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Year: 2029 AD

Place: City of Cinder in the Ballor dimension.

With a wave of his hand, Nathan Gray used his divine power to dismiss the wooden sword from young Grant le Court’s hand. He sent the fibrous particles back into the ground to decay and fertilize the sandy soil.

Grant looked up at him with wide eyes. “Is it truly time, Lord?”

Was it time? Grant was only ten years old. But he was a demigod, with a seed of Nathan’s divine power sown within him. And every day, the danger to the boy and the fledgling human community here on Ballor increased.

“Yes, Grant, it’s time.”

Nathan held out the shiny, Ballorian steel blade he’d crafted that morning at the Cinder forges. A weapon made for a hero—razor sharp, laced with enchantments, and blessed by his own divine hand.

Behind Grant, his father beamed with pride.

His mother scowled. “Nathan, he’s just a child.”

Nathan sighed. “Unfortunately, Kelly, he doesn’t have time to be a child. Shoth has discovered his existence. The demon god will be coming for him. We must be prepared for that. He...must be prepared for that.”

They were as prepared as they could be, and everything was in place to protect the boy as much as possible. Everything but this.

The boy needed to be able to defend himself. Months of training in both swordplay and magic had hardened the lad.

“I am ready, Mother,” Grant said without a hint of a whine. Around the sword’s hilt, Grant’s fist glowed with mystic energy. “Your lessons have made me ready.”

That’s it, Grant. Compliment her. The boy was becoming both a warrior and a diplomat. Nathan couldn’t have been prouder of how Grant was turning out.

Kelly’s eyes softened as her gaze shifted to her son. “I suppose we don’t really have a choice in this, do we?”

Nathan knelt beside Grant, pointing down the target range toward the straw-packed target dummy. “Now, as I taught you.”

Grant held the new sword in both hands, aiming the tip toward the target. The lad was strong, but it would be a while before he’d be able to wield the heavy weapon properly one-handed. Hopefully, he wouldn’t need it as a sword yet. Still, the time was right for him to use the blade as a focus item for his spells.

After that, over the coming months and years, the heavier blade would strengthen his arms and help prepare him for combat.

“Na gomin tun,” Grant chanted. A blue-tinged bolt of magical energy discharged from the blade point, streaking toward the dummy. On impact, the target exploded into a rain of particles.

“Good,” Nathan said, patting Grant’s shoulder. “Very good.”

Yes, the boy was as ready as possible...

Kelly le Court folded her arms and narrowed her gaze at her son. “And remember, young man, watch out for others, harm none but the demons, and any mess you make, you clean up.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Grant said, his gaze locked on his shiny new weapon.

An alarm rang at the back of Nathan’s mind.

The brooch was moving. A world away, the moment of exchange was happening. He’d kept the knowledge of this future event secret for centuries. It had to happen. It couldn’t be changed.

Nor did he want it to be.

Still, knowledge of the future was a dangerous thing, and this was an event he needed to observe.

“I must go.” Nathan teleported to the cosmic ether. He required a moment where he couldn’t be disturbed.

Just as enemies moved against him here, in the demonic dimension, powerful forces were also at work back on Earth.

Even after years on Ballor, he’d stayed attuned to the realm of Earth because he’d acquired believers there. With a great expenditure of power, he could teleport back to Earth, but in this instance, it would be a waste.

In the serenity of Ballor’s ether, he could easily pierce the mists between the dimensions to view happenings on his home world. He concentrated and the scene clarified in his mind.

In a thrift shop, in the Sheboygan, Wisconsin, downtown business district, a woman stood at the counter with a box of items.

“I don’t know if any of this has any value, but you’re welcome to all of it,” the woman said. “I’ll take whatever you think is fair.”

“Cleaning out your mother’s place?” the attendant asked. A conciliatory tone resonated in his voice.

The woman nodded. “She didn’t have much.”

Among the items in the box lay an ancient bronze brooch.

Only three of the original ten garnets decorated its face, but the item still emitted the enchantment Nathan had placed upon it over three thousand years ago to preserve it through the centuries.

Only he and one select other could see the enchantment that pulsed in the brooch. Now, that person had to discover it.

Of course, she would, because she already had the brooch in her possession when Nathan first met her. Time needed to rectify itself, and with the brooch now in its proper place, it would.

But would this help or harm the future? That, Nathan didn’t know. This was the extent of his foreknowledge. Time would tell.

His connection to the artifact was solid but thin. Only enough bandwidth between the dimensions to add one last enchantment. But an important enchantment. A short message to himself. The message he’d received so long ago.

