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Scars of the time before Time
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“They say some explorers found a city.”

“Explorers? Let me guess, you’ve been reading about the Far-Off Kingdom again?” Lestrade asked. 

Her friend looked excited at the name of the mythical kingdom that disappeared long ago. If it ever even existed.

“If they found it, then we could plan an expedition ourselves,” replied Amasis, an unassuming scholar and mage centered at the Great Library of Cartogenia.

The pair were in a small study room off of the main corridor of the massive building used by mages and sages not affiliated with the Mage Guild. 

Amasis had read every bit of scroll that wrote of the fabled land. Lestrade closed the book she’d been trying to enjoy and stood from her chair. She put the book on a nearby table, then brushed her blonde hair from in front of her eyes.

“Okay Amasis, let’s think about this,” she began, walking to a globe. “The Far-Off Kingdom is a story from ages long past, said to contain treasures beyond comprehension. Yet, it has never, in over several thousand years, been discovered,” Lestrade pointed to the globe. “The last expedition, twenty years ago, failed when the Sile ruler was killed,” she said, pointing to a spot on the globe in the northern vicinity. Lestrade smiled and spun the globe with her finger.

Amasis grinned at his friend. “Yes, the Sile ruler accompanied by an old goddess!”

“A legend by the Lotcalans to glorify their tales of war. Common for the northern tribesmen.”

Amasis shook his head. “Not tribesmen, viable civilizations, but apart from that, the tales of the old gods ring true today.”

“Yes, yes, fallen angels from the Creator after a great war in the heavens. Who hasn’t heard this story?” Lestrade said dismissively, with a wave of her hand. “If we even care to believe in such stories of deities. I put little stock into gods.” 

Amasis continued to smile at his friend. 

“What? Why are you smiling so much?” Lestrade asked, then she thought about it. 

She knew Amasis wasn’t a rube. He was the second most intelligent person she’d ever known. He was also the foremost authority on the Far-Off Kingdom legends. Lestrade also knew he wasn’t one to jump to ridiculous conclusions so easily. 

“What have you found?” she asked.

“A scroll from The Age of the Red Moon!” Amasis gingerly pulled the twine rolled linen from his cloak. “It is well over four thousand years old and still intact!”

“I feel magic emanating from it,” Amasis grinned. “It says that the old gods were cast down, and another war began between Ymir and Malum. Ymir’s daughter Ren betrayed her father, but instead of fighting for Malum, she fought alongside Wohd. Mortals fought alongside the gods, and after generations, Ymir won. After his victory, Ymir cast Malum, Wohd, and Ren further away into an abyss created by Viri Al Sim.”

“Viri Al Sim wasn’t an old god. Was he?” Lestrade asked.

Amasis shrugged. “I hadn’t thought so, but here whoever wrote this called him the builder of the Thin Place and the beyond,” Amasis continued to read. “In the ashes of the forest that was destroyed when the children fell from the heavens, the mortals built a city to honor them.”

“A link to the Far-Off Kingdom?” Lestrade asked.

“I don’t know for sure, but I can’t imagine another,” Amasis looked up before continuing. “The city grew in magnitude of arcane power until it was destroyed from its own power and lost to the sands of time.”

“So, a four-thousand-year-old scroll even says it is lost.”  

“There are clues in the text. ‘Sands’ of time has to mean something,” Amasis replied.

“That’s just an expression,” Lestrade said, but she stopped when she saw Amasis smiling. “You’re still smiling. What’s with that smile?”

“We have more,” Amasis said.

“More outlandish theories.”

Amasis held his grin. “An explorer returned.”

“What?” 

“He is in the infirmary, and he is babbling about demons and warlocks, but he returned with a tale and a general location,” Amasis said.

Lestrade lowered her head. “An insane explorer, his mind burned from the sun, has said a general location? Where?” Lestrade asked.

Amasis grinned. “Nou Món, the Island of the Throne.”

