Working title: “An Everyday Story of Stromgard Folk”

The Stromgard Chronicler

HILFEDAY, MOONSPINS, HIGHDAY: ONLY 5 LEKS 

MYSTERIOUS ROBBERY BAFFLES CITY WATCH

A mysterious burglary took place last Hilfeday evening. A thief managed to circumvent the guards and magical security systems of the Mayoral mansion and gain entry. However, once inside, the housebreaker ignored the priceless gold and silverware, as well as the many valuable paintings and unique jewellery, and instead stole only one item - a plain, unornamented rosewood chest. The Watch have been unable to ascribe a motive to this audacious crime, but have said that such a robbery could not have been accomplished without prior planning and outside assistance, and, in the words of Watch-captain Groveport, “Even assuming he was supplied with plans, blueprints and foreknowledge, this thief was taking a great risk.” Investigations into this bizarre case continue.

It was the coldest night the city had ever seen. Winds like blades of ice drove snow into deep drifts against every wall. Isandir Plaza was silent, robed in snow and cloaked in darkness. No footsteps mired its frigid blanket, and with good reason. Only the crazed or the desperate walked abroad on such a night – and me. Perhaps I was a little of both. Desperate, for certain, worn so low I could walk a path I would have until now dismissed in disgust… and crazed, taking risks I’d never before have considered. I’d been on dangerous jobs before, some honourable, others less so, but this was different... My fingers fumbled under my cloak, brushing the surface of one of those risks. A simple rosewood box, or so it seemed, but I’d retrieved it under strict instructions never to let it be seen, not to place it on the ground, and at all costs not to open it. Certainly this small chest was more than outward appearances would suggest. 

However, this was one risk I wouldn’t have to carry for long. Soon it would be taken from my hands, and not a moment too soon. Holding onto this simple object filled me with a fear as cold as the icy winds that blew cold and strong enough to quench the flames of the fire crystals that hung from the plaza’s light posts. Normally their light would give the plaza a cheery glow and comforting warmth, but tonight they merely clanked, dark, on their chains.

I shuffled and glanced along the plaza, searching for the mysterious figure that would signal an end to my night of cold waiting. Then I saw him, indistinct at first, a hazy shape, light beaming from what I guessed was a lantern. The figure moved closer, and I was corrected. The light shone forth not from some hand lantern, but from a crystal mounted in the end of a staff.

“Damn!” I muttered to myself. “A mage! What have I got myself into?” The man walked closer still, and I could see his face. He seemed a young man, but of course, no one can really tell with Mages.

He spoke then, his voice like a sacrificial dagger falling on an altar. “I am told you have what I seek.” He said.

Dumbly, I nodded. I’d never trusted his sort, all scholarly intent masking untold secrets. I lifted the box from my cloak and held it before him. He squinted, as if he was trying to look through the wood, then he reached out a slender hand and took it from me. Before I could think to ask what it was, he had thrust a heavy, clinking velvet pouch into my hands and strode away. The pouch was full and bulging, and to my astonishment filled with crystal Ossiks, the highest currency of the city. The pay was enough for me to live well for months, but I still felt ill at ease, as if this wasn’t the last I’d see of that simple rosewood box.

Highday, 17th Octembad, 284 of the Third Age

At last, it is mine! One of the most powerful artefacts of the Second Age, here in my hands! If the man I’d received it from had had any idea of its true nature, he would never have accepted my price. 500 Ossiks – six month’s pay to most in Stromgard, but a trifle to a Crystal Elementalist such as myself – and not a thousandth of the item’s true worth!  Such a prize was worth the great danger involved in obtaining it.

Even as I write this, I can feel its energies radiating outward, and even (and at this point I must admit a frisson of fear) probing at my magic-attuned mind! I have been hard pressed to contain my excitement enough to make more than the most perfunctory analysis of its energy signatures, but I have been able to determine this: Far from being the product of the forge of a Second Age god, as the legends suppose, it is actually a work of human artifice – but no mage in history has ever wielded the kind of power that resonates from this object, not even Maldoc Thrune!

As for the artefact’s rumoured powers – which vary from legend to legend, and range from soul-trapping to an acting as an anchor for Third Gate travel – I have been unable to distinguish much, as its response matrix is hidden behind some highly sophisticated encoding, which uses the oscillation magnitude of self-annihilating ‘virtual resonance loci’ to describe the inheritance structures of each individual decay function…

The public hall of the Bridge Inn was a sumptuous affair, with red crushed-velvet upholstery, ornate plaster on the walls, and huge, fully glazed windows that overlooked the lazy flow of the river. A roaring fire in the hearth filled the room with warmth, and a remarkably pretty serving-wench smiled at me as she placed a tall pewter flagon of ale on my table. It was a far cry from my usual watering hole, the Salmon and Anchor, a stinking, run-down portside dive crammed with the city’s roughest and vilest. For one thing, the clients used their knives and forks to eat their meals, rather than gouge out the eyes of their neighbouring diners. Normally I couldn’t afford to even think about coming here, but after my last payoff, I felt like something with a little more class than watered-down beer and potato-and-gristle-if-you’re-lucky pie. Also, I’d come here to meet my long time friend, Tolin “the dreamer” Skund, also known as “Twelve-hour Tolin”, as that was usually how long one of his schemes lasted.

He entered the inn in his usual furtive manner and from the look in his eyes as he approached my table, the seeds of yet another scheme had taken root in his mind. After sitting down and calling for ale, he spoke to me with a grin as he rummaged in his pack.

“The Bridge Inn, eh? You’re moving up in the world, Brin.” He gripped hold of something in his pack, and pulled violently at it. “Take a look at this!” he exclaimed, slamming a heavy book down on the table.

“Oh, then your latest scheme is to learn to read?” I enquired wryly.

“Ever so quick to mock…” Tolin began, briefly interrupted by the serving-girl placing another tall flagon on the oaken tabletop. “Thank you, milady”, he remarked with an attempt at a suave grin, reaching out to pat the young lady on the bottom as she turned away.

She giggled and winked at Tolin, and I realised something else my hard-earned Ossiks were paying for – if he’d tried that in the Salmon and Anchor, he’d have lost at least his patting hand, and likely a goodly portion of his arm. Not that Tolin would be served in the Salmon and Anchor, not after the “Get Free Ale Scheme number 5” debacle.

He turned back to me. “Go on, look at the title.”

I opened the book to its title page and read. ‘Teach yourself High Magic in 24 hours!’ it proclaimed. I suppressed a shudder. Tolin with magic? It didn’t bear thinking about. “But Tolin,” I said, my tone light, hiding my concern, “24 hours? You could use that time for a whole two schemes!”

Tolin sneered, and continued unabashed. “See that subtitle? ‘What the mages don’t want you to know’!” 

“Maybe they don’t want you to know because people blowing themselves up make a nasty mess? Maybe they don’t want you to know because they’ve met you?” It was true that no mage with an ounce of sense would let Tolin near even the most basic tome of spells.

“You should be supporting me on this! Remember Get a Free Meal Scheme Twelve?”

I sighed. “Learning the most hidden and arcane arts isn’t quite the same as bagging a free roast leg of lamb!” I protested, but I knew it was in vain. Once Tolin had a scheme in his head, only bitter failure could dissuade him. It looked like I was along for the ride. And anyway, I knew he’d never learn any magic… How much harm could it do?

