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Chapter 1


          

          
            A Flooded Chapel

          

        

      

    

    
      It started raining again.

      “This is awful,” Quay groaned, pulling her hood tighter. The gray canvas fabric was already soaked, as was her long, pale lavender priestess gown, but it was better than nothing. At least the garment provided some modicum of warmth. It was almost spring, so why was it so cold outside? “I hope the books don’t get ruined by this rain.”

      “Nah,” answered Ghdion, her taciturn-on-a-good-day bodyguard. He sat beside her at the front of their wagon, loosely holding the reins attached to Mertha, the shaggy white ox that pulled it. His own green woolen cloak hood hung low over his head, hiding all but the tip of his long, straight nose from her vision.

      After waiting for him to say more—unsurprisingly, he didn’t; he was a man of few words—she glanced over her shoulder at the back of the wagon. It was stocked full of crates, sacks, bulging bags of food, building supplies, tools, and books. Lots of books. The little bookstore, The Silverfish, back in Dallondale where they traveled from, had too many to choose from.

      So she didn’t choose. She bought them all.

      It’s for the Church in Silvarn, she silently reasoned. They lost everything in that flood a few weeks back. The parishioners deserve nothing but the best.

      Nestled between two sacks sat her newest bodyguard, a bald half-elf by the name of Hypnocost. He held one of the romance novels she bought in one long-fingered hand, his pale blue eyes darting across the page. In his other hand, a tiny ball of magical light hovered at the tips of his fingers. Hypnocost was a mage, and they’d met him back at The Silverfish when his spells helped save Mertha the ox and their wagon full of supplies from a would-be thief.

      “Doing okay back there, Hypnocost?” she asked, trying to infuse her voice with as much cheer as she could muster. It was hard, the weather being so dreary, gray, cold, and wet as it was. She considered it her duty to remain upbeat and optimistic, if only to keep spirits high.

      He didn’t look up from his reading. “Oh, yes, everything is well,” he answered in his cultured voice. He sounded a bit snooty, if she was being completely honest, and spoke like someone highly educated. It’s probably an elf thing. She didn’t know him well—how could she, having only hired him just yesterday?—so she wasn’t completely sure how to act around him yet.

      “The conditions in the wagon are much more palatable since Ghdion put up that covering.” He jutted his pointy chin towards the sturdy canvas roof above him. Earlier, they had to pull the wagon over to the side of the dirt road to set it up after he complained about the sun getting in his eyes. Ghdion, blond, scarred, tattooed, and scowling, grumbled the whole time, muttering under his breath about “useless fucking mages.” He probably thought she couldn’t hear him, but his agitation was evident.

      While he labored, Quay chatted with other travelers passing on the dirt road. Most spoke of the awful weather and how flooded the pastures were. A few mentioned having issues with a local group of goblins. She made sure to let them know she would be stationed at the Church in Silvarn for a few days in case they had need of any supplies.

      Ghdion had remained tight-lipped as she chatted. When he finished, he simply plopped back onto the front bench, grumbled, “This was a waste of time,” and flicked Mertha’s reins to get on the road again. The whole process added an extra couple hours to their already long trip from the village of Dallondale.

      It wasn’t a waste of time after all, as only an hour or so after putting up the covering, it started to rain. The sunny skies turned overcast, the rain fell in a slow, chilly drizzle before strengthening into an outright downpour.

      She could tell Ghdion was annoyed. His shoulders were taut and he drummed his fingers impatiently against his knees. He only ever did that when something bothered him.

      She’d learned this after traveling with him for a few months, ever since she hired him to be her bodyguard for her pilgrimage. Quay was a Priestess-in-training of Vidamae, the Goddess of Life and Light, and in order to become a full-fledged priestess, she had to visit every Church in Khamris to prove her dedication to her goddess. She provided supplies, food, aid, and her services as a healer to any who needed it. Magical healing was one of the many blessings the priestesses enjoyed, and Quay was one of the best. It wasn’t a brag, simply a fact. Even High Priestess Lucina Balladoni, head of the cathedral in Praetorius, told her as such.

