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Eternity's Past

By Kenneth Thomas

Prologue: Fractures in the Veil

The Eternal Core pulsed faintly in the void, its fractured surface casting jagged threads of light into a realm where time spiraled endlessly. This was the Shattered Veil—a liminal space neither bound to the present nor shackled by the past. Here, moments existed as fragments, spinning freely in a cascade of what was, what is, and what could yet be.

The Core, once pristine in its crystalline perfection, now bore deep scars, etched by ambition and betrayal. Its golden energy flickered erratically, like a dying ember caught in a storm, yet its presence was undeniable. It hummed with a rhythm that defied the silence of the Veil, a heartbeat of creation and destruction.

From the endless void, a voice resonated—not spoken, but felt, vibrating through the very fabric of reality.

“At what cost?”

Orran Darrow stood alone on a jagged fragment of this broken realm, his shadow stretching across the glowing strands of time. The question lingered in the air, heavy with accusation, though he wasn’t sure if it came from the Core, the Veil, or the depths of his own fractured soul.

The Core flared briefly, casting Orran’s reflection into sharp relief. His once-sharp features were weathered, the lines of his face carved by years of guilt and determination. The light of the Core revealed more than his face—it showed the moments he had tried to bury. The collapse of the Guilds, the shattered trust of his allies, and the lives ruined by his unrelenting ambition.

He clenched his fists, his voice low but steady. “I never meant for this.”

The Core responded, not with words but with a surge of energy. Around Orran, fragments of time twisted into being—visions of himself, younger and unbroken, older and triumphant, broken and repentant. Each reflection bore a different answer to the question that now haunted him.

From the swirling fragments, the Core’s voice came again, clearer now, closer.

“You created me.”

Orran turned to face it. The Core was no longer a fractured artifact but a radiant entity, its form shifting and alive. Its golden light pulsed like a heartbeat, and within its glow, Orran saw the faces of those who had walked beside him—Leva, Rendall, the countless others he had lifted or crushed along his path.

“Did I?” Orran asked, his voice raw. “Or did you create me?”

The Core’s light dimmed, as if contemplating his words. The fragments of time around them began to shudder, their edges splintering as the Veil itself recoiled.

“This is not an end,” the Core replied, its tone quieter now, almost reverent. “But a beginning.”

The Veil trembled, its fractured threads pulling taut. In the distance, a door began to form—its outline impossibly bright against the darkness. Orran’s gaze lingered on it, the weight of his choices pressing down like the gravity of a collapsing star.

“You want me to walk through,” Orran said, his words more a statement than a question.

The Core flared, not in affirmation or denial, but in something far more enigmatic. Around him, the fragments of time continued to churn, and for a moment, Orran saw himself walking through the door—a figure of light, of shadow, of something more than either.

Orran took a step forward, then another. Behind him, the Veil shuddered violently, as though resisting his movement, but he pressed on.

As he approached the door, the Core spoke once more.

“You will not return unchanged.”

Orran stopped, his gaze fixed on the light ahead. He looked back at the Core one last time, its fractured form still holding the echoes of his ambition, his regrets, his hope.

“Neither will you,” he replied.

And then, he stepped into the light.
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Chapter 1: Shadows of the Core
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The wind carried whispers through Mellarin’s shattered streets, a chorus of mournful voices rising from the ruins. Once a city of light and innovation, Mellarin now lay broken, its proud spires reduced to jagged skeletons. Buildings leaned against one another like weary soldiers, their stone faces cracked and weathered. Golden anomalies flickered in the dim twilight, casting ghostly shadows that twisted and writhed across the rubble.

Orran Darrow stood at the edge of what had once been the city square, his boots crunching over shattered cobblestones. A faint glow caught his eye—a fissure in the earth, pulsing with the Eternal Core’s unstable energy. Tendrils of golden light slithered through the fissure like restless serpents, their movements both mesmerizing and ominous. The light clawed at the edges of the ruins, as if seeking to drag them into the abyss.