Hilfeday 20th Octembad, 284, Third Age

Research into the artefact is proceeding more slowly than I had first anticipated. The artefact seems to possess a kind of intelligence, responding to my investigations, and even seeming to carry out its own analysis of my capabilities. The sensation is akin to a kind of paranoia, a sensation of deep scrutiny. If my senses serve me, this artefact could be not only the most powerful relic of the Second Age, but perhaps the single most important magic item ever created.

I hope to present my preliminary findings to the College of the Magi at the end of the month. Even the scant knowledge I have gleaned so far could change our understanding of Second Age magic, perhaps even the entire structure of magic itself. But I must set my work aside for a short while – I am to chair a symposium on nth-lane harmonics in chants and bardic thought-sagas. Oh, to put aside the drudgery of day-to-day matters and focus on the artefact! But one cannot shirk one’s responsibilities…

I woke early that morning, stretching and yawning as I gazed around my opulent bedroom, one of the Bridge Inn's spectacularly expensive rooms, its immense luxury paid for by the mage’s Ossiks. Outside, the sun shone brightly. Despite the cold, it looked to be a fairly nice day to be out and about, which was just as well, because although that velvet pouch was still over half full, those crystal coins wouldn’t last forever. I needed to find work. I dressed in my brand new clothes, comfortable, warm and well tailored (and delivered by hand to my room – money may not make the world go 'round, but it certainly helps to grease the axles, so to speak), and made my way out of the inn.

At this time in the morning, the bridge was empty apart from the odd lamp-snuffer cranking the fire crystals back into their dark cowlings. The streets were quiet and clean as the Stromgard Watch were beginning their morning patrols – normally a leisurely, unflustered affair which afforded the watchmen the chance to have a quiet smoke in the shelter of a building.

“Brin!” I heard a voice calling my name, a voice that could only belong to one person.

“Hello Tolin. How go the schemes?” I enquired. Tolin was grinning from ear to ear – not a good sign.

“Watch this!” he exclaimed, before beginning to shake his hands from side to side, and muttering in a low tone. He raised his hands, and thin lines of silver light traced obscure sigils in the air before him. Then the lines of light pulsed as Tolin muttered a final phrase. The glowing sigils blurred into one another, and after a flash of blue light, bright blue letters of cold flame hung in the air. They spelt out the words “Hello World”. I gawped, not sure quite what to say. I’d never expected anything to come of this scheme. Then the reality of what had just happened hit me.

“All that work just to say ‘hello world’?”

Tolin smirked. “It’s an exercise, just to give me the feel of magic.”

“Oh yeah? And how long before you can do something useful?”

Tolin unstrung the pack from his back, and after a brief rummage, pulled out his book. “Brin, my friend, this is where you come in.” I took a step backwards, my eyes drawn to the book as if it were a drawn dagger. Tolin opened the book to a page covered with spidery writing and arcane diagrams. “No need to worry…” he said, “I just want to use your mind as an amplifier for my psychic energy.”

I felt the need to worry. The concept of my mind as an amplifier flowed neatly into other concepts, such as the prospect of my brains decorating half of Bridge Street. I had no time to raise such concerns, however, as Tolin had already begun a deep chant, his eyes closed in a contemplative trance. The silence of the city’s morning seemed to grow heavy, as if time were turning into treacle, and Tolin raised an arm towards me. Suddenly I felt very strange, my whole body buzzing and tingling, full of energy. My mind churned as unknowable ideas flooded my thoughts. The sensation within my body grew in energy until I thought my skin might glow.

I looked about myself and it seemed as if the street around me had been lit from within. The cobbles of the street were like glowing crystals, the walls of buildings like translucent slices of orange marble. The light posts’ hanging crystals radiated crackling lines of energy, and all around me I saw, outlined in blues and greens and reds, the shapes of the people living in Stromgard. Looking down, I saw my own body outlined in glowing crimson. I laughed at the strange sights, the strange glow that suffused everything filling me with a curious, indescribable but undeniably pleasant sensation.

But then I felt something was wrong. My vision seemed to flicker like a candle flame. I looked over to Tolin and saw his deep green outline shimmering and releasing bright yellow sparks. Strange lines swirled before my eyes and I found myself dizzied, staggering, falling. The colours flew towards me in a dazzling rush and crashed over me, leaving me in darkness.

“ri…. You a….. ee?” A voice spouting inane gibberish brushed the edge of my unconsciousness. “…. Oo all ree?  Brin… Brin, are you all right?” Of course, the voice could only have belonged to one person.

I moaned, my head swimming. “Damn you, Tolin… What in the name of Osric’s tentacles did you do to me?”

Tolin handed me his hip flask, and I gulped down a swig of the warming liquid. “It was a spell to see the etheric resonance… or something like that. But I lost control of the power. Fortunately, your mind closed down before any damage could be done.” Oh, yes. Lying in the street, my head spinning like a cartwheel, surrounded by gawking strangers, I felt incredibly fortunate.

Lastday 22nd Octembad, 284, 3rd Age

A somewhat disastrous circumstance has come to pass. Before leaving for the symposium, I had set a protective enveloping spell over the artefact to protect it from theft – and to constrain it if its intelligence developed the idea of escape. However, at some time during the past two days, something took place that I could not have foreseen. A release of magical energy, seemingly the result of a spell gone awry, flowed into the spell guarding the artefact and unfixed its etheric anchor, causing it to collapse. When I returned, I found the spell sundered, and much worse, the artefact gone!  A release of magic with sufficient chaos and enthalpy to shatter my ward spell must surely have gained the attention of the artefact’s mind, and without a doubt it is even now seeking out the source. If the source mage is unprepared, untold chaos could ensue. The only hope is that I can find the source first and avert disaster. May the light guide me.

From the diary of Jaletro Demeter

Emeritus Professor of the Eighth Gate, Stromgard CM,

Chief Magus of the Tides of the Void

Ever since that odd incident with Tolin’s freewheeling spell, I hadn’t felt quite right. My sleep had been punctuated by a strange recurring dream. I’d find myself on a vast, featureless plain, the ground crossed with glowing lines that stretched off to every horizon and crossed each other like some bizarre grille. The sound of chimes would fill the air, then out of the corner of my eye, I’d glimpse what looked like a shard of crystal. With each dream this strange object seemed closer. I had the uneasy feeling that the dreams were some manner of portent, but of what, I could not say. 

During the day I pushed thoughts of dreams and portents from my mind and resumed my search for work. The chink of Ossiks in my pocket had grown alarmingly quiet. Unfortunately, so had the voices requesting the services of a skilled venturer such as myself. Normally there’d be no end of opportunity for a man with a soft step and a swift sword, but now even the mad priest calling the unwary to venture into the Mazes of Menace to retrieve the Amulet of Yendor was silent. Something was undoubtedly amiss.

