slot, the only one still open. Since everyone else had already won their betting slots, he didn’t have to be worried about doing any more bidding.

Alustin didn’t blame him for relaxing. Ulric had a spectacular hand. The face-up center card was the three of clouds, and he had the two of clouds, defended by holding the two of rivers, leaving only a single card that could knock him out of the round, the two of trees. Ulric was essentially guaranteed to get at least part of his winnings back.

Or, he would have been, if the card counter hadn’t been the one to hand Ulric the two of clouds, which they in turn had received from Alustin the round before.

Or if Alustin hadn’t just passed the card counter the two of trees the round before.

As Alustin raked in his winnings off his five of clouds, he waited with bated breath for the moment he’d been seeking all night. As the players prepared for the next round, Alustin started to worry that he’d misjudged, that Ulric wasn’t going to react as he had the last time he’d lost so much while Alustin was spying on him…

“Wait!” Ulric shouted at the last second. “I want to risk it all!”

Everyone froze at that. Risking it all was rarely done, but it was a legal strategy in most variants. The loser of a particularly large hand could request to keep the pot in the middle for another round, but they had to put down a stake to match the entire pot— something you had to be particularly desperate to do.

Not to mention that it was entirely up to the winner of the last round whether they’d accept the challenge. Not many did.

The other two current players— an elderly naga and an older Havathi merchant— rolled their eyes, expecting Alustin to reject the play out of hand. The card counter and Ulric watched him intently, though.

He let the silence drag on for a little while before speaking. “What do you have to offer?”

He toyed with Ulric then, rejecting everything, even the magic items he had on hand. The Havathi merchant, convinced Alustin was just being cruel, even told him to leave the poor fool to his misery already.

Desperate, Ulric plunged his hand into his jacket. “I’ve got a treasure map!” he yelled.

Ulric slammed a heavily folded sheet of paper onto the table. Its wax seal was imprinted with a spellform that Alustin knew would destroy the paper if it wasn’t opened correctly, or if you tried to cut out the sections of paper it was attached to in order to unfold it.

The Havathi merchant and the naga burst out laughing.

Alustin pretended to look doubtful, but he slowly, arduously, let himself seem to be convinced by Ulric’s exaggerated story about how they’d discovered it in an ancient ruin.

It was complete nonsense, of course. They’d stolen it, but Ulric wasn’t drunk or desperate enough to tell the truth about that.

Finally, he let himself seem to be convinced by Ulric, much to the surprise of the naga and the merchant, neither of whom had the least objection to getting another chance at Alustin’s winnings.

A few minutes later, Alustin was the happy owner of his very own treasure map.

Ulric left after that, looking shocked out of his mind. Alustin kept playing, happily losing quite a bit of money to the card counter, who was visibly amused by the whole thing.

He also took special care to make sure the Havathi merchant lost most of his stake, a favor he was always willing to do for loyal subjects of the Havath Dominion. He didn’t actually take it for himself, instead carefully funneling it to the card counter and the other players that drifted in and out of the game.

He also managed to finally get rid of the awful goblet as well, losing it to a burly farmwife who Alustin was fairly sure was nearly as good a player as the card counter or himself.

Alustin doubted the map led to what Kanderon had Alustin and the other Librarians Errant looking for, but the slim chance it did meant Alustin couldn’t chance giving it up.

Besides, he was at least confident that it was a genuine treasure map, even if it probably wouldn’t lead him to the specific prize he was looking for.

He tried not to think about all the other powers seeking the same prize.

It took almost an hour longer than he had expected for the rest of the team of treasure hunters to arrive, a chagrined Ulric in tow. The card counter and Alustin spent most of that time amusing themselves by hiding their alliance from the farmer’s wife. The card counter seemed perfectly aware that Alustin was waiting for something and was quite content to wait as well.

While entertaining, it didn’t compare to the con they’d pulled on Ulric. Alustin was fairly sure that had been the single best game of Spinthrift he’d played in his life, and he doubted he’d best it anytime soon.

Kanderon would probably have been furious if she knew that Alustin had left so much up to the whims of a stranger in a card game, but she probably would also have been furious that Alustin’s plan involved a card game anyhow— if it were up to her, she likely would have just stolen it.

But Kanderon really didn’t need to be told everything.

The treasure hunters— surprisingly politely— explained that the map had not been Ulric’s to lose, and offered to buy it back for more than Ulric had bet it against.

Alustin accepted their offer a little too quickly, but he suspected the treasure hunters would believe in greed more than graciousness. The treasure hunters checked to make sure the seal was intact, but they left without noticing that the folded-up map was almost a third thinner than it had been.

Alustin was quite proud of himself for that trick. Mages who lived before paper had been invented had used palimpsest spells quite frequently— spells that scraped off writing from parchment or vellum so that they could be reused. Alustin had developed a variant that scraped off the entire surface of a sheet of paper, turning one sheet into two sheets of the same area.

The newer, thinner sheet of paper wasn’t connected to the old one at all, so he didn’t have to worry about removing it setting off the seal.

It was still quite tricky, however. He could have removed the seal with a little effort but resealing it would be beyond even him— it was quality work. There wasn’t any way to get the new sheet containing the map out without unfolding the whole thing, which he couldn’t do without breaking the seal.

So he’d cheated. He wasn’t a planar mage himself, but he’d grown quite adept with the tattoo Kanderon had made him. It didn’t simply open a hole in space for him to reach in and out of— the tattoo let him reach across a fourth spatial dimension to access a secured space only accessible to him. (And, though she claimed otherwise, possibly Kanderon as well.)

He used the tattoo to pull the outer sheet with the seal on it across that fourth spatial dimension and into the extraplanar storage space, letting the inner, unsealed sheet with the actual map on it fall into his lap. He then pulled the outer sheet back out and tucked it in a pocket and pulled the inner sheet into the tattoo.

After the treasure hunters left, Alustin finished up one more round of Spinthrift, then bowed out of the game.

Staying up all night had left him exhausted, but instead of heading up to his room, he headed to the bar, where he ordered a pair of drinks.

He wasn’t overly worried about Ulric and the other treasure hunters returning— he doubted they’d notice anything other than the fact the seal was intact and genuine.

He was interrupted from his musing— gloating, really, if he was going to be honest with himself— by a slender hand on his hip. He glanced over to see the card counter sipping from the second drink Alustin had purchased, pointedly not looking at him despite the physical contact.

Alustin looked back at his drink and smiled. He was tired, but not quite that tired.

The treasure hunters, to Alustin’s irritation, chose that exact moment to kick down the door, having noticed his trick after all.


The Castle Thief

This story takes place during the events of The Lost City of Ithos.

Lane always struggled with normal gravity— they hadn’t stepped off Solintus’ shell and set foot onto the ground until they were twenty-two years old. Even after years of diplomatic missions for Solintus, normal gravity still felt… flat, dull, oppressive. None of the subtle twists, curves, or loops like those atop Solintus’ shell. When you leapt on the surface of Anastis, you only ever fell in one direction.

Like everything else about the surface, Lane found normal gravity profoundly boring and resented every minute of it.

So the fact that the ruling council of Calo’s Watch was taking so much time agreeing on a price for their city’s fortress tested every ounce of Lane’s patience and decorum.

“The sale is non-negotiable,” Lane said, for the hundredth time. “If you fail to agree on an acceptable price for your fortress, Solintus will merely seize it, with none of the care for collateral damage he would take otherwise.”

Magister Wilken spluttered pointless protests, but Lane kept their gaze fixed on Magisters Hatherly and Luden. Wilken was a wealthy, blustering idiot— the real power lay with the other two rulers, both powerful archmages.

The fact that they’d held off on making an offer was baffling to Lane. The groundlings couldn’t possibly hope to fend Solintus off— the two archmages were powerful, but Solintus had dozens of archmages just as powerful living in the city atop his back, even ignoring his own mountain-leveling power.

Something stank in Calo’s Watch— something other than the ever-present peat mines.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Lane said, glowering at their former teacher, back atop Solintus. “They surely know that they cannot dissuade Solintus from taking their fortress— nor is delaying going to help win any better price for it. The closer our master draws to Calo’s Watch, the worse their bargaining position is. Something else is going on.”

Owen Erm glanced up at them, then looked back to his gravity garden, where he was making minute adjustments to the orbits of several jewels around an alchemically preserved rose blossom.

“This is hardly the first such time a city has resisted the rightful way of things, Lane. At least they’re not fool enough to resist by force of arms.”

“Yes, but they’re still being utterly irrational. I—”

Owen gestured for silence, then made another orbital adjustment to a particularly large spherical garnet.

“You’re right that they’re being irrational from the perspective of what is best for their city— but rational decision-making is a rare thing. It is far more common for our ground-dwelling lessers to make decisions irrationally, whether out of spite or self-interest. Speculate on possibilities, Lane.”

Lane sighed at being ordered about like a student again but pressed their mind to the task regardless.

“It could be a vengeance play— they might be booby-trapping their fortress with enchantments or alchemical weapons in an effort to harm our master.”

Owen nodded as he adjusted the mirrors on the ceiling above his gravity garden to better reflect the interlocking orbits. “It wouldn’t be the first time, though our mages inspect carefully for such traps.”

“Someone always thinks they’re clever enough to be successful where all others have failed, teacher.”

Owen raised a knowing eyebrow at them, and Lane couldn’t help but smile at the memory of some of their own youthful experiments with magic. At one point, they’d actually thought it possible to become a Thunderbringer with only gravity magic, without wind or force.

Needless to say, several broken bones had proven them wrong.

“I think your point about self-interest might be a likelier one, teacher,” Lane mused. “One or more of Calo’s Watch’s magisters might be profiting from the delay in some way or other.”

“A likely motive, but we need more than a motive,” Owen said.

Lane was about to continue their speculation when Owen’s door opened, and two entirely unexpected figures stepped in.

Aster Argo and Lyon the Mirthful.

Lane saved most of their displeasure for Aster. The elegant woman had been a student of Owen’s alongside Lane, but when Owen had fallen from power, Aster had vanished from his circles, immediately attaching herself to other, higher-favored servants of Solintus.

Servants like Lyon the Mirthful— who was named not for any natural good cheer but for the scar that warped his face into a perpetual smirk.

“I hear your negotiations are going as expected,” Aster said, not even bothering to hide her sneer.

“I hear you’re as backstabbing and untrustworthy as expected,” Lane replied.

Owen sighed heavily. “Lane, I’m sorry to cut our talk short, but could we speak another time?”

Lane gave their old teacher a skeptical look, then nodded slowly.

The next day was as unproductive as the previous, no matter how many new angles Lane tried with the magisters.

The meeting dragged on for nearly three hours without the slightest hint of a useful resolution by the end. It was, to say the least, absolutely infuriating.

Lane barely managed to offer a polite farewell at meeting’s end and didn’t bother exiting the meeting by the door, simply flying out the window.

They had zero patience for mundane gravity at the moment or for walking on the ground.

Solintus was only an hour’s flight away from Calo’s Watch at this point, and Lane felt themself relax as the mother-of-pearl towers rose up over the horizon.

Well, mostly mother-of-pearl. The iridescent nacre hadn’t fully engulfed Solintus’ last addition, a multi-pronged tower gifted to the immense xenophora snail by the Alikeans. Solintus could use his nacre affinity to force his mother-of-pearl to grow more swiftly when he desired, of course, but taking more time to do so made the end-product far stronger.

Regardless, the dozens of small- to mid-sized castles and fortresses along Solintus’ back composed, in Lane’s opinion, the most beautiful city on the continent. It was endlessly insulting the way outsiders referred to Solintus as “castle-sized” or spoke of his “rocky bulk.” Certainly, there were a few great castles that rivaled the snail in size, and admittedly, Solintus’ nacre covered up countless tons of stone, but…

The descriptions all failed to do justice to his majesty.

Lane felt their citizenship tattoo flare and smiled as they felt Solintus’ gravity magic take over from their own and guide them in for a landing.

It was good to be home.

Lane channeled their mana into a specific segment of their citizenship tattoo, and its spellforms flared again as Solintus’ gravity currents guided them towards a supplication chamber. The mother-of-pearl tattoo glowed along Lane’s forearm brightly enough that it shone even through their silk robes.

There was a lot of traffic above and between the towers rising up from Solintus’ shell, but given Lane’s rank and the according size of their tattoo, they were given priority over most of the other air traffic.

Lane’s flight did seem slightly slower than usual, however, and part of them wondered if Solintus was displeased at the speed of the negotiations.

That said, the idea that Solintus paid attention to all the movement of his subjects along his back was a controversial one. Most of Lane’s colleagues believed it was a largely autonomous process, governed by the enchanted spellforms Solintus had grown inside the nacre of his shell.

Lane logically agreed with their arguments, but part of them couldn’t shake a superstitious conviction otherwise.

They landed gently in the supplication chamber— one of the larger ones, a good sign. Like all the supplication chambers, it was only accessible to the highest-ranked of Solintus’ subjects and cultists and to cleaners who would never be allowed to seek audience with the snail.

It was only just, of course. They’d had their chances in their placement exams, and if they’d scored any lower, they would have been executed. Or, worse yet, even banished from Solintus if they’d done badly enough.

Lane knelt in front of the supplication chamber’s flat sandgarden the instant they landed. By the time they lifted their head from the tile, their master had already written in the sand using his gravity magic, carving letters in the sand with shifting gravity tides.

Report, Lane.

Lane took a deep breath, then gave their report.

No one was entirely sure how Solintus could hear their reports— whether his gravity sense was powerful enough to detect the sound waves as they moved through the air, or whether he had some more prosaic listening spellforms grown into the nacre of the walls.