      Not wanting to disturb her newly hired spellcaster bodyguard, she turned towards the front and squinted at the road ahead. It was entirely mud instead of hard-packed dirt, making it that much harder for Mertha to pull the wagon. The poor ox’s hooves were caked in muck, and her undercarriage was brown, wet, and bedraggled. I’ll have to give her some extra apples when we reach Silvarn. She certainly deserves them.

      She opened her mouth to ask how much longer, but Ghdion, seeming to read her mind, said, “We’re almost there, Priestess. Just around that bend in the road.”

      “Not a priestess yet.” She had no idea how he knew so much about the smaller villages and hamlets that dotted the fertile Khamrian countryside. It was part of the reason he was such an excellent bodyguard for her pilgrimage: he had a good sense of direction and seemed to know all the best shortcuts. That, and he was tall, covered in muscles and carried a huge greatsword with him everywhere. It made him quite intimidating, if she was completely honest, but he didn’t scare her at all. She felt completely at ease in his presence.

      Having him around was a boon when anyone eyed her sideways, thinking she was an easy mark with her bulging coin purses and wagon full of useful goods. It was no secret the Church of Vidamae was well-off, and there were those who wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of a lone priestess-in-training on the road.

      And if Ghdion just happened to be easy-on-the-eyes and uncharacteristically gentle with her? Well, that was just an added bonus.

      Mertha plodded along at an even slower pace than usual due to all the mud. The rain drummed against the canvas covering over the back of the wagon, further soaking the two of them sitting unprotected on the front bench. “I’m worried the Church will flood again with all this rain,” she mused aloud.

      “It might.” Ghdion flicked the reins to usher Mertha faster, but the stubborn bovine ignored him as always. “We’ll have to deal with it when we get there.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Still, she was concerned. The poor parishioners had been without a working chapel for weeks. The rainy season came early and with a vengeance, flooding the fields, forests, and roads of Silvarn. The rain didn’t stop for days. Many of the buildings flooded, including the Church. The priest in charge sent a pleading message to Praetorius requesting aid; it was the perfect opportunity for Quay to make good use of being on her pilgrimage. High Priestess Lucina gave her a list of everything the church needed and where they could pick it up, and charged her to travel with all haste to assist with cleanup efforts.

      She was anxious to get there to help out however she could. Sighing, she arranged her cloak to better cover her knees and waited impatiently to reach the village.
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      There were two mages in Silvarn.

      That by itself wasn’t strange; mages weren’t so rare that having a few in a small village was out of the question. Sure, the common folk of Khamris viewed most arcane spellcasters with a healthy measure of distrust—Ghdion wasn’t a fan of mages himself, but he wasn’t prejudiced or anything, not like some—but these weren’t just any mages.

      They were sent by the Arcane Academy in Praetorius. He knew right away based on their flashy robes embroidered with the symbol of capital. These were fancy mages. Mages with papers. Mages with money and influence.

      Guiding Mertha towards the stables, he watched as the two spellcasters pointed towards the one tavern in town, The Hogwash Inn. They both had their hoods pulled over their heads to keep out the rain, and one was noticeably taller than the other. The taller one’s robes were much finer, edged in gilt trim, with sleeves sporting two golden stripes. Probably means they’re the leader or something, he thought, hopping from the bench and holding out his hand to help Quay down.

      “Why are there Arcane Academy mages here?” She asked aloud what he’d just been thinking. Her large gray eyes narrowed as she watched the pair converse with a different cloaked and hooded man who gestured animatedly towards the tavern. The two mages had their backs to them, but the third person faced them. He was dark skinned, had a full, bushy beard, and very thick, dark eyebrows.

      Eyebrow Guy held up a finger towards the mages and bustled over. “Priestess!” he boomed, his voice loud and melodic. “We weren’t expecting you for many days yet. What a surprise! I’m Mayor Elegaard. Welcome to Silvarn.” He bowed theatrically, holding out his sopping wet blue cloak with much fanfare.