Furthermore, I hadn’t seen Tolin for several days. I’d expected to find him in a tavern, washing away the remnants of his newest failed scheme with copious amounts of cheap ale, but as yet there’d been no evidence of a collapsed scheme. This made me nervous – what if Tolin’s mad plant to learn magic had, against all odds, been successful? It really didn’t bear thinking about. There was no point in wasting my time worrying about that, though, with my own impending return to poverty looming so large…

It’s important to note that a spell is more than merely a set of commands, issued to the mystic forces as one would order about an underling – a spell can have widespread effects unanticipated by the caster. Unless the proper limits are imposed on the spell, the forces unleashed can interact with things the originating wizard would rather have left untouched. The most common method for limiting magical effects is the Institute of Sorcerous Objectives protocol 9899, a set of basic rules for the abjuration of magical power, devised by Alsandir, Ningoldor, Saluran and Imdrig, more commonly known as the ANSI standard, as a combination of each wizard’s first initial proved much easier to recall…  

Excerpt from “Teach Yourself High Magic in 24 Hours”

Things were starting to look grim. The coins in my pouch had been reduced to a few gold Talents and several handfuls of brass and copper Niks. Already I’d had to settle for eating in the cheapest of the city’s cheap taverns – places that make the Salmon and Anchor seem like the mythical Tavern ‘neath the Falls. And the places I’d been forced to sleep – well, the least said about those, the better. And still all possible avenues for gainful employment seemed closed, and as I wandered the streets and plazas on a frigid morning, I bumped into Tolin, although to phrase it thus makes it sound much more casual than the actual event, which was more of a high-speed collision.  He was even more unkempt than usual, his hair sticking out like a particularly untidy hay pile and his clothes displaying more than the usual coating of dirt.

“Brin, thank the stars!” gasped Tolin, in no small state of agitation. “It’s gone out of control!” the thin man yelped.

“What in Cron’s name are you babbling about?” I muttered in reply, invoking the name of the deity responsible for the sun rising at the same time each morning.

“The magic! I thought I had it under control, but it’s in my dreams, Brin!” That last blurted statement struck a chord.

“Tell me about the dreams.” I said, the solemnity of my tone surprising myself.

Tolin groaned. “Horrible dreams! In the middle of nowhere, the terrible ringing bells! And a shape like a shard of ice zooming towards me…” Tolin dug his fingers into his mouth and gibbered, but he’d given me enough information.

“I had the very same dream… this cannot be a coincidence. There’s only one thing for it…” The thought set my teeth on edge, but… “We’ll have to find a Mage.” Little did I know, there was already one looking for us.

The process of backtracking psychic resonance to the source is remarkably simple to anyone with the requisite background knowledge of kinosomatic theory. However, the process can be rapidly accelerated by use of inverse spooling techniques coupled with trans-sidereal scrying methods, and applying Shazraban’s Third Predicate. By skilled combination of these techniques, it is possible to pinpoint the source of a magical discharge in a matter of hours rather than days.

extract from “Kinomorphic dynamism in real-world applications, 4th Edition” by Laremzor the Perplexed

“B-but where can we find a mage?” Tolin cried, his voice twisted by anguish.

“Don’t worry,” I said, in my most soothing voice (which, given that I’m a professional adventurer and not a nursemaid, wasn’t particularly soothing), “this city is crawling with wizards. We’re sure to find one.”

No sooner had the words passed my lips than I heard behind me a sound like the pealing of a crystal carillon. Nervously, I turned on my heel, to find myself looking into the piercing eyes of none other than the mage to whom I’d handed that strange box on that cold night in Isandir Plaza. I let out a cry of surprise. The mage’s youthful features were drawn in an expression of stony concern.

“Do not be alarmed.” He said in level tones.

It was somewhat late for that particular instruction, but I drew my muddled wits together and said, “Well, Tolin, I guess we don’t have to look as hard as I thought.” No answer came. I looked to my side. Undone by overwrought nerves and sudden shock, Tolin had crumpled into an unconscious heap.  I looked back to the mage. “We were looking for a wizard… how did you…” I began, interrupted by the mage’s clipped syllables.

“Do you believe in the concept of deus ex machina?” he asked me. I could offer only perplexed noises by way of reply, lacking any clue as to what the string of Old Tongue words meant. “The truth of the matter is that I was looking for you.” I felt my gut tighten. I’d never heard of a mage seeking out ordinary folk for pleasant purposes. The mage continued. “You need to come with me. You and your companion –“ he gestured to Tolin’s crumpled form “- are in considerable danger.”

"Do not meddle in the affairs of wizards, because… well, it’s just a bad idea, right?”

Extract from Moklindor’s Dictionary of Unsuccessful Parables

The mage had brought us – Tolin having been revived by the wizard waving a gold coin under his nose – to one of the College of the Magi’s cosily appointed meeting rooms. Every Moonspin was a half-day for the College, so its corridors had been mostly empty, although I had glimpsed the occasional student hunched over a glowing crystal ball or manipulating bizarre alchemical apparatus. This particular room was hidden among the seemingly endless racks of books in the College’s library. As we sat on red velvet chairs with gold embroidery, the wizard quizzed me about the dreams triggered by Tolin’s magical dabblings.

“A crystal, hovering in mid-air?” He received my answers with muted hums and ahs, before turning to Tolin. “Who has been your mentor in the magic arts?” he asked. 

Tolin stared, wide-eyed, at the mage. “Mentor? I just learnt it from a book…” he slurred.

The wizard blinked. “Surely such a prodigious talent would have attracted the notice of numerous wizards seeking apprentices…” He shrugged, and asked Tolin about his magical activities of the previous weeks.

“I’d only cast two spells,” Tolin protested in a wounded, why-me tone, “A stupid Magic Message spell, and I tried to invoke deep sight, using Brin as an amplifier.”

“It didn’t work, though.” I interjected. “I passed out halfway through.” The mage’s brow furrowed, and he rummaged around in his satchel, pulling out a glass object containing a miniscule brass mechanism and attached to a tall spiralling tube. On the end of the object was something like the mouthpiece of a whistle. He handed the device to Tolin, instructing him to blow into the mouthpiece. Tolin held the device as if it would explode in his hands, then took a deep breath and exhaled into the mouthpiece, setting the minute cogs spinning. A wisp of mist seemed to swirl down the spiral tube, coalescing in a bulb on the end, where it glowed faintly.

“Oh!” exclaimed the mage in surprise. “No more than normal biomagical resonance. No special magical talent at all.”

“What?” Tolin burst out, perplexed. “How did I cast those spells, if not with some magical ability?”

“Merely cantrips, simple and requiring no innate ability beyond a sound memory. That must mean…” He snatched the glass device from Tolin’s hands and gave it to me. I placed the mouthpiece to my lips and breathed out. Again the gears spun with a quiet whirr. Mist slid and pooled in the device’s bulb, but this time it glowed like a burning torch. I gaped as the wizard took the object and held it aloft.

“Yes! Unexpected potency, this explains it.”

Curiosity overtook my surprise. “Explains what?” Curiosity was joined by irritation. “You’ve told us we’re in danger and brought us to a mysterious – if comfortable – location, and I think we’re entitled to a more detailed explanation than vague forebodings of doom.”

“It’s really quite simple,” the mage began, in a tone that belied the fact that it was actually not quite so simple, “Recently I have been conducting research into an ancient artefact of considerable potency.”

“Let me guess – the contents of that box I delivered to you.”

“The very same. Now, the nature of the artefact required it to be concealed within powerful wards of containment. But as I left the spells unattended as I took care of other matters, a Gondrogdin event of magnitude comparable to the Nol-ra-nig incident…”

“Hey! One minute, we don’t understand all that technical jargon.”

“Uhm… a large – extremely large and uncontrolled – release of magical energy, that upset the balance of the containment spells, causing them to shatter. After tracing the origin of the release, I found it had originated from you.”

“What!?” I shouted, drawing various angry shushing sounds from the depths of the library. “You’re saying that this… event that’s put us in such danger is our fault?”