The air hung heavy, saturated with the weight of unspoken grief. Survivors emerged from the rubble, their ashen faces hollow and haunted. Their stares pressed against Orran’s back, silent accusations that burned into him. He pulled his threadbare coat tighter, though it offered no warmth. The cold here didn’t come from the air—it radiated from the fissure, deep and unforgiving.

He scanned the crowd, searching for something—hope, maybe, though he wasn’t sure it could survive in this place. Instead, he saw only the remnants of lives destroyed by ambition. My ambition, he thought bitterly. This wasn’t the first city to fall, but Mellarin’s ruins served as an unrelenting reminder of the cost.

A sharp voice pierced the silence. “Get away from there!”

Orran turned sharply. A child, no older than ten, teetered at the fissure’s edge, their wide eyes fixed on the pulsing light below. The ground beneath them groaned ominously.

“Move!” Orran barked, his voice cutting through the stillness.

The child flinched, taking a hesitant step back. But the cobblestones cracked, and the fissure trembled. As the ground gave way beneath their feet, Orran lunged, his fingers brushing their arm just as they began to fall. With a desperate yank, he pulled them to safety.

The child stared up at him, their face streaked with ash and tears. Their voice trembled, barely a whisper. “You’re him, aren’t you?”

Orran froze, his chest tightening. “Who?”

“The alchemist,” the child said, their voice trembling. “The one who broke the world.”

Before Orran could respond, a woman rushed forward, yanking the child into her arms. Her glare was sharp enough to cut stone.

“Stay away from us,” she hissed, venom dripping from her words. “Haven’t you done enough?”

Orran opened his mouth, but no words came. The woman turned, clutching the child tightly as she disappeared into the crowd. Around him, whispers began to rise like a growing tide.

“He shouldn’t be here...”

“After everything he’s done...”

“Why is he still alive?”

Orran turned away, retreating to the edge of the square. He leaned against the broken remains of a column, his gaze fixed on the fissure’s flickering light. The whispers faded into the background, but their weight lingered, pressing on his chest like a stone.

“It’s not your fault.”

The calm, steady voice pulled him from his thoughts. Orran glanced up to see Leva standing nearby, her arms crossed. Her patched coat bore faint glyphs along its sleeves that glimmered faintly in the fading light. Her sharp features were unreadable, free of judgment.

“They seem to think it is,” Orran muttered, brushing ash from his sleeves.

“They’re alive because of you,” Leva said, stepping closer.

“They’re suffering because of me,” Orran replied, his voice hollow.

Leva didn’t argue. Instead, she turned her attention to the fissure. “How bad is it?”

“Worse than it looks,” Orran admitted, nodding toward the glowing crack. “The energy’s fading, but the connection to the Core isn’t severed. If it destabilizes again...”

He let the thought trail off. They both knew the consequences.

Leva exhaled sharply, her breath visible in the cold air. “We can’t patch every wound in the world, Orran. If we’re going to stop this, we need to find the source.”

“The source is the Core,” Orran said, his tone tightening. “It’s always been the Core.”

Leva’s eyes darkened. “The Core is gone. What’s left are people like Rendall—people using your work to drag the world closer to collapse.”

Orran’s fists clenched, his knuckles white. “Then we stop them.”

Before Leva could respond, the fissure erupted. A column of golden energy shot skyward, blinding and violent. The ground beneath them shuddered as shards of rubble exploded outward. Screams rang out as the shockwave ripped through the square, scattering debris like shrapnel. Orran moved instinctively, grabbing Leva and pulling her behind the column. Dust and ash filled the air, choking the world in a cloud of chaos.

When the tremors subsided, Orran staggered to his feet, coughing against the haze. The fissure had widened, its glow steady now but more menacing. Around its edges, intricate glyphs began to appear, carved into the stone by no human hand. They shimmered with a faint, otherworldly light.

“Leva,” Orran said, his voice low.

She followed his gaze and stiffened. “That’s not one of yours, is it?”

“No,” Orran replied grimly. “And whoever made it—they’re close.”