It didn’t matter. Solintus could listen to anything and anyone he chose atop his back.

Lane’s master responded immediately once the report was concluded.

You have five more days to negotiate.

Then, with a subtle gravitational pulse, the words were wiped away, and the sandgarden was flat once more.

Lane began their investigation that night.

No one noticed them as they hovered over the fortress of Calo’s Watch, seated cross-legged hundreds of feet in the air.

It was said that Solintus could make out every detail of an embroidered tapestry using only his gravity sense from leagues away, feel the movement of every flea and fly from even farther. While Lane’s gravity affinity sense wasn’t as powerful as their master’s, it was still more than enough to feel out the inside of the fortress, to feel the gravity of the walls and people inside.

The fortress had been mapped extensively already by Solintus’ servants, but Lane wasn’t trying to discover anything new— just to get a feel for the patterns of movement inside the fort.

After speaking to Owen, Lane had spent their free time the past couple of days poring through the archives— with, of course, the aid of a dozen of their clerks. It was the clerks’ honor to serve.

In the century and a half of Solintus’ activity on Ithos, after arriving from his former world, there had been plenty of attempts to resist him. They grew rarer and rarer over the years, but they’d never stopped entirely.

Lane’s top priority had been sorting the attempts into categories. One of Owen’s most important lessons had been in regard to humanity’s inherent incompetence with statistics. The average human— or dragon— was buffoonishly inept at accurately estimating frequencies of events.

Sphinxes were reputed to be more skilled at it, and it was no problem at all for Solintus, of course.

The mere act of counting the various attempts, sorting them into categories, and charting their frequencies over time had proved remarkably informative.

The most common category was, unsurprisingly, various city-states and great powers overestimating their own power or underestimating Solintus. This one, however, had shown a steady decline over the decades.

Lane discounted that one almost immediately. The Magisters of Calo’s Watch were many uncomplimentary things, but even their foolishness wasn’t so all-encompassing.

The second most common category was, as Owen had suggested, greed and self-interest. Lane found themself dividing greed into multiple sub-categories, however. Rulers seeking bribes, seeking citizenship atop Solintus, etc, etc.

None of those seemed to apply here. The Magisters hadn’t reached out with those sorts of demands, after all.

There were a couple of sub-categories of greed and self-interest that seemed likelier, however.

The first of which was power-jockeying— that the delays might not be about Solintus at all but were instead just puerile, short-sighted games between the rulers of Calo’s Watch. That, perhaps, one or more of the Magisters were using Solintus’ approach as an opportunity to seize more control for themselves. It wouldn’t surprise Lane. Of course, there was little stupidity or shortsightedness that would surprise Lane when it came from groundlings.

Slightly less frequent, but still common, was law-breaking on the part of a figure of power. Smuggling operations being run by a councilmember, a coup in progress, that sort of thing. The approach of Solintus often ended up ruining those sorts of plots in one way or another, and so the delay could be an attempt to protect some such plot from collapse.

And that was why Lane sat far above Calo’s Watch, doing their best to ignore the cold north wind— they were looking for signs of smuggling operations, for stockpiled weaponry or alchemy for a coup, for puzzling or unusual activity in the night. It would have been nice if Lane could have recruited others to help, but as high-ranked as Lane was, they weren’t yet high enough in Solintus’ favor to be able to command other servants who were legally permitted to leave Solintus’ back.

So they sat alone above the castle for hours, all in vain.

Lane hardly paid attention to the negotiations the next day. Their lack of sleep hardly helped, of course, but Lane had both the experience and the alchemicals to handle that.

No, their attention was still fixed on the reason for the stalling.

The more Lane considered the matter, the more obvious it grew that the Magisters were stalling.

There were options, of course— they could give the magisters an ultimatum, kill one of them per day until they agreed to their demands.

Lane preferred to avoid that route if at all possible, however. Not because they particularly valued the lives of groundlings, but because that sort of brutality was just… gauche. It would be like wearing weapons to a ball or getting drunk at breakfast. It was the same reason Solintus gave the groundlings an opportunity to sell their fortifications, rather than merely stealing them.

For all their lack of worth, Lane prided themself on treating groundlings politely. Many of their brethren thought of the groundlings as irrational, barely sentient beings. A tasteless stance, in Lane’s opinion, but almost as intolerably, a foolish stance. Groundlings could be irrational at times, but their endless, revolting self-interest often made them, if anything, more rational than Solintus’ servants.

And Lane couldn’t figure out where that self-interest lay for the Magisters. Owen had surely been right to point them in the correct direction, but…

Lane paused in their thoughts and a smile spread across their face, much to the alarm of the Magisters.

Lane had been asking the opposite question that they should have been.

What interests did Solintus’ other servants have here?

If you had told Lane they’d fail a week earlier, they would likely have challenged you to a duel in the gravity-free arena above Solintus, but as Lane watched Solintus rip the fortress of Calo’s Watch free from the ground, their face hurt from the smile splitting it.

Boulders fell free from the foundations, crashing through homes and shops, killing who-knew how many. If the Magisters had come to an agreement, Solintus would have taken more care, but no such agreement had been reached.

As the peaty ground splashed upwards from the impacts, Lane caressed the folder in their hands and kept smiling.

Solintus hadn’t even finished affixing the new fortress to his back when Lane’s hearing began.

Judge Iramnus, the third-highest ranked of Solintus’ servants, hadn’t even begun reading out the charges against them when Lane broke protocol and walked up to Iramnus’ throne. They handed the judge the folder of papers, then waited with a smile while Iramnus peered through it.

“You are prepared to swear on all of this?” Iramnus asked.

Lane nodded. “As are all my clerks and witnesses.”

Iramnus nodded. “It seems we’ll have new defendants today.”

It hadn’t been a difficult riddle once Lane had taken a step back.

In their years studying with Owen, there had been one lesson that he’d drummed in above all others:

Only the servants of Solintus truly had free will because free will only came with servitude. The groundlings, with their freedom, only served their self-interest and were endlessly caught up in their betrayals and wars for power.

It was only the act of giving up power entirely to Solintus, escaping the endless violence of the surface, that gave one the option for true choice.

The answer to the behavior of the magisters had become obvious once Lane had taken their step back.

If they didn’t have obvious self-interest in delaying, they wouldn’t have been capable of choosing to delay.

So Lane only had to look at people who had the capability to choose.

Which was to say, the servants of Solintus.

Owen had been clever, diverting focus to the groundlings, but in retrospect, Lane should have immediately been suspicious of Aster and Lyon visiting him. It hadn’t taken long to get the groundlings to confess once Lane started increasing their weight. Magisters Wilkens and Hatherly had actually survived the interrogation, though it was unlikely Hatherly would walk again.

Lane was a little disappointed in themself for having to resort to such unfashionable methods, but it was a minor disappointment.

Corroborating evidence had, likewise, been easy enough to find. Aster had been especially cruel to her underlings, and it had been easy to subvert a few of them, get them to level accusations against Lane’s old rival.

Many of those accusations had even been true.

Solintus encouraged competition among his servants. It kept them sharp, kept them ready to oppose and face the nastiness of the surface. If they couldn’t withstand the schemes of their fellows, what use were they?

There was a limit to how far one could take the competition, though, and the trio had crossed that line when they had interfered with Lane’s mission.

The servants were never, ever, to interfere with their master’s interests. And, by forcing Solintus to seize the fortress of Calo’s Watch by might, rather than in a more convenient fashion, they had crossed far, far over the line.

They would have been far better off simply murdering Lane.

Despite Owen’s betrayal, they argued fiercely for clemency for him, to allow him the grace of suicide. It had probably used up a considerable fraction of the goodwill Lane had earned by revealing the conspiracy, but it had been worth it. Owen, in the end, had only joined the conspiracy out of a promise to help him regain Solintus’ favor. It had been foolish, of course, as none but Solintus could guarantee his favor, but it had still been done out of love for the proper order of the world. That deserved a certain consideration.

To Lane’s immense gratification, not only had Owen been granted his suicide, he had also thanked Lane with tears in his eyes. Even if he was to be denied an honored burial, denied being mummified in mother-of-pearl to stand statue-like among the great servants of Solintus for eternity, it was a better fate than that of Aster or Lyon.

Lyon had, to his credit, killed himself the moment he had set foot upon the ground. It was no honorable suicide like Owen’s, but it showed resolve.

Aster, to Lane’s delight, had chosen to live. Chosen to live with the dishonor of exile. Chosen to live without the joy of service to Solintus.

It was a fitting fate for Lane’s old rival.

To commemorate, Lane had already sought placement within the new fortress once installation had been completed. It would be a few months until it was fully stabilized and sufficiently nacre-coated for residence, but it would always remind Lane of their victory.

Of course, there was still plenty of work to do. Alikean enchanters wanted to purchase more mother-of-pearl, several bandit groups were refusing to pay the tribute they owed, and the mountain clans were testing the edges of Solintus’ rule again.

Lane looked forward to the challenges.

After all, only in service to Solintus could be found true joy.


Luthe of Clan Castis

This story takes place during the late spring, during the events of A Traitor in Skyhold.

Luthe of Clan Castis was taking his daughter for a walk when the dragon found him.

Yolanda was at that age where she demanded to be carried everywhere, despite the fact that she could already walk reasonably well on her own. She also absolutely refused to nap unless taken on a walk first.

Luthe knew it would pass sooner or later, he’d helped his parents with most of his siblings.

His sister had been the worst, of course. Luthe had lost track of how many times Talia had bitten him before she could even walk.

The blue dragon circled Luthe a few times before landing, giving Luthe plenty of time to examine her. Small scales, well over sixty feet long, noticeably short horns— adult, but probably hadn’t clutched for the first time yet. Exactly the time of life when a dragon was most likely to go looking for trouble.

None of the needle-like spines of a lightning dragon, or the over-sized chest of a gas-breather, so almost certainly a fire dragon. Not that any other type was overly likely; nine out of every ten dragons were fire-spitters.

Yolanda smacked him lightly with her stuffed cloth doll, but Luthe kept his eyes focused on the dragon. He was a good quarter-hour walk from Hold Castis— he’d intended to visit the lake up-valley, the one where his younger brother Roland spent so much time fishing. If the dragon really was looking for a fight, though, he doubted either Roland or anyone in the hold would have enough time to get to him.

The dragon descended more gracefully than one would expect from a dragon that young— or any dragon at all. Wind mage, possibly?

Yolanda hit him on the head with her doll a few more times.

The dragon landed downhill of him, so that he didn’t have to crane his neck up to look at her, then wrapped her tail around her legs like a cat. Luthe relaxed a bit at that— both were indicators that the dragon wanted to talk, not fight.

He didn’t relax completely, of course.

Yolanda burbled something incoherent and excited, then waved at the dragon.

“Luthe of Clan Castis?” the dragon asked. Luthe kept his eyes on the dragon’s throat— if it decided to breathe fire, the sides of its neck would expand a bit first.

“I am,” Luthe said.

“I hear you’re something of a dragonslayer,” the dragon said.

Luthe sighed.

“I suppose,” he said.

“You suppose?” the dragon said. “You seem unusually unenthusiastic about the title.”

Luthe shrugged. “Well, I used to be considerably more enthusiastic about it. These days it’s rather a bother, though.”

“A bother?” the dragon asked.

Yolanda waved her doll at the dragon.

“Well, given how often dragons come by to investigate me whenever the local flight territories shift, it gets a bit aggravating. Did someone finally push old Galtifrax out of his lair?” Luthe said.

The dragon tilted her head at him. “I’m a visitor to these parts; I claim no territory yet.”

Luthe snorted. “Well, fair warning, if you pay a visit to Galtifrax, he can spend entire weeks without shutting up. I’ve never met anyone, human or dragon, who likes the sound of their own voice that much.”

“How many dragons have you killed, Luthe of Clan Castis?” the dragon asked.

“Why don’t you introduce yourself first?” Luthe replied.

The dragon tilted her head the other way and seemed to consider before replying. “I am Granidysa of Sundered Rock.”

“Alright, Granidysa of Sundered Rock, why do you want to know how many dragons I’ve killed?” Luthe asked.

“Call it curiosity,” Granidysa said.

Luthe snorted at that. “Just about every dragon who has hunted me down has either wanted to kill me as an affront to draconic pride or wanted to hire me to kill another dragon. Which is it?”

“Let’s just say I’m undecided on my purpose here,” the dragon said.

Luthe gave her a long, searching look until Yolanda decided to throw her doll. Luthe bent down to pick it up, taking that opportunity to surreptitiously look down at Hold Castis. There was considerable activity among the stone houses of the Hold— they’d obviously seen the dragon.

“Three,” Luthe said as he straightened and handed the doll back to Yolanda.

“Just three?” Granidysa asked. “From the way you are spoken of, I’d expected it to be much more.”

“I’ve fought an additional four, all of whom tracked me down like yourself, but all those battles ended up in one of us retreating,” Luthe said.

“Still,” Granidysa said, “I’ve never heard of another fire mage killing more than a single dragon before. I’m interested in hearing the stories.”

Luthe switched Yolanda to his other hip. “The first dragon I killed wasn’t really that interesting. It was about five years ago now. He was a scrawny thirty-footer, decided he wanted to pick a fight with me. My fire spells were obviously not doing anything to his scales, so I cut down a big tree with a flame lance. It fell right on top of him. I had some clever one liner or other to say. It was all quite dramatic.”

Granidysa lifted one scaled brow. “I can’t help but feel you could have told that story a little more impressively.”

