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Colm awoke with the first rays of the sun. His mind was fuzzy as he sat up, squinting from his pounding head. He needed to stop having the late-night study sessions with Pyp and Ricard. What started as discussions of the finer points of summoning and transmutation often led to many pints at the tavern and stumbling back to the dormitories. Rough starts would follow this in the morning and, occasionally, sneaking out a barmaid or two. Colm smiled at that thought. Maybe he would see if Ruby wouldn’t mind a tumble tomorrow night. Her fiery red hair inflamed other parts of his anatomy.

Though the older men of the college looked down on the students of the magi college, distracting themselves from their studies, they also remembered what it was like to be in their shoes. Many were the furthest they had ever been from home, some from very conservative communities. Their parents expected them to act a certain way under their roof. Exploring their newfound freedom was almost a given for the boys. Not much was said as long as they didn’t get into too much trouble or miss too much class.

This morning promised to be another rough one. Colm thanked Hyrim’s eye for the fact that he only had to deal with a throbbing head and not a lurching stomach. Walking to the basin on the dresser, he murmured a freezing spell, chilling the water, then broke the ice crust with his fist. The cold water on his face jolted him awake. He then poured some of the water into a cup and let the coldness trickle down his throat. His gray apprentice robes warmed him as he put them over his head. After pulling on his leather boots, he sat on the edge of his bed and sighed, taking in his bleak dorm room. The cold of winter was settling in around the province of Jakarta, making the morning that much drearier — another day in paradise.

A rap broke his trance on his door. Pyp was standing at the door. A foot shorter with mousy brown hair, he grinned at Colm. Pyp was one of the many reasons for his many hungover mornings. Though he and Ricard were often the ones who drew his instructors' reprimands, Colm considered them his closest friends. “Ready for another day of servitude?”

Colm glared at his friend. “You know I have an examination today. I just hope this cloud in my head clears before I have to face Magi Archibald.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll be just fine. Now, come on. Those ravens aren’t going to feed themselves.” Pyp beamed at his friend as he shouldered past him through the door. As they walked, Pyp leaned close to Colm. “Did you give any thought to what we discussed last night?”

Colm looked at his friend, confused. He could barely remember returning to the college, let alone conversations that may have occurred. From the look on his friend’s face, he wouldn’t give him any reminders. Pyp’s look of fear and determination made Colm uneasy. Whatever it was, it appeared not to be for prying ears. He decided the best course at the moment was to play dumb. “Pyp, as much as we drank last night, I’m lucky I remember my name. Whatever it was, it was probably of no real import. Otherwise, I would have remembered.”

His answer seemed to satisfy his friend, and they continued to the rookery. Colm hated having to clean and feed the ravens. He knew they were necessary to send word to far-off places and that they served their purpose. Most of the time, it wasn’t unbearable, other than having to clean up bird droppings for hours. The real problem came from feeding them. Some of the birds were not very friendly, and their hands bore scars where their beaks had cut them. One particular he named Old Peckerhead. He was a large one and pecked anyone’s hand within reach, then squawked as if laughing. Colm dreamt of one day getting a hold of wringing his bloody neck.

Pyp came close to Colm as they tossed pieces of raw meat to the birds. Their beaks snatched the morsels from the air and their hands. Pyp spoke in hushed tones, “You don’t recall the proposal Ricard gave us? About the Archmagi?”

Colm stood thinking. The cloud was thinning a bit. “I recall something now that you mentioned it. Someone wanted something done. And willing to pay a lot of coins. Enough for us to disappear and start over in a new place. But I don’t recall the details.”

Pyp began glancing around, making sure that no one else was around. “Yes, a merchant. From Orestea, he wants the Archmagi to be gone. He wouldn’t give his name or explain why he wanted this deed done. But he is willing to pay very handsomely.”

Colm stopped midway from tossing another handful of meat to the birds. The creatures squawked in indignation and nipped at his hand, bringing Colm back to reality. He threw the meat at the birds as they fluttered around to feed. He looked his friend in the eye. “You mean kill him, don’t you?”

Pyp nodded. “Ricard is in. He has me convinced, but you were hesitant. It doesn’t need to be done tonight. But the merchant wants our answer at the tavern this evening.”

Colm’s stomach rolled, not only from the pint from the night before. “It may not be good to discuss this further here. Let us go about our day as normal. We shall discuss this with Ricard this evening.”

Pyp nodded, and they continued their chores. For Colm, he didn’t even notice what he was doing. His mind was filled with thoughts. Who would want the Archmagi dead? Indeed, he was difficult at times, but he was not worth killing. He was old; he was probably not long for this world. Colm regretted the last few pints, as his mind was foggy. He’d have to remember and decide whose side he was on.

