
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


AN INTRODUCTION

Before you read the book
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How do you begin a book?

I have three suggestions. You pick one:

1) Charge in!

Flip to the first chapter. Start reading.

2) When all falls quiet, the story begins.

Slow your mind, close your eyes, take three deep breaths, and prepare yourself for an epic story full of wonder and exploration. Also, magic, action, villains, and heroes. Now, flip to the first chapter and start reading.

3) I want the full experience.

Not all books are for everyone...and this one’s unique. Whenever I see someone picking up one of my books, I smile and ask them what kind of fantasy books they read. I try to get to know them a little before sharing a bit about the world they’re heading into, or about the characters. If you’d like the same service, read on...

[image: Picture: There are many great cities on the continent of Gaia. This is what the Mage King's Square in Vandyldam in the Kingdom of Lyom looks like.]

A new way of doing things

When I write, I need the plot, setting, and characters to make sense. So, I left out the classic fantasy stuff that bugs me while keeping the things I love, like imaginative settings and great characters.

In fantasy, from the classic Arthurian legends until today, you’ll often see plots where people look up to and obey kings or other royal figures.

Historically speaking, it made good sense for people living in a feudal society to defer to and obey the commands of those above their station. Because they couldn’t protect themselves from the consequences if they didn’t.

Often the same goes for the powerful magic users of the stories, however, who obey, help, and/or defer to the judgment of a royal with less magical capability.

Why would a powerful mage obey the orders of a non-mage? Someone they could kill with a flick of their hand. Usually, some excuse is given, like destiny or doing what’s right.

I felt this had to go.

On Gaia, the more inherently powerful humans, those that can wield magic, have risen to become the rulers of basically every nation.

Warfare also had to change—a lot. I didn’t want to use the tactics and strategies of medieval warfare with magic as an add-on. I rethought warfare using magic as the starting point.

If spells can penetrate armor, would the soldiers wear any? Probably not, as armor is cumbersome and impractical.

Would you field an infantry army of footmen with pikes and swords, or a cavalry army of knights in heavy plate armor, if they’d risk facing dragons or flying, spell-flinging mages? Unless every footman and knight wore extremely powerful magical armor and/or had magic weaponry at their disposal, it would be a slaughter.

As I decided against everyone wearing magical armor, I had to think up a different way for them to stay safe and have a fighting chance.

As part of world-building, I invented ways of fighting and combat tactics that fit this new world.

I had a lot of observations like these, across many subjects (spanning from religion to fauna.)

And with them in mind, I created...

––––––––
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The world, but not as we know it

Imagine that the year is 1283. You live on the enormous continent of Gaia during the Third Age. A continent filled with a multitude of small and medium-sized kingdoms and two great rival empires. If it helps, you can think of this time as the latter part of the Dark Ages (though it’s not our past.)

Look at the two separate maps found near the start of the book...

The area shown on the second map is over four times the size of contemporary USA. The first map is smaller. Covering an area about the size of Germany, plus the Benelux countries. Still, a vast area, though.

High and low standing

If you’d been born here, you’d look more or less the same. You might have the same kinds of likes and dislikes, and you could even have the same name.

But there, the similarities stop.

On Gaia, your bloodline is very important. For most people, it defines what they do in life. The oldest son of a miller typically becomes a miller, and most people born in rural areas stay there, all their lives working on farms.

Known as commoners, those born without magic are of low standing: farmers, craftspeople, day laborers, soldiers, and so on. The mages look down upon them simply because they are incapable of using magic.

The gift of magic is inherited, and children of mages usually become mages. They are also typically born into wealthy families, maybe even a noble family. Being a member of the nobility is exclusive to mages.

The most powerful mages end up ruling cities and nations. And all areas on the continent, except a few scattered wildlands and enclaves of “troublesome” non-mages, are under strict mage control.

Would you be able to use magic if you lived in Gaia? You better hope so, as those without magic must obey their masters. And not only that, but if you don’t, you’ll be branded a heretic and dealt with harshly.

Religion, and beliefs

The rulers strictly enforce the belief that those born with the gift of magic are divinely chosen to be in charge. It is both their right and duty to control everything, including the churches and religious doctrine.

In most nations, the belief in the Magical Spirit as the supreme deity prevails, and so does the belief that magic itself is divine and springs directly from the Magical Spirit. However, Gaia is huge, and what people believe differs between areas. More so the further away you travel.

In the Ata’stux Empire to the east, they primarily worship the words and deeds of the long-dead Omen Prophet Rulturo, while in the southern Izanti Empire, they venerate their Emperor like a demigod.

In other places, it ties in with ancestor worship. Here, contacting the everlife is a huge thing, and so are the two death gods, Mother Death and the Young Hag.

[image: Picture: The City of Izanth is a beautiful place full of places where you can worship the Emperor and the Magical Spirit.]

In other places, they tie in ancestor worship. Here contacting the everlife is a huge thing, and so are the two death gods Mother Death and the Young Hag.

Gender and social control

Humans who are born with magic are not all equally strong or skilled. One’s magical power is not impacted by gender, however. But as most lands are controlled by men, this has led to one of the biggest divisions between nations: “Do we allow those that are not men to wield magical power?”

In some places, such as the Izanti Empire, women may freely use magic and hold the same positions as men. While in the Kingdom of Lyom, and other places far to the north, any woman who uses magic is considered a Witch, subsequently hunted down, and put to death.

Often, the local gender equality (or inequality) beliefs have become a part of religious teachings and law texts.

The fall of civilization

On Gaia, a mage or a witch can use magic from one specific discipline only. This was not always the case, though. During the Second Age, humanity covered the entire world, and their knowledge of the five disciplines of magic was extraordinary.

Cities flew. Magical titan constructs walked the land. Some taught animals how to cast spells, while others learned how to master all five magical disciplines and became All-Masters.

The War of the Titans ended all that.

The disciplines of magic

How could it all go so wrong when they were so advanced? To find the answer, you first need to know a bit about the five disciplines of magic:

Omen lets a mage peek a few hours into their own future, giving them the power to alter future events by taking different actions, light is powerful and has many offensive fire-based spells, death gives one the power to scatter anything into nothingness, strength allows you to fly and to lift, move, and fling things, and life lets you peek inside others and alter them like trying to heal an injury or influence them to adore you.

Magic destroyed the world

Imagine that you’re a ruler who’d like to conquer the world and that your ambition is held in check by mages who can see into the future. Those pesky magic users will blow the whistle on where and when you are going to strike, making it costly.

Until one day when mages in your employ discover a way to look further into the future. Now, you know the consequences of attacking better than your opponents, and you can plan an effective strategy accordingly. It’s a clear advantage.

Some historians think this is how the War of the Titans began, and they speculate that large-scale death magic was used, likely against armies at first, and later on against every city, village, and hamlet.

In the blink of an eye, most of the people, houses, and roads were gone forever, and so was all that ancient magical and technological knowledge. Only a few scattered groups of survivors were left alive. The All-Masters died out completely, and mages using omen and life magic became a rare sight.

Rulturo caches

The war happened more than a thousand years ago, but already today, the masters and warmages of the Third Age have rebuilt and regained much of the lost knowledge. This is because of the Omen Prophet Rulturo.

During the latter stages of the war, Rulturo hid caches of magical and mundane knowledge in places that he foresaw would remain. The knowledge in the caches allowed the survivors to rediscover lost magic, prosper, and defend themselves.

Rulturo also left behind stories, like how he tried and failed to stop the War of the Titans, and how the Witches of the Zhi’el Faction intended to destroy the world.

Add to that, long lists of proper names to use, how to govern, how to till the soil, and all manner of other knowledge that the Omen Prophet foresaw would come in handy for survivors. In a few caches, Rulturo left parts of his prophecies for the future. Known as the Cascade Prophecies, they outline the future in verses, with several proclaiming the need to prepare to defend against a new terrible enemy. One that will arise in the future.

Why Rulturo does not give specific dates or names is not known, and the exact meanings of the prophecies are in question as the vagueness of the wordings causes a lot of confusion. But most scholars agree it seems the witches will one day rise anew, hailing that a terrible war is soon to be fought.

Rulturo implores the survivors to prepare, and to win at all costs because if they don’t, this time there’ll be no survivors. The End War could be the end of all things.

Since the first of the prophecies was found, several battles and even a few wars have been fought when rulers were sure they knew who the enemy was. It’s unlikely they were right, though. Because as Rulturo writes, “the End War cannot be prevented,” and “it will shatter the Third Age.”

This series is about the shattering and the End War. And about discovery, hope, despair, omens, and friendship. Welcome to The Artifact War Series.

Language and prophecy

Oh, do check out the key Rulturo prophecy a few pages ahead, and please use the comprehensive glossary found in the back. It has background information about all the characters, magic, and many other things. And there’s an author’s note that covers the languages spoken on Gaia, and how to pronounce names and ranks.

Age, triggers, and where to begin?

The series is intended for a 16+ audience. If you’ve read only young adult or middle grade fantasy up to this point, this is still for you if you’d like something with more depth and density which revolves around themes intended for adults and which are not typically covered in books intended for a younger audience.

There’s a hidden bonus chapter too, but more about that at the end of the story.

Yours truly,

Rune S. Nielsen

Copenhagen, Denmark

[image: This image summarizes some traits of this book, like the fact that it is an epic/high fantasy novel with a hard magic system and that it’s a multi-person story.]

PRAISE FOR

THE DOOMSAYER PRINCE

OMNIBUS EDITION

“A DEFINITE MUST READ”

“...caused several sleepless nights as I was just not able to put it down...This book will have much appeal for fans of writers like Sanderson and George R.R. Martin, layered fantasy with multiple characters going through story arcs leading to a dynamic conclusion. This is a definite must read if you enjoy epic fantasy.”

STEVE CALDWELL, THE BOOKWYRM SPEAKS BOOK REVIEWS (5/5 STARS)
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“THIS BOOK IS DEFINITELY ONE OF A KIND”

“...I have never read a book (where) battle scenes and visions of the future are blended together so well. This is a multi-person story, and it takes a while for the plot to reveal itself, but the payoff was fantastic...I look forward to the next volume!”

BLAISE ANCONA, BLOGGER (4/5 STARS)
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“IT’S A GREAT CONCEPT!”

“It was also nice to see the dominant culture of the world not based in the Dark Ages of Europe.”

THE FANTASY FACTION BLOG
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“A GRIPPING READ WITH A CLIFF FOR A CONCLUSION!”

“...undoubtedly worth the time investment. The magic is unique...The characters are flawed and real...Overall, a great story with a very interesting plot, and I’m excited to see where it leads in the next book!”

MICAH THORESON (5/5 STARS)

DANISH REVIEWS

(TRANSLATED)

“WORLD-CLASS EPIC FANTASY”

“...a fabulous reading experience...The story grips and maintains its audience in the same way as the Harry Potter series...5 Stars is almost too little.”

HEIDI HOLMETOFT HANSEN, DIN BOGANMELDER (5/5 STARS)
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[image: ]


“CAPTIVATING AND EXCITING”

“...It starts with a lot of drama and action. This also helps the reader to get caught up in this new world faster...good for people who have a hard time starting a book.”

EMILIE HOLANNG, DIN BOGANMELDER (5/5 STARS)
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For S.

She knows me better than

I know myself
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End of the Third Age
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At her call

Chint’le will fall

Weakest to strongest

Punishing the wrongest

With the All-Master’s return

Empires and Kingdoms shall burn

––––––––
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Translated extract from the Cascade Prophecies by Omen Prophet Rulturo.

Written at the end of the Second Age in the Year of the Mage King -189.

[image: A map of the continent of Gaia.]
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​​​PART ONE
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Omens of Despair
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​Chapter One: Phytiax
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His half-brother Samil is dead. It's time to save Samil's life.

As he cancels the omen spell and the last traces of magic leave his mind, Mage Prince Phytiax opens his green eyes in the now.

The dark gray morning twilight greets him. He’s back in his meditation spot, below the old palm tree, sitting in the East Garden of the Imperial Palace. The twilight is without any hint of blue, assuring him that this is indeed reality.

In the future Mage Prince Phytiax just witnessed, as a silent passenger of his own mind, the scream of a woman alerted him. His future-self ran through the palace corridors to find a distraught servant woman outside Samil’s chambers.

Inside, his half-brother lay face down on the cot, a pool of blood on the marble floor. The servant told his future-self that she’d seen a man holding a sword running from the chamber.

A sword was a commoner’s weapon. Could the killer be an Ata’stux mage killer? Such a one hadn’t come after the Imperial Family since his childhood, not since one killed his mother.

Phytiax wasn’t old enough to do anything then, but this time, he will save his half-brother. If he can get to Samil’s chambers before the murder happens!

He does not have much time to save Samil, however, and the things Phytiax sees always come true. That is, unless an omen master later prevents or alters the foreseen events.

Unfolding out of his waterlily meditation pose, he sheds his blue woolen chlamys cloak, letting it fall to the rug. It’s chilly without his cloak. His ivory-colored linen chiton is thin, stops at the knees, and leaves one shoulder bare. It’s what men wear here in Izanti, meant to show off his tanned, well-muscled body, and the omen master tattoos along his left arm.

This early in the morning, few people are awake. Phytiax’s only choice is to move forward without assistance from the guards of the Imperial Palace or his many half-siblings. And he sees no way of contacting Omen Master Demos either, the man in charge of the palace’s magical protection detail. Though, why haven’t Omen Master Demos used the alarm gongs? At all times, the Emperor is protected by reliable masters who can see at least two hours into their future. They should’ve known about the murder hours ago.

Something is very wrong! And Phytiax should have picked up on it sooner, but he’s been meditating for three days with nothing to sustain him but water. The preparation for tonight’s all-important ritual was supposed to be a serene and grounding experience.

Instead, everything is up to him!

Grabbing his leather belt and the jewel-encrusted scabbard holding his curved janbiya dagger, Phytiax straps on his belt and stands up in the predawn darkness.

He needs is a shortcut to intercept the killer before he strikes. Sprinting across the stiff grass, the Prince looks for a faster route.

There! The red-painted column at the corner of the open garden leads to the vaulted roof. From there, he can go over or around the dome to his brother’s chambers.

The smooth stone of the marble column is slippery against his leather sandals. Stretching out his long body, his fingers barely catch the double imperial lion heads at the top of the column. Grabbing the slick and cold stone heads tightly, he heaves, thrusting himself upward.

Phytiax isn’t an ordinary mage; he trains in martial arts daily, and like all the Mage Emperor’s children, he’s exceptional.

As he lands on the vaulted palace roof, the white, glazed tiles beneath protest at his weight with loud clacks. He knows his way around the roofs of the great palace. Phytiax used to play up here with his half-siblings, Odelia and Samil. Later, after his mother was killed, he used it as a place to get away.

As Phytiax climbs the white dome on his way to Samil’s chambers, he suddenly feels lightheaded. Three days without food. Why did the killer have to strike today when the Prince is at his weakest?

If only his omen magic could save Samil, but it’s an inherently passive power; a way to peek into one’s future, not to change it. At least his spell has shown him when and where he needs to be.

The killer must be nearby, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. He wouldn’t kill Samil with magic, but an ordinary blade.

Might it be them? The hated Ata’stux.

The warlike Ata’stux Empire used commoners as mage killers. Though lowborn, and without magic powers, they’re extremely dangerous. Elite soldiers trained to kill mages. Alternatively, he’s dealing with an omen master.

The latter is unlikely; his kind rarely fights. Omen masters seldom did much besides sitting still while being inside omen. Phytiax is different; while he possesses the foresight and clarity for which they’re known, he’s not lethargic, but trained in the ways of the Nazir, to excel at and enjoy physical combat.

Might the killer have Nazir omen training?

As he reaches the top of the dome, the wind ruffles Phytiax’s black hair. His hairstyle is in accordance with the latest men’s fashion at the Imperial Court: short, except for a few curly oiled locks left to caress his tanned forehead.

The Imperial Palace is located high on the Heart of the World cliff. Far below, the lamps along the pier illuminate a seemingly endless string of white storehouses along the wide River Iza and the great harbor. He used to love coming up here to gaze down at the largest and most glorious city in the Izanti Empire, the Capital of Izanth.

At this early hour, the darkness is only broken by the light outside the nightclubs, brothels, bakeries, storehouses, and the few pleasure barges in the harbor.

From up here, anything seems possible.

Phytiax pictures himself catching the killer alive. He might be last in the line of succession, an insignificant number twenty-six, and mostly ignored by the Mage Emperor, but his father will have to take notice of such a deed, surely? Might even help him catch those behind the incursion into the Imperial Palace.

Sliding down the side of the dome toward the drop into the garden outside the wives’ quarter, his vision abruptly swims away in a fog of dizziness. It’s a long drop!

Bracing his back and arms against the dome, he manages to break his speed, using his feet and knees to absorb the jarring impact of the descent, touching down on the narrow edge of the roof, and catching himself before tumbling over the ledge.

