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Priests of the Earth Mother chanted
their prayers while burning incense around the dead Emperor’s body.
Lying in state before the vast crowd weeping as one was Emperor
Corvelin, murdered four nights ago by an unknown assassin. The
Emperor was the brightest of stars, the wisest of men, and most
importantly, he knew what evil was coming. And he prepared, oh, how
he prepared his Empire of Lun, all in advance of an unseen malice.
Stockpiles of supplies and weapons were hidden throughout the
Empire in secrecy, and new mages were trained in the magic arts.
Only the Emperor and his closest advisors “The Four Sisters of
Masks,” were aware of any preparations. They are the first of a new
and mysterious order of magic known as “Masked Ones.” Their ways of
magic are new compared to the established orders of ancient
energy.

Yet, with all of their magic and wisdom
they were blind to the shadow in the palace, jeering at their
ignorance. Clinging to the Emperor in the weeks leading up to his
death, gathering all of the Emperor’s knowledge to send along to
its Master, with a lick of its fanged teeth, and a hiss for a laugh
it watched and waited until the perfect moment…four days
ago.

Sleeping alone in his bed chamber after
an exhaustive day of training with the spear, the shadow struck.
Worming its way from under the bed as the Emperor slept, the shadow
stabbed the great man through his heart. As he died both the shadow
and black, oozing blade in the Emperor’s chest dissolved away to
nothing. Only the hissing laughter could be heard throughout the
palace as the most powerful, and perhaps most important man in Lun,
died alone. Forgotten Gods wept, while unseen the gray hand of
Death cringed to take one of such shining light through this
treacherous act. ‘The enemy is a devious mind,’ the disembodied
voice moaned from nowhere and everywhere, while a golden chariot
flew away.

Every eye wept in the hall as they
watched the priests perform the rituals on the Emperor’s body.
Every cheek was wet, except the four young looking women in the
front row, The Four Sisters of Masks. The eldest of the four,
Joirah, always wore her mask closer than the others to hide her
feelings. There was no grief in her, only a burning rage, and a
howling cry for revenge against this black act of hate. Standing in
her gray and blue mage robes she held her oaken staff of magic so
tightly it began to glow. The legendary staff named “Zuerac,” after
the blood wizard she slew to earn it. Joirah is the most powerful
human sorceress in the Empire of Lun. Though all masked ones use
magic, none match the prowess of Joirah.

She wears a half mask plainly covered
in flesh tones split along the left side of the nose. She will wear
the same half mask until the fire dragon “Auel Sintchara” who
killed her parents is found and brought to her justice. Ten years
ago, in revenge, the four sisters tracked down the dragon’s sister,
“Ea-Cha Machera,” and killed her in a battle that made them famous
across the entire Empire of Lun, and indeed the World of Sastion.
Joirah’s Owl companion, Madam, sat solemnly on her shoulder sharing
the memory. Wise yellow eyes filled with animal sadness at Emperor
Corvelin’s death. Joirah nuzzled her closely for
comfort.

Her three sisters were standing along
with her, beyond tears. Clareen and Mireen are fraternal twins who
couldn’t be more different. They love each other more than life
itself, but each is her own mask. Clareen stood wearing all black,
appropriate for the occasion, but Clareen always wears black. She
dug her hands into the wooden banister cracking the wood while
leaning over; these religious ceremonies really grated her nerves.
In opposition to her sister, Mireen, always wore the brightest of
colors and dressed her Hawk companion, Alkevar, to match. Clareen
has a Raven companion called Sir Knubben; he has been the known
companion of a citizen in Sastion for hundreds of years. When
Clareen leaned on the railing, Sir Knubben and Alkevar began
checking each other’s beaks for any hidden food.

The only sister to shed a tear was the
youngest, Wren, affectionately called “Rennie” by her sisters. She
is a powerful psychic with an odd gift known as “Soul turning,”
making her more sensitive than others who do not feel pain at the
loss of Earth creatures in her way. Wren is mostly blind from a hit
on the head as an infant. She removed her mask of a half sun-half
moon, painted to match their colors at dusk. The eye of the sun is
open, while the eye of the moon is closed. Removing the mask
allowed tears to fall freely from her soft, milky white
eyeballs.

Clareen turned to her younger sister
wearing a mask of porcelain, framed by a black and teal hood.
Between the eyes a three sided star, symbolizing life, death, and
rebirth. She could never understand the softness in Wren, Clareen
likes to stalk the night with her two dragon forged blades covered
in poison. Softness can be the end of you on those solitary night
stalks. Though possessing a hard nature and keeping the shadows as
friends, she takes no pleasure in killing.

Her twin Mireen, despite being the most
beautiful of the four sisters, will spill blood anywhere, at any
time, for a cause or for fun. She prefers open combat, not
“Skulking in the shadows,” as she says about Clareen. Mireen wields
two one handed, Oranee stabbing swords made of “Stilver,” a Dwarven
metal. The Oranee are an extinct empire of hairless Dwarves. She
wears a mask showing only her eyes and mouth, the rest of the mask
is a multicolored butterfly symbolizing beauty and transition from
this life to the next.

The Four Sisters of Masks served
Emperor Corvelin for the past nine years faithfully. The night of
the Emperor’s murder they were far away in the west securing a new
treaty with Duriun, the half-Elven, a mighty king of his people.
They were finishing a treaty allowing four weapons depots along the
border of Duriun’s forest kingdom, Aun Leus. When news arrived of
the Emperor’s murder they returned as fast as their spells would
carry them, their magic being bolstered by the Elves.

‘Damn this enemy, they are
cunning.’ Joirah thought to herself as Wren answered her in her
mind.

‘More than we know
sister.’

‘Wren, I told you not to
enter my mind without permission.’

