A clear, rune-covered crystal hovers before me in a now familiar drill.  Malix of the Second Ring, my trainer in the arcane arts, gestures flippantly and the crystal falls into four large pieces.  I respond as he expects, weaving threads of mystic force gingerly around each fragment and fusing them back together with force of will. 

"Remember," he says, "conserve your energies.  Do not use more than is absolutely necessary." 

I nod in return and leave the crystal hovering in midair.  I've done this drill everyday for the past month and he thinks I'm not expert at it.  I'll probably never understand why he teaches this way, but he is the best magus in the employ of the empire.  He must do something right. 

"No idle thoughts!" he snaps.  Glaring, he separates the crystal into eight spinning fragments then lets them fall to the ground.    I carefully stabilize the pieces before they strike the ground and forge them back into a perfect gemstone.

I've spent far, far too many hours a day in this boring practice room.  A chair for Malix to lounge while he torments his apprentices and a table covered with strange items to practice different skills are the only features off-setting its dull grey, dust covered walls.  I sigh and mend the last crack in the crystal. 

Without any comment or movement from Malix, the crystal shatters into hundreds of glittering specks.  Taken off-guard, I hastily weave a net of force to catch the falling powder.  After what seems like hours of painstaking effort, I finally manage to return the crystal to its original form and collapse into an exhausted heap. 

"Very good," Malix smirks and continues "that’s the end of your lessons for today.  You must rest.  You have learned enough control to be sent on your first mission." 

I can't believe it.  Finally, a mission outside this god-forsaken tower!  I'd be jumping for joy, if I could muster more energy than was required to crawl into my cot and pass out. 

I awake in the morning, sunlight streaming through my poorly shuttered window.  A small folded piece of parchment and a bulging black velvet bag with silver drawstrings sit on my nightstand.  Tapping the bag with my finger, I discover that it seems to flow and almost quiver at my touch.  Withdrawing my hand, I unfold the piece of parchment. 

"Deliver this bag to Nogori in exchange for the Blood of the Ancients," is all the note says.  A glittering crimson rune at the bottom of the page indicates that it is indeed, from Malix. 

I wrack my brain for the meaning of this strange missive.  Nogori is the witch of the fens, living in a dark tower far beyond well-traveled paths.  Traffics with spirits of the dead.  The Blood of the Ancients… a source of power vaguely mentioned in some of the more archaic tomes in Malix's vast library.  An important mission for my first, but I have been here for what is it now… thirteen years.  I snap out of my reverie and begin putting together some food and clothing, along with my staff and the other tools of the Art. 

Burying the satchel deep in my belongings where it will be safe, I wander out of the tower.  No one bothers to see me out, as I trudge out into the world I have not entered for all those long years.  Apprenticed, as was tradition, at the age of nine and spending thirteen long years in the company of Malix and the other apprentices can be enough to make anyone long for release.

The green of spring greets me as I begin traveling westward towards the tower of Nogori.  "Only about two days travel," I think to myself, trying desperately not to panic, "it should go quickly."  In fact it would be quite enjoyable if the climate was a little more hospitable and my legs weren't mush from all that inactivity. 

Thankfully, I reach a knoll overlooking the swamp and in the distance the seemingly attainable object of my quest.  I carefully prepare some of my food and hide myself under a cloak of twigs and grass held up by sparse strands of mystic force. 

I stir and finally awaken from the sounds of something digging nearby.  Parting the shield around me to form a slit, I find a lizard as long as I am tall digging through the remains of the fire and sniffing dangerously close to my protective screen.  Barely picking out its reddish tint and the bone barb at the end of its tail in the moonlight, I manage to identify it as a Bloodstinger.  Horrid beasts, as I recall, created by Nogori’s magick to frighten away any unwanted guests. 