Leaning back against the cold dome, he takes a deep breath, trying to make the dizziness fade away. The wives’ garden is deserted at this hour. The last time he was allowed inside was when his mother lived. She used to get furious when his chiton got dirty playing up here.

The wives are mages. Should he climb down, wake some, and get help? No, he’s twenty-one. He’s an adult, and he spars every day. He can take any commoner in a fair fight, and he has the element of surprise.

Phytiax shakes his head, trying to clear the dizziness. He’s not used to going without food for days. Did the killer know about his meditations, and planned the attack because he was at his weakest? No, it seems unlikely; on a regular day, he’d be sound asleep at this hour.

He needs to stop speculating and focus on getting to Samil. The dizziness has subsided somewhat. Moving quickly along the edge of the wives’ garden, he pushes off, jumping straight across the corner, to land gracefully on the white tiles.

This route took more time to cover when he was a kid; he’s already halfway there. He sprints onward. All that’s left is to cross the long flat stretch beyond the garden, passing several smaller domes. Near the edge of the building is Uncle Thales’s small garden, a popular place for stargazing, holding several large brass devices. From there, a door leads into the corridor next to Samil’s chambers.

He visits often, sharing meals with Samil and his family. Unfortunately, it’s next to Jahin’s chambers as well, but on the occasions when he sees Jahin in the hallway, they ignore each other. His half-brother Jahin and he are nothing alike. Had Jahin been the one in trouble, Phytiax would never risk his life trying to stop the killer. It’s not that Phytiax has any chance of ever becoming Mage Emperor, not with his place in the succession, but Jahin has done nothing to deserve his loyalty.

Passing the first dome on his right, he almost misses the sound of soft steps. Someone is up here with him!

The man charging across the roof hardly seems human. The face and bald scalp are covered by tiny mosaic tiles. Only their hated rivals, the Ata’stux Empire, know the magical secret of implanting mage-hardened tiles onto the skin.

The man wears soft boots, which, like the thin, knee-length leather coat, are painted to resemble the white marble of the palace, making him blend into the surroundings.

Has he been there all along?

Phytiax is facing a commoner, and so his victory should be assured, but the strong golden-brown eyes that regard him show no fear.

Drawing a shortsword from a back scabbard, the attacker closes in while not making any magical gestures. Instead of being properly curved—like the scimitars of Izanti—the blade is straight, and made of thin mage-hardened porcelain, sharper than any metal. A magical blade forged in the Ata’stux Empire.

I was right! This is an Ata’stux Mage Killer, like the one who murdered his mother. Phytiax’s reflexes take over, his body flowing down into a pankration martial arts crouch. He needs to get in close. Hopefully, he can disarm the man without getting too badly cut up.

The mage killer raises the porcelain sword swiftly, but Phytiax is ready. Dodging the stroke with a practiced evasive move, he gets in close, but his fingers skip across the opponent’s smooth skin. The man spins away with nary a scratch.

Curse the fasting and meditation, Phytiax draws his janbiya dagger. He’d almost forgotten about it, but at least the lightheadedness is almost gone. Moving forward, Phytiax swoops in with a feint and slices across the mage killer’s sword arm. His sharp dagger cuts through the thin leather but skims across the porcelain tiles.

The Ata’stux life masters, who discovered the secret of integrating magically hardened porcelain tiles directly onto the skin, mostly use this to display holy words or leaf patterns, but this man has the tiles on all exposed areas. Armor to protect against most light magic spells and mundane weapons. This is going to be a problem.

The man recovers with a quick upward lounge, his sword rushing toward Phytiax’s throat. Desperately, Phytiax bends backward, pulling his head back as far as possible. The sharp edge of the white blade grazes Phytiax’s chin, and two of his curly oiled locks fall to the ground. He deflects the backswing; the straight and curved blade meets with a clang. The mage killer kicks him in the chest, and Phytiax staggers back.

His opponent is so much better than his usual sparring partners, and getting in close won’t work, not in his current state. The man is too fast for him.

It’s time for a new plan, and it’s too late to call for help. His dagger should penetrate the mage killer’s armor. If he can get the point in between two of the porcelain tiles—but how’ll he do that? He has never fought anyone with magical skin. He must buy some time.

Diving back over his shoulder in a rehearsed pankration move, Phytiax puts distance between them. Quick as lightning, the man rushes him; Phytiax won’t get the time he needs!

Barely dodging the sword strike, the follow-up horizontal kick pushes him to the edge of the roof. Moving backward along the edge, the drop to the city streets far below is a certain death sentence. The mage killer fakes a kick, and while Phytiax starts his dodge right, the pale sword lashes out straight toward his heart.

Luckily, Phytiax’s right sandal slips on the tiles. He tumbles backward, avoiding the killing blow, but the mage killer twists his wrists, and it cuts Phytiax across the ribs. Landing heavily on his back, he feels the blood flowing down his side and back. Wounded, he won’t last long. It’s time to act.

Spinning while keeping his legs low, he aims to swipe the opponent’s legs, and as the mage killer jumps backward, Phytiax continues the spin, letting it turn his body halfway around. And with a sudden move, he lands on his feet and takes off, sprinting across the palace roof. The clacks of white tiles behind him make it clear he’s being followed.

The pain is dulled, but his wound will surely slow him down. It’s unlikely he can outrun his opponent, and if he should die, the man will kill Samil. From here to the end of the roof and his uncle’s garden is one long open stretch, except for a small dome halfway there on his right.

Grabbing the point of his dagger, he holds it out in front and closes his eyes. It feels utterly wrong trying to enter a deep meditation state while running, and not only is it extremely difficult—it is dangerous.

The first two lessons every omen master learns are to never mix the now and the omen, and to never watch your future-self die. Inside omen, a mind’s only defense is its deep meditation state, which leaves one detached. However, watching one’s future-self die in omen can drag a person with it down into the everlife, killing them in the now.

Not properly entering a deep meditation means one’s mind is unprotected, and this can lead to one’s magic becoming damaged; worst case, they can never leave omen. It’s known as falling off the ring, forever spiraling through primordial Kháos. The less severe version, known as the broken ring, means a temporary loss of your powers—omen might refuse them, or come and go on its own accord, dragging a person into future visions when they’re unprepared.

He has never risked this before, but always believed that he could succeed where lesser masters failed. Last year, during his omen trials to be a full master, he pressed himself beyond the limit, and became the only one who’d ever beat the four-hour mark.

Omen masters around the Empire took notice of that, even if his father hadn’t. He can do this. Omen opens to him, his future revealing itself.

Skipping ahead a tiny bit into his future, he finds himself running with open eyes. He has nearly reached the dome. The twilight has a clear bluish hue to it, letting him know he has indeed entered omen successfully.

Counting the strides from when he passed the dome, he twists around upon reaching the count of ten. The mage killer, pale sword raised, is closing the distance between them.

An alarm gong sounds, and at the other end of the roof, guards are entering, but they’re too far away to assist him. Phytiax leaves omen.

He did it! He’s back in the now, his magic isn’t broken, and he’s still running, but not yet at the dome. He re-enters omen.

Starting over, he skips ahead to the same moment he visited before.

A bit earlier; eight strides past the dome, he twists around and throws his curved dagger as hard as he can. It needs to have force enough and hit right between the porcelain tiles to penetrate the armor.

The dagger glints in the bluish light as it twists in the air, but the mage killer deftly sidesteps. He needs a better outcome! He leaves omen.

Back in the now, he realizes that this is a completely new way to use omen. So much for all the warnings about not mixing it with the now.

The dome is coming up. He needs to subdue the mage killer quickly.

Inside omen, he skips ahead. Six strides from the dome, Phytiax throws the dagger hard. He aims higher this time, but the commoner parries with his shortsword.

He is mastering this, but time is running out; the dome is right in front of him.

Skipping inside omen in a blur; four strides from the dome. The dagger hits the throat but bounces off the armored skin. Had it worked; he’d have killed the man. He can’t have that.

This time, when exiting omen, he immediately projects his mind back inside.

Two strides from the dome, he spins and throws the dagger hilt first and hits the wrist of the sword hand. Yes, that might work!

Phytiax opens his eyes for real in the now. He spins and throws the dagger hilt first, exactly like he did inside omen.

The mage killer yells, drops the sharp porcelain sword, but continues forward at full speed, holding up his arms in a cross.

Though the hated Ata’stux Empire lies far to the east, he has studied their ways and recognizes the crossing of the arms: it’s a martial art maneuver from way of the nerve. All he needs to do is to use the correct counter—a dodge at the last moment and a spinning kick to the head.

Dodging expertly, Phytiax spins. His foot connects with the man’s jaw perfectly. Why’s it light blue, is he inside omen?

He didn’t intend to enter omen! No—the man will kill him if he stays in here!

Pain explodes in his wounded side, as the mage killer slams into him in the now. Though disoriented, he attempts a knee to the groin, but barely begins the move before his back hits the roof.
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Gong. The loud, throbbing, brassy sound brings him back to consciousness.

The surface beneath him is cool against his skin, his eyes closed. That was the alarm gong! Are they being attacked?

Someone is on top of him! Phytiax opens his eyes and the mage killer’s determined stare meets him eye-to-eye.

He takes a punch to the face. As the metallic taste of blood sours his mouth, his martial arts training takes over. Reflexes drilled into him in practice come back to him. He parries the second blow, and the third as well.

Gong. The alarm gong sounds once more.

Elbowing the mage killer viciously in his tiled face with his tattooed left arm, he makes his opponent cover himself with the sword-arm he’d hit with his dagger. Phytiax catches the wrist and twists, hearing a groan.

Another elbow to the face and he slides around and get on top of his stunned opponent. With the crook of his right arm in front of the man’s windpipe, he applies pressure to both sides of the tiled, reptilian neck. Meanwhile, he twists the mage killer’s non-wounded arm behind the back.

If he can hold on, he’ll eventually stop all blood flow to the man’s head, rendering him unconscious. His armored skin doesn’t protect him from this sort of maneuver.

“To the Mage Prince!”

Phytiax receives a vicious elbow to his chest, and his wounded side hurts intensely. Desperately holding on, he applies pressure to both sides of the neck.

“To the Mage Prince!”

Four palace guards rush to his aid, and he feels the mage killer go limp. He did it! Three of the guards drag the lifeless body off him, while the fourth helps Phytiax sit up.

“Men, he’s an Ata’stux Mage Killer. Bind him carefully, then have his wounds seen too. I want him alive!”

“Yes, Mage Prince Phytiax.”

They use leather cords to tie the mage killer’s hands. None too gentle.

“You did it,” he tells himself, and smiles.

Mixing the now with omen isn’t permitted, but he did it! He can’t wait to tell gray-haired Kefalas and the other omen masters at the palace. They didn’t think the four-hour record could be broken either, Kefalas claiming it was impossible to watch what happened over four hours into your own future with a spell. He proved them wrong then, and just did it again!

“Phytiax Nazir Pandion, I thought you knew better!”

“Hi Odelia. You’re late for the party.”

His older half-sister scrutinizes his appearance.

“Your chiton is more crimson than ivory.”

“I’m serious Odelia. You could have stopped that Ata’stux Mage Killer with a few gestures. What took you so long?”

He isn’t wrong. She’s one of the strongest warmages amongst the Mage Emperor’s many children.

“An Ata’stux? I thought those true pigs had learned not to trouble us anymore. You’ll tell us all about this mage killer later. Now, sit down, and let me tend to you.”

Her gentle touch is kind as she examines him, but turning his cheek, her hand comes back red. That’s right. It grazed his chin. It’d start hurting soon.

“You’re lucky to be alive.”

It was just a fight, and not his first, either.

“Luck has nothing to do with it. I can see the future, remember?”

“I doubt you foresaw yourself getting this bloodied.”

While she checks the wound across his ribs, he studies her tattooed right arm. A fierce lion stare back at him. It has six claws on each front paw, which lets him know it’s an imperial lion. Those are displayed by royals and nobody else. The iron spikes above tell of her being a warmage, not just a master, and the cloud at the top is for her discipline, that of strength.

Tattoos have a language of their own; every imperial mage has ink that reveals who they are or want to be.

“Phytiax, these cuts will need attending, and you don’t fool me! Omen masters are meant to watch for danger, not fight on the frontlines.”

Odelia sounds strict and grownup, but she’s wrong, and he remembers the child she was.

“You aren’t my mother.”

“Phytiax, you need to stop playing with commoner weapons.”

She thinks him weak because he uses a blade while she wields magics much more direct and powerful. They all do, his father and half-siblings. None of them can tell the future, though!

“Without me, he’d have killed Samil.”

“I thought it was Father he was after.”

“No, it wasn’t.” And there it was—he knew, while they suspected. “Father will take notice this time.”

“Phytiax, you know how he is. He hardly even listens to Hamul. Please, just rest till I come get you.”

Odelia looks at him—making sure he doesn’t intend to get up. She puts her feet into the strings at the bottom of her chiton which prevents her legs from being exposed during flight. The strings remind him of a stirrup.

She first levitates the soldiers, the captive, and then finally, herself down into the garden. Though she annoys him, he’s proud to see the ease with which she handles herself. Few mages in the Empire can lift five people.

Like all women, Odelia is kind of strange, though. Why use stirrups to shield her bare legs while wearing a chiton made from linen so light, it’s almost see-through? It’s the highest of fashion amongst noblewomen, and other men love it, he’s sure. Phytiax doesn’t see the appeal. The garment is basically just a regular woman’s chiton otherwise: falling to the ankles, covering both shoulders, and leaving Odelia’s lower arms bare.

Getting up, he walks to the edge of the roof. Many of his half-siblings have arrived in Uncle Thales’s garden below, crowding the space between the brass stargazing devices and the central marble fountain. His brother Samil is there, not a scratch on him.

I did that. I saved his life!

Odelia leaves the tile-faced man with two of his warmage half-siblings, flies up and grabs Phytiax with her magic, and sets them down next to the fountain.

Hamul Gylippus, the oldest brother who’ll be Mage Emperor one day, nods pleased. “Good job stopping that Ata’stux freak!”

Such praise is rare coming from him.

“Don’t encourage him, Hamul!”

“Nonsense. Phytiax is the strongest omen master we have. He proved himself at the trials. Odelia, take the Ata’stux to the Iron Bull, then stay there and learn what you can from the interrogation.”

“Wait, I need to question him.”

“There is no need, Phytiax. The Iron Bull’s man is good at interrogations.”

Iron Bull is Stratigos Palamir’s nickname. He oversees the garrison at the palace, and three imperial legions.

“How did an Ata’stux get through our defenses, Phytiax?” His half-sister looks concerned. “Why did the omen master on duty, not alert us to his presence? It isn’t right that you had to deal with this mess!”

“I don’t know, but we should check on Omen Master Padraig Demos. He and his have done the job for years with no slip-ups.”

“I’ll ask the Iron Bull.”

Odelia leaves them and heads toward the mage killer, who’s drifting above one of Uncle Thales’s brass sun clocks, held motionless by strength magic.

“What sort of man is this Master Demos?”

Hamul Gylippus regards Phytiax closely, likely he has never spoken to the tall and saddle-whip thin Omen Master.

“Not as strong as myself, but experienced. We haven’t talked for a while, though.” He doesn’t know Demos well, he’s the kind of omen master who gets so caught up observing his future, he forgets to eat.

“You’ve proven yourself today, brother. Once I become Mage Emperor, I’ll consider you as my omen advisor.”

“Thank you. That is quite the honor.”

Quite unexpected, too. Phytiax doesn’t want to become anyone’s advisor, not even for a future Emperor.

“I hope what I have done here will demonstrate that it’s high time omen masters were accepted into the army as full warmages. We can use omen much more in warfare, and I’ll prove it, if I get half a chance.”

“Father would never allow that, and the Empire has few powerful omen masters like you. What we have is a surplus of warmages. Phytiax, you need to understand that you’re more valuable as an omen advisor than if you brought me ten warmages.”

Hamul Gylippus clasps his shoulder, and he can see the respect there. His half-brother isn’t trying to annoy him, though the words do just that.

His half-brother scrutinizes Phytiax’s face. “Do not throw your life away on a foolish agenda. Please, next time you foresee danger, alert the surrounding mages! Don’t get yourself killed, no matter how honorable it seems.”

There is no reason to get into an argument with a future Emperor, but in his heart, Phytiax knows he’ll never be an advisor! Who wants a job where you sit on your ass all day, constantly watching your future for issues? His father’s advisor, Omen Master Kefalas, has become so lethargic and fat in his old age that he needs to be flown around from place to place. No, he wants to lead and change things, and he has it all planned out.

First, he’ll become the leader of the Order of Omen Masters, then change the stagnant ways of the omen masters in the Empire by spreading the superior omen teachings of the Nazir tribe of the South. His friend Hekdor, who oversees several legions, has agreed to help once Phytiax becomes leader—or, in the unlikely case that he gets the Emperor’s permission, even sooner. Together, they’ll create the first force of Imperial Omen Warmages.