“To put it simply, yes. When your friend here attempted to use your mind to amplify his spell, he unwittingly tapped into your natural store of magical energy, and, with no way to control it, his mind dumped it into the surrounding aether, creating disturbances in the local energy field which caused my balanced spells to tend rapidly to infinite entropy.”

“But why does that put us in danger?” I asked, ignoring the technical babble.

"Because the artefact is no ordinary magical object. It is the Crystal Mirror of Throngteng, and it is possessed of a terrible intelligence, and now it is seeking out the force that set it free, to absorb its energy – in short, it is looking for you.”

Silence fell. The idea of being pursued by a mystical force takes a while to sink in. It was Tolin who broke the uneasy quiet.

“Wait a minute – how’s a mirror, a slice of glass, meant to harm anyone?”

“Have you not been listening? The Mirror of Throngteng’s power is not matched by anything before or since. Moving around is the smallest of its capabilities.”

“Well, that’s useful to know, I’m sure,” Tolin retorted. “We’ll be on the lookout for any menacing looking mirrors. Perhaps we should also be wary of malevolent hairbrushes and ill-intentioned bedside cabinets?”

The mage tutted, irritated. “For your own safety I urge you to take this situation seriously.” The mage turned back to me, and offered me an object retrieved from his satchel – a copper disc stamped with a curling, twisty sigil tied to a leather thong. “At least take this. It should afford you some protection…”

“I think we’ve heard enough of this” Tolin interjected, standing, and dragging me to my feet by the shoulder. Shoving me ahead of him he moved to leave the library. After just one step, he turned on his heel and snatched the talisman from the mage’s outstretched hands.

“I’ll take this!” he exclaimed, before rushing away.

Later, I was talking to Tolin. “You certainly changed your tune… I thought those dreams were driving you to distraction.

“Well,” Tolin replied, “I guess they were just coincidence.  After all, I have no special magical ability…”

I murmured dubiously in reply. Tolin seemed to ignore this, and continued. "And on that subject, we can’t carry on this scheme with me trying to learn magic without the power, so I think you should try it.”

“Er…” To be honest, I was no more confident of my own chances of successfully casting a spell than Tolin’s.

“I knew you’d think it was a good idea,” Tolin said, “and I’ll be able to help you learn!” Despite all my efforts, I was unable to prevent a shudder running up my spine.

Breadsday, 3rd Nungmoon, 284, 3rd Age

It is with a cloying sense of failure that I return to write these words. I have been unable to retrieve the artefact, and, to make matters worse, I could not convince the hapless progenitors of this unfortunate chain of events – not trained mages at all, but a scurrilous rogue and a swordsman who wasn’t even aware of his prodigious talent – of the seriousness of the situation. The Carta Magica precludes me from interacting any further with these matters without the authorisation of the Council, but I feel this is a situation in which necessity overrides the need for absolute adherence to the rules… 

Despite all objections raised by my sense of self-preservation, I decided to go along with Tolin’s scheme to try and teach me magic. Best to prove my lack of ability as soon as possible and get the whole risky business over with. Tolin had asked me to meet up with him at the Stromgard public library as soon as it opened for the day, and so I found myself walking the cobbles at first light, headed to the richer inland quarter of the city where the library stood. The streets were more or less empty, aside from a few of the more determined beggars and peddlers eager to earn a little extra from the early morning traffic.

As I wandered along Lucerne Avenue, I was forced to push my way through a small crowd, which had gathered around a figure standing on a crate on the edge of the road. It was rare to see so many people in an entire district at such an early hour of the morning, let alone all assembled in one street. I decided to make a brief stop and discover the root of all this public interest. The crowd gained a couple of people every few minutes, people emerging from their homes to find the cause of the bustle, and I noted a few watchmen standing at the edge of the crowd, evidently keeping watch in case the gathering turned riotous. As I elbowed my way nearer to the front of the crowd, I could hear the words that had gathered so many people.

“Hear me, people of Stromgard!” the crate-perching figure shouted, his voice rough, but resonant. “There is a danger in your midst, one that could threaten not only your lives, but the whole world!”

The man was dressed in grimy, ragged clothes, and was gesticulating so frantically it seemed as if he might topple from his crate. The crowd murmured uneasily at his words, but he went on… “Not only does the city bureaucracy not seek to remove this danger, but it welcomes it into our midst, honouring it with huge buildings and special considerations!”

“What is this danger?” came the shouts from the crowd.

“What is the danger, you ask?” began the doomsayer, “I’ll tell you, my fellows: none other than the conspiratorial, elitist wizards!”

There was a great sound of shock from the crowd – the wizards had given a lot to the city for a long time, contributing to public works, even founding the city’s public library. I saw the watchmen in the crowd reach for their swords, eyes scanning the crowd. This man was clearly intent upon causing trouble.

“They meddle with the fabric of the world, risking the unleashing of untold horrors upon us! They practice arts that mankind is not wont to ponder! Such things are an affront to every deity.”

An angry muttering rose from parts of the crowd, tinged with a note of indignant agreement. Religion was not greatly prevalent in Stromgard for various reasons, but there were sizable groups that followed various gods, especially among the poorest in the city (and, of course, adventurers such as myself, who relish the increased stock of curses that an interest in religion provides), and it seemed from the tone of the murmurings that there were some of these among the crowd. A rich-looking, well-dressed woman pushed her way to the front of the crowd, and shouted up to the man on the crate.

“What of all the things the wizards have done for the city? Wizards refine the crystals that light up our dark streets, and make the powders that keep our water safe from plague and pestilence…”

Her voice was cut off by a sneering retort from the crate-percher. “See what the wizards have done for us? To stop us using the truth against them, they turn their spells to twist weak minds to support them!”

The woman shouted back, but her voice was drowned out by the angry shouts of agreement from the crowd. I heard a voice call out, “Those wizards have had control for too long!” followed by cheers and shouts, with fists jabbing into the air.

Suddenly, a booming voice cut through the sound of the crowd. “Now hear this!”

Heads turned, to see the captain of the city watch, his bronzed armour shining in the morning sun, holding a wide metal rod up to his mouth as he called out. I recognized the object as a magical Baton of Authority, which let a voice carry for miles if need be. The watch-captain went on.

"We’ll have no more of this sort of talk! Everyone, be about your business, or you’ll find yourselves in the pillories until nightfall! And as for you…” he drew his sword and pointed it towards the man still standing defiantly atop the crate, “I don’t want to see you, or hear your rabble-rousing talk around here!”

The magically emboldened sound of his voice seemed to have the desired effect on the crowd, which began to split apart and dissolve away into the streets like a rain-soaked loaf of cheap bread. I moved with part of the crowd, heading on to my destination.

Most wizards would insist that the use of magic requires many months, if not years, of dedicated study and practice. While this is true for anyone wishing to cast the more massive and complex spells, it is possible to learn a sufficient amount of magic to, for example, give oneself an advantage in combat, or place simple enchantments on tools and weapons, in no longer than 24 hours. In many cases, assuming one possesses the innate magical talent some mages call “the gift”, learning to cast spells is a simple matter of memorizing the necessary actions which create the magical effect.