Pyp’s revelation stuck in Colm’s head for the rest of the morning. He vaguely recollected Ricard speaking in hushed tones to his friends. And there was indeed something about money and the Archmagi. But who would want him dead, and why? Colm had no idea.

When the time came for his alchemy examination, he could barely focus. Luckily, Master Archibald kept the assignments relatively simple. Each student stood at a table with their equipment in front of them. A small flame atop a bronze disc, a flask in hand, sat to the side, ready to heat whatever ingredients the students placed in it. Grinding tools would break down and mix the ingredients. Also arranged neatly were various herbs, flowers, dead insects, vegetables, and dried body parts of multiple creatures.

Each student was given a list of five potions and poisons to create using the ingredients. One of the most critical skills magi can have is the ability to heal and kill. Colm thanked Hallun when he saw his list; he knew how to make these with little trouble. His first potion was a healing salve for burns. A paste of honey, aloe sap, and blue butterfly wings would do the trick nicely.

The second and third tests were both poisonous. One called for paralysis; Colm combined nightshade, blacksnake venom, and cinnamon to make it taste sweet. He heated this mixture in a flask and set it beside his healing paste. The poison would be undetected to whoever drank it, but the results would be instant. Colm handled the second poison with more care. This poison was meant to corrode the victim’s body, destroying their innards. He added the salivary gland of a muskfang to ground fire thistle. It was a horrendous lizard whose saliva could burn a man’s skin. The fire thistle would negate the effects of the saliva while in the flask; however, once it was drunk, the victim’s stomach acid would activate the toxic saliva. Colm shuddered, thinking of the excruciating death one who drank from that poison would have.

The fourth was a simple sleeping draught requiring cured poppies and mulled wine. The fifth assignment was trickier. It required him to combine five ingredients in exact measures.

The ingredients were the egg of a cobra hatchling, the scales of a river trout, the roots of a mustard plant, elves’ milk, and rose petals. If combined poorly or not heated correctly, the result would be a noxious mess that would cause whoever drank it to vomit and defecate for days. It wouldn’t be fatal in small enough doses, but it is not helpful in any practical sense. However, if combined correctly, it was one of the most potent restoratives.

Colm finished his final potion just as Magi Archbald called time. He went to each of the five students and examined their concoctions. He smelled them, held the beaker to the light, and touched them to see their texture; some he even tasted. When he got to Colm, the youth tried to appear confident in his work. He nodded at the texture of his burn salve; he gave him a knowing smile when he smelt the cinnamon in the poison. Colm felt that he may have made the sleeping draught too strong, as the magi coughed when he sipped it.

But to Colm, his approving smile when he sampled his healing potion was all the validation needed. “Colm, you have done well on this examination. Alchemy is surely one of your stronger disciplines.” As he walked over to the next one, he gave Colm a parting word: “Imposing for a man who is hungover.”

Colm’s face turned red as the other students snickered. He had no time to concern himself too much with them. He had passed his exam anyway, so that mattered to him. It was one less thing for him to worry about. And he had more important matters at hand.

Later that afternoon, Colm indeed became uneasy. He was to have an anatomy lesson led by the Archmagi himself, the same man Colm was to help plot to kill.

Archmagi Albious was an older man. Some put his age as close to a hundred years, though they could never tell. While it was known that Albious had been the leader of the magi school since living memory, the man did not look a day past sixty. Many theories have tried to explain his youthful appearance. Some claim that he used the blood of elves in some elixir to maintain his youth or that he may be part elf himself. Still, others claim that he achieved his longevity through darker magic and made a pact with one of the nether demons.

Thinking of that made Colm wonder if maybe that was why the merchant wanted the Archmagi killed. Maybe there was some unknown evil that he was involved with, and they were going to save the world by ending the life of someone who had made a pact with the servants of Kumba, the King of the Underworld.

Colm found that highly unlikely. If Albious were involved in the dark forces, it would take more than a few novices to defeat him. No, the Archmagi had some other secret to his longevity. Looking at the old man with his balding head and flowing gray beard that came down to the top of his chest, Colm could not see how they could ever think of killing him quickly. In his youth, Albious fought alongside the emperor in the great civil war that had split the empire some fifty years before. Seeing the Archmagi’s solid build with his barrel chest and muscular arms, it was not hard to believe. Even now, it would be feasible for him to mount a charger and lead men into combat. And with his knowledge of magic, he would be unstoppable. No, this task would not be easy, of that Colm was certain.

Colm took his seat in the classroom with the other ten novices. In front of the class stood a small table draped with a sheet. Colm noticed something beneath it, but he could not tell what it was. The shape was unfamiliar, but he noticed what looked like bat-like wings. He thought he saw the end of a reptilian tail poking out of one end. He contemplated it long before the Archmagi spoke up and broke his trance.