* * * * *
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(EONS in the Past)

In the days before the old gods fell to the mortal world, mortals lived in harmony with the natural world and the beast that roamed it. All mortal beings were one. Life was peaceful. 

When the mortals we now call ancient would come to the end of their lives, they would venture to what was grasslands and there they fell and died. It was their time to pass on from one life and into the next, but for them that next life was within the earth.

In earthen tombs they laid for generations and offered their mortal vessels to the world so that a new generation could inherit it. From their remains sprang up a forest, ancient and mystical. Those trees were tall and strong, flowering with an abundance of vegetation. Those that walked through the forest felt its power and sought the wisdom of the trees, for within that forest magic spoke to the mortals. Great chiefs and shamans would walk through the forests, learning all they could. Men and elves would commune with one another. Quarmi and Orc came together under the banners of brotherhood.

Such was the way for the mortals of old. That was life during the Arcane Age.

For many millennia, that forest was celebrated and worshipped for its great magic, and it was that magic that attracted the fallen children of the Creator. It was that ancient and mystical forest that was destroyed by the great energy that was the old gods, those fallen children when they arrived on the mortal plain. 

The mortals used the forest’s timber, filled with powerful magic and wisdom, which now laid broken, to build the great city for these heavenly beings. The rocks and mud, filled with the blood and tears of the ancients, made the mortar between the city’s bricks. Stones from the primordial mountains, the first home of mortals, rose to new heights with stone laid upon stone. It was a city like no other. In those days, great cities had grown, but this was not a city for mortals. The spires reached the heavens, while the temples dwarfed anything made prior. They cast statues in gold as tributes to the new divine overlords. In the center of this majestic metropolis stood a tower that reached higher than any other spire. Rising above the clouds as if the old gods wished to return to the heavens whence they fell. 

A city of marble, silver, and gold built for gods and beings of supreme magic to rule over mortals for all time. A city built to corrupt mortal kind with luxury and wonder. 

Slowly, the mortals turned from the Creator, who they once revered. Forgetting their past, the mortals fought and battled each other for the attention and affection of these new divine beings. They forgot the old ways that had kept them safe and peaceful. Soon, corruption spread across the lands. It was a plague that festered in the hearts and souls of every living being, even in the ground where the forest once stood.

The remnants of the forest that was destroyed so long ago wept in sorrow from beyond the spirit world. It could feel the hatred that permeated its lands. The fallen children, the gods of mortals, were tainting all that the forest had meant to the mortals, their kinfolk. The souls of those that had passed on to the spirit world had one last gasp of magic remaining. The roots were still strong and with the help of a mortal man, a human mage called Viri Al Sim, they sent away the fallen children to a plane beyond the mortal realm. It was then that the lands tore apart, falling into the ocean, creating the island of Nou Món. 

It was there that Viri Al Sim watched the old gods fade from existence and there he remained to stand guard over the island for all time. 

An island lost within the sands of time that no mortal could now find. Cut off from the rest of existence and only found through the greatest of means and sacrifices. A magical land that only magical blood could find. What riches lay untouched, no one could say. Though many had heard fables of great stores of wealth, technologies, and power. It was a fool’s errand and a dead man’s quest.

Viri Al Sim knew the prophecy foretold of one that would come and break the barrier between the mortal world and the realm of the old gods. If one was strong enough to break such a powerful magical barrier, then they could control the will of the old gods, and the mortal world would face its greatest threat. 
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In the Meantime
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In the days since the Shrouded Guild defeated the mage Braga, and saved the world, their numbers grew, though gradually. Aklima took Uldin north to train as a ranger, and help the people defend themselves against the Huns. Sabutai, now married to Hitomi, traveled south to reestablish the Mage Guild after Obed’s death. However, before leaving Lotcala to join Sabutai, Hitomi recruited a couple of new members into their guild. These members, including the new ones that Aklima and Uldin could bring in, helped to provide a base of operations for the guild. It also provided for some benefits to begin its work.

