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   Dear Sages, 
 
   Don’t let the new title fool you. This IS the book you have been waiting for. This IS the Last of the Sages 7. As I was writing about the awesome protagonist you’re about to meet (Remi) and her adventures, I realized just how much Bastion’s actions in the last novel changed things. In a sense, this is a whole new world (or worlds, if you will) and things just aren’t the same anymore. After completing this novel, I thought to myself…this certainly is different than the other Sage trilogies. Kind of like how Bastion’s trilogy was different than James’. It’s not a bad thing. In fact, I loved writing about Remi.
 
   It’s just different.
 
   And so I got to thinking about what I wrote, and what you as the readers want and I tried to come up with a balance between the two. 
 
    As always, I want to keep the series fresh, and that means introducing new and exciting main characters, bringing on different perspectives, new friends and enemies, etc. 
 
   But that doesn’t mean people don’t love or outright prefer the Sages of Yesterday. For example, I have been getting a TON of emails asking about their favorite Sages and when they’ll see them again. Don’t even get me started on the lashing I took when I killed James. Goodness. People weren’t too happy about that.
 
   In a sense, we’ve hit another crossroads, and so…after a lot of consideration, this is what NATURALLY happened. Remi’s story is now kicking off a brand new series while still incorporating all that has happened in the prior Sage books. This was the book I’ve wanted to write all along, kind of like how Bastion was the major force driving his trilogy. However, the people have spoken, and say they want to see their favorite Sages in new major stories. 
 
   So…here’s what we’re looking at now:
 
    
 
   The Sorcerer’s Ring (Book #1 of the Seven Sorcerers Saga)
 
   AND
 
   Rise of the Sages (Book #7 of the Sage Saga)
 
    
 
   What you have pre-ordered IS Sages 7 through and through, but it won’t be called that from here on out. Instead, the upcoming Sages 7 (which you will see listed on Amazon for Preorder) is the one that’s ALL about your favorite Sages and so will #8 and #9 and so on. No new protagonists taking the forefront. It’s all about James, Kyran, Chloe, Arimus, Bastion, Lily, and all the other Sages that died fighting the good fight. Having a story focused on them is great because there’s no awkward intro phase. We can just get right to the main entrée of your four course meal. Oh, and you’re going to love the villain in that story. I promise. 
 
   Meanwhile, Remi and other future protagonists will continue the series through the Seven Sorcerers Saga. While there will be crossovers and you will see the Sages pop up in her world here and there, for the most part, the story will be all about her, which is how I think it should be. 
 
   Bottom line is, I want to make you happy above all else for you are what keeps this series going and I’m eternally grateful. That’s why I want to further sweeten the pot. If you provide your email to me at: juliusstclair@yahoo.com, there will be no need to preorder the Sages 7 (with the main focus on James and the other Sages), because I will give it to you for FREE THE DAY IT COMES OUT. Just type in the body of the email: PREORDER FREE COPY. 
 
   Yep. FREE. I might even throw in some other awesome stuff as well and I’ll keep you tuned in on that. 
 
   In the meantime, I hope you’ll love what’s coming. Instead of two major novels in the “Sages Universe,” you’ll get two. One novel all about the new, and one novel all about the old, and I can’t even begin to tell you what other craziness I have up my sleeve. Just like how Bastion introduced a new age of separate but connected trilogies, it seems that Remi will issue in an age of separate but connected SERIES. 
 
   I’m pretty excited, and I hope you are too. So sit back and enjoy.
 
                                                                                                                                               - J St. Clair
 
    
 
  
 
  



Prologue:
 
   Twenty years ago
 
   The Great Collision occurred.
 
   Between Paradise (Heaven),
 
   Oblivion (Hell),
 
   And Terra (Earth).
 
    
 
   Once thought to be spiritual planes, 
 
   It was discovered that Paradise and Oblivion were actually very physical worlds.
 
   Now they are connected
 
   And all the people
 
   Are sharing the same atmosphere, but not the same ideals.
 
    
 
   War is coming.
 
   And sensing the great conflict ahead, 
 
   both Paradise and Oblivion seek warriors.
 
   Paragon has their private army: supernatural soldiers from Terra known as Sages
 
   But they are not enough.
 
   And the only ones who can truly turn the tides
 
   Are still in hiding.
 