It’ll be glorious!

“Tell you what, Phytiax. I promise to tell Father what you did today. Oh, there he is.” Hamul Gylippus waves. His father is flying here to see him.

Smiling, Phytiax turns around, but it’s not the Mage Emperor, but only his annoying half-brother Jahin dressed up in a much-too-bright yellow chiton. He should’ve known that his father wouldn’t care enough to show up.

Jahin has brought Phytiax one of the palace barber-surgeons. A simple commoner healer. How insulting.

“Jahin, the least you could do was bring me a life master.” Life masters might not be widely popular, but they’re the best at healing by far.

“I believe the correct response is, thank you, dear brother, for bringing me a healer when I was stupid enough to get hurt by some weak commoner.”

“Enough, you two! Barber-surgeon, stitch my brother up.”

“Yes, Sire.”

“Jahin, come with me. I have a job for you.” His two half-brothers walk away. Phytiax sighs.

Sitting down on the edge of the marble fountain, he gives the barber-surgeon access to inspect his wounds. As the man pulls out the needle and thread, Phytiax decides to escape the pain by entering an omen trance. By watching his future, he might also learn who was behind the attack before anyone else.

Omen doesn’t come when he beckons. That is odd; his power never fails. The needle pierces his skin, and he feels ill. Might the failure be connected to the omen stunt he pulled on the roof? Has he broken his ring? He would never forgive himself!

No, it must be the pain from his wounds interfering with his magic. Calming himself, he takes five deep breaths. The deep meditation comes, and omen welcomes him back into its embrace.

Inside omen, he skips forward. The last stitch is sewn, and Odelia and Hamul Gylippus haven’t returned. What’s going on? His future-self walks to the Iron Bull’s office. The last time he was here was some five years ago. Sent here for disciplining after what he did to Jahin. He freezes outside the heavy door curtain. Is that perspiration on his palms? Why’s his future-self nervous?

He did fear the Iron Bull as a youth, but he’s an omen master now—beyond fear. Yes, the man is a powerful warmage, and one of his father’s trusted advisors, but Phytiax is an adult. There is nothing to fear here!

His future-self can’t hear his thoughts, and Phytiax is just a passenger. He wipes his palms on the chiton and draws back the curtain. The aide in the antechamber takes him inside the Iron Bull’s office.

Odelia is there with her arms crossed. Hamul, too, his expression blank, and the Iron Bull looks flustered. A warmage in a black chiton, the torturer, is examining the body of the mage killer on the floor.

“He is dead.”

“What a waste of time!” Hamul throws up his arms, then pushes past the Iron Bull and Phytiax, out into the corridor.

“Come on,” Odelia says to Phytiax, and they leave.

“What happened?”

“They tied him up and left him alone for a bit, to scare him, and the mage killer choked himself to death.”

“How?”

“The bastard somehow twisted his tongue all the way around and pushed it down his own throat—suffocating himself.” 

He must stop this before it happens in the now.

“Sailing on the Vile Sea.” Phytiax’s flesh burns with fresh pain.

The barber-surgeon is holding on to the thread going into Phytiax’s side. “Please, Sire, you’ll tear your stitches!”

“Let me go.”

The man instantly stops what he’s doing. Commoners fear mages and royals, and rightfully so. Light magic can burn you to a crisp even faster than strength magic can tear you apart. He needs someone to fly him across the palace, to stop the mage killer before he kills himself. There’s only one mage left in the garden, who might help.

“Jahin, take me to the Iron Bull.”

“I’m not your errand boy, little brother.”

He wants to hit his half-brother, which was precisely why he visited the Iron Bull’s office in his youth. Why does he feel things so strongly? He’s not as detached as he used to be.

“Look, I just saved Samil’s life. I need this.”

“I only fetched you a healer because Hamul asked. Find someone else.”

“You don’t want to anger me.”

Jahin hesitates. Though a powerful Warmage of Strength and older by one year, he knows better than most what Phytiax can do. As kids, they were close until Jahin learned his first strength spell and decided it’d be fun to use it on Phytiax; an easy target who was without offensive magics.

Caught in a claw spell, Jahin dangled him upside-down. Yet the humiliation was a good thing; it gave Phytiax focus.

The next time his half-brother wanted to “have some fun,” Phytiax was prepared. Omen showed him in advance when and where, and before Jahin could finish the gestures, he punched him so hard his half-brother ran away, crying. Two days later, when Jahin tried again, he grabbed Jahin’s hand and completely twisted his right thumb around. When Jahin gestured with his left hand, Phytiax used martial arts and broke the left wrist.

“Go see a whore! Oh, wait, you can’t, can you?” Jahin snickers.

He grabs Jahin’s yellow chiton in his fist. “The next mage killer might come for Father; you want that on your conscience?”

Jahin’s hard stare wanes, and he lowers his shoulders.

They fly like the wind to the Iron Bull but like in his vision the mage killer has already choked himself to death, and there is nothing omen can do once something has transpired. Perhaps he’ll get a second chance to find those responsible if another Ata’stux Mage Killer comes.

As he walks down the wide marble stairs toward the palace infirmary, his stomach growls. He is going to be thrilled tomorrow when he can eat again, but right now, he needs to get his wounds healed properly.

During the long healing process, he lies on the hard cot. Life Master Lysimachos guides the healing magic with his hands without touching him. Ever so slowly, his flesh mends.

Entering the deep meditation, omen denies him. What is this? Once more he is blind to his future! The trouble earlier wasn’t a fluke. The omen stunt he pulled on the roof has hurt his magic somehow. Why did he take that stupid risk?

He knows why—he was saving Samil and himself.

It’s early evening before the healing is done, and he only has a few hours left to finish his meditation preparations. The ten-year ritual is tonight. Being asked to take part is a great honor, something that might never happen to him again. The ritual isn’t only important to him, but to his father and the whole Empire. It isn’t something that can be postponed, not even because of an assassination attempt. 
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​​​​​​Chapter Two: Phytiax
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The silver pentagons on the hem of his red chlamys cloak, whip around his legs. The evening winds push against his ivory chiton in ripples. Mage Prince Phytiax does not notice any of it; not that darkness has fallen, not the palace behind him, not the stone steps winding down the cliff. He just stares out over the edge of the Heart of the World clifftop.

It hurt his magic!

It isn’t as though he can wait for it to heal naturally. He needs to be at his best and perform omen tonight like never. Being a part of tonight’s ritual will be one of the most important and dangerous things in his life. If his plans are to come to fruition, and he might one day lead the omen masters, it must be a success.

What’s he going to do? Omen now works less than half of the time, and the issue is not something a life master can heal.

How will he do tonight? Will he live? Concentrating, he enters the deep meditation. Omen denies him.

Feeling cold, Phytiax adjusts the cloak. What’s taking the masters so long? They should’ve been here by now. Phytiax is hurt and hungry, and there is nothing to do here but stare at the view.

Far below the clifftop, the moonlight reflects on the river. Seemingly tiny boats crisscross the great harbor of Izanth, their decks decorated with colored lanterns. Feluccas ferry people across, connecting the city’s neighborhoods, while floating restaurants are anchored close to shore, and freshly caught seafood and exotic delights such as spicy meatballs and songbird pies scent the night air.

A merchant carrack from up north passes the harbor mouth. Such large ships carry amber, whale lamp oil, or other prized trade goods. It sails past a large pleasure-barge, a floating brothel. He has never been to such a place.

Women, and sometimes men stare at him, their eyes wanting him to give something he cannot, but when they learn what he is, the advances usually stop.

Omen magic does something to you. The clarity and premonitions come at a price. That is why the Empire has a law requiring omen masters to marry before the age of twenty-five. If not, their kind would die out. They’re few enough as it is.

Desires of the flesh makes you vulnerable. Does anyone need that? No, omen is worth it. He has had premonitions since childhood, and out there somewhere, a destiny awaits him. The glimpses come seldom, but always with a feeling of significance and danger.

Unlike the active omen spells cast with intent to see the future, the premonitions and dreams sometimes show tiny glimpses of his future years ahead. While Kefalas, like most omen masters, dismiss these as vague and unreliable, Phytiax treasures his, believing they might reveal his destiny.

What’s taking Kefalas and Demos so long? They agreed to meet at the steps, and some time ago, he sent his old manservant Pasha to look for the two masters.

In front of him, the four hundred and eleven hand-carved stone steps spiral down the cliffside, ending outside the ancient Oracle cave. They only use the steps once every ten years, on the night of the Spring equinox: tonight. The ritual they’ll perform is sacred, and he needs to perform well, though his preparations haven’t been ideal.

Precisely ten years ago, his father the Mage Emperor brought him here, and Phytiax remembers it like it was yesterday:
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“Let’s take the steps down.”

Young Phytiax looks up at his tall father. For the first time in forever, they’re alone together! Just his father and him.

It’s a sunny day, and the Mage Emperor places a hand on his shoulder. Phytiax smiles. Most people must scrape the floor when near his father, the living god, but not him—at least not today.

Side by side they go down the ancient stone steps carved into the cliff. Phytiax is rarely allowed out of the wives’ quarter. This is exciting.

He stares up at the bloodred imperial lion winding its way around the powerful neck of the living god. He has just gotten his black tattoo a few days ago. The dull black ink can’t compare to the red and gold tattoo: the colors reserved exclusively for the Emperor. Cradling a golden sun in its jaws, the lion goes right across his throat.

The Mage Emperor doesn’t speak a word before they arrive outside the opening.

“Your instructor says you’re strong. That is good. I want you to become so strong that ten years from now, you can perform an important ritual for me here.”

For a moment, he feels like the son of a Mage Emperor. Never has he felt this proud. “Of course, divine Apateóno.” He’ll work twice as hard from now on.

Inside, the cave is dark, and smaller than he’d have guessed.

“I always wanted a child like you, Phytiax. Did you know that?”

“No, Father.” His heart quickens, the joy in his chest almost too much to contain.

“You must tell no one about this place. Not even family. Will you swear?”

“I swear it!” He’s so eager.

“The success of our ever-victorious Empire is built on a single ritual, which will be performed in this cave tonight.”

“I see,” he says, though he really doesn’t.

The cave seems ordinary; rock walls, one tapestry with symbols on it. His father shows him the other rooms in the cave and the circles, then tells him the secret.

He can hardly believe himself being entrusted with this ancient knowledge. Every ten years, the Magical Spirit allows three omen masters to divine the following decade. Ten whole years of omen visions. At the time, nobody had seen longer than three hours into the future.

“Father, why does it work every ten years, and not more often?”

“Only the Spirit knows. If possible, we’d perform it all the time.”
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Later, it came as a shock how little his father knew about the magical science behind the ritual. They brought Phytiax up to worship the Mage Emperor, Apateóno the Wise, the divine being whose presence alone protected the Empire. It shocked him to learn the most powerful noble was just a man. Throughout time, the unbroken line of Apateóno Emperors and Empresses were all just one long string of men and women.

He did not see his father often, and when he did at the parties and functions, his father would get drunk on uzwine. Had he been sure of his own divinity, would he do that? Would he need to seduce women half his age?

The only thing setting the Emperor apart is his children. All exceptionally strong mages with green eyes, and while his father uses light magic, many of his half-siblings use strength, and Phytiax himself, omen. This is unheard of.

Outside the imperial family, it’s rare for any mage to sire a child belonging to a different discipline, and none of his half-siblings are commoners, while most bloodlines sire at least one commoner embarrassment in each generation.

If Phytiax ever has children of his own, they’ll not have green eyes, nor be exceptionally strong. Only the children of a Mage Emperor share these qualities. He doesn’t talk about this with anyone, and the rest of the Empire doesn’t see it this way.

Apateóno is popular, considered a vigorous leader. The nobles follow him willingly, but if the Emperor’s ancestors once had a divine spark, Phytiax suspects it’s been lost over time.

A torch sputters in the wind, someone approaches the clifftop!

“I found them, Sire.” His tiny manservant Pasha regards Phytiax expectantly. The old man knows what this day means to him.

Behind Pasha at the top of the stone steps, four men, three of them wearing fine red chlamys cloaks, regard him. Two are the omen masters his father has chosen to perform the ritual with Phytiax.

Saddle-whip thin Padraig Demos who oversee palace omen protection, bows low, while gray-haired Taadaki Kefalas squints at Phytiax in the torchlight and bows as much as one can while hovering in the air. As the Mage Emperor’s Omen Master Advisor, Master Kefalas is the more powerful of the two, and behind him hovers the mage controlling their flight spell. Kefalas always has someone hauling his pudgy form around, but he hasn’t seen the muscular young man before, but he has no spikes on his right arm tattoo, just a raven. A Strength Master Hauler then, one who claims to wisely avoid danger.

Who’s the other young man at the back? Phytiax glimpses a tattoo on the left wrist below the red cloak—an omen master, then.

“Good evening, Your Royal Highness. I know that your instinct is to refuse the substitute I bring, but please hear me out! I know someone injured you in the shameful Ata’stux attack. That’s why I have brought Aeschylus.”

Nobody is covering for him! Phytiax has waited for ten years to be a part of this ritual.

“My wounds have been healed. Send the boy away.”

The young man looks up. No man enjoys being called a boy. How long has Kefalas had a substitute ready?

“I foresaw you’d say that, but please, Mage Prince, try to see this from the Empire’s perspective. We only get one try every tenth year, and we simply can’t have any blunders tonight. If your body or mind isn’t fully recovered, it could ruin not only my standing with the Mage Emperor, but the Empire’s future. If we aren’t strong enough to make the connection, this ritual will fail.”

“I’m the strongest master you could have.”

“True, but you were in a physical fight when you should’ve been calmly preparing yourself—as we three did.”

“I have studied all the texts about the ritual, the cave, the circles, even the fumes. I’m going.”

If he’s ever to lead the Order of Omen Masters, he needs to not only be counted amongst the strongest but take part in the most important things and excel. The ritual is secret, but the omen masters at the top of the order probably know about it.

“I have foreseen this conversation. It worries me you haven’t, and before you start cussing, I need to tell you that studying isn’t the same as experience. This is my third ten-year ritual, and Master Demos was with me the last time. We know how to do this, and you don’t. Besides, I’m doing you a favor; tonight, those participating will experience ten full years of our individual futures! The strain on the body and mind is tremendous. It may unhinge or destroy someone—even one as strong in omen as you, My Prince.”

If only his power worked, he would have anticipated where this conversation was going, and had time to practice his responses. He doesn’t buy it, though. If someone as out of shape as Kefalas and Demos can weather the strain, so could he!

“Kefalas, the ritual takes all night. You aren’t strong enough to foresee how it ends. My father wants me here. I’m going.”

Kefalas crosses his arms.

“Alright then, but if we fail because of this I’ll not withhold the reason from the Mage Emperor.”

“Please, Omen Master Kefalas,” Master Demos pleads, “you can’t let him do this, not after what you told me. It’s reckless.”

Has Kefalas foreseen something important? Curse Phytiax’s half-broken power. Master Demos looks at Kefalas and then Phytiax. “I’m sorry, Mage Prince. I have your best interests at heart. I do.”

“I’ll handle this, Demos. There is nothing to talk about. We’re merely worried about you, Prince.”

How dare these two speak to a royal like this?

“I know it makes you angry, but no one will think less of you. You just singlehandedly prevented an attack on the palace. Just please, leave the ritual to us.”

Is Kefalas pretending to have had a bad omen about the ritual? Is this a power play of some sort? Perhaps the young Master in the red cloak is someone Kefalas sponsors? Phytiax is far from the only one with designs on being the future leader. Well, if they can play games, so can he!

“Tell me, Demos, how did that mage killer slip by your magical protection? Is your mind up to this task tonight? I mean, right after such a complete and utter disaster?”

“What? I’m not at fault for that.” Flustered Demos paused for a moment. “Excuse me. I’m sorry, Your Highness, about what happened, but I wasn’t on duty. Like you, I was preparing for the ritual. Kefalas himself granted me leave!”

“You’re still in charge of protection. It’s your responsibility, no matter who was on duty.”

Might Demos be in on the assassination? It’s impossible to tell, especially with his powers working unreliably.

“There was no way to foresee it! I’m sure Omen Master Malathions didn’t foresee the attack, or that he’d die. If so, he’d surely have done something, poor man.”

“How did Malathions die?”

“The amphora he’d been drinking from contained a terrible concoction, an Ata’stux poison, undoubtedly. The Iron Bull gave some of it to a rat. It just sat there, paralyzed but seemingly happy, like everything was all right. It stayed that way for hours before it unexpectedly dropped dead. I have seen nothing like it.”

Demos sounded sincere, and like the other omen masters at the palace, he’d served for years.

“I understand. You must feel awful, Demos, and it was kind of Kefalas to bring a substitute for you. I suggest you retire for the night and let us do the ritual.”

Demos stared at him, mouth agape. Phytiax doubted the Master had done anything wrong intentionally, but they’d not cheat him out of being part of tonight’s important ritual.