Hitomi and Sabutai changed the order’s mode of operation to ensure safety, security and, most of all, secrecy. They added secret calls and responses to allow members who had never met to know that they could talk with one hundred percent honesty and trust. 

The original members of the Shrouded Guild learned in the years since Braga’s defeat just how complicated the world was. Ionius taunted Sabutai that the young mage did not know how the world worked. That much was true. Sabutai and his guild thought their job would be to protect the world against the machinations of evil mortals and old gods. Soon, they learned that there were many more powers at work. Thankfully, the Shrouded Guild would gain some allies in their tasks, but also enemies. Other clandestine orders had taken to the work of either protecting the world or seeing it destroyed.

Newer members also possessed many more skill sets, a key recruiting factor. Artisans, mages, thieves, and even assassins were sought after. People who knew the value of discretion were the obvious choices. This also allowed funds to fill the coffers. Bringing in members with expertise in economic dealings was a blessing for the young guild. However, the goal was to keep the membership numbers to a select few. Survival depended on it. So, Hitomi decided, with fellow member approval, that the best way to stay in business was to charge a fee for services rendered. Gold guaranteed loyalty. 

Six years after the order was established, the membership had climbed to twenty-one and Hitomi, in her role as the guild-master, wanted to keep it at that number for the duration. Sabutai was busy in his role as Grand Mage of the Mage Order, more than happy to pass the guild-master position to his wife. 

Word was soon getting back to Hitomi of disturbances in the south and east, in further off lands that the guild had yet touched. However, within her reach was a guild associate, a merchant that had been a valuable asset and alley but never officially joined. That merchant, Marcus, had provided intelligence that many beasts turning far more aggressive than their usual nature. Something was driving them towards the human settlements, and this was bad for Marcus’ business, and of course, for the mortals living in the areas. While it wasn’t a hardline rule that these beasts were children of the old gods, more than a few were. That is why Hitomi saw the guild’s intervention as necessary.

Hitomi strolled passed mages as she walked the Mage Guild’s hallways. Some mages gave her friendly nods of recognition and others shot inquisitive looks, both of which she ignored. They were marveling at her grey skin and ornate mouth and nose covering. None of that bothered her or even registered in her mind. Her only concern was her destination, and that was the office at the end of the hall. It was the office of her husband, Sabutai. 

A comfortable room, red brick walls with a white plaster covering the old bricks, vaulted ceiling for air circulation in the warm climate. The room was full of colored mosaics and other designs of kaleidoscopic patterns adorning the space. Hitomi opened the door and stepped onto the sewn rugs as she made her way to her husband’s desk. He was on the balcony overlooking the city.

“You’re here because of the manticore attacks,” he said. He didn’t have to ask; he could almost read his wife’s mind. “You wish to send the guild in?”

“Have you been practicing your telepathy or are you wearing a fluorite gem?” Hitomi quipped, taking a seat in front of Sabutai’s desk. 

Sabutai walked in from the balcony and sat in the chair next to his wife, reaching for her hand. “Fluorite is for protecting against vampires and mind readers,” Sabutai heaved a sigh. “You are the leader of the guild. You don’t have to come to me for anything, you know.” 

His greying hair fell to his eyes, and he pulled it to the side. In the time since he had become the Grand Mage, he had aged. The stress of his dual roles was taking its toll.

Hitomi smiled at her husband. “I don’t, but you’re my husband, and I love you,” she saw Sabutai’s smile. “Also, I trust your opinion and your insight on such matters. Have you been able to see anything through the Thin Place?”

Sabutai’s smile faded, and the mage grew grim. “Nothing good. There is something dark behind a veil that I can’t see beyond.”

“Then I guess it’ll take people on the ground to figure it out,” Hitomi responded.

“So, what is your plan?”

“I’m sending two of our guild members to investigate the attacks and see what’s behind it. Marcus can ferry them and provide some added insights.” Hitomi replied.

Sabutai nodded. “You’re thinking of sending the assassin?”