   The Seven Sorcerers—ancient warriors that are revered as gods—wait in the shadows,
 
   Uncertain of which side to take.
 
    
 
   Few are prepared for the battles ahead. 
 
   But one has already been fighting for her life.
 
   It begins with a young girl…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 1 – Remi
 
   She never got complacent looking up at the stars. 
 
   And it was not because of the mysteries they were known to possess. How they only revealed a miniscule amount of their true brilliance and potential from afar, or how the light that the planet enjoyed was years old and no one has truly seen their current state. 
 
   No that wasn’t it. That wasn’t why she gazed at them.
 
   It was because of how ordinary and insignificant they now were since the worlds connected. 
 
   Remi Fonteyn took another deep breath, and tried to ignore the burning in her lungs. She could fight the frost a little longer. But it wasn’t worth it.
 
   Paragon—or what used to be called Paradise—was now before her and on full display, as if it was her own private show. As she sat on the edge of the cliff and stared out beyond the grass and flower filled canyon, she could see the fears and hopes of her people manifested before her eyes. 
 
   Every day when they woke up, the concepts tugged at their hearts. 
 
   That Paradise and Oblivion/Paragon and Cimmerian—were not as eternal as they previously believed.
 
   “REMI!” a sharp yet sweet voice called out to her from behind. Remi wrapped the wool blanket tighter around her and adjusted her seat in the hardened and ice kissed grass, just enough to turn her head. Olivia was marching up the cliff with clenched fists, huffing and puffing out tufts of chilled breath. She must have come in a hurry for she wasn’t wearing her poncho. 
 
   “Oh, hey!” Remi laughed, waving her friend over. “I was wondering when you would arrive.”
 
   “When I would arrive?” Olivia scoffed. “Sitting there and acting like you invited me out here…what are you doing? You’re going to get sick again.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not that bad,” Remi huffed, turning back around to face the dancing lights. They were only wisps of Paradise, but they were enough to make her sneak out of her house whenever she had the strength. Waves of baby blue, neon green and violent red swept across the night sky as if the colors were made of water and someone was moping them up. Pinks and yellows swung back and forth as if they were listening to music only known to them, and the violets and oranges remained still and steady, as if waiting for a partner to invite them to the dance floor. The lights only appeared on a clear and cloudless night so she wasn’t going to miss the show now. Not for anything. 
 
   “You’re going to get sick again,” Olivia repeated, plopping down next to Remi. “You do that, and there’s no way you’re going on the next raid.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want to go on the next raid,” she muttered.
 
   “Then what’s the point of all that training I see you doing? It’s not for your health.”
 
   “I’d rather not talk about my health while we’re out here.”
 
   “I just worry.”
 
   “If I’m okay, then you should be too,” Remi replied, still facing the light show. “It’s my life after all.”
 
   “I don’t know what I would do without you though.” Remi faced her friend and saw the grief in her eyes. She didn’t look like the Olivia she knew. That Olivia was more optimistic and kind. She was beautiful and had the voice and physique of a pixie. She was tiny in stature but strong in spirit. The Olivia before her now was on the verge of tears, and her face was worn and sunken low, as if her skin was being pulled at by tiny hooks. It only took a few seconds for Remi to realize the truth—her friend had already begun the mourning process.
 
   “Stop it,” Remi whispered, cupping her friend’s left cheek. “I don’t want you worrying about me.”
 
   “You’re all I have, Remi,” Olivia said in her thick drawl. “And when I see you out here like this, it doesn’t help my nerves.”
 
   “You sound like an old lady.”
 
   “You look like an old lady,” Olivia retorted. Remi chuckled under her breath as she stared down at the scratchy wool blanket around her. 
 
   “Yeah,” she laughed. “I sure do.”
 
   “You know…if you didn’t come out here so often, we could go on raids together.”
 
   “I’m aware,” Remi chuckled. “But it’s not my thing. Seriously. I like to think of myself as more of an explorer than a fighter.”
 
   “You’re not going to be doing either without me.” Olivia stretched her hands out in front of Remi and closed her eyes. Remi watched curiously as her friend’s hands began to pulse a deep, dark red, so dark that it made her fingers appear frostbitten. After a few pulses, a crack was heard and then a miniature fire appeared in front of her, the sole flame rising every time Olivia moved her fingers in a wave-like motion as if she was playing a piano. The warmth made Remi feel better immediately, and she even thought about removing the blanket so that she could really get close to the fire, but she knew that Olivia would scold her. She kept it on.
 