“No Demos? Alright then, Pasha, lead us to the Oracle cave. Kefalas, it’s tradition to walk down, not to fly—or do you intend to risk the outcome of the ritual?”

Gray-haired Kefalas sighed and waved the substitute and his Strength Master away with a pudgy hand. Phytiax smiled. Being royalty had its perks. People stopped arguing with you if you held your ground long enough.

In single file, they followed Pasha’s tiny figure down the winding steps in the dark, only stopping to wait for Kefalas to catch up. When they eventually reached the end of the stone steps, a bent-over Master Kefalas held up one hand.

While listening to Kefalas’ wheezing ragged gasps for air, Phytiax regarded the man-sized hole in the cliff face in front of them.

Earlier today, eight warmages of strength working in tandem had moved the massive boulder covering the entrance. Pasha started back up, taking the only light with him. They’d wait until the torch reached the top. The ritual was only meant for the initiated, those few deemed strong enough to witness a decade in a single night. Trustworthy enough to share the secrets only with the Mage Emperor.

Phytiax had studied the cave in detail by digging up all the original texts from the Emperor’s Library, as well as the restricted section at the Imperial Academy of Magic. Prominent scholars of the past had examined the cave; some focusing on the fumes, others the walls, but most of the research revolved around the three artifact circles.

They’d performed the ritual in countless ways, like using non-omen masters, or a different number of omen masters. Once, they even moved the circles to other locations. None of it worked.

Only when this location was accessed by three omen masters, and only once every ten years, did the ritual succeed.

“My Prince,” Kefalas started, finally having found enough air in his tormented lungs to speak.

“Whatever disturbing fact you might learn in your vision, please try to remember as much as you can for as long as you can. The memories are hard to hold on to, like mist in your hand. Be warned—we’ll watch an entire decade in a matter of hours, and if you die during that period, you might not make it out of the trance. Several omen masters have died here in the past.”

There it was again, talking as if Phytiax would fail. He was a full master and didn’t need to be reminded about falling off the ring. Every time you watched the future, you knew that if you saw your demise, it could have terrible consequences—making you fall off the ring, never to return to the now.

“Kefalas, have you foreseen anything you want to share?”

“Nothing like that, it’s just—how do I say this? You, My Prince, tend to get into dangerous situations far too often, and ten years is a long time.”

“I can avoid danger if I want to. It’ll be fine.”

Kefalas sighed and bowed, showing his surrender.

They kneeled and Master Kefalas solemnly intoned the ancient entry verse: “Oh, World Heart. Heed thine humble servants omen masters thrice. We prostrate and humbly attend thee. Forsooth, let us enter with intent by suit. Grant us access to thine Adytum and let the flux of magic flow aye.”

Together with Kefalas and Demos, Phytiax repeated, “Grant us access to thine Adytum and let the flux of magic flow aye.”

“Oh, World Heart, thrice encircled, thrice attended, watch over thy servants and reveal Circle Empire’s futures. Steer us not wrong, let us not be undone; grant us access to thine Adytum and glow of futures seen.” 

Together they repeated it. “Grant us access to thine Adytum and glow of futures seen.”

Master Kefalas stood, and they followed him into the dark cave. After a short walk down a hallway, cut directly into the rock, they entered a small antechamber. Its only feature was a carved stone portal covered by a black tapestry decorated with a large pentagon, several smaller symbols inside.

Eerie lights spilled out around its edges. The gold embroidered symbols of a five-pointed star, a carrion bird, and the imperial lion, rippled and moved as if something invisible pushed at the tapestry from behind.

From his last visit, he knew it led to the inner chamber, or Adytum. The word meant “do not enter.” 

The inner cave was enormous, colder than the antechamber, and illuminated by three circular discs on the floor. According to what he’d read, they only glowed on this special day, as first discovered over a thousand years ago by the man who’d become the founder of the Capital of Izanth, the first Apateóno.

Natural fumes lifted out of the cracks in the limestone floor and filled the space. Though the fumes had no discernable smell or color, they made it hard to breathe. Demos stepped up behind the closest disc and stopped; Kefalas took the second disc, and he the last. The beige metal discs were an arm’s width, thin, and though older than the Empire, had resisted the touch of time.

Attempts had been made to discover which metal they made the plates of, to see if they could reproduce it.

They hoped to produce strong, thin strength missiles, weapons, and armor, which unlike the Ata’stux mage-hardening would last forever. Mage-hardened porcelain lasted a handful of decades at best before reverting to ordinary porcelain—but all attempts to reproduce the metal had failed.

They adjusted their red cloaks and kneeled.

Master Kefalas recited the last lines of the ritual. “Oh, World Heart, in your beating Adytum chamber, humbly we thrice ask; grant us clarity, grant us knowledge, grant us wisdom. Anon, we ascend through thine flux and glow of futures seen.”

They stood. “Anon, we ascend through thine flux and glow of futures seen.”

In unison, they stepped onto their discs. Cold ran up through his limbs, and everything went dark.

A flash of bright blue-white light startled him, and Phytiax sensed more than heard a single voice. What had it said? Come back!

Another flash of light, and other voices replaced it—far away but coming closer, more and more voices speaking all at once, one long incomprehensible stream of nonsense.

The voices changed, becoming screams, so many deafening and unbearably loud, and they took visual form, turning into one giant swirling storm.

​​​​​​​​​He’d seen the storm before, so many times—in his nightmares, and he was again utterly powerless against it.
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​Chapter Three: Phytiax
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Someone was shaking him.

“Sire, are you well enough to appear with us, before Divine Apateóno?”

His head hurt. Why were Master Kefalas and Master Demos hovering over him? Both had bloodshot eyes, and their chitons were dirty.

He was on a cot in the palace infirmary. The morning sun shone in through the window in the corner, where his old manservant sat. Pasha looked worried.

“What happened?” Phytiax’s throat felt as dry as desert sand, and his ribs and stomach hurt.

“The vague premonition I had about something going wrong during the ritual turned out to be a true omen. All of us died during our visions—you almost didn’t make it.”

Pasha poured him a cup of water, and Phytiax drank it down in one go.

“How did we get here?”

“In the middle of the night, the Omen Master on duty foresaw himself being told over breakfast by a page, that we hadn’t left the cave as planned. He got worried and sent warmages to check on us. They found us unconscious and flew us here.”

There had been flashes and screams. Phytiax’s head hurt as fragments returned; soldiers fighting, blue fire around him.

“I only remember bits and pieces.”

Demos clasped his arm.

“That happened to me the first time, too. When it returns, hold on to the memories, but relax. It can be quite overwhelming once they pour in.”

Not long after, they were washing their feet before entering the Hall of the Mage Emperors. It was difficult as his hands were shaking. Phytiax still had a splitting headache and hadn’t managed to hold on to the memories.

He’d tried to enter omen, but his magic didn’t work. Dying in the ten-year vision seemed to have made his condition worse, but at least he was still here, and hadn’t fallen off the ring nor died in the now.

Had it been a mistake to participate in the ritual? No, he’d be all right, his mind just needed rest.

Inside, lavishly dressed servants seated them on silken cushions. His father regarded them from behind the low golden table. On both sides of the Hall of the Mage Emperors, large full-sized gold-plated statues of the most respected of the previous Emperors stared down at him, their eyes hard and judging.

Phytiax kept quiet and did his best to appear well and unconcerned. Appearances were important, and they all knew not to speak before the servants left. They were offered nuts and dates. Strong uzwine and steaming taqui tea were poured into small cups.

The servants left, but one warmage guard stayed behind. His face covered by the tattoo of a scorpion in front of a pyramid—a warning that here was a Warmage of Death, one who could strike quickly, using the most destructive of all magics, that of scattering. Like all the Emperor’s guards, the warmage would be illiterate and mute. Not able to reveal imperial secrets.

His father’s eyes lingered on Phytiax for a time. Was he worried about him?

“Hamul Gylippus told me what you did for us yesterday, Phytiax. Well done.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“I’ll make the Ata’stux Empire pay for this. They’ve been constantly waging war on their neighbors and bothering us, for as long as I can remember. Still, they must strike at us now for a reason. We mustn’t underestimate Dimak Tolg, though the constant warring has left The Ata’stux Empire less strong than when he took over.”

“The Emperor is wise.” He lied.

His father had never gone to war against the Ata’stux, not even after the murder of his mother. There was always some reason not to: they were too far away, or their fleet too strong, or the Izanti Empire wasn’t yet ready to absorb another conquered territory.

He would have found a way. If the Izanti just conquered Datili or Yaride, they could reach the Ata’stux with no naval combat. Phytiax would never be Emperor, though. It wasn’t up to him. 

“You’re here earlier than expected. Did you get through the ritual alright?”

Seemingly, the Emperor hadn’t yet heard about their deaths in omen, but he had to be wondering about their dirty clothes.

“Well enough, Father.”

Phytiax bowed to stop from saying anything more, and his father’s gaze swept on to Demos and Kefalas. He’d just lied twice to the Emperor, but if Phytiax were to speak last, following the two masters, they might take the brunt of the disgrace.

If the few things he now remembered from his omen vision came true, they’d make the living god wish he’d never gotten out of bed.

“Let us begin.” The Mage Emperor regarded Kefalas expectantly. “Advisor, list the most important things I’ll face in the coming decade.”

His skin as pale as a chiton, the large Omen Master advisor bowed as deeply as he could while sitting on a cushion.

“Please, I must beg the Divine Apateóno to be lenient.”

The Emperor’s eyes became slits.

“That bad?” His father’s voice snapped like a whip. “Tell me!”

“Please, it’s all so terrible; Divine Apateóno. I foresaw your death, and my own as well. Not that my death is of any consequence compared to yours, of course.”

“Mage killers?”

“No, a direct attack on the Empire. An army led by evil mages in black robes. They’ll invade our lands from the North. Their magic is like nothing we have ever faced.” Kefalas swallowed, then continued. “It’ll happen two years from now. Everything will be lost. The Empire will fall.”

The stopper made a hollow sound as the Mage Emperor opened the amphora of uzwine. Kefalas stared at the table, clearly waiting for the Emperor to say something, but his father just poured himself a cup while regarding Kefalas.

Talking fast, like he was trying to get it over with, Kefalas said, “The mages, they control hundreds of colossi, giant man-shaped artifact beings left over from the war which ended the Second Age. Each is as tall as ten men, built of yellow-golden magical stone, and nearly impervious to magic. The legions fought as best they could, Majesty, they truly did—or they will, but our warmages are no match for the giants. The Empire fell, I won’t deny it, but you, Divine Apateóno, can prevent its fall. It hasn’t happened yet.”

The Emperor drank down the vile liquid in one go.

“Tell me more—about these invaders. From what country do they hail?”

“They’re Northmen; that is all we know. I’m sorry, Your Imperial Majesty.”

“The giants. Tell me about them.”

“According to the scholars, no one has laid eyes on a colossus since the War of the Titans. They’re giant weapons of a lost age. We have no magic that can beat them.”

If he remembered his military history correctly, the ancient War of the Titans had been fought some fourteen hundred years ago, and nobody had seen a single giant artifact since. The few sources surviving from that age claimed they were all destroyed. How could they suddenly show up?

“You’re my advisor, Kefalas, so advise me! How do we proceed?”

“Well, I have witnessed two different ways in which the invasion might happen. If we start by examining the differences and similarities between them, Your Imperial Majesty can deduce what to do this time around, so the outcome ends with a victory for the Izanti Empire.

“The future vision I had last night showed me my future—beginning with a different version of this very council—where I relayed a ten-year vision, I’d foreseen.

“However, the version of events that unfolded after the council weren’t those I’d relayed. Because your Majesty wisely used my warnings to take a different cause of action, and though the outcome, unfortunately, did not improve, we now have two possible and different versions of events to learn from.”

“This isn’t the first ten-year vision I have received. Get on with it, Kefalas.”

“At the meeting, I explained that the invaders appeared without warning at our northern borders in the fall of the coming year. Several imperial legions engaged them, but each battle ended in disaster. A few months later, several of our largest cities had been razed, the Empire’s legions were overrun, and the invaders took the capital.”

While the Mage Emperor poured himself another cup of uzwine, a sweating Kefalas took a quick sip of taqui tea. He hoped his father wouldn’t continue drinking. That wouldn’t help.

Phytiax winced as his head suddenly started throbbing.

The light shifted toward blue, signaling the onset of omen. Phytiax was in his chambers, holding his favorite braided leather belt. He stuffed it into the pack, resting on his cot.

The pack was filled with armor pieces lined with animal skin. It seemed he was packing for a trip. When would this happen?

From outside, horns sounded. He went onto the balcony. On the great fields below the Imperial Palace, thousands of legionaries, and hundreds of warmages were drilling for war.

Phytiax winced; recalling the memory hurt physically, recalling the ten-year vision wouldn’t be pleasant.

“Since we had warning, why did we not win the war?”

“Your Imperial Majesty prepared the Empire for war, and later, when the invaders arrived—again during the fall—our bolstered and prepared legions engaged them.”

“But we still lost.”

“Yes, Sire, but the war dragged out considerably. It took half a year.”

“You’re telling me we prepared for an entire year, and the only difference was that instead of losing to them in two months, it took six?”

“Exactly, but now we’re twice warned, and the Mage Emperor is wise.”

“Any other difference between the two futures?”

“In the version of events I lived through, they didn’t overrun us, but at the cost of all the imperial legions being destroyed.”

“All?”

“Yes, and they still destroyed the capital.”

His father grabbed the golden table’s edge.

“How did I die? What of my family?” His father’s knuckles were white as Phytiax’s head started hurting worse.

Suddenly, he was walking through the corridors of the palace. The white marble had a blueish shine to it, this was omen. Why was he skipping in and out? His future-self seemed to be on his way to Jahin’s chambers.

Another memory from the ten-year vision, making his head hurt. Why visit Jahin’s chambers? His omen vision was coming back in bits and pieces, and out of sequence. He started to sweat. Was it cold in here?

His mind hurt. The next memory was on its way. He had to remember each moment all over, it seemed, and then make sense of the sequence.

Supporting his chin with his hand, he pretended nothing was amiss, and sat as still as he could. The future memories rushed in, each burning like a drop of acid inside his mind.
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“—We had one hundred thousand soldiers. An overwhelming force, Stratigos Palamir called it.”

Kefalas was still talking. How long had he been reliving the memories?

“Your Imperial Majesty held a magnificent speech, which inspired us to fight to the last man. For loved ones and our great city, Your Majesty said, and reminded us we’d picked the terrain for the battle. The dark robes and their colossi would arrive where we wanted them.”

They were still talking about the Emperor’s death. Demos was looking at him. The things he’d seen were almost too much to believe. He needed to be a part of changing the future and protect the Empire!

“Under your guidance, our Warmages of Death and Light, killed a lot of black robes. The Corps of Warmages of Strength worked together to lift the golden colossi out into the sea, and things were going well until the invader air units showed up—dozens of Warmages of Strength and scores of Tah’neen.

“Like in the previous battles, the great wind serpents out of legend decimated our aerial units, and without warmages to engage the colossi, the giants ran rampant through our lines, killing warmages as easily as commoner soldiers. The final blow came when your Imperial Majesty was killed. Our warmages didn’t hold for long, and they sacked Izanth.”

“Kefalas, these invaders must have weak spots, something to exploit!”

“Likely they do, but during neither of the two timelines did we find any.”

His father leaned in over the table and hissed, “You had years to learn something of value! How dare you endanger the Empire like that? Clearly, I should’ve found someone better to lead the ritual!”

“I know I failed, and I’m so deeply sorry. Most humbly, I accept whatever punishment you require, Sire.” Kefalas bowed, sitting down even though his large girth made it difficult. He remained like that under the weight of the Mage Emperor’s stare.

Kefalas might not be a man that Phytiax admired, but he was hard-working, loyal, and capable. Most likely the master had done what he could, and any other master wouldn’t have done any better. His father should show leniency.

“Kefalas, think up a proper punishment for yourself and inform me what it is by tomorrow. If I don’t think it’s sufficient, I’ll think of something far worse.”

Kefalas still looked down while his head bobbed up and down in agreement.

“Yes—thank you, Sire.”

Poor man. The treatment was unfair.

“You three must have unique insights to share, as your visions are personal. Think hard, on giving me the most important details. Nothing relevant must be overlooked. We’ll go through each vision, and I’ll not accept failure!”

Demos bowed deeply, while Phytiax bowed from the waist. He was a Mage Prince, after all. He did not grovel.

“Masters, you’ll each tell me what you went through. Kefalas, you’ll go first, then Demos, and lastly, Mage Prince Phytiax. I need all the relevant details. Start at the beginning.”

Kefalas risked looking up.

“Last time, Sire, you summoned Stratigos Palamir, at this point. He joined the council. We’d need warmage strategies more than ever, you told him.”

“True. However, let us not make the same mistakes. If the Stratigos didn’t get the job done, I’ll bring in all my senior warmage advisors.”