Excerpt from “Teach Yourself High Magic in 24 Hours”, by Daital and Daital

Once I had entered the imposing granite-and-marble structure of the Civic Library, it took me a short while to find Tolin. He was seated at a small table in a corner of the library, behind a pair of shelves forming an L shape, and looking at the scratch-marks in the floor, he had pushed the table from the cluster of desks and chairs in the centre of the main hall. “Why did you feel the need to sit so far into the corner, and so hidden, as well?” I asked. Tolin looked up at me, his expression serious, a rare thing for him.

“There’s a lot of suspicious-looking people in this library,” he started.

“You, for one.” I retorted, but he was unamused.

“I don’t like people looking in on my schemes. They could steal my ideas…”

“I don’t think there’s much danger of that, Tolin. Now, are we going to get started?” In fact I too thought it was best to hide our activities, if the anti-magery sentiments I’d seen in the streets that morning were prevalent in the citizenry. Tolin reached into his satchel and placed the book whose garish title I’d come to view with apprehension upon the table.

“Right, now you read.”

I frowned. “That’s your ‘help’?” I said, “You hand me the book and tell me to read?”

Tolin was quick to reply, apparently not fazed by my sarcasm. “I’ll help you with anything you have trouble understanding. Sometimes a different outlook can be useful when you’re trying to solve a problem.”

I nodded, forced to concede on that point. I didn’t know anyone with an outlook quite as different as Tolin’s. I turned to the first chapter of the book. It reminded me of a book I’d once seen on the subject of martial arts, with practice exercises interspersed with anecdotes, the philosophy of the art, and concise, one-line phrases of advice. In bold, on the first page of the book, was a short string of what looked like gibberish, supposedly the words of a spell. I sneered, and read them out.

“.}”

Suddenly, I heard a faint humming sound, like a cloud of docile bees. I looked up from the pages of the book, and to my immense surprise, saw a glowing ball of blue light hovering before my eyes! I let out a shout, rising from my chair in shock.

Tolin grinned up at me from his chair. “Your first spell… How do you feel?”

Toilday, 6th Nungmoon, 284, 3rd Age

Whenever I am frustrated by events, or feel that time is dragging, I remind myself that sufficient preparation and patience will pay off in the end, as they have today. When the adventurer refused to take my help in the College library, I was chagrined, but soon formulated a solution where I would be able to monitor his situation and ensure that events do not spiral beyond any recovery. I knew that this swordsman’s unexpected magical talent was the cause for the Mirror’s awakening, and I had a strong hunch that his ne’er-do-well companion would encourage him to attempt to use it, and so, by locating any use of magic by the swordsman, I should be able to predict where the Mirror will attempt to exert its influence.

The intelligence within the artefact is ruthlessly single-minded – so much so that it will most likely ignore the dozens of incredibly powerful mages in the city and focus its search on the one whose power brought about its freedom. To this end, I created a watch-spell attuned to the magical signature of the swordsman’s mind, and toured various areas of the city (hidden by use of the first original spell I created, Aura of Conspicuous Unimportance) attaching the watch-spell to the many light-posts throughout the city. (The fire-crystals give off a sufficient magical radiance to mask the complex, subtle resonances of my watch-spells from all but the most determined and skilled magical searchers.)

After this, all there was to do was wait – not for long, as it turned out. A faint light glowed above a simplified clay model of the city that I had made. A cluster of light-posts, with their hidden watch-spells had picked up the scent of the swordsman’s power, encircling the tall block of clay representing the Civic Library. It was there that the swordsman had made his first tentative step in the use of magic – it was there that the Mirror’s influence would surely be seen.

BURGHERS OF STROMGARD UNITE! RESIST THE TYRANNY OF WIZARDRY! YOU HAVE NOTHING TO LOSE BUT YOUR CHINS CHAINS!

- Anonymous pamphlet found in Bridge Street

I’d returned to the library every day since my first casting – despite myself, there was something about magic that was, for want of a better word, magical… I couldn’t resist the urge to try some new cantrip, even if it was completely useless, like Infallible Runcible Spoon, which, for some unknown reason, creates a large, corrugated spoon, or Power Word Kilt, a spell best not cast in anything greater than a slight wind. I thought, though, that some spells from the book might be useful in a fight, giving that little extra edge that’s always welcome. But even with the pointless spells, I feel a thrill along my spine as the magic took shape, something unlike anything I’d felt before.

However, it seemed that as I grew more attached to the idea of spellcasting, the citizenry became more and more embittered towards it. I found pamphlets decrying the ‘tyranny of wizardry’ blowing along the streets, and heard whispers in the quiet streets – whispers of disquiet against the mages. It seemed so strange – for so long in Stromgard wizardry had been much the same as any other trade, a skilled job, like being a jeweller, a blacksmith, a sculptor, any kind of artisan… But the undercurrent of the city had changed. A tide of opinion was rising, vilifying the mages, demonising them, making them out to be something other than human. I had even heard rumours of wizards dragged from buildings and beaten up in the streets by angry mobs.

At least this sudden rise of enmity towards the wizards had caused an increased need for competent protection, and I’d done a few nights of guard duty at various magical establishments within the city, which had padded out my coin-pouch nicely. Some of the wizards who’d hired me had given me repeated odd glances, as if they could sense that I was trying out magic for myself. I found myself feeling nervous, fearing that someone among the slowly growing ranks of the mage-haters would be able to spot my magic in the same way…

The Stromgard Chronicler
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City Council votes on “Magebane Accords”

By our Political Correspondent, Atrim O’Krorn

An unprecedented turn of events has shaken the Council chambers today, as the City Councillors voted to approve the new “Magebane Accords” with a shocking 2 to 1 majority. In what has been called by many political observers “the worst strike against freedom in Stromgard since Proposition 447B”, the Magebane Accords have declared the use of magic without an official licence to be illegal, punishable by indefinite imprisonment at worst and suspension of voting rights and Watch protection at the new law's most ‘lenient’.

The passing of the Accords could well mark the end of a period of generally moderate Stromgard city politics. What makes this result even more surprising is that the high proportion of wizards among the Council was unable to prevent the passing of the accord. It is uncertain exactly who was responsible for the proposition of these new laws, but it seems clear that its landslide success is a result of the burgeoning and inexplicable hatred of all magic-users that has swept the city.

Although large institutions like the College of the Magi and the wizards associated with the Office of Public Works will likely be able to receive licences without too much trouble, concerns have been raised among the magic-using community that individual mages will be forced out of business by the extortionate cost of licences. Many have already stated that they will defy these new laws, but the Council is said to be employing specially trained “witch-hunters” to detect the unlicensed use of magic.

Moonspins, 6th Nungmoon 284 – 3rd Age

An emergency council of the Chief Magi was called today. Apparently, Moklindor had stormed into the Archmagus’ office, waving some kind of official City Council document. The twenty-four Chief Magi, whose number included myself, convened in the Great Hall of the College of the Magi, to hear Moklindor’s angry proclamation.

“Many of you I’m sure will already be aware of the travesty, the injustice, the… afterbirth of insanity that has been written into law today by the City Council.”

There were murmurs of assent from the seated Magi, although I personally had no idea as to what the rotund Chronicler of Hidden History was decrying.

“For those of you who have been too preoccupied with scholarly pursuits to keep up with current events- ” and with these words he glared pointedly in my direction “- the Council has passed a set of laws requiring the licensing of all thaumaturgical practice.”

This brought startled shouts from those who, like myself, had been unaware of this somewhat sinister development.