“If you’d caught me a few years ago, I absolutely would have,” Luthe said. “I told it often and loudly. Enough that the story spread to several nearby dragon flights, and one of them decided to make an example of me. I’d only been back from a long trip to the south for a few weeks, escorting my sister to Skyhold. He came after me in a narrow canyon a few leagues from here. Thousand-foot-tall sheer cliffs on either side, barely enough room for the dragon to circle. He was bigger and older than you, but clearly far from the wisest dragon ever.”

“And how did you kill this one?” Granidysa asked.

Luthe shrugged. “Night was coming on fast, and cold air was dropping down into the canyon. The dragon set half the canyon floor on fire and almost lost control several times as the updrafts from the flames started mixing with the downdrafts from above. I strained my affinity senses harder than I ever had before and managed to get a pretty clear view of the mixing air currents just by following the heat. I waited for just the right moment, then detonated the biggest fireball I could. Created an updraft he wasn’t expecting just after he got knocked off course by the chaotic winds again. It slammed him against the side of the cliff, and he fell down into the river below.”

“Very clever,” Granidysa said. “Again, though, rather poorly told. I’m sure you could have stretched out that story much farther.”

“I used to,” Luthe said. “Told it often and loudly enough that more dragons came after me. I drove a few off, a few more forced me to flee, and my legend got louder and louder. None of the dragons wanting a fight were as foolish as to approach me this close to the Hold Castis, though.”

Granidysa’s eyes narrowed. “Foolish? I had thought Clan Castis to be a clan of fire mages.”

Luthe smiled. “You’re not from near here, are you? I’d never heard of Sundered Rock, so I’d expected as much, but that rather confirms it. There is a rather big difference between a dragon picking a fight with a lone fire mage and a dragon picking a fight with a whole clan of fire mages. The melting point of dragonscale is higher than steel, but not that much higher.”

The tip of Granidysa’s tail twitched a bit.

Maybe nervousness, maybe irritation.

“And the third dragon?” Granidysa asked. “Unless, of course, you were preparing some sort of dramatic one-liner about me being the third dragon you’d killed.”

Luthe snorted. “Honestly, that does sound rather like something I would say, but no, I’d have claimed to have killed four dragons in that case. No, the third dragon was an elder wyrm by the name of Savandas. She’d lived so long that she actually faced the risk of dying of old age.”

“And, what, she sought you out to go out in a blaze of glory, rather than a slow decline?” Granidysa asked.

Luthe shook his head. “She didn’t seek me out; she sent for me. She was the guardian and ruler of a valley farming community on the eastern edge of the Skyreach range, between Highvale and the territories of several powerful clans.”

Yolanda smacked Luthe several more times in the head with her doll. She was starting to get fussy and seemed to have lost interest in Granidysa. She’d spent too much time around dragons. Luthe had never known another child of Clan Castis to lose interest in a dragon.

“Savandas was one of those dragons who preferred the company of humans to the company of other dragons,” Luthe said. “She’d been a good ruler for her valley— its inhabitants were prosperous, well fed, and protected. Savandas might have been fairly unambitious, but no one wanted to cross her. Apart from being almost as big as Heliothrax or Indris, Savandas was a fiber mage.”

Granidysa gave Luthe a puzzled look. “Were they worried she was going to weave a blanket at them?”

Luthe shook his head again. “Not a cloth mage or a thread mage, a proper fiber mage. The structural affinity, like a crystal affinity. She could manipulate any fiber of any sort. She could enhance her own muscle fibers to fly faster and strike harder. She could tangle her foes in great nets of metal wire or plant fiber. She killed more than a few would-be dragonslayers simply by shrinking their clothing until it crushed them.”

Yolanda started flailing her doll again, and Luthe gave it a push with a cantrip at just the exact right moment. The doll flew out of Yolanda’s hands and tumbled down the slope, coming to a rest at Granidysa’s feet.

If Luthe hadn’t been the one to cast the spell, he never would have noticed anything amiss with the fall.

Yolanda started crying, but Luthe ignored her and continued his story. “Savandas was afraid of what would happen to her village, so one year, she vanished for months, having secured the aid of a couple of friendly clans to guard her village. When she returned, it was with the instructions and supplies to become a lich.”

Both of Granidysa’s brows raised in surprise at that. Of all the sentient races, dragons were among the least likely to transition into lichdom. Even as territorial and sedentary as most older dragons were, something inside most dragons rebelled viciously at the thought of being trapped in a single demesne for the rest of their existence.

“She never told me who provided her with the books, enchantments, and alchemical reagents she needed,” Luthe said. “But she wove the bulk of her demesne herself. Great cables buried beneath the valley floors, immense webs of wire and rope stretching between the mountains surrounding her valley, like the work of some impossibly huge spider. At the last moment, however… she disobeyed the books and instructions. She fooled herself into believing that she’d come up with a way to let her avatar roam free of her demesne, something no other lich had ever accomplished.”

Luthe gently rocked Yolanda, trying to soothe her. She was fixated on her doll still, however.

“Her experiment left her in ceaseless, crippling pain, until she craved nothing more than her own death. She’d woven her demesne too well, and she was too weak to destroy it. So she sought out dragonslayers, enchanters, and scholars to help her commit suicide. I was one of the ones she sent for.”

Luthe poked Yolanda with his beard, trying to divert her attention.

To his rather mixed relief, she immediately grabbed onto it. On the one hand, this stopped her from crying and distracted her from her doll. On the other hand, he now had a toddler trying to yank out his beard.

“It was one of the strangest convocations of mages I’ve ever heard of,” Luthe said. “We spent months and months trying to think of a solution, a way to destroy Savandas’ demesne and free her of her pain. We came up with countless solutions— the only problem was that most of them would have destroyed great chunks of the valley or poisoned it by releasing many of the alchemical reagents used in the process of becoming a lich, and Savandas would far rather suffer than hurt her precious valley or its inhabitants.”

“That was kind of her,” Granidysa said. Her voice sounded half skeptical, half subdued.

“Yes, it was,” Luthe said.

He was silent for a few long moments.

“I met my husband Sven during those months,” Luthe finally continued. “He was the village baker, and we became good friends. His wife died giving birth to Yolanda here, even with the attention of several healers who were participating in Savandas’ project. I started stopping in every day to help him with Yolanda, and one thing led to another, and well…”

“That’s charming but a bit beside the point,” Granidysa said.

Luthe personally considered it the best part of the story. The only good part, really. He shrugged and continued, though.

“One by one, mages started to abandon the project as pointless,” Luthe said. “We were down to half our original number when I finally proposed my solution.”

“And that was?” Granidysa asked.

Luthe smiled at that. “I’m a member of Clan Castis. What do you think my solution was?”

“You burned it,” Granidysa said.

“I burned it,” Luthe said. “It was a controlled burn, though. Her demesne’s enchantments were so powerful they would have leveled half the valley if simply destroyed, and regardless of how we took it apart, it was going to leak alchemical reagents. My solution wasn’t clever or original by any means. It was just the product of months of mind-numbing tedium. I’d pored over every inch of her demesne’s blueprints and painstakingly mapped out every single mana flow. I figured out exactly which segments of the demesne had to be burned, melted, or just removed, and in what order, to kill Savandas quickly and with as little pain as possible. Some alchemical reagents were unavoidably released during this process, but we had wind and water mages to gather them up and stone mages to carve holding tanks of impermeable stone deep under the mountains for them. Once Savandas had died, I left, bringing Sven and Yolanda back home with me. Last I’d heard, mages are going to be disassembling the demesne for at least another decade.”

Yolanda was starting to doze off, her fist still wrapped in his beard.

“Unless, of course, some great power decides to take over or Savandas’ remaining hoard runs out and can’t pay for the mage crews anymore,” Luthe said. “The farmers have already started to leave the valley— no matter how careful the mages are, the reagents just keep leaking out and poisoning the land.”

Luthe smiled at Yolanda as her fist slipped out of his beard, then turned his attention back to Granidysa. “You’re the first dragon to come after me since the story of Savandas spread through these lands. Most of the dragons in the area consider what I did to be a mercy, and quite a few have actively befriended me, even inviting me to their lairs socially. If you were from anywhere near here, you’d know Savandas’ story. More, I’ve never heard of Sundered Rock, and I’ve traveled more of the Skyreach Range than most.”

Granidysa didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then she slowly unfurled her wings from her back.

Luthe tensed and reached his affinity senses out towards Yolanda’s doll at the dragon’s feet but didn’t react otherwise.

Granidysa planted her wingtips against the ground, then used her wings to push her front legs and upper body off the ground entirely.

Luthe immediately relaxed. The wings were the most powerful part of a dragon’s body and using them to support the dragon was a display of… not submission, exactly, but more of chosen vulnerability. Body language was far more important with dragons than with any other sapient race Luthe knew of.

Luthe ran his eyes over the dragon’s torso and abdomen, and then he abruptly understood.

“You’re bearing eggs,” he said. “You’re bearing eggs, and you’re not in your own territory. Who are you running from?”

Granidysa lowered herself down again. The ground shook slightly as she did so, and Yolanda murmured restlessly against Luthe’s chest.

“The home of my flight, Sundered Rock, is… was, far to the north of here,” Granidysa said. “It was three day’s flight to the ruins of Louthem.”

“Intet Slew,” Luthe said.

“Intet Slew,” Granidysa agreed. “We thought we were far enough away to avoid her attention. We always kept an eye on her lair in the ruins, but she had ignored us for decades. I have no idea what changed. My appetite had doubled after my mating flight, and I was away hunting when she attacked our lair.”

The dragon fell silent, and Luthe didn’t press her further. There had been dozens of members of Clan Castis visiting Louthem on the day, almost a half century ago, when the demonic-dragon hybrid had clawed her way out of the labyrinth below the mining city. They’d all died just as horribly as everyone else in the city who didn’t manage to flee.

There was a reason Intet Slew was known as the Blood Boiler.

“I heard your clan mentioned as one of the greatest enemies of Slew, and as the one living farthest away from her,” Granidysa said. “I came here hoping that…”

“I’m no match for her,” Luthe said. “I doubt all of Clan Castis would be. Someday, perhaps, or sooner, if we had a few great powers to march alongside us. I can’t avenge your family any more than I can avenge my ancestors who fell to her.”

Granidysa bowed her head, and for the first time, Luthe saw her exhaustion and grief.

Luthe sighed and reached out to the concealed candle flames among the trees and rocks around him. He quenched them all with a spell, relit them, then repeated the process twice more, the third time letting them burn for a three count before quenching them.

The hidden members of Clan Castis reignited their candles quickly once, then slowly twice, already moving back towards Hold Castis.

“I can, however, offer you a place to stay for the night,” Luthe said. “We can build a bonfire, roast a few goats and sheep, have a proper night of it.”

“That is kind of you,” Granidysa said. “In the morning, I’ll…”

“In the morning,” Luthe interrupted, “you and I will be heading into the mountains together. Old Galtifrax might be a blowhard who enjoys the sound of his own voice entirely too much, but his lair is large enough for an entire flight of dragons, and I’m fairly sure he’s grown quite lonely in his old age. Having a few hatchlings around to tell stories to would do him good.”

Luthe set off walking towards the clan hold. Granidysa, who happened to be directly in his way, awkwardly shuffled out of his way.

“I… I don’t…” Granidysa started.

“And someday,” Luthe interrupted again, “when Clan Castis finally marches against Intet Slew, perhaps you and your hatchlings will join us.”

Luthe snagged Yolanda’s doll off the ground, from where it had rested next to the dragon’s feet.

“I think,” the dragon said, “that I rather like that idea.”

Luthe smiled up at Granidysa.

He was happy he didn’t have to kill her. He’d lost his taste for dragonslaying after Savandas. For adventuring in general, really.

Still, it didn’t mean he wasn’t going to be prepared, just in case.

There was, after all, one major part of his story he’d left out.

He’d, uh… informally requisitioned a few pieces of Savandas’ demesne when he’d left with Sven and Yolanda. They were demesne stabilizers, alchemically inert pieces of enchantment— Luthe didn’t want anything to do with alchemy if he could help it. They were highly stable enchantments, too, for the most part— you could probably smash one with a sledgehammer without any risk. Most of that, of course, was due to the fact that removed from the demesne, they didn’t have any mana running through them.

Just running a bunch of mana through them wouldn’t do much, either. Without a demesne to stabilize, a demesne stabilizer didn’t actually do anything. If someone who knew how they worked, however, were to run a type of mana they weren’t designed for— like, say, fire mana— in exactly the right pattern through their numerous mana channels…

Well, it would produce a rather disproportionately hot explosion. Not much force, but more than enough heat to melt steel. Exactly the type of explosion a nearby fire mage could easily shield themselves from. The level of heat would, in fact, theoretically be high enough to melt more than just steel. It was almost certainly more than hot enough to melt dragonscale.

Luthe squeezed his daughter’s doll hard enough to feel the hard, oddly shaped object sewn deep inside it and smiled to himself. He and Yolanda had been safe from the moment it had fallen at Granidysa’s feet, even if she had turned out hostile.

After all, few people— or dragons— were paranoid enough to worry about a child’s doll.


The Battle of Lothal

This story takes place during The Siege of Skyhold, shortly before the climatic events of that book.

Ampioc was arguing with a talking boat when Havath attacked Lothal.

Well, a ship, not a boat, but Ampioc was always getting that mixed up. Despite ruling a seaport, Ampioc had intensely little interest in learning the sailor’s dialect, with its pointless alternate names for everything.