Trust her, send him.
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Tomorrow and yesterday are concepts best disregarded. Today is the only reality. - Chantel, 12th century Arcanist philosopher and psychic.

––––––––
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Year: 2029 AD

Place: Sheboygan, Wisconsin.

The object would have caught Kim Wakefield’s attention anyway. Many of the items in the shop window were antique, but a quick detection spell had the bronze brooch registering as ancient—thousands of years old. Penannular in design, it could easily have been mistaken for Celtic. The golden hue in the item’s aura screamed of power and enchantment from another age.

More than likely, the thrift shop owner had no idea what he had on display, but Kim could clearly see the ancient arcane enchantments within the object. Only once before had she seen an item with a similar aura—the Demon Gate, crafted over three thousand years before, in the fiery furnaces of Atlantis, before the sundering of the world. The gate had been special, completely indestructible by anyone on this side of the dimensional rift it created.

It seemed impossible that another relic of that age could have survived from those ancient times, yet this brooch appeared to be that old.

Worn and damaged, the thing still pulsed with power and enchantment. How had it come to be here?

The lure was impossible to resist, even though it meant that Kim wouldn’t have money for the special dinner she’d planned for that evening.

But food didn’t matter. Procuring this artifact and identifying its magical properties would be of the highest priority. She had to obtain it.

She entered the shop. “That old brooch in the window. I’ll give you twenty dollars for it.”

“I suppose I could give it to you for that,” the shop owner said. “No one else seems to want it, and it’s in pretty bad shape.”

He accepted Kim’s money and packaged up the brooch.

Clutching the bag closely, she left the shop and hurried back to her apartment. She couldn’t wait to examine the brooch closer.

Her hand shook as she placed the jewelry piece on her kitchen table, then her stomach growled. Damn it, she wanted a clear head if she was going to probe the mysteries of the brooch. She pulled open her pantry door and stared at the dusty shelves. The big box of saltines had all of three stale crackers in it. She gobbled them up eagerly, but she knew they wouldn’t be enough to settle her rumbling stomach, even with the small pile of crumbs she’d managed to pour into the palm of her hand and lap up while she threw the box in the trash.

In desperation, she reached for the only other item in the cupboard, a single package of ramen noodles. It was a couple of years old, and her lifeline. That one thing she’d told herself would indicate that she’d hit rock bottom if she ever decided to actually eat it.

Well, she had hit rock bottom. Hell, so had the world. The election that put President Stanton in office nine years earlier had all but ended the human era on Earth.

Stanton was a Ballor Demon. He’d been in disguise as a human when elected. No longer. The demons now openly controlled governments throughout the world. Humans had been reduced to abject poverty and virtual slavery to the demon lords.

“Fuck you, Stanton.” She returned to the table while she waited for the water in the pot to boil. Gently picking up the brooch, she twirled it around holding onto the pin. It was bronze, she was sure. A bronze piece constructed before the bronze age. An impossibility. An enigma.

The three garnets that remained as decoration on the face, sparkled in the wan light of the single bulb in her kitchen. Originally there would have been ten gems, if she was reading the design correctly. Three across the upper rim, to frame the opening, and seven in the lower area of the circular brooch. It must have been very beautiful at one time. Silver panels had been worked into the bronze, and intricately patterned to give a pebbly appearance. Thin, almost invisible, carved runes on the back of the piece held the magical enchantment.

The long pin, that would have been used to attach the brooch to a cloak or other piece of clothing, had been bent and straightened, possibly more than once, and there was a crease in the metal at the center.

Steam rose from the boiling water on the stove, and Kim absently plopped the hard block of noodles into the froth, grabbing at a wooden spoon to stir. She was so caught up in the brooch and its bright golden aura, that she almost forgot to add the little flavor packet.

Not that she’d probably taste it anyway.

Reducing the heat, she set the soup to simmer, then went to retrieve her crystal ball from the packed boxes by the apartment’s front door.

This was her last night of freedom—her last night in her apartment. Tomorrow she’d be moving back into the Arcanists’ compound north of the city.

Of course, she’d always been welcome there, but this apartment, rented when she’d turned twenty, had been her first step toward independence. Living at the compound, everyone tended to be in everyone else’s business all the time. Here, she’d been free to live the limited life provided by her small librarian’s salary.

She’d inherited the job and care of the secret underground Arcanist archive in the Mead Public Library after Kelly Grant, her friend who’d gone to the other side to destroy the demon gate, had vacated the position.