“She’s reliable and gets the job done with incredible efficiency. She and another agent should be enough. I’d like to send a mage, if possible,” Hitomi smiled. “It’s just a fact-finding mission, anyway. Her skills will be useful in staying hidden and getting out quickly. The mage can provide valuable help, just in case things go south. I’m thinking Nash.”

Sabutai let go of his wife’s hand and got up from his seat. Walking to his desk, he retrieved a scroll. “Where is your closest healer, or any registered mage? Nash is skilled, but he left the guild before finishing his studies, and healing wasn’t his strongest suit, if I recall.”

Hitomi thought for a moment. “We have a mage in Anavai. A healer named Ko. It’ll take him time to get to Castemont, but that’s the best idea I have at the moment, but you already know that.”

Sabutai looked at Hitomi, but he still didn’t smile. “I do. I also have a request.” He walked up to Hitomi and handed her a scroll. “This is a mage we have here at the guild. Baron Donal Hardstone of Lotcala sent her here to train. Her name is Cailin Fare, and she might prove useful.”

“There’s something else. Has to be. Hardstone has guilds that can train young mages, so why is she different?” Hitomi read Sabutai’s face well enough to know he was withholding information.

Sabutai sighed. “We noted she has peculiar traits. One such trait that might be useful for this mission is that she speaks to animals.”

“With rune stones?” Hitomi asked.

With the power of rune stones, though rare, a user could learn the spells used to speak to the beasts of the world for a short amount of time.

“No,” Sabutai replied with a furrowed brow.

“That’s a dark mark,” Hitomi said, opening the scroll. Her eyes showed her shock. “Sabutai, these are dangerous abilities.”

“Plants wilt and die when she is around for lengthy periods of time. She doesn’t sacrifice them or anything, they just die,” Sabutai said, elaborating on what was written on the scroll Hitomi was reading. “We believe we’ve been able to get her to control that, but it’s a natural ability. She is also quite capable of dream glimpsing and bewilderment. Again, naturally. There have been... incidents, though very accidental on her part. It’s been some time since we’ve had any incident.”

“Sabutai...” Hitomi began. “Those are dark marks. Anytime a mage can enter a dream and make the dreamer do something, then that’s considered dark! Accident or not, they will figure out how that works, and it’s not long before an accident becomes an intentional act,” Hitomi rose and tried to hand the scroll back to Sabutai, but the mage refused it.

“She can be of use with the beasts.”

“She could also kill my agents!” Hitomi yelled.

Sabutai clasped his wife’s arms, trying to comfort her. “I wouldn’t ask this if I thought that could happen. I will not see another mage fall to dark forces, but I think she is ready for a test. It’s a quick mission, right?”

“That’s the plan,” Hitomi said stoically. 

Sabutai tried to smile. “I’m not asking her to be a member, just given a chance to prove she can be out in the world. Each of those abilities, though dark, has opposite effects if we give the mage the ability to train in the proper use of magic.”

Hitomi sat back down and Sabutai again sat next to her. “Have you ever seen anyone like this?” Hitomi asked. 

Sabutai looked out towards the balcony. Hitomi could see his eyes water. “There was one,” Sabutai began. “When I was a young mage, maybe only ten or eleven, another mage was taken from us. He was too powerful for the guild’s teachers, and his power could not be contained. Obed took him away, but to be honest, I don’t   know what happened to him. He was a danger to everyone around him and he was in danger from outside forces, but no one tried to help him.”

“So, you have tried to help her?” Hitomi asked.

“I have been able to help some, others have as well. It takes a village,” Sabutai cracked a smile.

“Can she travel safely?”

Sabutai’s smile grew. “She can. She’s in her last year of training, and I think she’ll be able to contain her powers effectively.”

“Then send her to Castemont. She can meet with the other two agents there. Just tell her what to say,” Hitomi sighed. She looked at Sabutai sternly. “She had better be ready.”