      Quay curtsied. “Pleased to meet you, Mayor. I’m Quay, and these are my bodyguards Ghdion and Hypnocost. I’m actually not a priestess yet, but an acolyte on her pilgrimage, though that’s neither here nor there.” She pushed a stray strand of dark hair out of her face, scanning the town square. “We came as quickly as we could.”

      “I wish under better weather conditions,” the mayor scowled, glaring at the overcast sky as if it personally offended him. Ghdion figured it probably did, with all the rain coming down and drenching his village. “Let’s get your supplies unloaded at the church. I’m sure Priest Francis will appreciate anything you can spare.” He gestured across the street, where the little Chapel of Vidamae nestled between the general goods store and an apothecary. All three buildings looked damaged from the flooding, though the church had the worst of it. The thatch hanging over the front door draped in ragged wet clumps, and the wooden walkway that wrapped around the entire structure sagged visibly. A few of the rungs that held up the railing were missing. The dirt path leading to it was nothing but one large mud puddle.

      Ghdion turned towards Mertha while the priestess and the mayor talked. He didn’t need to listen to know what was required of him: get Mertha stabled and fed and unload the wagon. As he unhooked the reins from the ox’s harness, he glanced towards Hypnocost, still lounging in the back. The mage was reading, all snugged up and comfortable while he was out in the cold and the rain.

      “Hey, Baldy,” he called out, eyebrows furrowing. “You gonna help me with this stuff?”

      The half-elf frowned, raising one delicate silver eyebrow of his own. “Is that a requirement? I am almost finished with this book.”

      Almost finished with … what the hells? “Yeah, it’s a requirement,” he scoffed. “It’s literally your job. Now get off your ass and help me with this stuff.”

      “I was under the impression my job was to protect the wagon, the supplies, the ox, and the priestess.” He set aside his book with a heavy sigh, smoothed out the wrinkles in his jacket, and hopped to the ground gracefully.

      “Not in that order, yeah, but⁠—”

      “Therefore, would it not make more sense if I was to stay with the wagon?”

      “It would make more sense if we’d left you back in Dallondale,” Ghdion muttered under his breath. He jabbed a finger towards the boxes. “Start unloading those and bring ‘em into the church. I’ll help as soon as I get Mertha situated.”

      “The road is completely covered in mud!”

      With a slow, nasty grin, Ghdion added, “Would you rather feed and brush and clean up after the ox?” He gestured towards Mertha’s huge backside. “I’ll tell ya, she shits an awful lot after Quay gives her apples, and⁠—”

      Hypnocost’s already pale face paled. “No, no, that is not necessary. I will unload the boxes.”

      He watched in mounting annoyance as Hypnocost picked up one small sack, held it gingerly in his arms, and tiptoed across the muddy street towards the church. Quay still yapped with the mayor, and didn’t seem at all bothered that her latest investment wasn’t holding up his end of the bargain. What a useless fucking bodyguard.

      Scowling, he turned towards his labors. Mertha shook her great shaggy head as he freed her from the yoke, and when he led her into the stables, he overheard a bit of the mayor’s conversation.

      “I was surprised you were still coming, to be honest. When the two mages showed up, we figured that was the aid Praetorius sent us. Not that your presence isn’t a welcome one! Hells, at this point, we’ll take all the help we can get.” He waved over the mages, who lifted their long robes and stepped around the puddles as best they could before reaching them. “Acolyte Quay, this is Professor Argeth and his apprentice, Ernesto.”

      Ghdion paused on the threshold of the stables to watch. Professor Argeth was a fit, handsome middle-aged man with a dark mustache and a large nose. He had brown eyes and a half smile, almost as if on the verge of laughing. His student Ernesto was a brown-skinned elf with a mop of curly black hair and a pair of thick-rimmed spectacles. He kept bobbing up and down on the balls of his feet.