   “That never gets old,” Remi sighed, allowing the tips of her fingers to get close to the flames. She could feel her skin regaining its vitality. 
 
   “So,” Olivia began. “When do you want to leave this place?”
 
   “Why do you say that?” Remi laughed. “Am I that obvious?”
 
   “Painfully.”
 
   “Well, when I think that we can make it on our own…we’ll head out.”
 
   “It might be too late then. There hasn’t been a conflict in twenty years. Not a single one. No one wants to risk getting killed.”
 
   “Our town raids others.”
 
   “It’s different. They only steal supplies, and usually little things. Nothing serious. The towns nearby raid us too and there’s rarely any violence. I think it’s all a farce if you ask me. Raiding each other back and forth to make it look like we’re tough.”
 
   “We’re no different than everyone else,” Remi replied. “Just stuck in limbo, waiting for the chance to make it out, one way or the other.”
 
   “If you had the strength now…would you go to Paragon…or even Cimmerian?”
 
   “In a heartbeat,” Remi grinned. She clenched a fist and raised it over her head, examining her frail and gaunt arms. “I’m going to die anyways…might as well see some fantastic things before I do, you know? All I need is a little more time. A year, tops. And I’m gone.”
 
   “What do you think those worlds are like?” Olivia whispered, rubbing her hands together. She was staring hard at the light show in the sky now, but it was apparent by the distant gaze in her eyes that she wasn’t paying much attention. 
 
   “Much like ours, I suppose. Just fancier. There’s probably castles and royalty and powerful warriors out there, just waiting for their chance to strike. The war for dominance of the three worlds will start, many people will die, and then things will go back to how it is now. Lots of peace and quiet until people start increasing in numbers again.”
 
   “I wonder what it feels like to not exist,” Olivia replied.
 
   “Probably what it feels like when you sleep and don’t dream.”
 
   “You think the Sages of Legend are really out there? Paragon’s warriors?” 
 
   Remi turned to her friend and scowled. “What does that matter?”
 
   “I was just thinking that if they’re around, they’re going to be the ones that determine how the war is going to go.”
 
   “Maybe…but we don’t know what kind of warriors are in Cimmerian or Paragon. There could be warriors from centuries ago that are far more powerful, and that’s why everything is at a stalemate. No one knows who has what on the enemy’s side. And since we cease to exist when we die now, it’s a lot harder to take risks.”
 
   “Still, the Sages will be valuable.”
 
   “The Sages are just stories,” Remi scoffed. “And even if they’re not, their power isn’t so great. Using their souls as swords…it’s not practical.”
 
   “I think it sounds pretty cool.”
 
   “You would. All you can do is make your body warm.”
 
   “At least I don’t need a blanket to do it for me,” Olivia retorted, snatching Remi’s blanket off of her and throwing it to the side. Remi yelped at the sudden chill that imprisoned her body. Barely able to move, she slowly stretched out her frail arms until she was able to retrieve the source of her warmth. Once the blanket was back upon her shoulders, she noticed that Olivia had walked away. She didn’t bother standing to her feet. She was already exhausted from the sudden cold. Breathing heavily, her eyes began to sink as she glanced back at the colorful light show in the distance, now beginning to fade as the sun slowly rose in their place. 
 
   Dawn had come, and with it, she would once again be painfully visible.
 
   Her hair was beginning to fall from her scalp and it was already malnourished—thin and brittle to the touch. Her parents had told her that it had once been a full head of magnificent strawberry blonde hair. Now it was merely a shade of its former glory. Her body was as thin as bones and her face was as disturbing as a skeleton’s bare smile. Some would say she was beautiful, if only she could gain a little weight and maintain it. 
 
   On most days she slept twice as much as anyone else, and it was only at night, when she was invisible again, and her physical features were not easily seen, that she felt the most alive. When her thoughts were solely her own and not echoes of her peers. 
 
    It was then that she “day-dreamed.” 
 
   Of a life greater than the one she had been dealt. She heard the worries of her parents all too clear—that she would never travel, never be useful, and never be a warrior. But she just didn’t believe it. She felt it deep down in her brittle bones…she was destined for greatness. 
 
   Now…
 
   If only she could do more than fight with a measly little eidolon—her soul in sword form. 
 
   Then she would be getting somewhere.
 