“What about your oldest son, or your third, Samil, they’re capable?”

“Neither Prince Hamul Gylippus nor Prince Samil are military advisors. Demos, find a servant, and have him bring Palamir, Crino, and Hekdor at once!”

Demos left, and the Mage Emperor took a sip of his cup and regarded Kefalas and Phytiax. Phytiax stayed quiet. Kefalas had a lot of experience, but he was digging his own grave with all this bad news. The Mage Emperor was known to hold a grudge.

“What else did my future-self decide?”

“Your Imperial Majesty prepared the Empire for an all-out war. Your first decree drafted every mage in the Empire into the legions. To preserve the Empire at all costs. After deliberation with Stratigos Palamir, you decided on a defensive strategy. Our soldiers would be most difficult to defeat on home turf. All legions stayed inside our borders reinforcing, especially the northern parts. We bolstered the defenses around the cities and castles and sent a multitude of spies north. To find out everything they could about the enemy.”

“What did they learn?”

“Surprisingly, there were no sightings of the golden colossi or other magical beings out of legend, and none of our trade partners knew anything about any plans to invade the Izanti Empire. The spies found no proof that the trade partners were involved either.”

“Who has large armies up there?”

“The largest force belongs to the Kingdom of Lyom, but they’re more concerned with the cost of barley and amber than gaining new land. Their sovereign, the Mage King, is regarded as a benevolent deity by his heathen people, and Lyom hasn’t fought a war for hundreds of years. Their army would be no match for a single elite legion.”

“If not Lyom, then who?”

“The spies reported that all was peaceful in the north. No armies were leaving their homelands or seemed to muster.”

There was a knock on the door, and Warmage of Light Iphicrates Palamir entered. Adorning his well-muscled neck was the Iron Bull tattoo that had given him his nickname. White stripes down the side of his dark gray linen chiton showed he was the senior Stratigos, overseeing the three legions nearest the capital: the largest force of Light and Death Warmages in the Empire. He bowed deeply to the Emperor while giving Phytiax an insincere bow. There was no love lost between them, but Phytiax was a royal—if last in the line of succession.

Next came Navarchos Crino. Small and thickset, he tugged down his blue chiton to remove the wrinkles. A gold Navarchos’ circlet adorned his brow.

Phytiax knew little about the warmage. Supposedly, he was a clever naval strategist. He wouldn’t get a chance to prove it if the invasion came overland again. Crino bowed more deeply to Phytiax, and he inclined his head.

The navarchos and stratigos sat down on pillows, and the navarchos removed his gold circlet and placed it on the table.

Last came Phytiax’s good friend, Pterarchos Hekdor. His feet not touching the floor, the tall and lean warmage glided in, dressed in a green chiton so heavily decorated with gold thread, it seemed little different from his solid gold belt. Hekdor’s elegant bow was only possible because he was levitating, one of his legs swiping far backward. The Pterarchos moved the pillows in front of him to the side with magic, levitating into the empty spot. Staying afloat a hand’s breadth above the floor, Hekdor remained in a sitting position.

Demos and Kefalas stared at the foppish Hekdor. Apparently, they didn’t know it was all an act. Phytiax made sure not to smile.

Servants brought amphoras and poured taqui tea and uzwine all-around before leaving, then Kefalas briefly filled the newcomers in.

“At home, the legions drilled and prepared, and you, Sire, stayed healthy. However, three of your sons—Samil, Hamul Gylippus, and Bion—were assassinated by agents of the Ata’stux Empire, the so-called ‘mage killers.’”

Number one to three in the line of succession were targeted.

“Once we’re done with these invaders, I’ll have to teach those fiends another lesson. It’s high time we kick the Ata’stux entirely out of Gaia.”

“The Emperor is wise.” This time he meant every word.

“Phytiax, yesterday you proved how valuable you can be in protecting your siblings. When we’re finished here, I want you to become an extra layer of omen protection for them. Go through Hamul Gylippus and agree with him on how to best set this up. You two make sure these assassinations never come to pass!”

He wanted to help, but he had no desire to work as palace omen protection. He strongly agreed that they needed to find someone better than Demos to lead the omen master protectors, but with the terrible things Phytiax had seen, he had to help stop the invaders! It was the destiny he’d foreseen since childhood, and protecting the Empire was more important than his own life or those of his siblings.

“Respectfully, with the first-hand knowledge I possess, my time would be much better spent on fighting with the legions or finding alternative ways to help defeat the enemy.”

“Do as I ask. Focus on your siblings’ and your own security. I want nothing to happen to you, Phytiax.”

“Yes, Father.”

So much for being nicknamed The Wise. Had his father been truly divine, he would have seen reason. From experience, he knew that The Stubborn would have been a better nickname, but hopefully, tomorrow he’d persuade him.

“Continue, Kefalas.”

“Walls, impressively tall and wide, went up around the capital and the larger cities. In the fall of this year, a merchant was the first to bring rumors of war, and Master Spy Felfred returned with intelligence.”

One of Phytiax’s future memories was of talking to this Felfred, learning what he could about the enemy.

“The spy had transformed himself into a Northman. Long fair hair, no beard, and a hooded cloak. That way, he’d traveled through the northern lands and had seen two colossi with his own eyes. He followed them for a short while as they attacked a farm, killing everyone there.”

Unbidden, images of a frozen skeleton on a snow-covered road, another half-remembered setting. Had he been to that farm?

“The giants were made from blocks of golden-yellow limestone, walked like men, and appeared to be following the orders of the black-robed masters. Though they had no pupils in their white eyes, the giants seemed to have excellent eyesight. The mages and colossi destroyed anyone and anything they encountered, and our spy dared not stalk them for long. One of the black robes had a pentagon around a star, drawn on the back of his robe, the sign used by Groxmark’s Ustrag warmages.”

Navarchos Crino banged his hand onto the table, making his gold circlet jump up and down.

“You said you didn’t know who was behind this!”

“Let the man speak, Crino. Explain yourself, Kefalas.”

Both Navarchos Crino and Master Kefalas bowed from the hip.

“For a while, we thought the invaders were Ata’stux or Groxmarkian. A lot of agents were sent east to the hated rival Empire, while even more went north, scouring the black forests of tiny Groxmark for answers.

“Many came back alive from the east, but the Ata’stux they interrogated knew nothing about any invasion, and the invaders in our vision didn’t act like Ata’stux, they didn’t display mage-hardened armor or weapons, cast none of their signature spells, and had no golden eyes or gray-tinted skin. I suggest we don’t spend resources looking in the same wrong places, this time around.”

“How do you know they aren’t Groxmarkian?”

“Though the invaders use traditional northern spells, one of our spies witnessed a giant kill several Groxmarkian High Mage King’s guardsmen. Not what you’d expect if they were allied. Neither did the invaders use the Monarchy as a base, none of the Ustrag warmages our agents bribed handsomely, or tortured, knew anything, and neither Groxmark’s High Mage King nor any high-ranking nobles were seen near a colossus.

“When a spy returned; I don’t remember his name. Some short guy. He told us that several of the barbaric nations of the North, including the largest, the Kingdom of Lyom, were at war. On hearing that, Sire, you ordered conscriptions amongst your commoners, and had watches placed on all roads and the borders.

“More spies returned, confirming that they’d spotted the invaders fighting the locals up north, killing everyone they encountered.”

Phytiax hadn’t made complete sense of all the new memories yet, but they seemed to confirm the invasion had begun far to the north.

“No spy could answer what the invaders wanted, as they killed everyone they encountered. During the winter, Prince Phytiax and his brother Prince Jahin persuaded His Imperial Majesty to send them north to gather information.”

He remembered. “Persuaded” was the right word. His father had joked that he’d only let Phytiax travel north if Jahin was with him. Everyone knew how much they disliked each other.

Phytiax argued against it, but his father went on about how an omen master and a warmage of strength were uniquely suited for recon; Phytiax could discover dangers or locate the invaders in advance, while Jahin could keep them safe.

Many overheard this imperial decision at the court, and when Phytiax persuaded Jahin to go with him, his father was furious, but let them go—perhaps glad to see them work together. Their goals: to locate the enemy, learn all they could, and get back safely. He’d wanted to kill them all.

“How did my sons fare?”

“Few spies returned. We never heard from Phytiax or Jahin.”

“What happened to you, Prince?” said Pterarchos Hekdor in his eccentric voice, still floating above the floor.

“Stop. Respect the order I have set up. Continue your story, Kefalas.”

“My apologies.”

Hekdor used magic to bow, his entire body twisting around in the air. The first time Phytiax had seen Hekdor do that was at a party at Court. Some two years ago.
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Suddenly, the Pterarchos had spilled red wine down Phytiax’s fine cream chiton without offering an apology. No one was rude to a Prince in public, and Phytiax had insisted they spar with scimitars—no combat magics permitted. He wanted to teach the officer some manners. Hekdor had accepted, looking afraid.

Phytiax hadn’t bothered to look at what’d transpire in omen before stepping into the ring. He was the best swordsman in the capital, and his brother Sahir had agreed to tag along and make sure no one interrupted them.

Phytiax entered the ring, and so did his opponent. Hekdor looked flustered. Raising their blades, then straight down in the ancient greeting. He grinned, thinking it’d be an easy fight.

Phytiax advanced and lunged. The Pterarchos parried clumsily before falling back. The first man to step outside the ring would forfeit. Another lunge, and Hekdor fell back and flailed. The good Pterarchos was a mediocre swordsman who favored his right side.

All he had to do was time his feint, and this would be over, but as he made his move, Hekdor made a crisp, lightning-quick parry which moved Phytiax’s blade aside. He was wide open! Desperately, he threw himself backward, avoiding Hekdor’s blade, but ended up on his back on the ground. The blade touched Phytiax’s throat.

Anger and shame flooded his thoughts. If he moved, the man might kill him.

“I apologize for the spilled drink, My Prince. Uh-oh, I seem to have made a misstep. How clumsy.” Hekdor placed one sandal outside the ring, showing he’d forfeited the match.

“A hand up?”

Should he take the offered hand? The man was a better swordsman than he let on. He’d made a fool out of him.

Phytiax grabbed the hand. “We’ll spar again tomorrow, same time.”

Hekdor smiled. “Of course, My Prince, tomorrow.”

He hated losing, but the only way to become better was to learn from his mistakes. Their sparring sessions ended up becoming a weekly thing, and Hekdor truly was a superb swordsman, but what fascinated him was the man’s strategies.

He’d deliberately set up the incident with the drink, knowing Phytiax’s reputation. Making him think he was the one in charge, that Hekdor was weak. It was clever, and slightly crazy. Being underestimated was something of an art form for Hekdor, who loved to beat opponents at their own game.

Strange as the man was, he was glad one of his father’s three advisers was a capable strategist and a friend. Perhaps Hekdor could figure out some ploy against the invaders.
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He hadn’t been listening for a while. Kefalas was still droning on.

“—Senior Stratigos Palamir’s elite legions, the second and the third, were sent north, hiding in the forests. In the warmage headquarters in the capital, Warmage of Light Damianos was magically linked in a Shared Mind Spell with his brother, far away in the third legion.”

“When was this?” The Iron Bull enquired.

“In spring of the following year. The legions hid in a forest close to where our visions foretold the invaders would pass through, and we planned a surprise strike. Everything was quiet until summer, when Warmage Damianos was found naked and crying, outside his chambers. Your Imperial Majesty and I went to see him at the palace infirmary, and we tried to make sense of his incoherent ramblings.”

“Insane?” The Mage Emperor inquired.

“He spoke of a beautiful siren with blonde hair and eyes of pure death, riding a horse of blue flame. It sounded an awful lot like the story from the Book of the End Times, specifically the passages about the return of the Young Hag.”

She was the first of the primordial beings, and her screams of rage were said to kill anyone hearing them. Her return would foreshadow the last days, in which her power completely obliterates everything and everyone in existence.

The Iron Bull thrust forward. “Come now, Kefalas, those are ancient myths meant to scare children and omen masters. No offense, My Prince.”

“Are they? Not a single warmage from the second or third ever made it back. It was as if the ground had swallowed them up.”

The Iron Bull glared at Kefalas, and the Hall of the Mage Emperors was silent until his father placed his empty cup on the table. “Is that all you’re good for? Scary Hag tales. Kefalas, give me something real that I can use!”

Kefalas paled even further under his sovereign’s gaze. He started to bow, but half fell forward instead, catching the table and knocking over his teacup. Brown taqui spilled out across the gilded table.

“Sorry.”

The ritual had been hard on the gray-haired man, and lesser masters would have died or fallen off the ring from the shock of witnessing their deaths.

“Divine Apateóno, though my account offends, I’m a loyal servant.”

Being the one at the top meant the Mage Emperor sometimes had to force others to do what was needed, but that wasn’t the case here. Kefalas was trying to help, and Phytiax knew how he felt. He was ready to lie down and sleep. Being mad at Kefalas should’ve been beneath his father. If he kept going on with these tirades, all he’d get was a shorter and less useful recollection.

It was hardly surprising; his father had gotten increasingly short-tempered lately. Growing up as the son of the eleventh wife, Phytiax had gotten used to a father who was seldom around, but it wasn’t till he was around six, when Jameelah, his mother, first told him the story of the mighty Emperor who conquered her southern homeland of Nazir, that he really understood, the Mage Emperor was to be feared.

Phytiax’s grandfather, Sahir Nazir, had foreseen the plans of the Empire and kept the great nomad Nazir tribe free for years. However, the Imperial warmage campaign was relentless, countless legions entering the plains and deserts of Nazir until the force was so large, there was nowhere left to run or hide.

To stop the killing, his grandfather had surrendered unconditionally, sworn fealty to the Mage Emperor, and given away his only daughter in marriage.

Jameelah became one of eleven wives, brought to a place far from everything and everyone she’d ever known. The masters at Court regarded her as a savage, or another pretty face. She was, however, a powerful omen master. One day, she warned his father about a plot. One of Phytiax’s older brothers intended to usurp the throne. The Mage Emperor dealt with his son in secret, and Phytiax was one of the few who knew his half-brother hadn’t died of natural causes.

Why his mother warned the man who invaded her homeland, killed her countrymen, and forced her into marriage, she never told him. But now, he thought he understood; she’d done so for his sake, to help him steer clear of the worst pitfalls of Court life and gain some matter of protection from the Mage Emperor. She’d set the course of his life, steering his initial omen training using the superior Nazir teachings, and making him train in martial arts.

He’d gotten great magical strength from his father, but without her, he’d never have learned to see deeper into the future than anyone else.

“—In the fall of next year, the invaders were spotted in our northern province of Xanthi Circle, but how they got there isn’t known.”

“Perhaps they landed by ship,” Navarchos Crino suggested. “Why did we not have warmages scouts in the air watching? That way, we’d have spotted them early on.”

“We did. All along the Empire’s northern border, scouts were sent up high in groups of two; one scout to alert our forces, the other to stick with the invaders and watch them. They were instructed to keep out of missile range and give the Tah’neen a wide berth. However, no scout ever reported having spotted the invaders. We had no warnings before the first town was attacked.”

“What town?”

“Dno.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Not much of a town, really. A small place of little strategic value, but our legions were quick to respond.”

“What happened?”

“The invaders burned it to the ground.”

“How did the scouts miss an entire army?”

“Unknown, but the first reports about the invaders came from a local commoner managing to flee on horseback and alert our forces. The invaders then traveled through West Xanthi and into East Laco. Following a disastrous battle, we lost track of them until golden colossi and black robes attacked and destroyed the legion stationed in Southern Forkeio, close to the capital. Though we faced the invaders in battle with larger forces than theirs, all we managed was to slow them down. Two months later, following several lost battles—or tactical retreats, according to Stratigos Palamir—morale was at an all-time low.”

“What about the aerial scouts around the capital? Did they report nothing?”

“All I know is they killed a lot of our warmages during that battle. What was left of the ever-victorious armies rallied around the capital and the Mage Emperor. Right outside the main gates, our soldiers fought the invading army. The most powerful magical artifacts of the Empire were brought out and used by the Princes and Your Imperial Majesty, but to no avail.”

“You can predict the future. Why did that not help us?”

“Demos and I both used our powers to advise Princess Odelia and Prince Valerio with the tenth legion. We helped them position troops and fight back most effectively.”

“Then why did it not work?”

Hekdor slurped his tea rather loudly, and everyone stared at him, while Omen Master Kefalas composed himself. “It did work. The warmages and archers killed a lot more black-robed mages because of our advice, and when the legions once again didn’t find a way to destroy the giants, we advised them on the retreat, ensuring the least number of casualties.”

“We do not retreat. Why did you not stay and finish the fight?” The Iron Bull had raised his voice, but Kefalas didn’t take the bait and calmly answered.