Sabutai nodded. He hoped that she was.
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The Same Story, an Old Story
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Hammer strikes rang out from the shop of a simple orc blacksmith. Weaponsmith was his true training, but he would work many metals into all sorts of objects, so the term blacksmith was apt. Muscles tightened with each swing and the greenish hued skin glistened with sweat. Even when he dropped his hood to allow himself to cool, sweat still poured from his shaved head.

Behind him stood the bust of Dyos, the orc god of metalworkers. While many cultures in the world prayed to the old gods or to the Creator, orcs kept their own pantheon. Tsungo was no different in that regard. He, as he was a blacksmith, made sure to give thanks to Dyos each day for his skill and the many customers that crossed his threshold. 

One such customer was the beautiful and altogether deadly rogue Ava. She always got her blades sharpened by the crafty orc, and that was nearly a weekly occurrence. 

“Oi, Tsungo! I brought my blades for a quick honing before I sail out to Castemont,” the raven-haired rogue handed her sheathed blades to the orc. 

The knives were made with beautiful craftsmanship, curved for effective slashes but with enough of a point for deadly thrusts. Each blade, a twin set made of Wootz steel, were fourteen inches in length and each had an ebony hilt and jeweled pommels. 

Tsungo took the blades in each hand and unsheathed them, one at a time, inspecting their wear. “Hmm,” he murmured. “Fifty marks,” the orc said, looking to Ava. 

The rogue scrunched her nose at the amount. “Fifty marks?” she exclaimed. “I could take it to Fero and get them sharpened for barely a pence over thirty marks!”

Tsungo shoved the knives back toward Ava. “Then take them to Fero, and when his craftsmanship fails, you don’t bother stepping back into my shop!”

Ava eyed the orc holding her knives. “Forty.”

“Forty-five or leave,” Tsungo replied coolly, pointing to the door.

“Fine forty-five marks, but they had better cut a bastard with just a glance.”

Tsungo grinned. “You know my work well enough to know they will.”

Ava smiled and then sat down on a nearby barrel as Tsungo went to work on her blades. “Thank you,” she said, while inspecting her nails and digging soot from under her thumb. 

“Yeah,” Tsungo said quietly. 

He was deep in thought and wasn’t much for conversations anyway, but Ava was a bit more talkative. 

“I’ve been coming here for nearly ten years and in those ten years, you’ve never asked me why I always need my blades sharpened. It’s not that sharpening a blade is odd, just the frequency,” Ava remarked.

“You’re paying top silver for a service. The least I can do is keep my teeth together,” Tsungo asked. “The coins change often, and that’s peculiar, but the silver or gold has always weighed right, so I don’t bother with the faces on the coins.”

Ava grinned. “I got some ravens on me today. Good for some sport at the parlor down the street. You know the one? They serve the spiced rum from Kanakan and have plenty of pretty faces to spend time with.”

“And to spend your coin on. I avoid spending money when I don’t have to,” Tsungo replied.

Ava put her hands behind her head and leaned back against the wall while sitting on the barrel. “Smart.” 

Ava had always admired the work of the orcs in the Freeholds, but Tsungo was different. Most orcs, hard workers and intelligent, were gifted craft workers, but Tsungo made metal objects that looked to be crafted by the gods. Tsungo’s work was highly sought after, and he was always busy, but he made time for those he pegged as his friends. 

The assassin patted her thighs and then stood up. “I’m going for a pint. See you in an hour or so?”

“Fine,” Tsungo replied, glancing up as Ava walked out of his shop.

Ava walked down the street and at the first alleyway, she ducked in and pulled a small obsidian mirror from her pouch. “Ezhar Hitomi.” 

The mirror glowed for a few seconds before the Quarmi warrior appeared. “Ava. You have news?”

“Just prepping my blades for the trip and I’ll be off on the last ship out of the port. However, I have an idea for a new contact.”

“You know the idea behind recruiting,” Hitomi replied.

“Yeah, I
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