   Her friend didn’t know it. But she was able to fashion a blade just like the Sages of Legend. A blade created from her very soul. It had not been an easy process, and it was actually a mistake the first time it happened. 
 
   She had been running away from him again, through the woods with nothing but her blanket to shield her from the unforgiving bite of winter. She had run with abandonment, and somehow she was expanding the distance between her and the pursuer. To the point that she could no longer hear his footsteps. She stopped to catch her breath, and that was when she heard something.
 
   It had only been a clump of snow falling from the branches above, but the break in the silence nearly made her jump out of her skin. She placed a hand over her chest to calm her beating heart, as loud as a drum snare, and then she felt the hilt.
 
   It was just sticking out of her chest. Looking like it was made of brown leather and intertwined with strips of red cloth, she stared down at it as if it had been there the entire time. She wrapped a fragile hand around the hilt and gripped it tight. 
 
   She wasn’t sure if the eidolon would be strong enough, but she wasn’t about to pass up on any opportunity to get stronger either. 
 
   She pulled at the hilt and the blade came out like it was sheathed in paper. She held it above her head and examined it. It was a dark purple Falchion, almost resembling a machete in design. It hummed when she turned it over to the side, and a smile escaped her lips. But then the grin faded as quickly as it appeared. 
 
   She had listened to the stories of the Sages well, and therefore she knew that this sudden and unexpected gift of having an eidolon shouldn’t warrant too much joy. According to her people, one became a Sage when they were able to take their soul and will it into the shape of a blade. A blade that could be used as a literal weapon. 
 
   But she didn’t feel much different, and actually, she was beginning to shake uncontrollably from the cold. The eidolon did nothing but hang from her fingers like an ornament. It gave off no heat she could use, nor did it make her feel any safer should her pursuer arrive.
 
   It was useless.
 
   Remi sucked her teeth and mentally willed for the eidolon to disappear. It vanished in an instant and she hugged herself as her teeth chattered. The rest of the knowledge she had on eidolons came flooding through her mind—like how if someone stronger than her happened to break it, she might be killed. After all, it was an extension of one’s soul.
 
   And she was already dying. So why add one more way to get killed to the list?
 
   She didn’t feel any different, and therefore she knew immediately that she was no Sage. And if that was the criteria for becoming a Sage, then that meant the Sages of Legend were just as weak as she. And that just saddened her even more. 
 
   For she had spent many hours thinking about the Sages, and how she wished one would come and whisk her away from her horrible life, making her into one of them. She envisioned them having the ability to heal her ailments and defend her honor and all the fancy notions that girls like her dreamed of when they were young and naïve. She had grown up a lot since those days, and reality was a relentless teacher that didn’t discriminate. Finding an eidolon in her hand didn’t change anything in her life. 
 
   It just added to the sorrow.
 
   Sages of Legend…who cared about them?
 
    
 
   She heard shouting when she got close to her hometown, but she had no reason to worry. They lived on the edge of Cimmerian after all. Not that there were people suffering at all hours of the day, just that there was always conflict. Whether it was over something stolen or the fact that a person didn’t like another’s face, her people were the type to pick a fight solely because they needed something to do. It was funny really. They associated themselves with Cimmerians, but they never had the guts to go into their homeland unless it was a raid—to procure some food and supplies so they wouldn’t starve to death. 
 
   She was sure that her health also had to do with the horrible rationing her people did. They would gorge and fill their bellies until they were at their limits and then they would complain the next day when no more food was found. It was an endless cycle. Raid. Eat. Raid. 
 
   This was the lives of all she knew. Anything to the contrary was considered foolishness. 
 
   But since she was unable to participate in the raids, and there were times in which she couldn’t keep the food down, what was her purpose exactly? It seemed like a question her parents asked themselves whenever they thought about their daughter. Why was she there? She couldn’t work or clean that well—nothing they couldn’t do themselves in a third of the time. They couldn’t trade her for anything valuable. She was only friends with that Olivia girl and Olivia was just as useless in her own way. How could such an able-bodied person be so ineffective in raids? 
 
   They never said it, but Remi was sure her parents loathed the day she was born. 
 
   Remi looked up wearily as she saw Olivia running back to her. She looked further ahead and noticed that the town wasn’t on fire. That was a good sign. Nothing too serious could be happening.
 