He was, however, interested in arguing about whether sailors’ speech was actually a dialect. And, to his delight, the Radhan ship, The Patient Albatross, was just as delighted to argue this point with him, holding the position that it was merely a professional dialect, not a true dialect.

Sentient ships like the Albatross were exceptionally rare— Ampioc had only ever encountered five in his life. Three, including the Albatross, had been enchanted Radhan ships awakened over time by pacting with warlocks (and he’d encountered several on a similar path, though still years away from even rudimentary intelligence); one had been a mad, failed attempt at constructing a lich demesne; and the fifth, twelve years back…

Well, Ampioc wasn’t entirely sure it had been sentient, or even a ship, really. Ships don’t normally take massive bites out of other ships, unfold a set of massive insectile legs, run across the roofs of a city, and then escape out into the desert sands.

It had been clever enough to escape his wrath, however, so Ampioc was willing to give it the benefit of the doubt on the sentience question.

Regardless, the one thing all of the sentient ships— and other sentient enchanted objects Ampioc had ever encountered— had in common were their unusual understandings of the world— their form shaped their ideas to an even greater degree than organic sophonts. The Patient Albatross had shockingly little interest in what occurred on land, and, to the degree that it thought of the land at all, it seemed to treat it as a pointillist constellation of port cities scattered across the edge of the ocean, each of which supplied different balances of trade goods. Moreover, it genuinely seemed to believe that the end goal, the purpose, the reason for the existence of said trade goods was not their use or consumption, but the very act of transporting them.

These were obviously false propositions to land dwellers, but then, land-dweller perceptions of the sea were even worse— most of them treated it simply as a featureless, inhospitable surface to be traversed. They even lacked the ability to see polarized light— if you submerged a land-dweller, the light filtering down into the water would look the same to them in wildly different locations, rather than immediately identifying their location in the world for them.

Ampioc… had struggled with the idea of life with such limited sensory ability being worth living for a long time. Decades of living alongside land-dwellers had changed his mind, but he knew many of his kin likely still believed that land-dweller lives simply had less moral value for that lack.

As for Patient Albatross… well, thinking of their transport as the reason for trade goods to exist, rather than their consumption, made perfect sense from a ship’s perspective.

Albatross’ mind was, on a profound level, a function of its form. Its sentience, its methods of interacting with the world around it, were all shaped by the fact that it was a ship. That led it to seemingly absurd beliefs at times, but few of them lacked a bizarre logic of their own— the way Albatross thought of trees as somewhere in between food and beloved ancestors, whose entire end purpose was to become products of carpentry. Trying to convince a sentient ship otherwise on a question like transport being the reason trade goods existed, or carpentry being the purpose of trees, wasn’t just a losing proposition, but an irrational one.

Trying to convince Patient Albatross of anything was a losing proposition, really. Ampioc had seldom met a more stubborn being in his life, and Albatross was being just as recalcitrant in their argument about sailor language as any other debate they’d had over the years.

It didn’t help, of course, that no less than three of Ampioc’s arms were agreeing with Albatross. Two and Four genuinely seemed to have been convinced by the ship, while Five disagreed with Ampioc in every argument as a matter of moral duty. When you had nine minds, it was deeply important not to get trapped in groupthink, and having a designated opposition was an effective counter to that.

Not all of Ampioc’s kind agreed with him there. His adherence to the old ways had driven a rift between himself and the Singular Unity faction of his people, who considered it their religious and moral duty to master all of their arms, to make them subservient to the mind of the body. The philosophical debate had eventually made the Unity declare Ampioc anathema, and he’d been forced to flee the depths.

Admittedly, normal philosophical debates didn’t involve murdering your opponents and dumping their dismembered bodies into undersea volcanic vents, which was why the other major factions hadn’t defended Ampioc from the declaration of anathema. Still, Ampioc considered his actions proportional to the hideousness of the Unity’s philosophy. The arms of colossal octopuses weren’t mere dead limbs like those of humans— they were thinking beings and deserved to be treated as such. The Unity genuinely believed that their parts not acting unanimously, not conforming to their central will, was a threat to their personhood, to their self, that it made them more vulnerable to coercion from other sentient beings. They were completely unable to see the irony in them believing that true freedom came only from subjugating the minds of their limbs.

Though it was still wise to, at times, restrain the desires of some limbs. Especially Seven, given that Seven’s response to the debate with the Albatross was a plan to murder the ship, its crew, the rest of the sailors in the harbor, the entire population of Lothal, and every other living being in existence, but that’s really all Seven ever wanted. She was an arm of simple tastes, and all of them involved hating everything else alive.

Well, except for sea otters. Seven was inexplicably fond of the repulsive pests. Ampioc couldn’t understand why— their stubby little limbs were horrifying. Creatures should either have no limbs or appropriately long limbs, not disproportionately short limbs like sea otters. They were disgusting.

The debate against the members of Singular Unity was one of the rare times when Ampioc and his other arms had voted in agreement with one of Seven’s murderous plans outside of battle, but that seldom stopped Seven from pressing them to do it again.

Ampioc wasn’t proud to have an arm as vicious and murderous as Seven, and there were plenty of more moderate philosophical factions than Singular Unity that would have prescribed the severing of an arm like Seven— some would even say it should be discarded entirely, without proper funeral practice, as Ampioc had done to the members of Unity he had murdered.

No matter how much Seven revolted Ampioc, no matter how much he strove to be better than his vicious, nasty arm-mind… Seven was as much an individual as he was a part of Ampioc’s self and had a right to exist.

So, needless to say, Ampioc was deeply distracted when the Havathi attack hit. All of his minds were focused on Albatross’ arguments, which the ship relayed by vibrating its hull in the water to make noise.

All of his arms save Eight, that is. It was always important to have one arm on watch while conversing, eating, or sleeping.

Before Ampioc even realized anything was wrong, Eight tore several basalt columns from the bottom of the harbor and lifted them up to block a series of massive bone harpoons that would have torn both Ampioc and the Patient Albatross to shreds. The bone harpoons hit hard enough that the stone barrier barely held against the assault.

Ampioc jetted to the surface of the harbor, setting ships rocking in the water all around him.

There was a spider as big as he was skittering down the basalt rooftops of the city from the upper harbor. A spider that was made entirely out of lashed-together bone and sinew, with a pyramidal body made of the same. Dozens of bone-and-sinew ballistae rested on balconies and terraces along the sides of the bone-and-sinew pyramid, ready to fire more bone spears at Ampioc.

Ampioc recognized his foe immediately, of course.

Fort Marrow.

Fort Marrow had been human once— the child of powerful Havathi nobles, born with a horrific disease that made the child’s body replace injured flesh with bone when it healed.

The disease could be managed by healers and bone mages— it was, in fact, the inspiration for one of the main combat strategies of bone mages. The child had even developed a healing affinity in his teens, which would have helped him live a largely normal life.

The child who would become Fort Marrow had wanted more than that.

He’d spent more than a decade developing artificial affinities for bone and sinew to go along with his healing affinity. Then, rather than suppress his disease, he’d enhanced it, empowered it.

The child rapidly sprouted bones out of his flesh, huge spines that eventually grew into horrific limbs. He had grown and grown, sculpting his body into larger and larger forms, until he finally settled into a form inspired by the mobile spider-fortresses of Cloudspine— though those were enchanted metal and stone behemoths, not horrific, malformed bone. No one knew how much of Fort Marrow’s original body still existed inside the bone pyramid’s depths.

It was something of a tradition in Havath to invest massive budgets into attempting to train the chronically ill or disabled children of noble families into great powers. There had been at least five unequivocal successes over the last century, and dozens of archmages were produced that way as well. Havath was perhaps the only place on the planet where a sickly child was seen as a blessing by the elite families. The Puppet was, of course, by far the most powerful of the lot.

Fort Marrow wasn’t one of them. His family had, apart from providing the most basic medical care needed to keep him alive, largely ignored him. He’d made himself into a great power almost entirely on his own, finding himself tutors among the healers that kept him alive.

Once he’d gained his monstrous form and been acknowledged as a great power, Fort Marrow had abandoned his name and rejected his neglectful family entirely. He became one of the most tireless and loyal Havathi powers.

It was a perplexing, challenging question: what had Fort Marrow’s transformation had done to his sense of self? Had becoming a building altered his perspective, changed his mind to fit his function more, like the Patient Albatross? That was, Ampioc suspected, half the reason liches created avatars resembling their old forms, though most of them would deny that. There was no way to tell without talking to Fort Marrow, however, and Fort Marrow had no interest in speaking to foes of Havath. It was times like these that Ampioc missed the great parliaments of his people, when dozens or even hundreds of his kind gathered atop great undersea mountains to argue for weeks on topics of philosophical import.

All Ampioc had was speculation and battle reports from those who had survived Fort Marrow.

Fort Marrow was relentless. Fort Marrow was tireless. Fort Marrow was immensely durable and could repair himself rapidly between battles. Fort Marrow had survived decades of battles in Havath’s service, surviving clashes with Helicotan Lords Citizen, Tsarnassan Champions, and even Sican Elders— though only barely against those last.

Fort Marrow was absolutely no match against Ampioc in his own city.

Ampioc’s skin turned orange-yellow in scorn at Havath’s foolishness.

Almost dismissively, Ampioc sent a dozen basalt columns hurtling through the air towards Fort Marrow. The bone mage was useful against armies in the field, useful for taking lightly fortified cities, and for helping manage occupations, but challenging a power at Ampioc’s level in their own territory? Not a chance.

Five, of course, warned Ampioc that his attack wouldn’t work, though that was just a matter of duty— there wasn’t any real commitment to his argument.

To Ampioc and his arms’ surprise, however, the basalt columns came to a halt in midair, then plummeted down into the water of the harbor.

Ampioc focused and noticed a detail that had evaded him before.

There, standing atop the pyramid, was a tall, heavily armored figure carrying an oversized sword. His helmet was shaped like a wolf’s skull, and Ampioc immediately recognized him as well.

Zale the Wolf.

Admittedly, he was more commonly called Zale the Fool. The man was obsessed with stories of barbarian kings and magical knights from the chaotic century after the fall of Ithos and had modeled himself heavily off them. He seemed to live in his own ridiculous fantasy world, one where there was still room for honorable heroes on the battlefield.

For all of Zale’s absurd posturing, he was a powerful inertia mage and was a distressingly effective counter to Ampioc’s attacks. Just by lowering the inertia on the basalt columns Ampioc liked to hurl and increasing the inertia on the air in their path, he could bring them to a halt with ease, even with Ampioc’s magic opposing him.

He wasn’t quite so dangerous on offense, but in combination with Fort Marrow, whose bone harpoons and bolts Zale could apply his magic to make hit harder…

This was not going to be pleasant.

Arms Six, Seven, and Eight began launching a continuous volley of basalt columns at Fort Marrow— they wouldn’t be likely to punch through, but Ampioc was willing to bet he could beat Zale when it came to magical endurance. He did, after all, have nine mana reservoirs to Zale’s one.

Ampioc jetted to one side, dodging another volley of bone harpoons while running his eyes over his city.

The population was vanishing rapidly indoors. People were guiding total strangers into their homes for shelter and risking their lives to help children and the elderly out of the path of the battle.

Ampioc’s skin turned blue with satisfaction, and he turned his whole attention back on the battle.

Well, except for Five, who promptly began monitoring the rest of the city for other threats.

A moment later, Ampioc was forced to submerge himself to dodge another volley of harpoons, ones that hardly slowed at all when hitting the water and kept going until they buried themselves in the basalt harbor floor.

It was then that One made a suggestion.

Of all his arms, One was the quietest— it rarely called attention to itself, and when it did, it never spoke using words. Instead, it offered the rest of Ampioc’s minds incredibly clear images. None of Ampioc’s arms were bad at composing visual imagery— they all had to be excellent to interpret the light and colors their skin could detect, as well as control the pigments of his skin— but One’s skill at imagining scenes was superior even to Ampioc’s primary mind.

Every one of Ampioc’s minds, save Five and Seven, immediately agreed with the visual plan One offered them. Five’s disagreement was perfunctory, and Seven just wanted to launch a frontal assault on the Havathi great powers and rip them to shreds.

Which was surprisingly restrained and cautious, coming from Seven.

Ampioc could fit anywhere that his beak could slip through. He could bend, twist, and compress his body into a vast profusion of shapes. Even for an octopus, Ampioc was unusually flexible.

Admittedly, his beak was large, but no more than twice the size of an average human— he could fit through a reasonably large door.

Still, he preferred to have a little more space to move than that. So he had, over the years, rebuilt Lothal’s sewer system and water pipes to have plenty of room to move around inside if he needed to— though he definitely preferred the water pipes. Even at a larger size than he strictly needed, Ampioc was fitting through spaces that no adult sphinx or dragon could fit through, despite being larger than adults of either species.

As Ampioc fled the harbor, One, Two, and Eight all worked together to animate a swarm of basalt columns under the water, mimicking the size and shape of their collective body, while still launching column after column out from under the water at Zale and Fort Marrow. They were keeping the artificial octopus deep enough underwater that the Havathi powers had settled in for a protracted ranged engagement against it— standard practice when mages dueled from opposite sides of the waterline.