“Today, we will study the anatomy of one of Moria’s greatest and rarest creatures. Now, I will give you all three clues as to the beast underneath this sheet”, he motioned to the mass upon the table. “First, it has flight. Second, its breath can give death to those around it. And thirdly, it is the sigil of one of the oldest houses on the continent. Now, who wants to take a guess?”

Several hands shot up, including Colm’s. It could only be one thing; none had seen one in the flesh. The excitement made Colm forget about the burden of the plot his friends had dragged him into.

The Archmagi pointed at a pretty red-headed girl. “Petra, what is the beast of which I speak?”

“A dragon, Archmagi,” she answered, smiling. Like her classmates, the gleam of excitement was upon her face.

Albious smiled back. “That is correct. This specimen, in particular, is one of the red dragons found in Jun’neva.” He pulled back the sheet to reveal the specimen underneath. Its hide was a dark crimson. Colm estimated that the wings were twice as broad as a man was tall. From tail to crown, it was easily just as tall. The beast had no forelimbs. Instead, the wings sprouted from the back. Its hind legs were powerful, ending in three razor-sharp talons on each. The head had two long horns protruding from its forehead, and its jaws were full of teeth like daggers.

The dragon had also been flayed open, exposing its internal anatomy. “Now, as you can see, this specimen has a familiar anatomy like most animals we discussed. Here, we see the heart in the center of the chest. It has three chambers that pump blood through its system. Unlike other reptiles, dragons are warm-blooded, allowing them to survive many climates.”

Albious shifted some of the organs, lifting a comparatively small grey sac.“The stomach, as you see, is not very large. Can anyone tell me why? Brutus?”

A blonde, portly youth spoke up behind Colm. “Dragons do not eat their food whole. They burn them and eat the ash.”

“Correct. Almost. Not all dragons breathe fire, but this species does. In colder climates, some breathe a chilling breath while others spit out poison. These species will use their teeth to rip and tear their prey, so you will find their stomachs to be much more prominent in comparison.”

The thought of the dragon tearing his prey apart made Colm queasy again. If he had to choose, he would instead be incinerated. At least it would be quicker than being eaten alive.

Albious pointed toward two white pouches inside the dragon’s open throat. “The breathing of fire brings me to my next point. As you can see, there are two glands in the throat. These glands harness the beast’s power. Each species has a different substance in it. Swamp dragons have venom glands, and frost dragons are substances that freeze when they come into contact with air. In the case of the red dragons, one gland contains a type of oil that is highly flammable, while the other gland emits a gas that ignites when it hits air, allowing them to project flames.”

The Archmagi then explained the anatomy of dragons in greater detail. Dragons are asexual until they grow to maturity and then either develop male or female reproductive organs. They lay three eggs at a time, and the female will watch them for two hundred years until they hatch. The newborns can fend for themselves almost from birth, and the mother only has to stay with them for a few months before they can hunt and fly independently. At that time, the dragons leave the nest to find their territory. They will only return in the Summer for the mating season.

“Now, Colm,” the Archmagi called out to the young novice. His heart stopped as he locked eyes with the Archmagi. He tried to let his heart slow down as the Archmagi asked his question. “Can you tell us what makes the dragons of Moria so rare?”

“Y-yes, Archmagi.” Colm cursed himself to keep his voice steady. “In the old days before the empire, the dragons filled the skies like the birds do today. The dragons hunted anything they could eat, including humans. They drove the early inhabitants of Moria into hiding and kept a constant watch on the skies.

“Then, two thousand years ago, Barabos the Great began uniting the tribes and cities to work together to fight the dragons. Dwarves and elves rallied to the armies of men as well. Even the lizard men, the Hisk, joined the fight. Arrows filled the skies and brought the beasts down. Expeditions sealed their caves or bravely fought them in their hole. In a few years, there were hardly any dragons left.

“The Dragon King Aratraxus asked to end the war before his kind was exterminated. In exchange, they would learn to keep their numbers small and not bother the realms of men. Which is why the dragons only stay in remote areas now and why the banners of the great house of Barabos Folken, the Dragonbreaker, fly the red dragon.”

Colm was pleased in himself in remembering the old story. He always enjoyed the stories of the old empire. Albious seemed to be impressed with him as well. However, there was still a look in his eyes when he looked at Colm that unnerved him.

“Excellent, Colm. Now, this specimen was a young dragon. It wandered onto a farmstead outside of Benchtown and was killed for trespassing. The elder dragon of the area, Yaratax, assured us that no encroachment was intended. He allowed the college to take the body for study, on the condition that we return it so they may burn it, as is the way of the dragons. We are lucky to get such a specimen in our hands.”