“Are we to stand by idly while our noble arts are mocked by these petty… bureaucrats?” Moklindor waved his fists in the air and ranted loudly. “It’s bad enough that the citizens of the city are turning against us – who have done so much for them – but this is too much!”

This revelation, too, was a shock to me. The populace, turning against its guardians, its servants, the wizards? Unthinkable!  There had been wizards in Stromgard ever since its foundation in the final years of the War of the Hegemonic Assembly – they were a part of the city’s fabric, predating the upstart Council by 80 years.

“Something must be done!” Moklindor shouted. A tall, spindly figure rose from his seat – Azaphrel the Enumerator, so often a voice for reason and moderacy among the Chief Magi.

“Take care not to act rashly,” he said in his mellifluous, smooth, calm tones, “It seems to me that this attempt at licensing will prove untenable. We must only be patient and wait for the system to collapse under its own weight.”

I leant back in my seat and smiled. I’d always admired Azaphrel’s measured attitude, and in my youth I had modelled myself upon his example. His actions were led by a firm belief that patience, as always, will win through – as I am still sure it will with regard to the Mirror of Throngteng. As yet, despite my careful monitoring of the areas where the swordsman had been practicing magic, the Mirror does not seem to have made any moves to ensnare him. I am sure it is only a matter of time before it unleashes its forces…

The tide of public hatred of the mages is growing stronger by the day. I was stopped outside the Library by a seething mob of assorted peasants and street-scum.

“Going for a read, mister?” I looked at the apparent leader of the mob, a rangy, grimy man in the grubbiest jerkin I’d ever seen. Bits of phlegm and food splashed from his mouth as he spoke. “I only know two types of people who read; fat-pursed money-lenders, and wizards – and I know for a fact that you’re no banker.”

Despite the barely-contained rage of the mob, I couldn’t bring myself to take this dirt-encrusted blowhard seriously. “Don’t get angry just because you’re jealous that I can read…” I said, my tone conveying all the mockery I’d intended.

A few ragged laughs leapt from the crowd. The man seemed to turn purple, shaking in anger.

“You… you… I know you’re one of them! You’ll burn at the stake!”

I had had enough. I reached forward and grabbed the front of the man’s jerkin, dragging him close and snarling into his face. “Here’s a little advice, free of charge. Don’t make accusations and threats you can’t back up with evidence. Not everyone is as good-natured as me.” I shoved, letting go of the man’s jerkin and sending him sprawling, arms flailing, into the crowd behind him.

With that, I stepped through the Library’s great arched door and left the resulting chaos behind me.

When they rounded up the Necromancers, I said nothing, because I wasn’t a Necromancer. When they imprisoned the Chronospinners, I didn’t speak out, because I wasn’t a Chronospinner. When they silenced the sky-watchers, I kept silent, because I wasn’t a sky-watcher. When they came for me, there was no one left to speak on my behalf.

- Unknown wizard

As the days passed, I’d been spending more and more of my free time in the Civic Library, practicing my new-found gift of magecraft. I’d learnt all the spells from Teach Yourself High Magic and had begun searching through the library’s immense racks for other grimoires. I was driven by the sheer joy of learning – something I hadn’t felt since I first began my training under Armsmaster Coltfoot so many years ago. I was learning new spells and magical techniques at a rate that surprised and sometimes even alarmed me, and with each new mystic phrase or arcane gesture, I felt my mind opening to indescribable mysteries like the opening of an invisible eye. I’d begun to dedicate more and more time to my studies, especially since my discovery of a spell which would summon food from nothing but air. Not needing to spend my wages on sustenance meant I didn’t need to take as much work to sustain my cash flow, and thus leaving me with more free time to absorb spells.

It was only a few days after my confrontation outside the Library that I met Tolin, seeking me out between the stacks of books. I looked up from Ysthraluth’s Daemonologie and greeted Tolin cheerfully.

“Hello! Have a seat…” I said, pushing one of the chairs out from the table with a wave of my hand. Tolin blinked at this, and walked around the table to sit on a seat opposite the one I’d moved. He leant forth on his elbows and looked at me with a slightly bemused expression.

“I’d been wondering how you were getting on.” I commented, although in truth, I had barely considered Tolin’s situation for nearly a week.

“I’m not here to talk about me.” Tolin said sharply.

“Makes a change…” I said with a smirk. This provoked an angry glare from Tolin.

“This is serious! You have to stop casting spells!” he shouted, and I looked about to make sure no-one had heard. I whirled my fingers in a circle over my head, spinning out a sphere of silence that would keep our conversation private.

“What? Don’t be absurd. I’m not frightened of the city’s witch-finders or the rabble who think they can bring down magic by setting fires and breaking windows!”

Tolin shook his head vigorously. “That’s not what I’m talking about! When you started spending all your time here learning spells, I started looking for the mage who gave me this…” Tolin held up the copper amulet he’d taken from the wizard at the University, and I held back surprise that he hadn’t sold it. “I figured that, if that Mirror thing was first attracted to your mind, you casting loads of spells is going to be like waving a burning torch and yelling ‘Come and get me, I’m over here’…”

I frowned, furrowing my brow. A logical conclusion, arrived at by deduction? This wasn’t usual behaviour for Tolin. “The mage told me that I should make sure that you didn’t cast any more spells until you go and see him.”

I rested my chin on my palm, and pondered this request. “I thought you didn’t believe that the artefact would be a danger…” I mused.

“I didn’t, at first, but something’s not right in this city. All the anti-mage hysteria, something’s stirring it up, for sure.”

“Well, that sounds sensible… eminently sensible. Are you feeling all right, Tolin?”

He glared at me, and pounded his fist on the table. “Damn you, Brin, can’t you ever take anything seriously?”

I shrugged. “When it involves you, not really.”

Brin grimaced, and made a dismissive motion with his hand, as if wafting my comment aside. “The mage’s name is Jaletro Demeter. He’s got a tower up by the College, and he’s there most of the time, especially now that half the city’s out for his blood. Will you go and see him?”

I nodded. Even though I didn’t always take Tolin’s and his schemes seriously, I could now see genuine concern, even fear, in his face. “All right. I’ll see him next morning, first thing.”

Tolin smiled, and stood up. “Great. You know it makes sense, Brin. Well, I’ll see you soon. I’ve got to go and find six barrels of goose grease.” And with that cryptic comment, he wandered away.

The Stromgard Chronicler
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Office of Public Works mages threaten to down wands

The turmoil surrounding the Magebane Accords continues as, in an unexpected move, spellbinders employed by the Office of Public Works have threatened to completely cease work on all civic infrastructure at the end of the week if the new magic-registration laws are not repealed. Many commentators had thought that the Thaumaturgical Division of the OPW would have a little role to play in these events, as even the hatred-blinded city officials who passed the Accords seemed to realize that a broad majority of modern Stromgard's amenities could only be maintained by skilled magic-users, and as such would allow individuals attached to the OPW to continue to practice their art without much harassment. The threat seems to be an act of solidarity with the wider mage community in the city.

According to Elzebir Ocranth, a senior mage in the Office of Public Works, the OPW will also shut down the magical segments of the city's street lighting and water supplies for an hour each night until Lastday of this week, when the systems will be permanently turned off. It remains to be seen, however, whether this action will serve to remind the citizenry of how essential magic is to the running of the city or simply to fuel the already frenzied antagonism of the common man against the wizards.