‘We wanted to comfort you,
since we can’t speak now, I’m here.’ Wren said taking her sisters
hand as the priest finished rites and everyone sat down again. A
few murmurs were heard about the weather, or the length of the
ceremony.

‘Thank you Rennie, and thank
you Muriah,’ Joirah answered her sister and companion Cardinal, a
beautiful bright red male. She squeezed Wren’s hand back and
smiled.

The four sisters held regular mental
conversations among themselves in areas where verbal communication
was not possible. Clareen and Mireen usually joined the
conversation.

‘Since you’re so interested,
who is this enemy?’ Clareen asked them all together. None knew the
answer to that question in all of Sastion.

“Auel Sintchara?” Mireen
asked looking at each of them. Joirah’s eyes grew horribly grim at
the name, and even her sisters could not meet the gaze.

‘No not alone.’ Wren
answered knowing this enemy ran deeper than a single
dragon.

**********

The Four Sisters of Masks were once
orphaned little girls sold into slavery after the dragon Auel
Sintchara killed their parents. Suffering the abuse so easily
heaped upon the innocent by weak and dark minds, they were
purchased one day by a masked stranger, was it fate or luck? None
who live can say, only that it happened. They were taken to
Voe-Yerala Island, where they were trained as the first masked
ones. Now, countless years later their fame reaches to every corner
of the world. Friend and foe alike know their tales of danger and
honor. They were brought into the service of the Emperor after they
killed the infamous female fire dragon, Ea-Cha Machera. The massive
beast had ravaged the Empire of Lun for two winters since the
discovery of a lost Dwarven treasure horde. The past informs the
future, while those in the present live ignorant lives.

Unknown to all, the death of Ea-Cha
Machera, “The Black Tongue Queen,” broke the spell keeping the
Shadow King, The Evil One, The Great Betrayer, from entering the
realms of the living again. It was a spell placed on the dragon’s
soul long, long ago, for a situation just like the present. The
evil of all evils planned every way of his return after his loss,
but before his binding.

“You did not see, and now I
have you worm.” The darkness itself groaned in ecstasy about the
death of the dragon Ea-Cha Machera. “The Evil of Evils,” wickedly
tossed the soul of the dragon from hand to hand, though there were
no hands in that dark unplace. “You think four girls destroyed you?
Before you become nothing, know it was my spell upon your dark
soul, as dark as the spell, thereby I could reach you even chained
here. Thank you for your sins.” There was a rattle of a snake then
the small orb of the dragon’s soul was gone, leaving only dark
beyond dark. Eyes formed with no shape in that unplace, and with
the halting laughter of a maniac, the Evil of Evils moved his power
into the mortal realm of Sastion, beginning a new war of survival
among the races.

Though this war would be different than
all others, when the evil one decided to lead the new evil by
entering Sastion other Gods took notice, those in the green worlds,
and those in the red worlds, Gods forgotten longer than magic has
existed all took notice of the betrayer. Even those beyond such
labels as Gods or Demons, those who follow their own will, beyond
such concepts as space and time took notice, and where before they
saw just another world of living things among many, now it was
possible to make war there.

The shadow king was thought to be
chained in his darkness, far from worlds of the living. Through
entering the world alone by his ancient spell upon the dragon, the
evil of evils Brother and Sister Gods turned their faces towards
this one world of Sastion and its Empire of Lun. The second war of
magic would be the last war of any kind.

The four sisters of masks, Joirah,
Clareen, Mireen, and Wren had no way of knowing about this ancient
spell sleeping on the dragon’s soul. For the Empire of Lun the
death of Ea-Cha Machera, the most brutal of dragons, even outdoing
her brother Auel Sintchara, was justice to be celebrated in all
corners of Sastion. From the Empire to the borders of the Elven
realms, even the Dwarves of Mak-Thazul, capital city of the
underground kingdom of Thazdulrene sent fifty one carts filled with
gold, silver, and precious gems to the sisters. This was the same
time they came into the service of Emperor Corvelin and the Empire
of Lun. While the mortal and immortal races of Sastion reveled in
what should have been their greatest victory, the ancient malice
knew the truth as it slithered back into the world calling all
sleeping evil forces to its malevolent service. The evil words of
the shadow king, evil of evils, sounded like bones blowing in the
wind to the minds of all who had ears to hear. “Evil only
sleeps…”

Children woke from their sleep
screaming in unknown terror, old men collapsed of random heart
attacks, women died in childbirth mysteriously, and a thousand
miles away in Lunas Enoch the great Elven king El-Melech, “The
Night Guardian,” stood from his throne when hearing the words. One
hand fell to his spear, “Kor-Radin,” while the other held his
throbbing temples from pain of the dark speech.

“It cannot be,” he whispered
in a pained voice only one with harsh memories about the horrors of
war could understand.

The Elven kingdom of Lunas Enoch was
grown, not built by any hand. The magic of the Elves is strongest
here in their forest. El-Melech ruled as King for the last eight
thousand human years, time meaning nothing to the children of the
seed. Vast trees made up great mansions and gleaming halls within,
the leaves are always shining green with the sunlight streaming
through. The eyes of the Elves shine with the same light. Their
forest seems endless, with grove upon grove of never-ending twists
and turns and rooms, very only confusing to visitors, but the Elves
know every tree by name.

The great grown throne hall of king
El-Melech, the Night Guardian, Lord of Lunas Enoch, was lit by a
golden twilight coming from the Elves themselves. The ceiling and
walls of the large throne hall were trees grown together, leaving a
cavernous space for the Elves. The king paced while his son,
Nol-Olish, “The Fair Weather,” stared incredulously. Never had his
father, the king, been distressed enough about anything to move,
let alone pace. El-Melech had heard the dark chains rattle in his
dream mind, awakening memories of the first war, he knew centuries
of peace would be
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