I hide under my shield of twigs and leaves until far after dawn, waiting for the thing to wander back into Nogori’s Fen.  When it finally departs, I breathe a huge sigh of relief.  I shove a thoroughly unappetizing loaf of bread down my throat and hike down into the fen.  The landscape is blasted, not by natural forces but by some wretched magick in ages long past. Pools of vile water collect in my footprints and clumps of dead grass crackle under my feet. 


“Well, at least its more pleasant then the tower,” I think aloud, trying desperately to cheer myself up. 

Swarms of flies and gnats torment me as I advance towards my eventual goal at the center of the fen.  The dilapidated tower finally begins to peek over the horizon, once glorious, now half toppled from disuse.  As I continue to mindlessly trudge towards my goal, a Bloodstinger emerges soundlessly from a pool of stagnant water to my right.  Panicking, I summon the secret of Ice Swarm to my mind and send a barrage of needle-like lances of ice plunging into its head, shoulders, and a few into its vulnerable underside.  It screeches and slips back into the pool. 

All the while cursing my self for wasting energy when I could have driven the thing off with a lesser spell, I continue to walk towards the tower.  As I approach, it becomes clear ancient gargoyles and runes cover every inch of the crumbling tower.  A rotten wooden door is the only thing barring my entry.  I reach the foot of the tower and cautiously push open the door, feeling it crumble under my touch. 

        
A vague scent of decay wafts out of the gaping doorway.  Sighing and mustering my will, I drag the torch out of my satchel, light it, and walk wordlessly into the tower.  The floor is covered with scattered fragments of wooden furniture and chips of stone, with a dilapidated spiral staircase leading upwards. 

        
The stairway leads up to an archway closed by a collection of bladed, slowly rusting iron chains.  A tentacle like arm whips out from behind the chains and digs long, chitinous nails into my shoulder.  Lashing out against the pain, I grasp the grey-brown mottled tentacle and strike it with a bolt of force.  A mystic shield around the thing absorbs almost all of my attack, but the few sparks getting through are enough to scorch the thing and force it to withdraw. 

        
“Welcome,” a sibilant, but almost human voice beckons from past the archway, “I assume you are one of Malix’s.  Yes?  No matter, come in.” 

        
I carefully push past the chains into a well-kept room filled with the all-too-familiar stench of preservatives and chemicals.  A once-beautiful human female stands before me, carefully considering her options.  Whipthin and lithe, she has dark hair and the look of elven blood in her.  Looking challengingly at me with her one human eye, she twists her face into a fanged grin.  Where her left eye once sat is now only a swirling mass of blue motes of energy occupying a bloodied socket.  The tentacle, with my blood still on its hand, withdraws slowly to where it is connected to her stomach by a net of grey fibers.  All that remains of one of her legs is a skeletal frame with a few shreds of flesh stuck to it by silvery strands of metal.  I shudder involuntarily at the thought of the paths some people take to power... 

        
“Nogori, I presume,” I clutch my staff, preparing for another assault. 

        
“Yes, of course,” she hisses between her fanglike teeth.  I scramble to remember the proper etiquette for this situation. 

        
“My master wishes to give you a gift,” I explain and present her the black velvet bag. 

        
Her twisted arm snatches it up, “And what does your master wish, Kinak of the Seventh Circle?” her grin becomes even more malicious as she speaks my name. 

        
“The Blood of the Ancients,” I answer and edge towards the door. 

        
“For this trifle?” 

        
“As a personal favor between equals,” I manage to choke out the correct response. 

        
“As a favor then,” she darts further into the darkened room and brings back a small crystal vial, handing it to me.

        
“Thank you for your majesty and generosity.” I back out of the tower quickly and stop for a moment outside to inspect the vial and the mysterious fluid within it.

There are only a few drops of it.  Crimson and filled with golden flecks that catch the light.  I feel my heart beating more loudly and calling for the blood as I stare at the vial and wander mindlessly back out of the tower. 

        
“Remember,” a strangely familiar voice rumbles in my mind, “just because he is your master does not give him the right to deny you what is yours.”


I lift the vial to my lips and allow the precious, burning drops slither down my throat.