      Professor Argeth took Quay’s hand in his, brought it to his mouth, and kissed her knuckles. “What a pleasure to meet someone so enchanting.” His voice was affected and cultured, his dark eyes twinkling with barely contained interest. Quay tittered girlishly at the attention.

      Ghdion’s face immediately flushed an envious red. He very nearly dropped Mertha’s leash to march right over there and shove the overly-handsy idiot away. I am not jealous, he told himself, glowering at the way she interacted with the handsome mage. I am just … protecting my boss from an overly-friendly man. That’s all.
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      He was prevented from doing so by Hypnocost striding past. “Hmph, look at those two, with their fanciful spellbook harnesses and fine robes. It is enough to make one absolutely sick.” He shook his head and sniffed haughtily.

      The blond’s eyebrows shot up his forehead. “Wait, you don’t like those mages either?” he asked in surprise.

      “Tch, Arcane Academy mages are the most frivolous, insufferable spellcasters I have ever had the misfortune of meeting.” He paused near the wagon, pulling his red cloak closer across his chest. For whatever reason, he wore the most ridiculous silken blouse open down the front so his bare chest was exposed. It wasn’t nearly warm enough to be gallivanting around in such a flimsy garment. He’s gotta be freezing.

      “See those contraptions they wear on their belts? That is how they keep their spellbooks on their person. How positively gaudy.”

      Both mages wore elaborately decorated belts that, sure enough, held heavy looking leather tomes that dangled from the sides. The professor’s was a sparkling, jeweled looking affair, while Ernesto’s was made of plain brown leather. His spellbook was a lot smaller and thinner.

      Curious despite himself, Ghdion asked, “Why do they wear ‘em like that?”

      “That is how they gain access to their spells. More advanced mages, such as the professor there, do not actually need to read out the spell words, though they must keep their spellbooks near them at all times in order to cast anything. Younger mages, like the apprentice, must constantly read from the tomes, and must be vigilant about keeping the glyphs fresh with their enchanted ink.”

      Ghdion only half-listened as Hypnocost droned on and on about spell words and magical ink. It was all well above his head. The only thing he cared about mages was the best way to defeat them should one decide to attack him or Quay. Or how to get one who’s way too flirtatious away from her. “Wait,” he interrupted, a sudden thought crossing his mind. “Why don’t you have a spellbook then?”

      The newest bodyguard blanched. The only belt he wore was a bright blue sash that, in Ghdion’s humble opinion, clashed wildly with the red cloak. It wrapped so tightly around his slender waist, there was no way a book of any type was hidden there.

      “I, ah … I do not require the use of a spellbook for the casting of my spells.” He hastily grabbed another sack from the pile on the wagon and hurried off towards the church, splashing through a giant puddle in his haste.

      Something’s weird about Baldy, Ghdion thought, watching him enter the chapel through narrowed eyes. And I’m gonna find out what.
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      “That was close,” Hypnocost said to the voice in his head.

      He rushed inside the church, slammed the door shut, and slumped against it. The inside was a mess of water-damaged pews stacked haphazardly against the walls, with various books and papers strewn across the tops of every available flat surface. The books looked puffy and wrinkled, most likely from the flooding Quay mentioned, and no amount of laying them flat could salvage them. A pity.

      
        
        “How will you explain to your new employer that you are not actually a mage?”

      

      

      the voice replied, its voice whispery and ragged, like the harsh inhale before a deep cough.

      Hypnocost was not a mage. Not like what Quay believed him to be. He could cast spells, yes, but not through spellbooks. Not through praying to one of the twelve deities of Aukera, either, like the priestess did to heal. No, his spells came from within. They were a gift from his patron, who he was almost certain was the voice in his head.

      He was one of the gifted. A theurgist, his old mentor Elder Hulthorpe had told him.

      He’d heard the voice since he was a child. It was only somewhat recently he’d discovered his magical abilities, and he was still learning how they worked. He’d never used a spellbook, and everything he knew about mages was from voraciously reading everything he could about them. Every time he inquired about his new abilities, the voice was frustratingly cryptic or, more often than not, completely silent on the matter.