“It wasn’t my decision to retreat. Prince Valerio had been scattered, and most of the warmages had been crushed by the giants. I assisted Princess Odelia with saving as much of the tenth as possible, and we retreated south. Around a month later, we got caught by winged serpents in the gorge near Aldhubab. My omen powers did not show a way for us to survive, and together with Demos, the Princess, and the last of the legionaries, I was killed in a magical fire attack.”

Kefalas looked down at the golden table and continued in a low voice.

“I’m sorry I don’t have better news, but that is the last I saw before waking up in the infirmary.”

The Emperor called for servants who brought in fresh tea and a light meal. Phytiax was ravenous and finished his plate quickly. Unfortunately, his father sent the servants away before he could ask for more.

The Iron Bull hadn’t touched the food. “As soon as we plan the defense, this whole recount of future events becomes moot. I find Master Kefalas’ tale to be lacking any useful information and no solutions whatsoever. I therefore recommend, he be charged with high treason.”

The Mage Emperor looked at the Iron Bull. “No one but me will take any actions against my advisor. We’ll need every omen master for the war effort, and we must remember how valuable Kefalas’ previous ten-year visions have been for the Empire.

“As for you, Kefalas, you weren’t up to the task of leading the ritual. Forget about becoming the next leader of the Order of Omen Masters.”

Phytiax did his best not to look pleased.

“My utmost apologies—Imperial Majesty.” Kefalas bowed his awkward bow and looked down.

The Mage Emperor was overreacting, and the Iron Bull was just mad that the man had revealed his inadequacy to combat the coming invasion, but Phytiax had been right; Kefalas had tried to push him out of the ritual. Keep the credit for himself and become the leader of the Order of Omen Masters.

Demos was likely backing Kefalas. Still, Phytiax was closer to becoming the leader of the order. If his story pleased his father, he might walk away as the new leader.

“Demos, begin your account.”

“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. Master Kefalas tasked me with following agriculture and trade. I did this until it became impossible because I was conscripted into the tenth legion.”

Phytiax entered the deep meditation and tried to reach omen, to find a way to tell his story in the best possible light. Nothing happened; omen was out of reach. Would omen ever work again? Had he broken his ring permanently?

“—planted to ensure that the Empire could sustain its troops through a war, and the crops grew well.”

The Emperor smacked the table.

“When you lived through this, you knew about the invasion, I hope for your sake you have something more important to report than what transpired at every single meeting in the Izanth Trade and Agriculture Circle!”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I was just being thorough, and I didn’t just follow the Agriculture Circle meetings.” Master Demos had started speaking fast. “For instance, I memorized two spells that were invented. Your future-self promised rewards to any who might discover deadlier spells, magical defenses, or ways to improve the speed at which the legions flew and marched. A man from the guild of butchers discovered a way of supplying the legions with fresh food on the march. Through boiling and storage in sealed ceramic pots, the butcher preserved food for long periods, perhaps indefinitely. Remarkably interesting. In the fall—”

“Master Demos, is there a point to this? I hear little of relevance.”

“Yes, I’ll get to it shortly. Trade from the north dwindled to almost nothing, which led to a lamp oil shortage, which was worsened following the wharf fire in which most of the oil stores burned. The fire spread to several ships, and the residential quarter nearest to the harbor burned down. During the fire, the Navy Museum of Antiquity, and its collection of little-understood ancient artifacts, was looted.”

“Crino, see that the navy protects the museum. Demos, please tell me you changed your focus to the invasion instead of agriculture or trade trivialities.”

“I apologize, Your Imperial Majesty. And yes, I fought in several engagements with the legions.”

“Do you have insight into the war effort?”

“Yes, but my insight into the late war effort mirrors Master Kefalas.”

“You have nothing?”

“Kefalas said the same things I wanted to say. That is hardly my fault, and unlike him, I wasn’t invited to the meetings in the war council. Neither was I allowed to meet spies or talk to the insane warmage.”

“Demos, is this leading somewhere?” The Mage Emperor sighed.

“Yes, it is. Prices of goods went up and up, and merchants became wealthy overnight by supplying the ever-victorious legions, or as they were now more commonly referred to, the ever-growing legions.”

Stratigos Palamir threw up his hands. “The Emperor isn’t interested in that, stupid! Did you speak with a captured invader, hear their demands, or anything else remotely useful?”

Phytiax was surprised that Demos, having taken part in a previous ten-year ritual, didn’t make a better figure. He didn’t know the man well, though, and perhaps the strain had gotten to the thin Master. Demos looked about him like a trapped wild animal.

Kefalas tilted forward. “All attempts at negotiations were met with deadly force by the invaders. The assassination attempts mostly failed. The leader of the black robes, a tall man with an oiled black goatee, was extremely well-defended. He wore a magical artifact grating him a protection aura, much stronger than anything we have ever seen before.”

“You claim, it’s impossible to kill this man. That is preposterous!” A bit of spittle sailed out of the Iron Bull’s mouth.

Demos and Kefalas shared a look. The portly Master made the circle with both his hands, the Omen Master sign meaning it was in the hands of the Spirit.

“Your men tried to kill him—several times. That was when your warmages could find the invaders at all.” Kefalas stared calmly at the Iron Bull.

“Excuse me, but how might it be difficult to find an army full of giants? They’re rather big.” Crino scratched his neck.

“The warmage scouts...lost track of them between engagements.”

The Emperor glared at his senior military advisors. Nobody said anything.

“The black-robed warmages can be killed. I saw several slain by spells or arrows,” Demos added.

“We never captured one alive, though,” Kefalas said.

The foppish Pterarchos cleared his throat much too loudly. “What did these mages look like? Their skin tone, facial appearance, hair color, clothing style—”

“Their leader wore gray robes, and the rest, black. Let me see...some had the hood up; most didn’t.”

The Pterarchos studied the liquid in his teacup, “thank you, Demos. Kefalas, can you add something?”

“Most of the black robes were youths, and quite willing to sacrifice themselves on the battlefield. If you’ve heard that the northerners don’t use female warmages, you’re mistaken. The dead I examined were all males, though; pale of skin, which I suppose is common up north, and most had black or ginger hair. All displayed that five-pointed star symbol inside a pentagon, typically worn as a decoration on their robe, or a pendant or ring.”

“What’s the significance?”

“A star or sun symbol of some sort, combined with a pentagon, likely to signify the five disciplines.”

“Let’s not get sidetracked,” said the Iron Bull. “I think what the Pterarchos is fishing for is, where do you think they come from?”

Kefalas hesitated before saying, “I don’t have that information.”

“Take a guess, man!”

“I don’t know.”

“You had years to learn who the invaders were. You must have some theory. Perhaps these Groxmarkians you mentioned.”

Master Demos raised his hands. “If your spies or warmages ever figured out who, they didn’t live to tell us. These aren’t my theories; all of you were right there alongside us in the future!”

The blood vessels on the Iron Bull’s neck pumped up and down, the tattooed legs of the bull and the flames around it dancing.

“Don’t you dare blame us. It was your job to return with useful information.”

Demos leaned in over the golden table, pointing a finger at the Iron Bull.

“You ordered me to stay with the tenth legion.”

“Yes, that is convenient. Let’s sprout omens of despair and then blame others with no proof.”

Master Demos and the Iron Bull glared at each other.

“Enough!”

The Mage Emperor had leaned forward, hands resting on the low table. Demos and the Iron Bull bowed deeply. Kefalas put a portly hand on Demos’ arm. The thin Omen Master had made a mess of protecting the palace and returned with little information of value.

While the Iron Bull had a reputation as someone who always got the job done, the two separate future visions implied he’d lost this ability. His father had to be wondering if the warmage was up to the task, and the way the man acted wasn’t becoming.

Phytiax doubted that none of the three had much of a future at Court. Perhaps they sensed it, too.

“We must avoid any word of this getting out till we’re ready. Masters Demos, you’ll write down every single detail you remember from your vision, including those two new spells you mentioned. Until I tell you otherwise, you’ll have no contact with anyone else but members of this war council. Leave us. The servants outside will take you to your new quarters.”

Flustered, Demos bowed deeply, and then the light flickered and became blueish, signaling that omen was coming to him without his permission.

Everything hurts, and instinctively Phytiax knows he’s dying! He’s sprawled on the ground, odd-looking black trees all around, even their leaves are black. The only place he knows with trees like those is the tiny Kingdom of Groxmark.

He tries to get up but is too weak. How did he get here? Something is wrong with his arms, they’re flickering into several versions, each taking up a different place in front of him, at the same time. What’s this? The black trees look the same as before, but a small brown bird is there, and not there—at the same time. It’s making him queasy.

“Hello, Mage Prince. Omen told me we’d find you here.”

Phytiax tries to turn around to look at the speaker, but his body is too weak to comply. Still, he recognizes the voice. It belongs to Omen Master Padraig Demos.

“—to save the Empire. We’ll begin by sending spies to all northern areas, and you, Stratigos, will make sure that nothing is being overlooked in Groxmark.”

In the now, Phytiax stares at Demos across the table, the ill omen having left him unsettled.

“Yes, my Emperor.”

Was that a vision of his future death? Was Demos there to save him, or something else? Might the invaders have left him in the forest to die?

Phytiax still wanted to go north, but he’d have to be careful. Perhaps he should avoid Groxmark, so this potential future never came to pass. He’d been warned, and that meant that he could still change his future.

He took a deep breath, very much wanting to get out of here. How could they all sit around talking for so long? He needed to act, find a way to alter his and everyone’s future.

“Before I decide on a defensive or offensive campaign, I need to hear what Mage Prince Phytiax has to say.”

In his ten-year vision, the first thing he’d done was attend a meeting like this. He’d been against the defensive strategy that had been the outcome, and it had failed. Would an offensive be best for the Empire, or was it too risky? Was a different and better defensive strategy the answer?

What he said might lead the Emperor down a path that doomed them all.

While his father poured himself another cup of uzwine, Phytiax adjusted his dirty clothing. He desperately wanted a chance to go through his account in omen a few times. To gauge their reactions and be able to present his story and himself in the best possible light.

“Speak up, son.” 

He needed a moment and poured himself a cup of uzwine. He liked taqui tea better, but his father loved it when the children shared his appreciations.

“To the Mage Emperor, may he rule forever.”

As the others struggled to fill their cups, father and son saluted each other. Phytiax smiled as best he knew how and hoped he’d find the words which would protect the Empire.
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​​​Chapter Four: Phytiax
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“I’m the strongest omen master. It’s my duty to protect the Empire, and I tried. Like Master Kefalas, my first memory is of attending a council meeting; my future-self explaining how he, during a ten-year vision, fought at the last stand. How all of us died.”

Phytiax paused, trying to make his father and the three bickering military advisors understand—they’d all die unless they came up with a fresh approach.

“I didn’t witness the ten-year vision my future-self was referring to, but I saw what happened to him in the following years. I lived it.”

He was feeling better; perhaps the vile uzwine had helped loosen his tongue. Whatever the case, he was tired of the emotional non-omen masters looking for someone to blame. Trying to disbelieve what would come.

The more he thought about it, the more he doubted a defensive strategy would stop the invasion or the approaching storm!

Phytiax wasn’t sure exactly what the swirling mass was, but whenever he envisioned it, ever since childhood, he was sure it was real, and that it’d swallow him up.

Phytiax had to make them listen. Do a better job than Kefalas!

“Father, please, we have to do this right. The Izanti Empire has lasted for more than a thousand years, slowly and methodically expanding. No other Empire, not even the Ata’stux, are our equals. Everyone respects or fears us, but these invaders, are different. They don’t care about any of that. Two timelines of fighting have shown me that if we engage in another defensive war, we’ll probably not win.”

The Iron Bull crossed his arms, and the Mage Emperor didn’t look pleased.

“What do you suggest we do?”

“To beat a powerful opponent, you first need to understand them. I’m sure Hekdor agrees with me.”

Hekdor’s thin smile spread, tilting his head to one side, like he was seeing Phytiax for the first time. He supposed he’d been forceful, telling older and more powerful men they were wrong.

The Pterarchos had always had a thing for him, and honestly, Phytiax found it rather flattering, if silly. Desires of the flesh were such a strange thing, and Hekdor accepted Phytiax didn’t have those desires.

“Is that why you traveled north?”

“Yes, exactly. The Mage Emperor allowed Prince Jahin and I to seek out the enemy to bring back first-hand information. He insisted we travel light and sail there, to save our strength and take the ship to provide a safe return point in case of injury.”

Phytiax suspected the order was meant to slow them down or make them reconsider. Flying would have been quicker, and if his father had been so concerned with their security, he might have sent along warmages.

He couldn’t have explained things this clearly before living through the ten-year vision. The future had changed him, matured him.

“In the early winter of this year, well before the invaders attacked us, Prince Jahin and I—as well as my manservant Pasha—embarked. With all possible speed, Captain Hain of the good ship Calandra made the journey to Groxmark.”

The Mage Emperor had let them go because he didn’t want to lose face at Court; powerful nobles had heard him promise Phytiax he could go—if he went with his despised half-brother.

Before leaving, Phytiax had spent months without using omen, doing a lot of meditating, and sparring, and slowly his broken power had healed itself.

On the journey, he also refrained from using magic, saving his strength till they reached their destination.

Jahin and Pasha stayed most of the time below decks. Pasha sat in a hallway and threw up anything he ate, while Jahin avoided them both, staying in the cabin they were supposed to share.

Phytiax was forced to mingle with the lowly commoner crew, but it hadn’t been an unpleasant experience. He’d gotten to know the four hard-working sailors and the captain and learned how to steer and set sail in rough weather, which was fun.

“Why did you choose Groxmark? Kefalas said it was a waste of time looking there.” Navarchos Crino pointed a finger at him.

“Two reasons; I thought our spies were wrong. The mages they interrogated belonged to the Ustrag secret police, but the Ustrag warmages wear black robes. The secret police wear ordinary clothes to blend into the population. I know this because I’d spoken with a scholar who specializes in the Northern Kingdoms. The Ustrag warmages are the tiny Kingdom’s army division and coastguard, and they’re entrusted with protecting the border. The secret police are a separate chapter, which stoops so low as to work with commoner informants around Groxmark.”

“It’s a tiny Kingdom with a weak fleet. You don’t seriously think they could be these mysterious invaders?” Crino thought little Groxmark.

“I suspected the Ustrag warmages might have come across the ancient giants and decided to conquer all surrounding lands. Perhaps the reason the High Mage King and his nobles weren’t a part of the invasion was that the Ustrag might have gone to war with the rest of Groxmark. That would confuse our spies.”

“Were you right? Were the Ustrag army division the invaders?” Crino asked.

Answering would make him look like a fool. He should drag out the answer for a while and let them see all the good he’d done before they judged his actions.

“To understand the answer, I must first tell you what happened on my journey.”

“A simple yes or no will suffice.” The Mage Emperor regarded him levelly, and Phytiax smiled, pretending he’d wanted to be called out.

“I’d like all of you to help me determine that.”

“Like how?” Hekdor asked.

Thank you, my friend. Phytiax hurried on before his father could get angry.

“You’re the most accomplished military minds in the Empire, and while right now, I’m not sure who the invaders are, I took part in several important events. If I tell you what happened, you might figure out who they are.”

“Go on.”

He bowed to his father, and the men looked pleased with his praise, and phrasing it this way, he’d now made them complicit in either figuring it out or sharing the blame for not being able to do so.

“As we sailed north along the jagged and barren peaks of the Dry Mountains, we noticed there were no other ships but ours. Captain Hain explained there used to be lots of merchant ships and fishing boats, but it was as if something had swallowed them up. As we closed on our destination, the captain navigated the perilous Strait of the Wyrm, giving the Cursed Island a wide berth.”

“A prudent choice. You don’t want to risk being cursed by that awful place,” Crino agreed.

“What island is that?”

The Pterarchos’ teacup levitated up from the golden table while his gaze fixed on the Navarchos. Casting a spell with that level of finesse without looking at the object one levitated was difficult.

“A huge island mostly covered by forest. It’s northwest of the Empire.”

“I thought curses were make-believe.”

The cup tipped itself into Hekdor’s mouth, and the Pterarchos slurped the tea.

“The Empire tried to colonize it around a hundred fifty to a hundred years ago, but no matter how many troops we sent, none were ever heard from again. It’s customary for our ships to give it a wide berth. I don’t believe in curses myself; I’m a learned man, after all, but I have worked with sailors who’ll swear to you that a terrible curse turns you into dust if you dare go ashore. Others claim that vicious animag monsters rule the island. One claimed the Young Hag’s prison is located there. Her deadly voice is what kills anyone landing.”

“Might the invaders come from there? Perhaps they’re the ones killing anyone landing.” Hekdor slurped down the last of the tea.

“I hadn’t thought of that, but I suppose you could be right. Already we’re making progress. Perhaps the navy scouts could check it out.”

It was fortunate he had Hekdor to help him. To save the Empire, he’d need to make them feel he’d done well.

The Mage Emperor half-lifted out of his seat, pointing at Crino.

“Have your expeditionary force look into this, Navarchos.”