Leva adjusted her coat, the glyphs on her arms flaring faintly as she gripped her blade. “Then let’s find them.”

Orran cast one last glance at the fissure, its golden light casting jagged shadows across the square. The whispers of the crowd were gone, replaced by a suffocating silence. He felt the pull of the fissure, like a heartbeat out of rhythm, reverberating through his chest.

“We don’t have much time,” he muttered, his jaw tight.

“No,” Leva agreed, falling into step beside him. “We don’t.”

Together, they disappeared into the crumbling streets, leaving the fissure behind. Its hum echoed in the distance, a sinister promise that the unraveling had already begun.
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Chapter 2: The Gathering Storm

[image: ]




The road out of Mellarin was a jagged scar winding through the frostbitten countryside. Ruined fields stretched to the horizon, their once-fertile soil now streaked with ash and patches of wildflowers that seemed out of place in the bitter cold. Rivers that should have been frozen flowed unnaturally fast, their surfaces shimmering with faint golden threads of energy.

Leva walked ahead, her strides purposeful. Orran followed a few paces behind, his head bowed against the biting wind. His coat, patched and frayed, offered little protection, but he was used to discomfort. It was the silence between them that felt heavier than the chill in the air.

“We can’t keep doing this,” Leva said abruptly, her voice cutting through the quiet.

Orran glanced up, startled by the sudden break. “Doing what?”

“Patch a fissure, move on to the next,” she said, slowing her pace but still keeping ahead of him. “It’s not enough, Orran. The world’s breaking faster than we can fix it. If we don’t find the source—if we don’t stop whoever’s behind this—”

She let the words hang in the air, their weight undeniable.

“I know,” Orran said, his jaw tightening. “But we don’t even know where to start. The glyphs, the anomalies—they’re all connected to the Core, but all we have are fragments to follow.”

Leva stopped, finally turning to face him. Her expression was hard, but there was a flicker of something softer in her eyes—concern, perhaps. “You’re running yourself into the ground. And you’re dragging me with you.”

Orran looked away, his shoulders stiff. “If I stop, more people die. You’ve seen it—entire towns trapped in time, places erased by the anomalies. This isn’t about me.”

“No,” Leva said, stepping closer. “It’s about all of us. And if you break before we find them—if you fall—who’s going to carry this?”

For a moment, Orran couldn’t answer. His gaze flicked to the horizon, where the ruins of Mellarin’s glow still lingered faintly. He exhaled, his breath visible in the icy air. “I won’t fall,” he said quietly, though his tone carried more resolve than certainty.

Leva’s expression darkened, but she didn’t push further. She turned and continued walking, leaving Orran to follow.

The sound came when they were halfway down the valley—a low, rhythmic hum that grew louder with each step. Orran froze, his hand instinctively brushing the edge of his satchel.

“Do you hear that?” he asked.

Leva stopped ahead of him, tilting her head. The hum carried through the air, mechanical and deliberate. “Constructs,” she said, her voice tense.

“Guilds?” Orran murmured, scanning the shadowed valley ahead.

Leva’s grip tightened on the hilt of her blade. “Or worse.”

They moved off the path and into the underbrush, crouching low as they crept toward the sound. The frost-covered ground crackled softly under their boots, and the hum grew louder with every step.

The glow appeared first—cold and blue, like the edge of a steel blade catching moonlight. Then the constructs came into view.

Three of them.

Their forms were humanoid but alien in their precision. Armored frames gleamed under the faint light of the anomalies that danced along their surfaces, and glyphs etched into their plating pulsed faintly. At their chests, alchemical cores radiated with a steady rhythm, each pulse sending faint waves of energy through the air.

Orran felt his chest tighten. He knew these designs. He had built them—no, not these exact ones, but their predecessors. These constructs weren’t just improved; they were perfected, enhanced far beyond what the Guilds had achieved in his time.

Leva crouched beside him, her eyes narrowing. “They’re not Guild constructs.”

“No,” Orran said, his voice grim. “But whoever built them had access to my notes—or worse, my prototypes.”