Ampioc, however, was quietly moving beneath the city, waiting for an opportunity to erupt out from underneath his foes. As he slithered through the tunnels, he kept repositioning the artificial stone octopus in the harbor to force the enemy mages to move as well, trying to force them into a position to take them down quickly, with minimal damage to the city. It was tricky business since he couldn’t see them, and his arms’ touch and taste receptors didn’t work through hundreds of feet of stone. The limited vision his skin and arms had was mostly color-focused and obviously wasn’t useful in looking through solid rock either— so he and his arms could only feel the weight Fort Marrow put on the basalt of Lothal through his basalt affinity senses. With nine separate affinity senses, however, he could get a remarkably clear picture of Fort Marrow’s movements.

Unfortunately, he was forced to play his cards early, when Fort Marrow began tearing apart homes to clear new movement routes, apparently recognizing that Ampioc was herding them.

Inhabited homes.

Ampioc would have waited for a better moment, would have sacrificed a few lives to ensure the battle was ended swiftly and decisively when the moment was right. It was regrettable, but sacrifices had to be made at times.

His arms, unfortunately, disagreed. Only Two and Four agreed with him. The rest unanimously voted to intervene immediately, even if the risk to them was greater.

It was always undignified to be overruled by his own arms, but Ampioc didn’t bother to argue— they didn’t have time for that.

Ampioc blasted the street below Fort Marrow upward, basalt columns spearing up from below into the bone-and-sinew monstrosity. The Wolf managed to stop many of them, but far from all.

He didn’t manage to stop Ampioc, because Ampioc wasn’t actually moving very quickly nor accelerating.

That was one of the tricks to fighting inertia mages— their powers were most effective against fast-moving objects or motionless objects. Slow-moving objects could still be affected, of course, but unlike force mages, inertia mages were fundamentally limited by the energy within an object they were manipulating. Likewise, their powers were greatest against accelerating or decelerating objects.

Ampioc, moving slowly, only used a fraction of his available muscle strength, which in turn limited the Wolf’s ability to interfere with his movements.

It helped, of course, that the Wolf’s mana reservoirs already seemed to be flagging from fighting off Ampioc’s basalt bombardment.

Ampioc wrapped his arms around Fort Marrow’s legs and lower half and began to squeeze.

And inertia mages? Next best thing to useless against constriction.

Fort Marrow struggled, of course, but he wasn’t a particularly flexible being. He’d traded that for strength and durability— but even with his bone magic, he wasn’t a match for Ampioc’s raw might.

Ampioc tore off a bone leg like he would the leg of a crab, and Fort Marrow began to shake.

He tore off a second leg, and Fort Marrow almost lost his footing.

He began to tear off a third, and then, with a flash of pain, nine minds had become eight.

Zale the Wolf had used his absurdly over-sized sword to hack off arm Seven.

Ampioc’s grip loosened when Seven was sliced free of his body, and Fort Marrow tore itself from Ampioc’s grasp. Ampioc shuddered, then slithered away, dodging behind a building to evade bone ballista bolts.

The sword must have borne heavy enchantments— even taller than most humans, it wasn’t long enough to have cut off one of his arms by itself. Ampioc’s arms immediately began arguing over blame. Five, especially, blamed itself for not worrying more about the sword— even if it hadn’t been enchanted, Zale could have easily used his inertia magic to keep it from slowing down when cutting through Ampioc’s flesh and causing grievous injuries.

One shushed all of the other arms wordlessly, reminding them to focus on the battle.

Ampioc’s momentum, unfortunately, had been lost, and the fight had turned in favor of the Havathi powers. The Wolf had used his inertia magic to jump right back atop Fort Marrow, and they’d redoubled their assault on Ampioc.

Ampioc was still confident he could win, but not without causing massive devastation to Lothal. He could easily turn the city’s infrastructure against the invaders— he could rupture the desalination tanks below the city and boil the Havathi alive, he could collapse the upper harbor and crush them beneath a river of sand, he could annihilate them in half a dozen other ways.

All of them, however, would cost the lives of thousands of his citizens. Ampioc could justify the deaths of a handful, but thousands? Even if he’d been able to tolerate that kind of loss, it would delegitimize his rule in the eyes of many, if not most, of the survivors.

As he and his remaining arms frantically tried to think of a solution, as the Wolf and Fort Marrow hunted him down through the city, someone else entirely took action.

Seven.

The severed, dying arm used the last of its life and all of its mana to blast a single, solitary basalt column at absurd speeds straight at the top of Fort Marrow, where Zale the Wolf stood.

Seven must have calculated the trajectory of the shot mostly from the weight of the legs on Lothal’s stones as picked up by its affinity senses— the light and color vision Ampioc’s skin offered was short ranged and had little or no ability to make out detail, as it was used almost entirely for the purpose of controlling the color changes Ampioc and his kind performed. Aiming at a target with so little sensory data was a challenging calculation that would have been difficult for all nine of Ampioc’s minds together, let alone a mostly feral one that was bleeding out and dying.

Even so, with all the force carried by the basalt column, Zale could have normally stopped it. No, especially with all the force.

Zale, however, was focused like his namesake on Ampioc. He’d completely dismissed Seven from his mind, which was to be expected from a dead-limbed creature like a human, whose arms were mere puppets to their brain.

Zale died instantaneously as the stone column tore through the top of Fort Marrow and sent immense bone splinters scything into the air.

Fort Marrow almost toppled over entirely from the blow, and he never got a chance to recover before Ampioc was on him.

The colossal octopus crafted himself a dozen additional arms made entirely of hovering basalt columns, then battered and tore Fort Marrow into a pile of debris, no chunk of which was larger than the sea otters Seven had loved so much.

Then, exhausted and bleeding, Ampioc returned to Seven, who was picked up by One and Eight, and he began slithering out to the water of the harbor, his skin an ugly mourning grey.

Ampioc would grow a new seventh arm soon enough, and he looked forward to meeting it and discovering what sort of person it would be.

In the meantime, however, Ampioc would pay Seven the highest funeral respects he could and eat them to fuel the growth of their replacement.

Once a part of the self, always a part of the self— no matter how often nor how deeply it had disagreed with the rest.

No one, octopus nor human nor sentient ship, can, in the end, only be the parts of themselves they love.


Lost Qokeen

Lost Qokeen is set twenty-five years before Mage Errant, though the frame story occurs years after Mage Errant’s conclusion. It is inspired, in great part, by Wolf Hilbertz’s Autopia Ampere, one of the most brilliant, gorgeous utopian cities never built— or in its case, grown.

Everyone knows there are no cities at sea. No floating cities, nor any cities built in the depths. Anastis’ seas are too harsh, too vicious.

And yet the stories of Qokeen persist.

Most scholars will promptly dismiss Qokeen as a myth, of course. They’ll point to the myriad failures of archmages, nations, and great powers to build cities on the seas of Anastis. The tides are too great, the storms too powerful.

A few scholars, however, ones who have studied the issue in greater depth, will say something a little different— that Qokeen did exist once, that it was one of the countless failed sea cities of the past.

It’s funny, though. All of those scholars make wildly different claims about which of the failed sea cities Qokeen was. None of their accounts match in the least— not the date, not the location, not the structure of the city. That’s part of what first got me interested, what began my pursuit of Qokeen.

The usual tale of Qokeen goes something like this:

There was once a brilliant architect who devoted her life to her work. She designed great towers in Lemmanen, living baobab sculpture tenements in Sica, staircased terrace towns in Highvale.

She loved her family, but as is often the case with architects, she loved her work more. Like so many architects, she thought her work could change the world— thought that if she could design the perfect city, it would, in turn, perfect humanity.

A common enough belief among architects. And, like so many other architects, she was— not to put it too finely— a terrible mother and spouse, who neglected her family in favor of her work.

And when that family died as two great powers battled for rule over her home in Ruhn, all she had left was her work and her grief, and out of those two things was born Qokeen.

In her grief, she built a floating wooden city far out to sea, fashioned of hundreds of ships lashed together, where people might live safe from the wars of the great powers.

And, less than a year after it was built, Qokeen was torn apart by a battle between two of the seagoing great powers, and all its inhabitants were lost save for the architect herself. Now, she roams the world eternally looking for a place to build her city of hopeless dreams, safe from war.

That tale is, of course, completely wrong.

I wish my story had some epic beginning, some grand motivation, some tragic past.

It doesn’t, though. I was a rather boring historian, with a large number of dry treatises to my name on the movement of trade routes over the centuries. I was no orphan with a mysterious birthmark— I was the middle child of seven, with more aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, nephews, and assorted elderly relatives who all went by cute nicknames than I could possibly count. I can’t even claim that I was overlooked and forgotten in the absurd bustle of my family’s compound in southern Tsarnassus— it was quite the loving environment. My family regularly visited me at Lemannen’s university when I got a position there, and, bafflingly, they even read my dry historical treatises with excitement when they were published.

They were the best possible family to have, except for the purposes of being the hero of a grand adventure.

It was in the course of researching my most recent trade treatise that I stumbled on Qokeen’s trail. I’d found a two-hundred-year-old cargo manifest that someone had used the back of to pen a letter to their illicit lover. (Or perhaps the trade manifest was written on the back of a love letter, but that would just be strange and sad.)

There was one particular line of the manifest that caught my attention immediately. It had listed nearly two tons of goods— mostly cloth and foodstuffs— being shipped to Qokeen, with an expected shipment in return of, strangely, limestone.

I thought I’d misread it at first or that it was some sort of joke, but the name refused to change no matter how long I stared at it.

So I started tracking down historians and scholars who knew something of Qokeen. Easy enough at Lemannen’s great university.

My dry academic quest took me months. My boring trade treatise was soon forgotten as I pursued this one strange, solitary clue. I assigned less homework to my students so that I’d have less grading to get in the way of my research. I even sold or gave away many of my birds— though I kept Grey, of course.

If the scholars I’d consulted had all dismissed Qokeen, I’d have lost my interest in the pursuit. If the small group that had believed it had once existed had all agreed which failed sea city had inspired it, I’d likewise have lost interest.

Instead, they disagreed wildly about the original Qokeen. Some of the scholars claimed it had been a city of lashed-together ships, like in the children’s tale. Others claimed it had been a great city of ice floating in the northern reaches. Others still claimed it was a city of woven, living seaweed.

None of those claims were particularly unrealistic— there had been attempts to build floating cities in all those forms before, and many others as well.

There were estimates of its origin dating back over a century before the fall of Ithos to estimates two centuries after its fall.

My cargo manifest was dated a hundred years later than any of them.

I am an unquestionably skilled scholar, but I won’t pretend I’m some great genius capable of solving a historical puzzle that had stumped countless before me on insight alone.

I wasn’t even the first to solve it, though I wouldn’t figure that out until much later.

No, I was just the first to think to approach the Kaen Das family for help— at least, so far as I knew at the time.

The great family of storm-mages weren’t particularly known for their scholarship nor for having a great library. Most scholars would, when seeking out lost pieces of history, beg for access to Keayda’s library, or the library at Skyhold, or even my own university’s library, which was third only to the aforementioned two.

The library at Stormseat wasn’t anything to be ashamed of, but it would never be one of the great research libraries of the continent. Half of it had been stolen from Yldive, as an insult to the former strength of that city and as proof of the ascendancy of Ras Andis, and half of it had been accumulated over the span of the Kaen Das family.

I traveled to Ras Andis on what amounted to a whim. There wasn’t much more to my plan than the idea that if anyone knew the secrets of the sea, it would be the family that produced the greatest storm mages alive.

The trip lasted months months. I took a sabbatical from the university, but I brought with me only Grey, some clothes, and an excessive amount of research materials.

Thankfully, I proved resistant to seasickness, and Grey proved quite popular with the crews of the various ships we took. The little crow spent most of the trip shamelessly begging for scraps or teasing the ship’s cats. He only got in trouble on one ship, and that was when he stole a captain’s earring.

I eventually persuaded him to give it back. You’d think being a bird mage would help me control the little feathery idiot, and said captain certainly blamed me for the incident, but animal affinities are among the subtlest of magics. Strengthening or healing Grey, I could do. Seeing from his eyes, I could also do. Communicate with him? I could also do that, though it certainly wasn’t making conversation with him, like stories of animal mages would have you believe.

Keep Grey from making a nuisance of himself? Not a chance in the world.

The sea voyage was, in fact, remarkably uneventful. Grey and I were stranded for a week in Sica by a great storm— Ephyrus, the great flying jellyfish who dominated the storms of southeastern Ithos, operated by its own bizarre instincts and urges, and had little concern for trade or schedules. Grey and I spent those two weeks exploring the countless living baobabs the city was grown out of, most sculpted into the shape of living creatures, each filled with homes and apartments. Most of the trees had been grown into the form of men and women, but at least a third were in the forms of gorgons and naga, dragons and sphinxes, and even some creatures I suspected weren’t even real.

And as much as the trees had grown to resemble people there, the people had grown to resemble trees. Many wore clothes of living bark and leaves, soft as cotton. Others wore armor of living wood. Some had their hair replaced with living vines, and others yet had replaced entire limbs with those of wood.

Sicans have always been more comfortable altering themselves than most are. I’ve even heard rumors that, alongside merging the body with plants, the Sicans have taken alchemical modification of the body to extreme levels.

A dangerous game, that, and not one most survive long.

I could write an entire book on the countless wondrous cities along the coast— at least, where there were cliffs for them to rest atop, for no-one sane would build a city anywhere else along the shore. The tides would wash them away anywhere else, for they rose higher than most buildings. The great beaches and mudflats between the cliffs were far too dangerous for anyone to live on. None compared to Sica for me, though. Even Tsarnassus itself paled in comparison. To be fair, I never stopped at Zophor, and I’ve heard wonders of that lich-city.

The most astonishing sight in those months at sea, however, came as we sailed through the Shattered Isles.