Her gaze flickered to the library located just across the street from her apartment building. Location had played a big part in her choice of this residence. Living within the heart of the business district meant that most of what she required was within walking distance. She hadn’t needed a vehicle, which she couldn’t have afforded.

The library was dark—closed now, possibly forever.

That hurt.

The official reason was that the city couldn’t afford to maintain the structure or the staff. The truth was that the demons in charge of the city didn’t want anyone making a living wage. Only those who sold their souls to the demon cause could prosper under their heel. No more free books, free internet, or story time for children.

Damned bastards!

She pulled her gaze back to the crystal ball, another artifact she’d acquired—a gift from her friend Salina Chamberlain. Arcane energy pulsed in the crystal, casting a greenish glow around the clear, glass sphere.

She placed the ball, in its brass stand, on the table, and set the brooch next to it, then went to dish up her soup. Blowing across the bowl to cool it, she carried it back to the table. She’d need at least a few bites to calm her grumbling stomach before she plumbed the depths of the crystal ball in search of the brooch’s origin.

An hour later, the half full bowl of soup sat forgotten and cold, as Kim stared into the swirling mists inside the crystal ball. So many hands had touched this brooch. So many stories were attached to it. Some triumphs, many tragedies, but still no hint of what the enchantment on the brooch actually did.

She was over three thousand years back in time now. As far back as she could go with the brooch as the crystal ball’s focus. This had to be the item’s creation.

The dark-skinned man whose image filled her view was naked from the waist up. A kilt-like garment, just a thin strip of white linen, with golden embroidery along the top and bottom edge, covered the bare essentials. Broad shoulders and muscular arms held a set of long-handled tongs grasping a cup-sized ceramic crucible sitting in the midst of the blazing fire.

Straight black hair hung to his shoulders and framed a handsome face with chiseled features and midnight-black eyes. His full lips moved and Kim strained to hear the voice from thousands of years in the past.

“By the Goddess, let it be what Naithn’gra needs.” The man carried the crucible from the fire to a table and poured molten bronze into a clay mold.

Kim kept her focus on the man and shifted the image forward one day. Now the man from the past held the artifact by its pin, just as Kim did in the present, but in the crystal ball it was new, complete, and brightly shining in the reflection of oil lamps arrayed around a stone block chamber. The room was ornately decorated with stitched wall hangings of high detail and shiny gold and silver filigree.

A second man stood beside the crafter.

When she directed the crystal ball to show her this man, a chill crept through Kim’s gut. The hair was longer, but the face was one she recognized.

Nathan Gray? The old Arcanist sorcerer was yet another of her friends trapped in the demon dimension. But how could he also have existed three thousand years ago? Was this some ancient relative?

The crafter spoke, and she shifted her focus back to consider Nathan Gray’s doppelganger.

“You are saying the portal is a mistake?” the crafter asked. “We should not follow the directives of the Goddess?” The man appeared to be speaking to someone across the room, but his eyes were on the piece of jewelry in his hand.

“Yes.” A feminine voice came from the man’s right, so Kim adjusted the view in the crystal ball to see the speaker. “Opening the demon gate was the biggest mistake mankind ever made.”

Kim’s view closed in on the woman. The eyes, the hair, everything was the same. It was as if the crystal ball had become a mirror. This woman, from thousands of years in the past, looked exactly...like her.
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The soul is old...ancient. Memory, on the other hand, is recent. – Seeking Oneness by Ebar Zbignzie, 1861

––––––––
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Year: 1166 BC

Place: Atlantis

The Atlantean Council chamber sizzled with the rising arguments of the women seated around the circular table. Merc’vel Hove sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. A pounding ache threatened to split his head wide open.

One would think I would have gotten used to this by now.

As the sole male and most junior representative on the council, his place was to watch and listen, and he’d been doing that at these weekly meetings for almost a year. His opinions were rarely sought and his insights easily dismissed.

Still, a sweep of progressive thought had launched the radical idea that maybe men needed to be represented on the council, and Merc’vel had stepped up to embody the minority male viewpoint.

Atlantean men were soldiers, toilers, and bedmates. Merc’vel had hoped his election would open new avenues for men throughout Atlantis, but it soon became obvious that, at this point, he held only a symbolic seat on the council. Still, the position allowed him to pursue divine enchantment and artificing, professions no male had hitherto been permitted.

He’d kept his practice of the divine arts secret from most, not wanting to create waves in the council. He knew there were those still opposed to his new privileges. Pleven’par Eld, who sat directly across from him at the council table, had been particularly upset with his position on the council, and spent a great deal of every meeting throwing nasty comments and piercing glares his way.