“Yes, Emperor. I’ll draw up a plan of investigation.”

The Mage Emperor had spoken, but Phytiax wasn’t impressed with his father’s so-called wisdom. The naval scouts would have been a better choice than the less well-armed naval expeditionary force.

“Go on, Prince, finish your story.”

“Coming up from below decks, I laid eyes on the coast of Groxmark for the first time. Its rocky shores were covered in snow and dominated by tall trees with long leaves reminding me of bending reeds. Soon, we arrived at our destination, south of the capital of Groxby, and said our goodbyes to Captain Hain and his sailors. They promised us Calandra would stay anchored in the strait, waiting for our safe return for months, if need be.

“We donned our warmage of strength winter-issue armor, including extra thick chlamys, bucklers, facemasks, and a back scabbard for my scimitar. As I’m sure you know, they insulate this type of armor for flying engagements. It’s made for Izanti conditions, though, not the cold north. As we flew across the water, the icy winds and white sleet in the air struck like angry snakes at our eyes and exposed skin. Jahin set us down on the snow-covered beach.”

“Snow, I have seen once in the mountains. It must have been dreadfully cold.” Stratigos Palamir looked like he could feel the cold.

“It was the coldest place I have ever experienced. Pasha joked the minuscule Monarchy was ruled over by snow and freezing winds.”

It’d been fun to touch snow for the first time.

“I said no more interruptions, Stratigos!”

“My apologies.”

“We flew through the snow-covered forest towards Groxby, the capital of Groxmark, the trees sheltering us from the icy winds.”

They’d heard the forests of Groxmark were black, but it was still strange to find jet-black leaves hiding underneath a cover of icy snow. Pasha mumbled about curses, but he suspected it was just how trees looked here.

“In case the invaders were occupying the city, or had left scouts behind, we stayed low to the ground.”

The journey through the trees had been eerily quiet, snow falling all around. Jahin and tiny Pasha were white, the ice covering their chlamys cloaks.

“When we arrived at Groxby, we found what was left of the city gate. The holes in it had scorch marks around them.”

Light magic, for sure, but few mages were powerful enough for such a feat. His father and the others were now hanging on every word he uttered, but he doubted his father could figure out a good way for the Empire to deal with the invasion. Phytiax tipped his cup to his father and swallowed the last of the uzwine in one gulp, hoping it’d help steady him and make him say the right things, but the vile substance burned its way slowly down his throat. He had to brush away sweat from his brow and clear his throat before being able to continue.

“Several sections of the wall were missing. I dusted off the snow surrounding one edge. The granite boulder was cleaved straight through. The edges of the cut were smooth.”

They all knew what that meant; several death mages had worked in tandem to do this. Navarchos Crino cleared his throat, his eyes flickering to the Warmage of Death standing watch behind the Emperor.

“Jahin levitated us slowly into Groxby. We flew close to the ground, straight through one of the missing sections. The snow covered everything, but it was clear most of the city had burned. We spent an afternoon searching the ruins and found a group of scrawny, wild-looking youths. They ran, but Jahin caught one with a spell.”

‘Got you,’ Jahin had shouted and levitated the youngster to them. Phytiax had guessed the commoners’ age to be around fifteen, but it was hard to say, hollow-cheeked, arms thin as sticks, and hair long and unkempt. Blue eyes darting around, looking for a way out, as he struggled against the magic in vain.

It was difficult for commoners to get by in a ravaged city without mages to guide and protect them. Phytiax offered some rations, and after wolfing the salted meats down, the youth smiled cautiously.

“Our prisoner didn’t speak our languages, but took us to a man who did, a long-haired sailor from the nearby city-state of Marlsen, who claimed to have sailed the Izanti route for many years. He told us warmages out of Lyom had destroyed the Groxmarkian capital sometime earlier in the year. They’d killed every mage, including High Mage King Rilpion IV and his Ustrag, but left most of the commoners alone.”

He didn’t know why the Lyomians attacked; nobody did, he claimed. His father downed another cup of uzwine, and Phytiax continued.

“In search of answers, we traveled east above the forests of Groxmark and into neighboring Lyom, the largest of the Northern Kingdoms. Flying low to the ground, we came upon a Lyomian town. Jahin took us in between the houses at a cautious pace. No children playing on the road, no greetings from townspeople, no animals either; everything was deadly quiet.

“In the market square, we found the frozen skeletons of the townspeople, picked clean by scavengers. A few had run, and their remains littered the side streets. The charred bones inside the cold burned-out ruins showed that the savages who’d done this must have set fire to the wooden houses while people were still inside! Parts of the town hadn’t burned, though. Likely, the invaders hadn’t stuck around for long.”

That was the last time Jahin had buried anyone, though digging was easy with strength magic.

“In every city, town, and village we came to, everyone had been slain and their houses destroyed. The few living peasants and townspeople we met had fared no better than the people of Groxmark. They told stories of giants ruthlessly destroying any mages daring to confront them and burning the commoner’s wooden shacks. They’d hit most hamlets and farms. Skeletons of livestock littered the fields. The crops torched.”

Phytiax had killed no one, but was prepared to do so to protect himself, his family, or the Empire. What these invaders did was different—they killed and destroyed property indiscriminately and seemingly without reason. It was repulsive.

“We traveled south for a bit, then east towards the capital, and here, the killing was more recent. Frozen carcasses of cows, true pigs, sheep, and people were everywhere. We weren’t sure if whoever did this was trying to destroy their society, or make sure no army could follow.”

“Which do you think most likely, Mage Prince Phytiax?” Pterarchos Hekdor had a thoughtful frown on his face, but the Mage Emperor was apparently wondering the same thing, as he didn’t complain about the interruption.

“An army coming through would have a hard time scrounging up food. Jahin thought this was their goal.”

“What did Your Highness believe?”

“I got the feeling they wanted to destroy everything, and if you let me continue, perhaps you’ll come to the same conclusion.”

“Please go on, Sire.”

“We made excellent progress in the following weeks, traveling nearly halfway across Lyom. Sometimes we went north, but mostly east towards the distant mountain range, tracking the invaders.”

Most of the days were alike; Jahin used his strength spells to fly them around. Pasha and he helped navigate by pointing out burned fields or ruins of smallholdings.

“Once, we found giant-sized footprints in a patch of deep and frozen snow. We surmised a colossus made it. Other times, it wasn’t clear in what direction they should go, but the land was mostly flat, and they could see far. We found the main highway and followed it towards the west and the Lyomian capital of Vandyldam.”

Every day, Phytiax investigated his future at regular intervals, but learned little except where best to hunt for rabbits or deer. Jahin didn’t need help to catch birds; they flew right by, and he grabbed them with magic. Flying for much of the day always made his half-brother ravenous. Phytiax wanted to use some of the food to give to the refugees in exchange for information, but Jahin didn’t want to share.

Eventually, omen showed him he was right—they’d learn things if they shared, and after half a day of arguing, he convinced his stubborn half-brother. They weren’t exactly friends, but the long time spent together, depending on each other, and working together, had made it easier to agree on things.

“When we prepared a meal, we often shared it with refugees. Most were fleeing west. At first, we used the meals to learn the local tongue, a rough guttural language, and later, to trade food for information.

“We asked everyone we met what they knew about the invaders. Most said the attackers came from Groxmark, while some said Ilvart or Marlsen. A few claimed they’d flown here from across the sea. After a while, it became clear nobody knew for sure.”

“Sorry to interrupt, My Prince, but perhaps we should send some of my warmages to investigate these potential origins of the colossi, sky-serpents, and black-robed mages.”

“We’ll do the planning once my son finishes his story!”

The Emperor downed another cup of uzwine but didn’t seem intoxicated. The bottle was about half-full. He hoped he could finish the story while his father could still see reason.

“We often found frozen bodies near the roads. Some had died in the cold; others were slain by people.”

“Did the invaders kill them?”

The Mage Emperor was staring angrily at the stratigos, but Phytiax answered.

“Most; bandits slew the rest. You must understand there was no longer any law in Lyom. The few soldiers, city guards, or nobles we saw were frozen corpses. The people of Lyom have faith in their Mage King, though.

“Most refugees were sure he’d arrive soon with an army to save them. They told stories about their Kingdom. Claimed, it was founded over a thousand years ago by their first Mage King.

“A merchant, to whom we gave a hot meal, swore their capital was sunk deep under the sea, and no one had gotten out—not even the Mage King. The merchant had been beaten badly by someone, and he died during the night. I’m not sure if he was rambling or not.”

They questioned him about the Mage King, but he went on and on about the bandits who stole his wife and his wares. The bandits were as bad as the invaders, fellow countrymen turning on their own.

“Most of the refugees were unhurt though—well not so much the kids. The young ones fared the worst. Jahin gave some food to a young girl with brown skin and long, beautiful brown hair. Jahin had been standoffish towards the refugees at first, but had turned out to have a real knack for talking with them and getting them to trust us. The girl claimed the Mage King of Datili would come to their rescue on his flying white stallion, Snowdrop, holding the sword of Maguz. She was traveling with a group of people, not her kin, but none contradicted her. The people of Datili are held in high regard by the Lyomians. They fight side by side.”

Phytiax felt hot tears run down his cheeks.

The ten-year vision felt as real to him as any other memory, as though it’d happened recently. Omen visions were often indiscernible from actual memories, except for the bluish quality of the light. Why all light had a blue tint while inside omen wasn’t well understood, but some said the ring of omen was blue, and shone through, while others claimed time was a blue stream or even an ocean.

“Pasha had been coughing for a few days, and Jahin and I became ill the next day, but we pressed on. We were flying in a slow circle around a large clearing in the forest, hunting for prey, when a hail of arrows found us from below. An arrow hit me, but I was lucky; it bounced off my leg armor. Jahin’s spell stopped, and the three of us crashed to the ground.”

“How did you survive the fall?”

“It was a close thing, Navarchos. I hit a lot of pine branches and the thick snow on the ground. This saved my life by cushioning my body. Don’t get me wrong; I was battered and bruised. As I was getting up, a commoner soldier attacked me.”

Should he explain what happened? No, it felt strange to talk about the first time he’d ever intentionally ended a man’s life.

“I killed the soldier.”

His father regarded him. A question in his eyes, but he didn’t speak. Did the Emperor look sad? Should he explain what had happened? He remembered how he’d risen out of the snow, bruised and sick, and unexpectedly, the man came out of nowhere. At the last moment, Phytiax got his wrist buckler up, deflecting the deadly dagger strike as his reflexes took over. He managed to swipe the soldier’s legs and get the dagger.

There, sitting on top of his opponent, he hesitated. How could he intentionally make a killing blow? End a life?

The commoner wore black livery with purple patches, and at that point, Phytiax thought the man might be one of the invaders. Only later did he learn it was a Lyomian soldier.

His fear of the invaders helped him overcome some of his reluctance to kill. His opponent twisted and wrestled, trying to get free. He knew in his present condition; he couldn’t hold him for long.

There was no choice; he plunged the dagger down, between the ribs and into the soldier’s heart, twisting it to open the wound wide. After a bit, he rolled away, feeling disgusted, wanting to get out of there.

Much later came the guilt. Killing someone was more difficult than he ever imagined, but it became easier. Perhaps too easy?

“The soldier wasn’t alone, however. Others like him hunted me for a while but stopped after I killed four of them. Had it not been for my omen powers, I’d not have made it. They were disciplined solid fighters.”

He respected their skill, even after what they’d done.

“I tracked back to the clearing and found the bodies.”

An arrow had struck his brother in the neck, killing him. They never saw eye-to-eye, but he felt closer to Jahin than ever before, and it was Phytiax’s fault they were out there. The fall had killed his manservant Pasha, his tiny body broken and bloody next to Jahin. It was his fault.

“The others didn’t make it.”

Phytiax poured some taqui tea while avoiding the eyes of his father, instead of gazing at the gold-plated statues of the ancient Emperors. Their eyes seemed to judge him, and like his father and himself, he suspected they knew he should have seen it coming; it was an omen master’s primary job to interpret the future and protect others. He’d failed Jahin, as well as the Empire.

“The ground was too hard to bury anyone, but there was lots of wood, and I made a pyre in the middle of the clearing.”

In the evening, his brother had burned, accompanied by the manservant.

The Emperor put down his cup abruptly, a drop of uzwine spilling down the side. “I let you go north once, but no more! You’ll stay at home this time, and so will your brother!”

He wasn’t drunk yet, was he? He should’ve lied about Jahin and Pasha. Nobody knew what happened. If his omen powers had worked, he could have foreseen this.

“Father, please hear the rest of the story before you make your judgment.”

“I shall order others in your stead, but that is as far as I’m willing to go. I can’t believe I let you go. This time, we’ll all have to do better!”

Arguing with his father would do him no good, but what he’d experienced in the ten-year ritual mustn’t...wouldn’t, come to pass, he’d make sure! He needed to change their future for the better, and if this involved going north, he’d have to persuade his father. He’d done so before, but it’d be harder now that he’d learned about Jahin’s death. He should’ve kept his mouth shut.

“Please continue, Prince. What happened next?”

He met his gaze with a confidence he didn’t feel.

“The following day, I continued east to the main road, which I followed towards the mountains. Within a week, I passed through the ruins of the city of Wantry, where I was attacked by two men. I killed them and took their two horses.”

Killing was easier this time; he hadn’t hesitated.

“I made good time. In early spring I crossed the flat parts of Lyom.”

At this point, he’d seen one year into his future and was supposed to see nine more.

“The lofty peaks of the No End Mountains loomed in front of me, marking the end of the Kingdom. The smoldering ruins of the city of Cueton told me I was getting close. I followed the tracks north into lush green foothills, and there, I finally found the invaders.”

The navarchos had stopped fiddling with his gold circlet. All eyes were on him as he continued.

“There were screams in the distance from many men and horses. As I approached on horseback, lightning struck on the other side of the nearest hill. I was almost unhorsed by my fear-struck mount, and the packhorse ran off. As I jumped down, a huge hail of arrows covered the sky behind the large hill. This was no small engagement, but a huge, coordinated attack.

“Leaving the horses behind, I scrambled up the hill. Lightning struck again, and the ground trembled. A second volley of arrows filled the sky. As I neared the top, I saw what they were frantically trying to kill. The head and shoulders of a walking colossus came into view above the hilltop. Tall as a tower, the statue-like artifact moved like a man, but slower. So much screaming. Its thick leg stomped something into the ground. Some of the screams stopped.”

He remembered that feeling of awe and disgust. To witness with his own eyes one of the legendary artifacts from the last age, the magic that had created it unfathomably powerful—yet here it was: a giant. He needed to get a better view. He had to get closer.

“As I reached the hilltop, a great battle unfolded before my eyes. Counting heads, I estimated around fifty thousand soldiers were engaged here. Two large armies of men were fighting a small force of black-robed mages and yellow-golden colossi. One of the two larger armies had banners which identified them as Lyomians, but the banner of Lyom’s Mage King, a golden lion on a dark blue background, was nowhere to be seen.”

In the chaos of battle, it was impossible to be sure if the Mage King was simply not here, or if perhaps he’d already fallen.

“Lyom’s army consisted of three parts. Commoner archers, in countless small groups, spread out to protect them from the stomping giants. Small units of fastmoving cavalry with crossbows. They circled the colossi, trying in vain to penetrate the golden stone skins. A large mixed warmage corps, each warmage of strength hauling a few warmages of light or commoner archers.”

It’d have been practical for a warmage to use both strength and light magic, but a warmage belonged to one of the five disciplines of magic. In the previous age, there had been some who wielded all kinds of magic—but that was over a thousand years ago. The fact was, one was born with the same type of magical power as one’s parents—if one was lucky. Many didn’t get any powers.

When a warmage with light magic needed to fly up and get an overview and use his or her powers to the best advantage, another warmage with strength magic is needed to lift that person. They had to be relatively close, and while strength magic could lift someone high and higher, light magic worked within a limited range. In a battle, a mixed mage corps tended to fly close to the ground, and those with light magic were held at the front or below those with strength magic.

“The second army was larger than Lyom’s. The archers and mages led by a young Mage King in shining, golden armor, on a flying white werehorse, no less. Precisely like the little girl said. I surmised they were the army of Datili, the neighboring country to the south. Their Mage King wielded a sword that emitted a bright white light. Opposing the two large armies were a relatively small force, counting less than a hundred black-robed mages and around fifteen colossi, but they were winning.”

Winning, in this case, meant crushing all resistance.

“With seemingly slow strides, the giants walked around the battlefield, and where they went, horses panicked, and formations scattered. They were shot countless times by arrows, light magic hurtled from the sky, light shafts blasting them, some beams amplified by the handheld magical artifacts. The giants didn’t appear to notice any of it, though. Just waded onward straight through the armies, their feet red from stomping men into the ground.”

“What did the mixed mage corps do?” Asked the Pterarchos.