A passing Radhan ship had informed us that the Silent Straits were unsafe, that the Listener’s demesne was blooming. So we took the longer, more southerly route.

It was two days into the Shattered Isles that the captain declared us lost. He’d spent decades running the route from Sica to Ras Andis and knew the Shattered Isles far better than most, but on the dawn of the second day, he declared himself utterly bewildered. We were surrounded by dozens of rocky, craggy islands, ones that we’d not seen in the night somehow.

After a few hours, the captain was growing desperate enough that he had considered asking me to use my magic to call seabirds to me to scout around us.

That was when the islands started moving.

There was panic on the ships at first. I have to admit, to my shame, that I was among those panicked, convinced we were about to be crushed by the mad, moving rocks around us.

It was only when the rocks changed color, then vanished, only to be replaced by psychedelic fields of a thousand rippling colors that the captain realized what had happened and calmed us.

We had sailed among a school of leviathans.

I have to admit, I remained nervous for some time. Though I knew that leviathans were gentle creatures who never sank ships and had even been known to shield them from storms with their bulk, seeing animals whose length was best measured in leagues was a deeply humbling experience.

Leviathans are, in form, akin to cuttlefish— long, oblong bodies with short fins wrapping around them and dozens or hundreds of tentacles protruding from the front, obscuring the mouth. Leviathans have astonishing camouflage— they’re able to alter the color of their skin to a degree unrivaled by any other creature, hence how they were able to disguise themselves as rocky islands so effectively. I’ve even heard of them going almost invisible before in various ship’s logs I’ve read in my studies of sea trade.

I had never expected to see this many of them or see them this close.

The leviathans escorted us for the entire morning. Their slightest movement should have swamped the ship, but the seas around them seemed unnaturally gentle. Magic, one would assume, but even the ship’s water mages didn’t know for sure.

Great clouds of seabirds orbited overhead— they nested atop the leviathans, keeping them clean of parasites. The leviathans never fully submerged once grown, so they made for ideal nesting grounds for the birds.

Each of the great beasts was an entire ecosystem to themselves.

No one has ever communicated successfully with one of the gentle giants, but few doubt their sentience. Most experts on the matter that I’ve read believe that the strange rippling patterns of color that often cover the sides of the leviathans are some form of communication, but not even Galvachren claims to understand any of it, and he often claims knowledge that others lack.

Leviathans fear nothing— only their newborns are vulnerable to anything, and only the maddest of krakens would make a pass at one. Nothing else would even make the attempt.

Well, perhaps some of the abominations rumored to live in the deeps, but all anyone knows of those are rumors— Ampioc and the other giant octopuses, who are the sea-dwellers best able to communicate with those of us on land— seldom offer many details. We do know that not even the worst of the things in the deep will go after an adult leviathan, though.

The most alarming part of the morning was when one of the smaller leviathans— this one no more than a league in length, likely no more than a century or two old— decided to play a game with us. It shaped its tentacles into a great tunnel ahead of us. The ship’s masts easily passed underneath the upper tentacles, seawater dripping down on us like rain. And though I couldn’t see it, I’m sure the keel floated above the lower tentacles with room to spare.

Finally, as we ventured deeper into the Shattered Isles, the leviathans seemed to lose interest and turned away southward.

I wondered how far they would go. There were a few isolated islands and archipelagos to our south, but beyond that, nothing to the icy southern regions of Anastis, and those were far more hostile than the north. Only three expeditions have ever returned from there, most of their crew members dead or dying of the strange wasting sickness that rules those frozen waters.

Perhaps expeditions from one of the other continents have returned from there knowing more, but we have tragically little trade with the other half of the world— our lonely little continent is a backwater with little of interest, so far as the great cities and empires of Gelid, the Cloudspine, and the other crowded continents of that half of the world are concerned.

As we sailed away, I watched the leviathans drift away, exchanging indecipherable messages in more colors than I had ever known existed.

Ras Andis was everything I hoped. The Kaen Das family readily agreed to my request to browse their archives, asking only in return that I tutor some of their youngsters while I was there. One of them, intimidatingly enough, was the daughter of Ilinia herself— but for all the girl was a fiery, independent sort, she was a diligent and respectful student.

If, at least for no other reason than out of hope I would let her play with Grey, who of course thrived on the attention, and the treats she brought him.

My research was far more fruitful than I could have ever hoped. I don’t think anyone realized what a treasure trove the Stormseat archives are.

I hope, for their sake, that none do after me.

Within a few weeks, I had already pieced together the bones of the truth from old trade manifests and ship’s logs. Within a few months, I’d fleshed them out entirely.

The scholars couldn’t agree about which Qokeen had been the source of the legend because there had been multiple Qokeens, dating back centuries.

There had been a Qokeen woven of living seaweed, anchored to the seabed near Yldive fifty years after the fall of Ithos, that rose and fell with the tides. A particularly fierce storm had torn it loose from the seabed, then dashed it apart near the cliffs less than a year after its construction, though the population had thankfully been evacuated beforehand.

There had been a Qokeen seventy-five years before the fall of Ithos, a great floating ice city far to the north that the Ithonians had planned to use as part of a northern trade route to Gelid and the Cloudspine and the rest of the world. That Qokeen had fallen prey to a mighty ice-lich who had fashioned an iceberg into her demesne, and who had no tolerance for others intruding into the waters she roamed. Ithos never attempted another sea city after that.

There had been a Qokeen a hundred and fifty years after the fall of Ithos, fashioned of stone, of all things. Not anchored to the seabed, but actually floating! It was an immense floating ziggurat of pumice, the lightest of stones. Pumice is a volcanic rock filled with holes, which gives it a density lower than water— it can take years for the water to fill the tiny holes and steal pumice’s buoyancy. I’ve seen pumice rocks used in public baths in Tsarnassus, and when dropped in the water, they bob along the surface quite happily. The pumice city’s underside bore a great basalt counterweight to keep the ziggurat stable. Great enchantments had been carved into the stone to keep the pores in the pumice from ever sealing.

This last one survived almost four years before vanishing. No one had any answers as to what happened to it, and the dragons that had funded the project had apparently done an excellent job at covering it up— I’m still not sure how the Kaen Das family acquired the copy of the report they had, which far predated the storm mage family’s reign.

I found nearly a dozen Qokeens, along with many other attempts at floating cities I suspected of being Qokeens. Every possible way of building a sea-city had been attempted under the name Qokeen, or so it seemed.

Every way but one, at least. While the city built of lashed-together ships had been attempted, of course, it had always been a miserable failure, and it had never been done under the name Qokeen. I couldn’t help but appreciate the irony that it was the very thing Qokeen had never done that was what the reincarnating city had become best known for.

Most exciting of all, though, was when I found my Qokeen. That Qokeen dated later than any of them, from three centuries after the fall of Ithos. Though I had nothing to do with its construction and was born nearly two centuries after its fall, even now I feel oddly possessive of it.

It was, in its own way, stranger by far than any other Qokeen. It had been founded, bizarrely, by a group of lightning mages, who had apparently found a way to use lightning to grow limestone from seawater. They would plant thin metal rods or meshes into shallow seabed, then channel lightning into them continuously. I confess I don’t understand precisely how it works, but according to the document I found— a letter to a prospective investor in the project— there are countless bits of dissolved stone floating in every drop of seawater. It sounds a bit strange to me, but it clearly worked.

My Qokeen was built atop a seamount, one that nearly surfaced at low tide. It took the form of a spiral, like a snail shell laid on its side.

It was new land grown half a hundred leagues out to sea. It must have been beautiful— every building grown of the same limestone, each home and business a seashell spiral of its own. A city out to sea whose main export was limestone, in quantities greater than any quarry.

It died a violent death to one of the great powers of the deep. A kraken, even more paranoid than normal for her violent, xenophobic species, became convinced that the land dwellers intended to replace all the seas with land and used her magic to awaken the long-dormant seamount, destroying the city in a great volcanic cataclysm. In the three days of quakes that preceded the eruption, most of the city’s population fled.

There wasn’t a single attempt to rebuild Qokeen after that. Not that I could discover.

I spent a few more weeks delving into the Stormseat libraries, seldom even taking a break to explore the majestic gardens and ponds surrounding the twisting, chime-like towers. I regret that now, for I’ll never get another chance to do so.

I felt such triumph in those weeks. I had, I believed, made the greatest step towards unearthing the truth about Qokeen that anyone had ever made. I tried to keep humble— I knew that I’d uncovered what I had by sheer chance, merely by consulting a resource other historians had thought unworthy of their time. Any decent researcher could have done it.

But none of them had. It was me, and I knew beyond a doubt that I’d made my career.

There were, to be sure, mysteries still to be solved. I didn’t know for sure why there had been so many Qokeens. It could, perhaps, have been a coincidence, as improbable as that was. Or each Qokeen could have been named for the last Qokeen, in a great chain of ambition stretching across the centuries.

I didn’t think so, however.

Each of the Qokeens I could prove, save the first, shared a certain… something. A commonality of purpose, of language. Manifestos sharing a certain artistic temperament, declaring a refuge, an escape, from the brutality and violence of the continent, of the constant battles between the great powers.

They also shared a certain mysteriousness in their funds. While I’d found records of attempts funded by dragons, by merchant cooperatives, and more, there always seemed to be gaps in the records, as though someone else was funding Qokeen as well.

I became convinced of the existence of a secret society funding each new Qokeen. Who kept learning from every failure, keeping the dream alive.

I hypothesized— rightfully, as it turned out— that it had been founded in the chaos of the collapse of the Ithonian Empire, that architects and mages in those violent years had revived the Qokeen project first started by the empire. Rather than a tool of trade and empire, however, it would be a place of peace, of artistic vision. An escape for those who sought a life of quiet and beauty.

I hypothesized that following the disaster that ended my Qokeen, my wonderful great seashell of a city, that secret society had finally collapsed, its dream given up for good. That the cruel realities of our world, the endless violent churn of its politics, the constant battles for dominance of the great powers, had finally broken their will to go on.

I often wish I had been wrong, that their will had been broken, that they had finally given up.

It was a foolish assumption on my part. A group of artists, of visionaries, that had already lasted centuries, seen a dozen or more of their cities fall? That should have spoken to me about how powerful their dream was. I should have known they would not simply have given up.

There was one other reason that might have caused them to fall from the historical record, after all, one I never gave credit to until it was too late.

That they might have succeeded. That they might have finally built their utopia, and that it yet lived, hiding itself away from the world.

I should never have gone back to sea.

I took passage on a Radhan ship on my return. My passage cost more, yes, but would be far swifter, and oh, was I eager to share my findings. I planned to compile my findings into book form on the voyage back, to rush into print on my return. I was already dreaming of the speeches, the accolades, and yes, even of tenure and an office with a view near the top of the university tower the history department was located in.

My greatest mistake was bragging. I told the Radhan of my findings, of Lost Qokeen.

In retrospect, I should have noted the significant looks shared between the Radhan traders.

After all, no city may truly thrive without trade, not even the most self-sufficient. Qokeen needed trade to survive, and who better for that purpose than the Radhan, who were so practiced in keeping secrets, both their own and those of others?

Four days out from our stop in Lothal, I awoke somewhere I did not know to Grey pecking me gently on my nose.

I could feel the boat rocking, but it felt wrong. The motion of the waves moved the boat strangely, and my bed, a thin, hard affair, appeared to have transmuted into a slick surface that gave when I pressed on it.

My head was bleary and confused, but I managed to sit, finally, transferring my concerned crow to my shoulder. The bleariness, of course, was from being drugged, as I’d find out later.

I found myself in a small, open boat, no more than the length of three men laid end to end. There was no land, no other ship, and hardly anything else in sight save for a few clouds on the southern horizon in the direction we were heading.

The boat itself was like nothing I’d ever seen before. It was grown out of a single piece of kelp. If you’ve ever held kelp in your hands at the shore or on a dock, you’ll find, interrupting its stalks, sturdy, gas-filled bubbles. They are there to help the kelp float, to reach towards the sun. They’re often translucent, even somewhat transparent, and have the precise slick texture shared by the boat.

The boat was one of those kelp bubbles, but grown to absurd size and folded into a boat, with the air pocket inside the hull below me, sandwiched between the upper and lower layers.

I could see through the upper layer, down through the air pocket, through the lower layer, and down into the sea itself. I could see fish swimming below us, eyeing me curiously. I could see a small octopus, no larger than my hand, crawling about the bottom of the boat.

I must admit, it took me quite some time to notice the woman in the boat with me, the water mage pilot. I’ll save myself the embarrassment of describing to you every detail of falling in the water in surprise and having to be fished out.

She was, as you’ve likely guessed by now, a citizen of Qokeen, sent to collect me.

The mage was kind and patient with me, answering my questions honestly and forthrightly. She was no historian, so there were many she simply couldn’t answer, but she answered everything she could as Grey entertained himself playing with the octopus attached to our boat— the crow atop the hull, chasing the octopus stuck to the transparent bottom.

She had no reason to deceive me, after all, for Qokeen would not willingly let me go. Qokeen preserved the secret of its own existence jealously.

I had been right about nearly everything. There had been a secret society behind the reincarnating city of Qokeen, and those mad, hopeful artists had spent centuries and lifetimes trying to build their escape from the endless cycle of violence the great powers brought to Ithos.

I’ve already told you, of course, what I had gotten wrong. I had thought they had failed, had given up.

They had, instead, succeeded.

As we traveled further and further south, propelled by the mage’s water magic, the clouds grew on the horizon.