      “I do not know yet,” he admitted, placing the sack next to the one he’d brought inside earlier. “Do you have any advice?”

      “Oh, hullo!” came a man’s voice from across the chapel, interrupting his silent conversation. A human with close-cropped brown hair and jovial dark eyes came towards him, wearing the golden robes of a Vidamae Priest. A small holy symbol hung around his neck, depicting the sunburst design prevalent in all Vidamae’s churches. In his arms he carried an abundance of soggy, sad-looking religious texts. “Are you here with the Arcane Academy mages? I saw a few of them only just arrived.” He strode over, trying, and failing, to free up a hand to offer in greeting. He simply had too many wet books in his arms. “I’m Priest Francis, and I’d shake your hand if I wasn’t so overburdened.” He chuckled in embarrassment.

      “A pleasure,” the theurgist responded, inclining his head. “I am Hypnocost. I arrived with Quay, a Priestess of Vidamae, to help with your church repairs.” Brushing off his hands, he asked, “Why, exactly, are there Arcane Academy mages present in your village?”

      “Oh, you mean you don’t know?” The priest busied himself with trying to find empty flat surfaces to lay the wet books upon. “Praetorius sent them to help with the flood damage. Though, with it raining again, I’m not sure how helpful their efforts will be.” He gave up and stacked the texts next to a similar pile on the altar, beside a wooden statuette of Vidamae.

      The door opened, and in walked the mayor, followed by Quay and the two Arcane Academy mages. The professor, with his toothsome face and beguiling smile, spoke animatedly beside her, gesturing with his long brown hands as he spoke.

      “—be able to dry it up in moments,” he was saying. “I simply summon a ball of fire, hold it aloft in my hands, and Ernesto here,” the professor waved towards the elf, “will summon a controlled wind to circulate the warmth inside each flood-damaged building. The combination of the heat and the air will cut days off drying times.”

      Quay beamed up at him. She was so short, she only came up to his chin. “Like magic!”

      Hypnocost would have groaned, but Professor Argeth laughed so loudly it startled everyone. Surely he does not believe her words were that humorous? “You, my dear, are a delight!” He placed a hand upon her lower back to guide her further into the chapel.

      “Priest Francis!” the mayor boomed in his boisterous voice. “This is Acolyte Quay, recently arrived while on her pilgrimage to help with the chapel repairs. She brought a wagon full of supplies and two strong looking guards to help with whatever the church needs.”

      While Quay and the priest chatted, Hypnocost eyed the two mages surreptitiously. They wandered around the edge of the chapel, Ernesto pointing out all the papers scattered about, and Professor Argeth shaking his head and murmuring something he couldn’t hear.

      So he went over there to ask. “Excuse me,” he began, stepping up behind them. “How does one surmise summoning a ball of fire inside a wooden structure to be the safest, most efficient way of magically drying? Is that not terribly risky?”

      The professor turned around, surprise evident on his face. “Not if you’re me, it isn’t.” He sniffed. “I have excellent control over fire spells. It is my specialty, after all. And who, exactly, are you?”

      “I think he came in with the priestess,” his student offered helpfully. “Are you a mage too?” He peered at Hypnocost’s pointed ears with obvious interest. “I don’t see a spellbook.”

      The half-elf puffed out his chest. “I do not require a spellbook, unlike you.”

      The professor’s lip curled. “So you are a caster with no papers?” He spoke as if that made Hypnocost no better than vermin.

      The half-elf puffed up his chest. “I am actually a⁠—”

      “Hey, Baldy!” came Ghdion’s terse voice from the doorway. He held two stacked crates in his muscular arms. “You gonna help with these supplies or not?”

      Professor Argeth snickered. “Ah, so you aren’t a mage. You’re just the hired help.” He turned his back to him and walked off, his robed shadow following eagerly.

      I hate mages, he thought, his hands fisted at his sides.
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