Merc’vel’s gaze shifted around the table at the eight most powerful women in Atlantis. He counted it a blessing from the Goddess that he sat with them at all. Despite the adversity he’d encountered, this position was a responsibility he could not and would not walk away from.

On this day, the councilwomen seemed quite happy to waste this lovely morning inside the stuffy council chamber debating the Goddess’s will.

Ark’le Bors, the head of the Atlantean Council, pounded the table with the palm of her hand. “The Goddess is near. I feel her presence even now.”

The Goddess was known to speak through Bors. “She has a new project of great import that she will be assigning one of us.”

“Assigning you, of course.” Aen’den Mars, the heavy-set councilwoman, perspired profusely in the midmorning heat. She was fond of a fig tea Merc’vel found rather foul. As it did now, the unpleasant odor tended to waft across the table from her direction.

But many of the woman’s concerns mirrored Merc’vel’s own, so he counted her an ally. He could forgive her the inconvenience of her beverage choice, as she’d spoken the words lodged in his own throat.

Bors would often claim the Goddess told her something that specifically elevated her position in society. The other council members were starting to publicly question these divine insights more fervently.

With a suddenness that raised hairs on the back of his neck, the unpleasant tea stench was replaced with the fragrant smell of spring flowers as a cooling breeze filled the council chamber.

“Heed my calling, all ye who gather here. We have new allies who will assist us in our war against the High Lord’s forces. They require only a way to come to us.” The voice of the Goddess filled the council chamber.

These words rippled through Merc’vel as if they were spoken from within him at the very core of his existence.

Bor’s smirk broadened. “You see. She speaks to all of us.” She raised her voice. “How can we aid you, Goddess?”

Gaia, also named the Earth Mother, materialized among them. Draped in cold beauty and surrounded by a divine glow, she floated over the center of the council table. Her words were compelling and drenched in power and the promise of glory for those who believed.

The Goddess’s gaze swept dramatically to Merc’vel. A tingling sensation rippled through his body.

“The High Lord must not be allowed to succeed in his war against us. I grant Merc’vel the knowledge to craft a portal to our allies in Ballor. So mote it be.”

As the last syllable reverberated throughout the chamber, the Goddess disappeared. All sat in reverent silence. Merc’vel found himself awash in the afterglow of the divine. He’d actually been in the presence of the Goddess. She’d spoken to him.

Inspiration filled him as the full design of an enchanted gateway to another dimension appeared in his mind. Divine wisdom gifted to him from Gaia, no doubt. She’d given him the task and knowledge needed to build a wonder.

“My Goddess.” There was a plea in Bors’ voice. “Do we dare trust a male with something this important?”

Obviously, this was not at all what the head councilwoman had expected.

Gaia reappeared. This time her stern gaze was focused on Bors. “You would question me?” Her tone was tinged with anger.

“Of...of course not, Goddess.” Bors lowered her gaze to the table.

“Merc’vel, though merely a man, is the only one on the high council with the piety and natural gifts needed to create the portal. You others I find...lacking. Perhaps it’s time you began to listen to his advice.”

Had he imagined it, or had the Goddess just winked at him?

***
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Three laborious years later, Merc’vel stood amazed at what had been accomplished on the project. Sweat slid down his face as he watched the flakes of refined metal melt and fuse together into an alloy.

Bronze, a mixture of copper and tin. Who would have thought?

Metallurgy wasn’t something he’d ever studied. The knowledge had come from the Goddess. The recipe, the process, the construction of the forge—everything. Was it magic or science?

It didn’t really matter. This was his charge, his task, assigned by the Earth Mother, and though it had taken years to perfect the process, he could now move on with the crafting of the gateway.

It still boggled his mind that the Goddess chose him over every other council member.

And the council had certainly taken notice. He’d received a new, if grudging, respect among its members.

He’d shared the knowledge, laid out the Goddess’s plan.

Other smiths now used the process of making bronze to forge spear heads and short swords that could, at last, give the Atlanteans an advantage in their wars against the High Lord’s followers, but this project, the gateway to Ballor, was all his, and of top priority.

“Merc’vel, what are you doing?”

Over the hissing of the molten metal, Merc’vel recognized the voice. “Greetings, Naithn’gra. What brings you to Atlantis today?”

Naithn’gra, the pale-skinned sorcerer from the north—one whom even the council respected, despite him being male—infrequently visited Atlantis. Still, Merc’vel had developed a close relationship with the man and counted him a close friend.

“Your workings of power drew my attention,” Naithn’gra said. “There is great arcane energy shimmering in the air above Atlantis. Have you not felt it?”
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