I confess, I paid no attention to them until they dissolved into great rippling auroras of color, then shifted to immense, eye-achingly vibrant interlocking grids, then became great birds, hundreds of feet high, walking atop the surface of the water.

The seas of Anastis are vicious and powerful. A normal tide can top forty feet, and I’ve heard of tides twice that. Ocean swells dwarf any ship, and you would be mad to sail without water mages. Storms are powerful enough to shatter landbound cities, let alone seaborne ones.

And that doesn’t even get into the monsters of the deep, like the kraken that sunk my Qokeen in volcanic fire.

So how do you build a city that lasts, that is safe, that can survive among the most hostile conditions of our world?

I had thought it impossible, as had every reasonable individual. Only a madman would think it possible.

But then, all artists are mad, in their own ways.

The Qokeen that finally succeeded was built atop the one place that could survive everything the ocean could throw at it.

Atop the back of a leviathan.

Running down the back of leviathans is a shallow groove. Shallow, at least, compared to their immense size. Compared to people, it is a deep, broad valley. Just behind the head of an adult leviathan is a great flap of skin that arches over part of that valley, forming a sort of sheltered hollow, an open cave.

And in that hollow, that cave, is built Qokeen.

The refugees from my Qokeen, desperate and afraid after the destruction of their grown seashell city, had been separated by a storm. One of their ships, falling apart, had been rescued by the leviathans and lifted whole on its back. The immense creature tucked the refugees away into the hollow to shield them from the storm.

And there they stayed.

They sent for their kin, for the rest of the inhabitants of reincarnating Qokeen, and brought them to the back of the leviathan. It was the fastest they’d rebuilt Qokeen between its failures, and never since has Qokeen needed to be rebuilt.

It isn’t dark or dreary inside the hollow— leviathan skin can glow when the creatures choose, and the cities are lit with an unearthly, changing light. Some days it comes from below, a gentle, soft glow, as though you were walking atop the back of an unbelievably huge firefly. On other days, the leviathan skin displays two dozen slowly dancing suns, doing gentle pirouettes on the bottom of the flap of skin above the city.

The buildings themselves are a chaotic hodgepodge of styles and experiments. There are home-sized ziggurats adjacent to broad Tsarnassan-style villas adjacent to simple cottages. It’s as entirely chaotic as you might expect from a city of iconoclastic artists.

There is one thing uniting all of them, however. Each and every one is covered with living leviathan skin. It is apparently possible to cut the upper layers of the tough, thick skin open, with great effort, and then implant foundations into it. The skin will then grow up and over the buildings, though keeping doors and windows exposed and able to open or shut takes yearly maintenance on the part of the inhabitants. The beautiful, unearthly color patterns drift across the skin of all the buildings.

None of this hurts the leviathan— the construction process doesn’t even come close to cutting all the way through the thick skin. The Qokeenans clearly have the blessing of the leviathan, at that— the only ways to get to the city are by flying or by being lifted atop the great cephalopod’s back by its tentacles.

Not even Qokeen has figured out the color language of the leviathans, sadly. The creatures clearly get something from the relationship, of course. Some Qokeenans believe that they are scholars, learning about humanity this way. Everything that occurs in Qokeen is watched by the leviathans, after all— they can see through their skin, as well as their eyes. They would not be able to camouflage themselves so easily otherwise. Other Qokeenans think the leviathans artists, welcoming them out of kinship.

Others still simply think the great creatures were lonely and wished for company.

You might note me using the plural of leviathan, not the singular. This is, of course, because there isn’t just one Qokeen these days— there are dozens of Qokeens now, each built atop a different leviathan, roaming the world. The sea city has become something more— not a nation, for there is no king or central government between the cities, merely a shared way of life, a bohemian rejection of the demands of hierarchy and power.

After all, they need not fear conquest on the back of the leviathans, for little on Anastis can kill a leviathan. Even the mightiest of great powers would be hard-pressed to more than irritate the leagues-long beasts— let alone kill them. And that’s merely a product of their sheer, unimaginable size, ignoring the fact that most leviathans are mages as well, it seems.

Nor do the Qokeenans need fear storm or tide, atop the backs of what amount to moving islands. In times of great danger, the flap on the back of the leviathans can even close up and seal against the back entirely, creating an enclosed, safe pocket to hide the cities in. It’s even enough to keep the city safe when the leviathans dive underwater.

That last was news to me. Like all the other landbound, I had assumed that leviathans spent their entire lives on the surface upon reaching adulthood, but it turns out otherwise— they do submerge, on very rare occasions.

Not every leviathan will accept a city on its back. Some have no interest in the Qokeenans. They are not hostile; they simply will not lift them up onto their backs. Among them include those leviathans who venture into the toxic waters of the southern polar region for whatever unknown purpose.

Great forests of kelp grow on the flanks of the leviathans. Kelp mages are the most valuable sort in Qokeen, even over water mages or salt mages. They can collect rainwater, after all, so they’re not entirely dependent on desalination magic. Their mages grow their ships out of kelp, however, and grow other varieties as food, or as furniture, or as clothing. The frameworks for most of their buildings are even grown out of reinforced kelp.

Possibly the most important question to ask of any city, of course, is what it does with human waste. Qokeen has large holding tanks for chamber pots to be emptied into, and the tanks are periodically levitated out to and emptied into the sea by mages.

You might also ask why the groove does not fill with rainwater— and I do not have an answer for you. It runs down the gentle slope of the groove, away from Qokeen, and vanishes at the lowest point of the groove. There are no visible orifices or the like— it’s a persistent puzzle of leviathan biology.

Metal, wood, and stone all have to be imported by the Radhan, but nearly everything else Qokeen gets from the sea. Their kelp-boat fishing fleets seldom stray far from the flanks of their leviathans, but each leviathan is a thriving ecosystem of its own, with immense teeming schools of fish living off of the shed skin, parasites, and even waste of the leviathans. More fish prey on those, and more still on those, giving Qokeen the richest fishing grounds of Anastis, all next to home.

There are many downsides to living in Qokeen, of course. It would not be a joyful place for those who did not enjoy seafood, or those who found the feel of kelp-grown cloth unpleasant on their skin. Thankfully, I am fine with both, and need not compete with weavers and tapestry-makers for the little cloth we trade for from land. Qokeen can feel lonely and claustrophobic, at times, for other Qokeens on other leviathans are the only places I have ever been allowed to visit. First generation Qokeenans, like myself, are not allowed to return to shore, for fear of revealing the secrets of Qokeen.

I’m hardly the first to discover Qokeen, after all. There have been oh so many. Most are lost or shipwrecked sailors or willing Radhan immigrants. The Radhan are allowed to leave if they want, unlike the rest of us first generation Qokeenans. Scholars who had discovered the truth of Qokeen, like me, were surprisingly common. It was quite a blow to my pride to learn of no less than three others with stories nearly identical to my own. One from Yldive, two from Sica, all of whom had found their own evidence— though not quite so rich as my own. One of the Sican scholars still lived on another Qokeen, where I eventually met her.

The Qokeenans were rather shocked that such a large collection of evidence remained in Stormseat— they had, in fact, quite regularly combed it for such evidence for centuries now.

They’ll return to Stormseat, of course. While stealing anything from a great power is perilous, I have no doubt Qokeen or its agents will manage to sneak the records I found of their city out from under Ilinia’s nose or perhaps her heir’s someday.

One of the greatest downsides of Qokeen, of course, is the smell. Leviathans have a… rather unique odor. It’s not a foul one, but it is powerful and omnipresent in Qokeen. It took years for me to truly grow accustomed to it. Even decades later, I still sometimes find myself surprised by it.

For all the downsides of Qokeen, for all the strange ways in which it is impoverished by not being on land, it is, I think, everything its founders dreamed of. It is not crimeless, but the crimes are always those of passion, not of desperation or greed. The inhabitants need not struggle and work— the fisheries always provide, and few need spend more than a day or two a week working to provide for themselves. The inhabitants spend their days creating and enjoying art, inventing and playing new games, and being precisely as dramatic and ridiculous as you would expect a city of artists to be.

You might think me resentful and angry over being kidnapped, taken to sea, and forced to join a secret city that always smelled somewhat like fish. And, to some degree, you would be right. It was not an easy transition for me to make. I miss my family every day. I miss the beautiful forest of towers that is Lemannen. I miss arguing over obscure historical points with my colleagues, and I miss the food of the land.

But I’ve also come to love it here.

I love the frivolous fashions, the strange music, the feeling of constant festival. I love the ridiculous, bohemian lifestyles of the Qokeenans, their over-the-top affairs and the tragic brooding they make sure they have an audience for.

I love feeling as though I live inside of an endless dream, as though the colors that appear behind my closed eyes have been wrapped over the world around me. I love being able to watch the sea for leagues and leagues around me every day from atop the leviathan. I love diving in the kelp forests growing from the leviathan’s flanks.

And, in truth, though I’m viewed as singularly stodgy by Qokeenan standards, I’ve come to share more than a few of their ridiculous ways. I have had more friends and lovers among them than I had in a lifetime on land. Moreover, they genuinely value my knowledge of history, and I’ve found a place for myself as a tutor of history.

Grey, of course, has found a place for himself as an endless nuisance and has grown quite plump from all the treats the Qokeenan children feed him, for he is the only crow they’ve ever seen. My magic keeps him alive decades beyond his lifespan in the wild, but he won’t live forever, so I treasure what time he has and spoil him endlessly. I’ve used my magic to befriend and tame a few seabirds as well, and I’m working on befriending one of the great sea eagles that nests atop our leviathan.

I have my resentments, yes, but I have learned to live with them. Qokeen has been my home for well over a third of my life, now. Perhaps I’ll decide to try and escape someday, but that day hasn’t come yet. My hair grows grey, and I begin to doubt whether it ever will. And even if it does come… I don’t believe I’ll share the secrets of Qokeen with the world. Some things are more important than fame, intellectual triumph, or even tenure.

I’m sure every one of my old colleagues at the university would think me utterly mad for that.

I’m not sure I’ll ever even show this account to anyone. Perhaps I’m only writing it for myself.

There is, however, one thing that I’ve always wondered. One piece of the puzzle that has never quite fit for me.

Even with how cunningly Qokeen is hidden, it seems almost beyond belief that it could escape the attention of great powers like the Kaen Das storm mages, the Sican Elders, or the Tsarnassan Champions. It beggars the mind that such clear proof of Qokeen’s history could exist in their own palaces and escape their notice.

I’ve not voiced this before, but…

Perhaps they do know. Perhaps they’ve always known. Perhaps, just perhaps, it was no accident I found proof in Stormseat, despite the Qokeenans stealing from it again and again over the centuries.

Part of me suspects that Ilinia Kaen Das had it put there on purpose.

The whole point of Qokeen, after all, is to provide a refuge from the endless, mind-numbing cycle of history, that endless churn of betrayals and usurpation so inherent to Anastis. Philosophers and historians have long since declared that cycle inescapable, after all, for there was no hope of a stable order when the divide in power between the great powers and the rest of Anastis’ thinking beings is immense. Unlimited personal power is, they say, the antithesis of stability.

But then, all those philosophers are beholden to the great powers. The most common cause of death for philosophers is irritating one of the petty rulers of our world, and those who live usually turn to them as patrons, writing to avoid their anger.

And what would please a great power more than one of their pet philosophers declaring that there is no viable alternative to their rule?

I know, I know, I am being somewhat hyperbolic. There are stable nations out there that have lasted for generations or even centuries. My own homeland of Tsarnassus is obviously greatest among them to any not blind with pride for their own lands. There is also that aggressive, self-proclaimed heir of Ithos, the Havath Dominion, which seeks to revive that anachronistic philosophy of empire.

Nonetheless, those islands of stability are an exception, not the rule, and they stay that way through violence and personal power writ large in destructive, bloody magic across the face of history.

I have come to believe that Qokeen is a safety valve. I think there are great powers that know of it, that tacitly support it, simply because it acts as an escape for those artists, madmen, and radicals who simply cannot accept the shape of the world as it is, who crave something new.

I think the Kaen Das family put the documentation in their library as bait, to lead those malcontents to where they can do no harm. It is… kinder than the alternatives, to be sure, but a means of extending their own power, nonetheless. I suspect other great powers have similar baited traps. The occasional stodgy historian like me might get caught in it at times, but I wonder how many frivolous, mad artists have been led to Qokeen this way.

I suspect that soon after Qokeen's agents steal the documents I found, they'll be replaced with new copies by the Kaen Das family.

I cannot prove any of it, of course, and I’m not sure I’d want to even if I could. What good would come of telling the Qokeenans, of marring their dream with a nasty little doubt like that?

Though…

I do wonder, at times, what history would look like if instead of dedicating centuries of genius, toil, and brilliance upon the task of fleeing the world and its endless cruelty, Qokeen had dedicated themselves to something else entirely.

Changing it.

Authors Note on Science in Mage Errant

Many of the stories in this anthology— as well as much of the magic and setting in the Mage Errant series proper— are inspired by real-world science. Given my educational background in geology, and my lifelong love of science of all sorts, getting to play around with it in my fiction has been incredibly fun, and I’m delighted I could bring you all with me!

I’ve used magic as an excuse to play a little loose with some of the science, but I’ve tried not to stray too far. Following are notes on the various scientific inspirations for some of the stories in this collection.