Leva’s blade gleamed faintly as she drew it. “Rendall?”

“Maybe,” Orran said. “But the glyphs are too precise. This is someone who’s refined the process.”

The constructs halted suddenly, their heads swiveling in unison. Their glowing eyes scanned the valley, the hum of their cores sharpening like a predator honing in on prey.

Orran and Leva pressed lower into the shadows.

“What do we do?” Leva whispered.

“Wait,” Orran said, though his own instincts were screaming for action.

The constructs resumed their march, moving steadily west.

“Toward Harwick’s Spire,” Orran muttered under his breath.

Leva stiffened. “The Spire’s abandoned. It’s been dead for years.”

“Not anymore,” Orran replied grimly.

They followed the constructs at a safe distance, weaving through the trees to stay out of sight. The hum of the machines remained steady, their movements unnervingly synchronized.

When they crested the next hill, the valley below opened to reveal a clearing illuminated by alchemical lamps. A makeshift camp sprawled across the frosted ground, its perimeter marked by glyph-etched banners that glowed faintly in the dim light. Cloaked figures moved among the tents, their movements deliberate and disciplined.

Orran’s gaze settled on one of the banners, and his stomach churned.

“The Disciples of Eternity,” he said, the name bitter on his tongue.

Leva frowned. “Who?”

“A splinter group,” Orran explained. “Radicals. They believe the Core is divine, that its power is meant to elevate them beyond humanity. I thought they were gone.”

“Clearly not,” Leva said, her tone sharp.

Orran’s eyes scanned the camp, searching for a familiar face. Near the center, a figure stood on a raised platform, silhouetted against the glow of an alchemical lamp. They wore a dark cloak, their hood casting their face in shadow, but Orran could see the shard of crystal hanging around their neck—a shard of the Eternal Core.

The figure raised their arms, addressing the gathered Disciples. Their voice rang out, filled with conviction.

“The Core has chosen us!” they declared. “Its power is a gift, not a curse. Through it, we will transcend the failures of the past! Together, we will reshape this broken world!”

The crowd murmured their agreement, their faces illuminated by the cold blue light of the constructs’ cores.

Orran’s stomach twisted. He had seen this kind of fervor before—blind devotion, weaponized ambition.

“We need to stop this,” he whispered.

Leva grabbed his arm, her grip firm. “Not now. If we go down there, we’ll get ourselves killed.”

Orran shook his head. “We need to know what they’re planning. If they’ve found a way to harness the Core’s power...”

A sharp crack of a twig cut him off. He turned, his heart lurching, to see one of the constructs standing just a few feet away. Its glowing eyes locked onto him, and its core pulsed brightly, an alarm flaring in the air.

“Orran!” Leva shouted, drawing her blade as the construct lunged.
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Chapter 3: The Rogue’s Gambit
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The construct lunged, its massive arm slicing through the air with mechanical precision. Orran threw himself to the side, the force of its strike cracking the frost-covered ground like thunder. He hit the dirt hard, rolling to his feet just as the construct’s glowing eyes locked onto him again.

“Orran, move!” Leva’s voice cut through the haze. She was already charging the machine, her blade flashing like a comet in the pale moonlight. Sparks erupted as her weapon struck the construct’s armored frame, the sound shrill and grating. The blow left only a shallow gouge.

“It’s reinforced!” she growled, ducking under a retaliatory swing. The construct’s movements were unnervingly fluid, far beyond the clunky prototypes Orran had built in his Guild days. “What are you teaching these things, Darrow?”

“Improvisation!” Orran snapped, his eyes darting for an opening. He dove behind a frost-covered tree, his mind racing. This wasn’t just a construct. It was an evolution. Who had taken his abandoned designs and twisted them into this nightmare?

The hum of other constructs echoed faintly in the distance, growing louder with each passing second. Orran cursed under his breath. Whoever was controlling these machines had refined his work far beyond his worst fears. He rummaged through his satchel, his fingers trembling as they found a small vial of Aetherfire. The faint golden liquid inside shimmered like liquid light.
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