The evening after my meeting with Tolin, I left the library and began the long journey to the College of the Magi, and the wizard Demeter's tower. The streets were mostly empty, the only sounds my own footsteps and the gentle buzz of the fire-crystals in the street lights. I wondered why there were so few people about – I supposed most folk had decided to stay indoors in case of another outbreak of anti-mage violence. As I began to work my way through the maze of narrow streets flanked by overhanging two-story houses that formed one of the poorer residential districts, I could hear the faint echoes of an assembled throng. Detouring for a moment, I set out in the direction of the echoing clamour, the noise growing rapidly as I neared, an unruly squall of raised voices.

As the buildings opened into a small square, I found myself enveloped by a crowd of people milling about a group of figures at the centre of the square. Some of the crowd waved lit torches over their heads, the flickering light adding to the steady glow of the fire-crystals, and I had no doubt that everyone in the crowd would have a dagger at the very least. I could see the build-up of anger in the stances and expressions of the people as I shoved my way through the crowd to the centre. As soon as I saw the group at the centre of the human storm, I knew why there was such a crowd. There were three men, two wearing iron breastplates with purple and yellow sashes, and another man, a hunched, craggy figure in a cowled robe with a long, crooked nose and creased features, tilting his head as if sniffing the air, looking a lot like some sort of malicious rat.

It was a witch-hunter, one of many hired by the city in the wake of the Magebane Accords for their innate sensitivity to the use of magic, and by his demented leer as he sniffed about, no more pleasant than any of the others. The witch-hunters often drew a crowd, people caught up in the fever of hatred or who just relished the sight of an individual receiving the attentions of a mob in an often bloody fashion. The hunched man turned as I reached the inner edge of the crowd (which had been keeping a wary distance from the witch-hunter) and peered in my direction, sniffing loudly and obviously, and I felt my breath catch – what if he had detected the residue of magic upon me?

I began to realise how apt Tolin's advice was – some of the witch-hunters could sense a spellcaster who hadn't used magic for almost a day. On the other hand, I was sure that if the robed man didn't detect a magic-user, he'd invent one for the benefit of the slavering crowd. Someone was going to be on the receiving end of a lot of trouble tonight, and I only hoped it wouldn't be me. I let myself breathe again as the cowl-shadowed features of the ugly, almost goblinesque man turned away from me, and he began striding in the direction of a street leading out of the square, followed by his guards, and shortly by the rest of the crowd, the noise of voices growing louder as toes were stepped on and shoulders knocked as so many people moved.

I heard a man speak up, in deep, earthy tones in an accent I'd normally associate with the poorer merchants, “It's getting close to the time where the wizards-” - he seemed to spit the word out like a chunk of gristle from a cheap pie - “are going to turn off the magical stuff in the city..”

Another man replied in a gruff, grunting voice. “Ach, those spell-chuckers are all talk! Even if they stopped the magical water pumps, we'd still have light.. Them fire-crystals don't take power from the outside, they'll keep on shining.” Suddenly, the witch-hunter stopped, and turned, his robe swishing loudly even against the noise of the crowd.

“Wait!” he shouted, his voice harsh and his accent crude, “I smell magic! One o' them filthy wizards is 'ere!” This was enough to stir the crowd to fury. There was the sound of flesh hitting bone as people lashed out at individuals they thought looked vaguely wizardly.

“Wait, wait!” the witch-hunter shouted. “I can't find 'im if you're all milling and swirling about!”

The anger of the crowd paused, barely contained by the dubious authority of the witch-hunter. He sniffed the air again, and stepped forward, and with horror I realised he was heading in my direction. I looked from left to right, trying not to look too suspicious. There were too many people for me to escape, and with such a crush, I wouldn't stand much of a chance if it came to a fight. I felt my hand slipping towards the hilt of my sword, an almost subconscious response as the sniffing witch-hunter drew ever closer.

Then something happened that drew all attention away from me. There was a sound like a massive keg of oil bursting into flame, and a bright blue light bloomed over the city, from the direction of the Office of Public Works building. The ball of light seemed to grow and sweep over the whole city, and as the dumbstruck crowd watched in shocked silence, the glowing fire-crystals in the streetlights began to flicker and rain sparks, before fading to darkness, the soft hum that accompanied their burning dwindling into silence. The Office of Public Works had made good on their threat to turn out Stromgard's lights, all right. Now the only light in the street came from the crowd's torches, casting flickering, angular shadows over the upturned faces.

This was my chance. I ducked down and jumped forward, pushing past the startled people still too shocked to react, and ran full tilt into a side-street, hoping that the surprise caused by the sudden display of magic would buy me a little time to escape. Already I could hear the shouts of “Quick, get 'im!” echoing after me.

I found myself in a long alley between buildings, pitch black now the streetlights were out. “Oh well,” I muttered to myself, “I think the time for subterfuge has passed..” and began to chant a chain of mystic phrases. The dark alley began to shine in shades of grey and white and black, like a charcoal sketch in front of a lantern, and as I ran through the street, my second spell took effect, and I felt my legs lighten, the air beginning to rush past me as the magic lengthened my stride and made the buildings almost blur past me.

Looking up, I could see the towering buildings of the College, and the almost equally tall buildings which surrounded it, and I turned, rushing towards them faster than I'd ever run. I had to find a particular tower, but how would I know which one? I let myself slow down as I zig-zagged through the streets, startling people who were already shocked by the darkness as I zoomed past them like a blur, and stopped by the foot of a wall to get my bearings. Looking back, I'd covered almost half the city in a matter of minutes. I felt sure that I'd escaped the clutches of the witch-finder and the angry mob which surrounded him.

Then I felt a pain like a weight dropping on me and crushing the breath from my lungs. My legs throbbed and ached, and I staggered, flopping against the wall. The effects of my zephyr-like rush through the city had returned to take their toll. My vision swam and blurred as I doubled over, gasping for breath. I tried to think where I'd ended up. I hadn't spent a lot of time in the College district in the past, and as I slowly managed to retain my breath, I looked up, and saw that the buildings were,  if anything, even taller than I remembered from the last time I'd been here. I'd thought that spotting Demeter's tower would be easy, but apparently a love of tall buildings is common among magic-users. Considering that, and their common use of long staves... well, I'd always thought that wizards were a little odd.

I looked from side to side, but there was no indication where the tower I was looking for would be. I took a gamble and turned left, heading down the street of sorts between the irregularly shaped buildings that stretched up, obscuring the night sky like a forest of stone and mortar. Not all of the buildings had doors... some of them didn't even have any windows, or any visible opening. I only hoped that Demeter's tower would be one I could actually get in.

Metal gleamed in the unearthly magical sight I'd called upon – brass nameplates screwed next to the doors of a row of buildings – one squat, hexagonal building with a round dome, and two towers stretching to the sky, testament to the wizards' unfathomable edifice complex. Both had quite ordinary-looking doors, and sprouted innumerable chimneys, gutters, weathervanes, telescopes and other accoutrements I couldn't begin to identify, the outcroppings growing more dense further up the buildings. I stepped – more staggered really, I still hadn't quite got over the after-effects of the quickness spell – closer, and read the heavy lettering on one. Oric Talzenheim, Enchanting, Warding and Counter-Curses a speciality it read.

I moved on, leaning against the smooth stone of the next tower. Jaletro Demeter, read the plate in simple, large letters. Evidently he was important enough that anyone who wanted to know what he did would already know.. I shrugged, and at last knocked on the polished wood of the tower's door. Not a second later, the door swung open. There, of course, not looking even the slightest bit ruffled by the late hour, was the mage.