	Tsarnassan Silk: 
⁃ Spider silk does, in fact, come in a wide variety of types. Spiders aren’t immune to the stickiness of their own webs— they instead navigate them via remembering where the non-sticky structural webbing is.
⁃ Agroforestry— farming tree crops— has a comparable or sometimes even much higher yield than ground crops. It’s also much better for the soil and environment, is carbon negative, and you can often still grow shade-loving ground crops around the bases of the trees, increasing yields even further. Why don’t we do it more? Partly political resistance to change, partly the fact that agroforestry is resistant to mechanization and requires more human labor.
⁃ Spider-parachuting is a real phenomenon, and spiders can travel hundreds or thousands of kilometers through the air this way, often in great clouds. There are videos of farms completely covered in descending spider parachutes. It’s also known as ballooning.


	The Wanderer: 
⁃ Yellowstone is, in fact, any one of a number of uranium minerals, which tend to be quite brightly yellow. (As opposed to uranium ore, which is often much less colorful.) Uranium mages on Anastis have not, however, figured out how to use their magic to set off a nuclear explosion, nor are they liable to. There’s a complete lack of the scientific knowledge necessary to do so, even with magic hurdling some of the technical challenges. Absolutely not going to happen, even by accident. (A uranium mage isn’t going to randomly enrich uranium for no particular reason, for instance, nor would they know of any reason that they’d need to do the process, nor even how to go about it. Plus, the fact that they all die super young from radiation poisoning is a huge deterrent.)

	Test of Magic: 
⁃ Brimstone is sulfur.
⁃ Amiant is an old name for asbestos, a silicate mineral which, though it has countless industrial and construction uses as insulation and more, is incredibly toxic and harmful to human health. Despite being banned in many countries, tens of thousands of people die of asbestos-related health complications every year.
⁃ The mapmaker snail mentioned in the story is a reference to the fish-eating geographer snail on Earth, which does, in fact, kill within a few hours of stinging someone— which thankfully happens rarely, and only in self-defense.


	Old Setah and the River: 
⁃ Rivers switching course is a common occurrence on Earth. Rivers never hold still— they writhe and twist in their beds like snakes, carving the earth as they go. Rivers in depositional zones, like the Saldist in the story, flow over countless fossil riverbeds, ones that modern geologists have learned to peer down to see through the soil with various scanning technologies, giving them a glimpse of the history of rivers. (In erosional settings, like canyons, water plays by different rules— but its power over the land is even more obvious there.)
⁃ The Mississippi River, down in Louisiana, has been straining to jump its banks and flow down the Atchafalaya River instead for more than a half-century now, and only the waterworks of the Army Corps of Engineers stand in its way. Water is patient and relentless, and someday the Mississippi will get its way. When it does, it’s going to be a lot messier than the Saldist’s shift. The most important industrial zone in America will lose much of the waterway essential to its shipping, New Orleans’ sinking into the Gulf of Mexico will accelerate even faster without the Mississippi sediment to renew the delta, and numerous towns along the Atchafalaya will be drowned. And then, someday, long after, the Mississippi is going to jump its banks again. Maybe it will go back the way it goes now, maybe it will go another way entirely. Water always gets its way in the end.


	Counterfeit: 
⁃ Having a blind mind’s eye is a real condition— it’s known as aphantasia, and about one in fifty people on Earth have it. Ask them to envision a beach or a car, and they’ll be literally unable to. While aphantasia prevents you from becoming a mage on Anastis, it doesn’t particularly hold people back on Earth— people with aphantasia work in jobs as disparate as engineers to scientists to screenwriters for television to even an artist for Disney. It’s pretty crazy stuff, though, and well worth researching if you’ve never encountered it before.

	The Lich Days of Summer: 
⁃ Mangroves, like coconut trees, depend on the sea to spread their offspring. Most mangrove saplings (or propagules) are are germinated on the tree, then end up rooting near their parents. Some, however, can travel for years, rooting thousands of miles away from their parent tree.

	Fool’s Silver: 
⁃ What Ephesia refers to as fool’s silver is the element we know as gallium— it’s a really weird, fascinating material, and you can find all sorts of fun videos of people doing tricks with it online.

	The Third Known Death of Ephesia of Skoura: 
⁃ Fort Garnet is built out of a lighter-colored garnet gneiss. I highly recommend looking up pictures of garnet gneiss, it’s a really beautiful stone.
⁃ Gallium expands by about 3.1% when it freezes. (Which happens at 85.58°F/29.76 °C.) The degree of expansion in the story is considerably amplified by magic, however. Elements and compounds that expand when frozen are very rare. One of the few others known is water. Without that unusual property of water, life on Earth as we know it couldn’t exist.


	Dead Alchemists: 
⁃ Eutectic solutions are very much real, though the keratin eutectic in the story is entirely fictional. I also played a little loose with the appropriate grammatical usage of eutectic, for the sake of the prose— a eutectic solution normally only refers to the final mixture that has the lower melting point, not its individual ingredients.

	To Secure a Vault: 
⁃ Natron was immensely prized by the ancient Egyptians for dozens of different uses— most notably preserving mummies, and for the production of the pigment Egyptian Blue. Natron is less used today, but it does still have one incredibly important use— it’s a key ingredient of pretzels and gives them their distinctive taste and brown color.
⁃ Quicksilver is just mercury, and it works essentially as described in the story. (Mercury poisoning is even worse than I described, though.)
⁃ Gold mining is one of the most horrific environmental disasters on Earth. It’s such a toxic process. The glass method, however, is quite real, and was used widely in medieval Africa. (Medieval Africa was a far more advanced and fascinating place than most people are taught in school— it was, in fact, more important in many ways than Europe in global politics at the time. Medieval Europe was very much a global backwater between the fall of the Western Roman Empire and the start of the Age of Sail.)
⁃ The method of purifying gold with lightning mages is basically electrowinning, another real method of gold purification.
⁃ The white, powdery crystalline alchemical eutectic is borax.
⁃ Royal solvent is a real liquid— it’s a mixture of nitric and hydrochloric acids that chemists on earth refer to as aqua regia, or royal water. I didn’t want to just randomly stick obvious, non-loan word Latin into the story, though, hence calling it royal solvent. (Same thing with calling gallium fool’s silver or mercury quicksilver— though quicksilver is, in fact, an older Earthly name for mercury.) There is, of course, still plenty of anachronistic vocabulary in Mage Errant- I only avoided some of the most egregious examples, to my own personal taste. I should also note that aqua regia isn’t as difficult to produce as the story makes it seem— that was dramatic license on my part.
⁃ Anastis has a LOT more gold than Earth does— all the gold ever mined on Earth would only fill a couple of Olympic swimming pools, if that. This is partially due to Anastis’ geology, partly due to the fact that a lot of gold has been brought to Anastis from other worlds by the Radhan, many of Anastis’ early settlers from other worlds, the [redacted], and others.


	The Castle Thief 
⁃ Mother-of-pearl, or nacre, is one of the strongest biological materials— at least compressionally. Only limpet teeth are known to be stronger.

	The Battle of Lothal 
⁃ Octopus arms do, in fact, possibly have minds of their own— two thirds of their neural tissue is in their arms, not their body. It's unknown how this affects the way they understand the world, but it definitely aids them in coordinating eight whole limbs. As an interesting side note, octopus brains are toroidal— donut shaped— and wrapped around their esophagus, with the neural tissue of the arms branching off. It's fascinating to speculate how this bizarre brain shape could affect the way octopuses think— but it seems to work well for them, given how famed octopuses are for their intelligence. The shape of their brains also means that octopuses have to be quite careful of what they eat— if they swallow something too large, it could potentially cause brain damage when it passes through their brain donut.
⁃ Octopus skin also can seem to "see" to some extent— it contains many of the light-sensitive pigments in their eyes. My depiction of this in the story is just as speculative on my part as my depiction of what the mind of a gargantuan octopus might be like. Quite frankly, I believe I've massively undersold how alien both Ampioc's skin sight and his mind are likely to be for us— this was a definite case of the demands of the story reining in the wildness of my speculation.
⁃ Fibrodysplasia ossificans progressiva, or POF, the disease Fort Marrow has, is a real, and absolutely tragic, disease in our own world. Unfortunately, it doesn't have effective treatments like those that exist in Mage Errant. The disease heavily inspired bone mages in Mage Errant, like the Sacred Swordsman bone mage in book 4.


	Lost Qokeen 
⁃ The immense size of Anastis’ moon, and the planet’s resulting giant tides, as well as its monstrous storms, are what ultimately doom most of the floating cities in the story. I would have loved to have proper floating cities in Mage Errant— indeed, I originally planned on it— but I quickly realized my worldbuilding made that implausible. Still, inventing failed floating cities was just as fun as inventing successful ones!
⁃ The process used to make the narrator’s “own” Qokeen— the one grown out of limestone at sea— is very much real. Conducting electric currents into metal rods at sea can cause limestone to precipitate onto them. Architect Wolf Hilbertz invented the process, calling the product “biorock.” Before his death in 2007, he planned a city off the coast of Portugal on the Ampere seamount, called Autopia Ampere, made almost identically to the version of Qokeen in the story— albeit with technology rather than magic. (He later moved the planned spot to the Saya de Malha banks in the Indian Ocean, the largest submerged ocean bank in the world. Autopia Saya doesn’t sound quite as cool as Autopia Ampere, in my opinion, though.) It would have been an autonomous nation relying on tourism, fishing, sea farming, and, via the same means as its construction, limestone exportation.
⁃ It should be noted, if it wasn’t apparent from the story, that while I’m absolutely fascinated with the seasteading movement and dreams of oceanic cities, I’m rather skeptical about their feasibility and moral worth, ultimately. The majority of attempts have been deeply silly libertarian pipe dreams undertaken with an overabundance of enthusiasm and a deep drought of research and preparation. I… really wish this wasn’t the case, because it’s often a majestic dream. Still, on an artistic level, oceanic cities are often quite wonderful. I highly recommend searching for “Autopia Ampere” online and checking out some of the concept art.


This is by no means an exhaustive list of scientific inspirations in these stories. Any scientific errors in this anthology are mine and mine alone.
Afterword
Thank you so much for reading this collection, and I hope you enjoyed it as much as I loved writing it! And if you can find the time, I’d be eternally grateful if you left a review online- reviews are the lifeblood of a book’s success!
If you’re looking for more of my short stories, you can find them on my Patreon, at www.patreon.com/johnbierce. As of this writing, I’m hard at work on the next series in the Known Multiverse, More Gods Than Stars, a New Weird-inspired sword and sorcery trilogy. It’s set on Ishveos, a habitable gas giant moon with a mimic-based ecosystem, millions of gods (ranging from powerful city-gods to the gods of individual kitchens and street corners), and a megastructure arcology city growing unstoppably across the land.
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Cover art by Aaron McConnell and Lee Moyer.
If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to contact me on Mastodon (@johnbierce@wandering.shop), Reddit (u/johnbierce), Tumblr (tumblr.com/blog/johnbierce) or via my website, www.johnbierce.com. You can also go to my website for news about the Mage Errant series, other upcoming works, and random thoughts about fantasy, worldbuilding, and whatever else pops in my mind. The best way to keep updated on new releases is to sign up for my mailing list, which you can find on my website. You can also discuss Mage Errant with other fans on the r/MageErrant subreddit, at www.reddit.com/r/MageErrant!
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The Aetheriad
Mage Errant is part of the Aetheriad, a set of stories by me that are all located in the same overarching multiverse. The different settings all have ties and links to one another, and I’m planning to bring them all together in a grand finale series eventually.
⁃ Mage Errant: Magic school, kaijucratic governments, the works. If you came across this short story collection without reading Mage Errant and enjoyed it, you should give the main series a shot!
⁃ The Wrack: Standalone epidemiological fantasy novel following a plague across a continent. Awkwardly came out at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Features a novel-in-stories plot structure and a magic system that lets people see into the inner workings of things by replacing an eye with a gemstone.
⁃ More Gods Than Stars: My upcoming New Weird-inspired Sword and Sorcery trilogy. It’s set on Ishveos, a habitable gas giant moon with a mimic-based ecosystem, millions of gods (ranging from powerful city-gods to the gods of individual kitchens and street corners), and a megastructure arcology city growing unstoppably across the land.

If you enjoyed the Gorgon Incident and Other Stories, you might also enjoy:
⁃ Mana Beasts, by Derek Alan Siddoway: A progression fantasy series inspired by Digimon and The Last Airbender, all in a setting inspired by pre-Columbian America.
⁃ The Shadows of Dust, by Alec Hutson: Ragtag crew of misfits? Check. Monster-back sailing ships cruising between planets in a universe where space has air and monstrous denizens? Check. Highly, highly recommend this book, it’s a personal favorite of mine.
⁃ Mana Mirror, by Tobias Begley: Slice-of-life progression fantasy following a young magic user who gets swept up into a quest for power when a cryptic, dangerous mentor takes an interest in them.
⁃ Virtuous Sons, by Y.B. Striker: Ancient Greek-inspired cultivation fantasy series, by an author who clearly knows their stuff about the ancient Mediterranean world.
⁃ Portal to Nova Roma, by J.R. Matthews: An AI in a human body travels to an alternate ancient Constantinople devastated by monsters and videogame powers from other dimensions.
⁃ Kraken Rider Z, by David Estes and Dyrk Ashton: Progression Fantasy meets a classic dragon rider story— only the protagonist rides a kraken instead of a dragon!
⁃ Gods of the Game, by Phil Tucker: High-octane mix of sci-fi, progression fantasy, and arena sports. Technologically enhanced athletes battle it in front of audiences of millions in a dystopian scifi future.
⁃ The Volta Academy Chronicles, by Maya Lin Wang: Magical girl progression fantasy series with badass martial art sequences and truly wild scifi worlds? Heck yeah count me in.
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