Albious then covered the dragon with the sheet again, considering it momentarily. Then he looked at the novices and smiled. “That will be the end of today’s lecture. You may go to your next lessons or chores. Good day.”

As the students rose to leave, Albious called out, “Colm, stay a moment. I have a matter I wish to discuss with you.”

Colm froze, and he could feel himself flush. What could the Archmagi want? Does he know about the plot? No, Colm told himself. No one could know what to say to him. “Of course, Archmagi.” Colm forced a smile. “I am in no rush to muck the stables.”

The Archmagi did not say a word. Instead, he turned his back to Colm and gestured with his right hand, causing the chamber door to close. Colm became more nervous at this point. With his back still turned to Colm, the Archmagi spoke. “Colm, how familiar are you with the art of clairvoyance?”

“I have little experience with this art, Archmagi. I know that it allows the skilled to see the future. To predict events which may yet happen, not only to themselves but to those around them.” Colm could feel his heart racing now. Why did the Archmagi want to know this? It clicked in Colm’s mind what the Archmagi was getting to: He knew.

“Yes, Colm. Clairvoyance allows one to see the future. However, it is not only the certain future but also possible futures. After a long study life, I mastered this skill. I had an alarming vision last night, Colm.” He turned to face the young novice. His face was a blank mask, showing no emotion. “I saw my death.”

Colm could feel himself shaking. He didn’t know what to say. He stood as if transfixed by the Archmagi’s gaze. Finally, he tried to say something, “Archmagi, I —,”

“Silence! I saw the one who will have me dead.” The Archmagi’s brow furrowed. “The dagger in your hand will strike the fatal blow. This dagger.” He placed a curved dagger on the table. The blade was a good two inches and curved. It was made of good-tempered steel from the Trader Islands. The handle was dragon bone inlaid with rubies and turquoise. It must have been worth a fortune.

Colm shrank back from the blade. “No, Archmagi. I was drunk at the tavern with Pyp and Ricard last night. I didn’t even remember the conversation until Pyp told me. Please believe me.” He could feel tears in his eyes. “All I ever wanted was to be a magi. I would never betray the honor of the college.”

The Albious’s face softened. “I believe your words for now, Colm. Your heart is good, I know. But who knows what corruption will come for you tonight? But, as I said, this is a possible future. It could be one of your friends who does the deed.” He paused as he picked the dagger back up. “Or maybe the deed does not get done at all.”

Colm watched as Albious walked to a cabinet and removed two glass bottles. He set them on his desk, along with the dagger. One liquid was a dark blue, while the other was as clear as water. He then looked at Colm. “What do you know about manticore venom?”

Colm gave the Archmagi a confused look. He knew he wanted an answer, and whether he answered correctly could determine whether he left this room alive. Finally, he replied, “Manticore venom causes inflammation in the victim. It causes excruciating pain, which can last from a few minutes to hours, depending on how much venom is injected. Death comes from the heart-stopping and inflammation of the brain. Hemorrhaging also can occur.”

Albious nodded and picked the dagger up. He then picked up the blue liquid and poured a few drops down the length of the blade. Colm watched in amazement as the venom turned clear and touched the blade’s metal. “This is extracted venom. Assassins from Isum are said to use it on targets to meet a less-than-pleasant end.”

He then picked up the clear liquid. He looked at Colm again as he also put several drops on the blade. He then held the bottle up to Colm. “Sap of the red mangroves. It has the curious property of instantly sealing a wound as if the injury had never occurred. Armies used it to treat battlefield wounds quickly. That was before they realized that the sap did nothing to treat the wound, and infection was still a risk.”

Sheathing the blade, he offered it to Colm, hilt first. “It is the perfect weapon for an assassin. A simple scratch and the venom does its work, and no witness will realize that the victim has been poisoned, only that they died in a sudden fit of pain. If not a sudden death, infection will quickly set in, and death will be certain.”

Colm hesitantly took the blade. “But why are you giving this to me? You believe I am the one who will kill you, do you not?”

The Archmagi nodded. “That I give you this blade is a certainty; it cannot be avoided. Now, what happens when you leave this chamber is up to you. I did not live this long without understanding my charges’ risks or character. This blade could kill me, and you would get away clean as long as you dispose of the blade. Or, you can use the blade on the one who wants me dead and your friends if you wish. The choice is yours, Colm, and you must make it tonight.” He then turned away from Colm as he gestured for the door to open. “Now go. And may the gods guide you justly.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Tides of Prophesy:
Stories from the Land of Moria

Nick Howard





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