“Brin, I presume?” he asked, before beckoning me to enter...

The tower was more roomy inside than I'd expected. Despite the spiral staircase winding upwards in the centre of the room, there was still a large amount of space. A long, round table of a dark, polished wood curved around the circumference of the room's outer wall, with a gap before the door to allow egress. I paused just beyond the door to peer at the curious array strange objects arrayed across the table. Placed by each was a small piece of card which I saw bore a name and brief description of the object. My eye was drawn to something like a birch broom with peculiar gold traceries along the handle, its attendant card bearing the words Nimbus XP (prototype), recovered from ruin of  the ThaumoZoom Magical Transportation Co building. 

“I suppose you're wondering why I asked you to come here...” the mage began in a cool and level tone.

“Well, I was curious.” I responded glibly, reaching out to push with my finger a perfectly round slice of what looked like crystal with a hole in the centre. As the object shifted, rainbow patterns of light moved across its surface. The card next to this object simply read Unknown.  

“Be careful,” the mage chided, “Those unidentified artifacts could be dangerous. The reason I asked you to come...”

“Why do you have all these unknown items, anyway?” I asked, cutting across his exposition. “I have a strong interest in historical artifacts,” he said, his voice not betraying any irritation. “Now, I'm certain you've noticed this sudden and unprecidented upsurge in emnity towards the magic-using classes, which has even infected the city administration.”

“That's for sure. I met a witch-hunter as I was making my way down here. I'm sure he could sense that I'd been using magic...” I frowned, recalling my spell-aided flight from the crowd. “Well, they certainly know now.”

“Indeed. This is not a good time to be a magic-user, and certainly not a good time to be a new initiate into the magical arts. Especially for you, where the attention of the Mirror of Throngteng is upon you.”

“The mirror? Well, haven't you found it yet?” I asked. In fact I'd almost forgotten about the mysterious artifact that supposedly sought me – the confusion of escaping the witch-hunter had driven such things from my mind. “No. And, even more strange, there's been no overt sign of its activity. But there is something... the uprising against the wizards began very close to the time you began to practice magic.”

“What are you suggesting?” I asked. My hand, idly rubbing over the smooth surface of the table, knocked against a cool, smooth object. It was a polished wooden wand, a cylinder with a sort of bulge at the end. The card accompanying it read Wand of Slashing, discovered in 2nd Age ruins. Function unknown. On a foolish whim, I picked it up and swished it experimentally through the air. Nothing seemed to happen, but I felt a strange tingling inside my skull.

“Don't touch that!” shouted the mage. It was the first time I'd seen this mysterious individual raise his voice. His pale cheeks bore the slight flush of anger. He let out a slow, sighing breath and continued. “I don't know what that does yet.” His voice had returned to its former cool, pleasant, level tones, but he stared at me and I found myself drawn to his eyes,  like twin pools of sapphirean blue that seemed to draw at my mind. I felt the tingling in my head again, accompanied by a strange sensation, as if my brains were being squeezed. 

“Did you know,” I murmured, in a soft tone of voice quite unknown to me, “that you're beautiful when you're angry?” 

“Excuse me?” the mage said, his brow furrowing quizically. Then I felt the strange gripping sensation on my mind fade away, and the tingling recede. 

“I didn't say anything.” I replied, my voice returning to its gravelly norm. 

“Hmm,” the mage hmm'd. He reached out and took the wand from me, and placed it on a further table. Then he took its label, and a strange golden quill, and made the motion of writing something on the card, though he never dipped the quill to ink. 

“Where was I? Ah yes. The basis of this anti-mage hysteria is that we, as wizards, are somehow secretly controlling the populace. In fact, we do exercise a certain type of control. Do you remember this?” And he pulled from a pocket the strange apparatus of blown glass and gears that he'd used to test myself and Tolin in the College library. He put it to his lips and exhaled, and the bulb of the device filled with the same glowing mist that I'd seen all those days ago. Then he shook the device until the mist cleared, and placed it to his lips again. This time, as he breathed into the mouthpiece, there were only the slight wisps of mist that Tolin had produced when using the device. 

“What!?” I shouted, confused. “What does that mean? You've obviously got magical talent...”

“What I am about to tell you has been a secret for generations, known only by the most senior wizards. The reason that this device-” he shook the glass item, the gears rattling quietly “- and those like it, produce conflicting results is in fact... that there is no such thing as the 'gift' for magic. The mist in the bulb is nothing but an illusion.” I simply stood and stared, realising after a few seconds to shut my jaw which had gaped in awed confusion.

“The reason we perform these 'tests', which you experienced in the Librum Collegae, is to discourage those who we feel would use magic irresponsably. Once we have 'proven' them to have no magical ability, they can only accept our refusal to teach them.” It suddenly dawned on me – this was why Tolin only produced a few wisps – my assumption that mages wouldn't touch such a person with a bargepole was quite correct.

“But what's to stop people from learning from a book, like I did?”

“Ah, well, that is what I'm working towards. When the book, Teach Yourself High Magic, was released, we were concerned that those without the wisdom to use magic properly would gain mastery of the art. But our fears were unfounded. The vast majority of people are incapable of grasping the procedures required for anything more than the most basic spells without instruction. The mind just isn't built for it – it requires quite specific training. But you... you are something of an anomaly.”

“What are you talking about?” I leant back against the table. All this new information was coming in so fast, I wasn't sure if I could take it in.

“Your mind, Brin. I've been following your progress in ars magica quite closely. Unlike almost everyone else, something in your mind lets you understand magic intuitively, as easily as learning to swim or learning to count.”

“Well, it wasn't quite that easy...”

“Nontheless, spells which would take the most powerful mages weeks to learn... you could learn them in days, even hours. In fact, if you don't mind, I'd like to test your powers, to see the full extent of your capability.”

“Are you sure that's a good idea? What with all the witch-hunters, and that Mirror...” I began to get the same sinking feeling that normally accompanied one of Tolin's schemes.

“Oh, I wouldn't worry. If I'm right about you, you won't need to worry about the witch-hunters. In fact, even the Mirror of Throngteng won't be able to trouble you much. Now, tell me. What is the most complicated spell you have learned to date?”

“I know Eezerbackalem's New Temporal Manipulator...” I said, nervously, still unsure of if what the wizard proposed was wise, but he just nodded solemnly, and, staring purposefully at me with a serious expression, spoke.

“Show me.”

Name: 

Eezerbackalem's New Temporal Manipulator – flexible control of time and causal relationships

Synopsis:

#include <time.h>

entm_speed  (double speed, duration)

Reagents:

A hourglass or sand, water or clockwork clock (not consumed)

Description;

An updated version of Eezerbackalem's Temporal Manipulator,  this spell can be used as part of any ritual which requires fine control over the speed of time. 

Notes:

A “time freeze” effect can be obtained by initiating the spell with a time factor of 0. 

Standards:

This spell is fully compliant with the Institute of Sorcerous Objectives protocol 9899 regarding integration into rituals.

Issues:

If a “time freeze” effect is created and not constrained to a specific area, it will by default pause all time everywhere for the specified duration, an effect which is practically equal to not casting the spell at all.

The behaviour of the spell in dimensions where time does not follow the normal linear unidirectional progression is undefined.

The effect of a negative time factor is undefined, and likely extremely hazardous.