“Mostly lightning strikes or other direct attacks. Some tried risky maneuvers, like flying over the giants and canceling their flight spells, so they had both hands free to spell guide two metal missiles straight into the giants. Most recast their flight spells before hitting the ground. You can imagine what happened to those that didn’t. It was brave, but the missiles had negligible effects, except when hitting a black-robed warmage.”

“What happened to the warmages?”

“They died, but the giants still kept coming. One warmage landed on a giant and strength-punched it repeatedly. He kept going right until the moment it threw him off.”

The warmage had been dressed in a suit of green-tinted animal skins. A big man, but old. The Lyomians had cheered when he landed. A brave mage for sure, but he died the same as the rest.

The outfit of soldiers he’d fought after they killed Jahin and Pasha was represented as part of Lyom’s army; a small elite company of soldiers in black over purple livery, led by a squad of warmages in bright purple order robes.

“A number of warmages dressed in purple robes faced off against a single colossus, and from the warmages’ spell stances, it was clear they were using death magic against it; trying to scatter it to the winds. It didn’t work, and the giant dived forward, arms spread wide as if to embrace them. It crushed the mages and soldiers into the ground.”

Phytiax took a sip of his teacup, and found that like his tale, the tea had turned bitter. His hand was shaking, but he felt better. Why was the story affecting him so? He was used to being detached.

To think the giants could withstand death magic! He’d never have guessed it was possible. So feared was anyone using death magic in Izanti, all of them were forced to get their faces tattooed shortly after their power was discovered. While the Lyomian death mages in his vision had no pyramid-motif facial tattoos, he believed they possessed similar destructive power. It was unsettling that their magic couldn’t scratch the golden colossus.

Putting his cold cup down, he began anew.

“Another reason they were winning was the Tah’neen. Yes, there was an actual sky serpent there, straight out of the legends. It soared over the battlefield.”

“What did this Tah’neen look like?”

“Quite monstrous, Your Imperial Majesty. Its coiled body was longer than five men. Covered in blue and white feathers, it was difficult to see against the sky. Its beastly head was midnight blue, with gleaming silver eyes.”

“It sounds like a story created to scare children.”

“Yes, Father, but I assure you, it’s for real. The monster wielded spheres of blue flame, and they, for lack of a better description, danced around it. Sometimes the spheres left it and hit groups of soldiers. Anything the flames touched died.

“It flew off to the other end of the battlefield, chasing some fleeing soldiers from Lyom, and the Mage King of Datili and his golden army charged straight at two colossi.

“The Mage King led a small band of men on flying werehorses, and his sword, clearly an artifact of a previous age, glowed. He waved it and made the area beneath the giants crack wide open. Down they disappeared into the crevice. The Mage King gestured, and the hole closed. 

“His army cheered loudly but went silent as first one colossus and then the other levitated out of the pit. Besides being covered in dirt, they seemed unaffected. Before the Mage King could lift his sword, a blue ball of flame erupted all around him and his companions.

“The flames burned straight through their armor, incinerating flesh of man and horse alike. The Tah’neen had come to the aid of the colossi. The Mage King of Datili crashed to the ground on his white horse. All that was left of him and his companions, were smoldering corpses.

“The army of Datili crumbled. In droves, the soldiers fled left and right. Ten golden colossi gave chase, running down the fleeing men. Kicking and stomping them into the ground till the field was as read as it was green.

“I thought that was it, that the battle was over, when from within what was left of the army of Lyom, a light shaft shot out. So bright was it, I was left momentarily blinded.

“When I could see again, a colossus was lying motionless on the ground, its side cracked right open. It never rose again.”

“Finally, something we can use. Tell us everything, Prince!” The Iron Bull couldn’t contain himself.

“The intense light shaft stuck again, this time hitting another colossus in its golden-yellow leg, making it fall over wounded. The air shimmered where the shaft had just been, and I followed the trail to a magical being hovering above the army. An ancient artifact creature.”

His father and the advisors were all leaning in over the table, following the story. Behind them, even the statues of the gold-plated ancient Emperors seemed to listen.

“Perhaps you know of it?”

Nobody said anything.

“Let me describe it: statue-like, with granite skin, and as tall as three men. It had the body of a man, but the wings and head were that of a carrion bird. Its wing feathers were that of blackest obsidian, and its bulbous eyes glowed with pure light.”

Nobody seemed to know such an artifact. Would he have believed it, had he not witnessed it himself?

“The giant artifact wasn’t working alone, but a part of a small group of Lyomian warmages. Next to it flew a female warmage; young, blonde, and more powerful than any warmage in the imperial family.”

The Emperor raised an eyebrow.

“Two colossi tossed enormous boulders towards the flying bird creature, but the blonde deflected the first, and with a gesture, caught the other one midair. She hurled it downward, crushing the nearest black robes. Beneath the woman, a small group of warmages started throwing powerful light shaft magics against the invaders. These were the only Lyomians on the battlefield making any headway. I had to get closer.

“Investigating my future, I found a way to safely cross the battlefield. On horseback, I approached, avoiding hails of arrows and invaders. The warmages were fighting a group of black robes, standing between them and the nearest giant, and they worked well together. The strongest members were the young women I told you about, and another also wearing similar outlandish attire, but she was a brunette.

“Since they were airborne and not close together, I assumed they were both using strength magic. That was until the brunette incinerated a black robe with a light shaft. Her light magic missile went surprisingly far and burned with such brightness. More powerful than anyone I know—including the imperial family.”

“Someone using light magic can’t fly.”

“She wasn’t. She walked in the air, and please, don’t state the obvious; I’m quite aware of what warmages can or can’t do. These two young women are a force to be reckoned with.

“I left the horse and snuck closer, hiding behind a small hill, getting a better look at the group and the artifact creature. A crippled and elderly warmage with long, flowing white hair limped across the battlefield at the front. He was missing his right arm, and his magic was stifled by the missing limb, but he indicated a specific black robe or another target by pointing and shouting vigorously. Each time he called something out, the others hit it with multiple spells, and enemies perished.

“Behind him was what I mistook for another blonde woman, when in fact, it was a young man. The long male hairstyle favored in the north is confusing at times. He held a round device which he cast light shafts through, enhancing his spell power. Many Lyomian warmages used similar devices.”

“Some kind of artifact?” The Iron Bull leaned forward. Phytiax was tiring of the constant interruptions, but he had to agree, this might be relevant.

“The devices were circular and mounted on a handle. About the size of my buckler. The center was made from some transparent medium.”

“Glass?”

“Could be.”

“That doesn’t sound like an artifact I have ever come across. Perhaps not an ancient artifact, but new magic!”

Some imperial warmages were always on the lookout for new magic, spells, or devices that could make them more powerful. Almost all were a waste of time and were soon forgotten.

“Can we purchase these devices in the north?”

“You might, but you have to understand, these enhanced light shafts couldn’t hurt the giants.”

“But they were used to impressive effect against the black robes.”

“I think so, but I didn’t see one up close.”

“Why did you not investigate this further?”

“There was no time.”

“What about those female warmages? Did you learn how they became so powerful?”

“All I know is they were dressed differently than the rest. Now please stop interrupting me. I’ll finish my account, and you’ll understand why I didn’t follow up.”

The Iron Bull bowed to him. The girls had been dressed in some strange and tight-fitting outfits, but it wasn’t relevant.

“Meanwhile, the leader of the black-robed invaders confronted the warmages and the artifact being. A protective barrier of death magic extended all around him. It seemed to me he liked to walk through the fallen; with tiny wails, parts of bodies disappeared into nothingness, around his feet.”

“Did you get his name, or can you describe him?”

“Pale of skin with dark hair and a goatee, and while his warmages wore black, he wore gray. A simple silver band adorned his forehead, and he had a sword in a scabbard.”

The Iron Bull made a sound of disbelief.

“I know swords aren’t used by mages.” Phytiax being one of the few exceptions. Mages didn’t need weapons, as their spells were much deadlier.

“Not in our time, which is true, but it could be an ancient artifact sword,” Hekdor suggested.

“I moved closer to get a better view, but I never saw him draw it. None of his men dared get close to him, but they kept glancing his way.”

“Eager to take his orders but scared of him, I suppose.”

He was tiring of the constant interruptions, but he let this one slide. Hekdor was a friend, after all.

“When the brunette walking in the air saw the leader, her pretty face turned into a mask of rage. She gestured towards him, and lightning struck. The attack disappeared in sparks of purple light, accompanied by a boom and a frighteningly loud wail. The white-haired cripple gestured at the leader and shouted, and they all hit him. The winged artifact blasted the leader with its intense beam, and a boulder and two light shafts hit him. Bright purple sparks burned and flickered where the boulder struck, and where the beams cut across his shimmering protective field. A deafening wail accompanied it. At last, it stopped, and the gray-robed leader lowered the hand, held in front of his eyes. He was completely unscratched, and he smiled!”

For a moment, Phytiax saw a swirling storm, or a vortex perhaps? It spun around and filled the hall, sucking everything and everyone into it, himself along with it.

“Son?”

“Sorry, Father, I was just thinking,” he lied. His omen powers were out of control, but what could he do?

“What happened with the winged artifact?” Hekdor looked a bit worried, and Phytiax quickly smiled and continued.

“Oh, it found other targets at first. I remember it killing two black robes outright, engulfing them in intense light, but suddenly, a blue ball of flame erupted in the sky around it. This magical fire burned brightly and hurtled towards the hillside where I stood!”

He remembered thinking he didn’t have enough time to get away from it.

“I threw myself headfirst down the hill. It impacted where I’d just been, and slid right past me, making a burning trail.”

Next to him, a melted wing stuck out of the ground, torn off. Further down lay the being.

“It was glowing, and the dirt sizzled around it. I ran towards what was left of the artifact being. It was on its side, and a crack opened around its midsection. The opening got wider, and a young man unexpectedly rolled out, coming to a rest in front of me.”

The slender young foreigner had thick chestnut hair reaching to his shoulders.

“I saw the surprise in his eyes as he saw me. An intense, all-consuming blue flame erupted around us. That is the last of my ten-year vision.”

They all sat there in silence, staring at him.

“As I’m sure you all agree, this is a potential weapon against these invaders, and if I can find it, it might save us; save all the Empire!”

All eyes were on him.

“Who thinks the invaders come from Groxmark, and who has a better theory?”

“Perhaps from Cursed Island. It’s a terrible place,” Crino suggested.

“There are many other small Kingdoms up north. One of them might be involved.” The Iron Bull thrust his bulk forward.

“Don’t forget the Ata’stux,” the Emperor said. “I find it suspicious that they target my children, just when we’re on the brink of being invaded. It seems too much of a coincidence.”

It was odd. The Ata’stux were currently at war on their home continent—far away from Gaia. It was a strange time to strike at the Izanti. The Ata’stux were expansionist and ruthless. They also believed themselves to be devout, but everyone said they put too much emphasis on the role of the omen prophet.

Phytiax answered the follow-up questions, but none of them had any more idea about who was behind the invasion than he did. He’d made them not blame him for the invasion, as they’d done with Kefalas. Instead, the potential saving powers of the flying artifact intrigued all of them.

“Perhaps one of our scholars will know of this being or others like it. Perhaps know of a place where we might find it.”

The Mage Emperor had poured himself a cup of uzwine and drowned it in one go before clearing his throat loudly. Everyone looked at his father.

“Thank you, my son, for sharing your ten-year vision. You’ve done well, but I forbid you to leave the palace or discuss your vision with your siblings or anyone. Is that clear?”

The Emperor had crossed his arms, and he looked angry and unhappy. It wasn’t the first time his father’s mood had rapidly soured. It happened when he drank too much. It would get worse before he was back to normal.

“Of course, Divine Apateóno.” Phytiax bowed deeply.

It annoyed that he’d not be a part of the planning of the war effort. He had much he could have offered, but he was so tired he was almost glad to be excused.

The ancient gold-plated statues of past Emperors seemed to regard him as he walked out. He took solace in being kin to such powerful and extraordinary men and women. If only his father had been half as exceptional. Many of the previous Emperors and Empresses would have had enough sense to let him travel north. After all, he was offering to lay his life on the line while his half-siblings just hung around the palace, and if his father had the best interests of the Empire at heart—and not his survival—he’d have long since appointed Phytiax as head the Order of Omen Masters.

Outside the Hall of the Mage Emperor, he walked slowly through the empty marble corridor. There was no sight of Master Demos, and his premonition worried him. He couldn’t stay here and die with Demos and the others. He needed to travel north again soon, and find the artifact being before it was destroyed. He’d have to find a way when his father had sobered.

Back in his private chambers, Pasha served him his favorite dishes, which he’d ordered two days ago, when all he could think about was his hunger, but he ate without tasting them. He had more important things on his mind than meditation and hunger. Experiencing his death in the adytum was as unsettling as it was physically draining, and his telling of what had transpired had gone less well than hoped. He should never have mentioned Jahin’s death.

He remembered his brother’s bloody body on the forest floor. A broken arrow shaft protruding from his neck. How would Jahin die this time? How would Odelia and Samil die? He had to do something!

All the Emperor would think about now was the invasion, and even if he’d gotten some credit for his vision, it’d all be for nothing when the invaders showed up. The vague but dire premonitions he’d felt for a long time had been partially revealed. How could he forestall the Empire’s inevitable doom?

An hour later, the heavy curtain into his room was drawn partly back.

“Your Highness?” The tanned guard inquired, peeking into Phytiax’s room. Behind him in the hall stood another commoner guard—a muscular fellow he’d sparred with once or twice. He favored his right side, and Phytiax could have taken him easily. A third man pushed past the guards.

“My Prince, we’ll oversee your security from now on.”

The mage had a neck tattoo of a snake. All around his neck it went, weaving around a forest and the sun. Only warmages using light magic had such tattoos. The light became blue as omen came unbidden.

He was standing in an antechamber with two men. One of them was the warmage with the snake tattoo. He was in the Imperial Palace, perhaps outside the Iron Bull’s office. Unexpectedly, his future-self punched Demosthenes hard in the larynx, right where the tattooed snake coiled around the sun, then kneed him viciously in the groin, and the mage toppled over, groaning. He turned towards the other man.

He was back in the now. It appeared he was destined to fight the warmage.

“Wherever you go, Prince, we go—as ordered by Divine Apateóno, may he rule forever.”

“Of course.” He did his best to smile. No reason to show his hand. Pasha showed the men around the two rooms that made up his chambers and his small but lavishly decorated marble balcony.

“We’ll put one guard on the balcony, and the rest will take up positions outside.”

“Thank you.” He smiled again.

When would he attack the warmage, and why? What was going on? The guards moved out of sight. Laying on his cot afterward, Phytiax wondered if he was truly being protected, or if he was a prisoner in his rooms.

It was a long time before sleep came. 
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​​​Chapter Five: Phytiax
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“Wake up, Sire, it’s time for breakfast,” old Pasha rasped. The sunlight told Phytiax he’d slept in; he’d been in the middle of a dream. It’d felt so great...she’d leaned in against him...

Stop—he didn’t think about women that way. Omen made one detached from physical attraction. What was going on?

Who was she? What’d he been dreaming about? Some nonsense about his father letting evil colossi walk in through the city gates. The Mage Emperor would die before he did that. Just an ordinary nonsense dream. Good. He needed nothing to do with women.

“Your clothing, Sire.”

He nodded; Pasha had laid out his clothing on the cot. He regarded himself in the small brass mirror. Where the mage killer’s blade had cut him across the ribs, the skin felt stiffer than usual. Life magic be blessed, there was no scarring.

Pasha helped him dress, and he sat down to eat. He didn’t have a headache this morning, and it felt good not to be hungry all the time, but he should wait awhile before entering omen. His power would need time to heal.

Tiny Pasha leaned in close and whispered, “Your Highness still has two guards outside, and one on the balcony. They aren’t the same men as yesterday.”

He nodded, having forgotten about the guards. A rotation meant his father was serious about having him watched. Was the Mage Emperor afraid he would tell someone about the ten-year vision? Phytiax was loyal to the Empire. It was the greatest civilization, that of his mother’s as well as his father’s people. Didn’t his father see he was loyal?

Perhaps he was just worried Phytiax might travel north without permission, or that someone might try to kill his son? Did he care about Phytiax? Before he decided what to do, he needed to know what was going on.

“Pasha, has anything—happened?”

“Like what, Sire?”

“Any—” He shouldn’t ask if his father had moved against the Iron Bull, the things he’d seen and heard were confidential. “Anymore mage killer attacks or anything out of the ordinary?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

Then his father would likely not move against the Iron Bull, as the longer you waited with an assassination the harder it might be to execute. Likely the Mage Emperor would drink too much and listen to the Iron Bull. The two had worked together for many years and soon the Empire would be back in the same unwise defensive war they’d foreseen.

Was he wrong? Might Hekdor or Crino be able to do something? He hoped they would.

If only Hamul Gylippus—number one in the line of succession—had been Emperor, they’d have been better off; his older half-brother was far from perfect, but he was young and full of fight.
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