   “What is it?” Remi asked as her friend stopped in front of her.
 
   “Your parents are back with the rest of the raid.”
 
   “Already?” Remi said in surprise. A raid usually lasted days. A day to plan, a day to infiltrate, and a day to make sure there wasn’t anyone chasing them. Though Cimmerians rarely left their world, there was a commonly held belief that if they ever discovered where the thieves lived, they would have the entire town executed. 
 
   “I know! I don’t think they were successful.”
 
   Remi couldn’t wrap her head around the thought. “But why?”
 
   “They might have come against some trouble. Everyone is calling for a town meeting.”
 
   Remi scoffed. “When was the last time one of those were called?”
 
   “Not since I’ve been born,” Olivia admitted. “I don’t know what this means.”
 
   “But you have to admit,” Remi grinned. “It’s a little exciting.”
 
   “Ha. You would think so,” Olivia laughed. “Maybe we’ll all hold hands and sing songs of great warriors and fantastic adventures.”
 
   Remi continued walking back to town and Olivia stepped in line next to her. “All I’m saying is that we could probably accomplish a lot more if we weren’t trying to kill each other all the time. This was bound to happen—an unsuccessful raid. How long did they think it was going to last before the Cimmerians got sick of having their stuff taken? Do you know if anyone was killed?” she said suddenly, dropping her voice to a whisper.
 
   “No, no,” Olivia said suddenly. “That would be terrible.”
 
   “I guess depending on whom,” Remi muttered under her breath. Olivia pushed slightly to the side.
 
   “That’s not funny!” Olivia half-chuckled and half-shouted. “No matter how despicable someone is, we need everyone to make the raids go well.”
 
   “See what I mean?” Remi said, tapping her forehead. “We need each other.” Olivia’s face fell as and she pursed her lips as her eyes narrowed.
 
   “I hate it when you flip stuff on me like that. Okay, okay, I agree with you. Kind of. We could be a little more productive if everyone would just shut up for once. I mean, the roof in my house has been leaking for months. I’m sure the town could use some fixing up. But what you’re talking about is never going to happen. We’re not going to all of a sudden go somewhere and start anew. We’re not going to join Paragon’s army or whatever it is you want us to do. We have a way of life here that works. No one’s going to deviate from that.”
 
   “Then no one can complain when the raids stop working.”
 
   “You know, you talk a big game, but it’s not like you’re going somewhere. And you know why? Because you’re scared. You know you can’t do by yourself what we do as a collective. They may be gross and fight each other and neglect their homes and families, but they are still our people, and you still get fed. You have no right to complain either, or you should just leave already.”
 
   “Yeah,” Remi whispered, nodding her head. “You’re right.”
 
   “What?” Olivia asked in shock. “What did you just say?”
 
   “REMI!” someone shouted from the center of town. Olivia whined as she knew she wouldn’t get confirmation now. They came upon the wooden gate and Remi stopped walking for a second to gather her thoughts. Once she hit the center of their quaint little town, where all the grown-ups were congregating, she knew that she would have to deal with a lot of stupid questions and lines of reasoning she couldn’t even imagine. It was taxing.
 
   Her eyes averted from the group of adults about a quarter mile in the distance and to the sides, where their homes laid. It wasn’t much to behold. Long lines of log cabins and makeshift huts extended out into the distance as far as she could see. There were no fields or crops or town squares or buildings of recreation. There were just places of sleep, and dirt roads to stand in while the townsfolk discussed their next adventure.
 
   Eat. Raid. Eat. 
 
   Raid. Eat. Raid.
 
   The town didn’t even have a name. That was how lazy they were. Not that they traded or dealt with anyone else. If it wasn’t for stealing from Cimmerian, she would think they were alone in the world. The only other evidence were the stories passed around after the town was good and drunk. Sitting in a circle in the middle of the main dirt road, they would laugh and jeer as they told stories of the Sages and what the world was like before the worlds collided. In slurred speech and vomit stained shirts, they would describe what Kingdoms they once belonged to—back when there were actual Kingdoms. 
 
   Then they would begin fighting over who was better, both with words and fists and terminology that she couldn’t understand.
 
   Quietus. Langoran. Allayan. Prattlian. Delilah. Yama.
 
   She determined that they were all different races or types of people, but she didn’t know the significance behind them. To her, her people all looked and acted the same so she wasn’t sure why the labels mattered. And if anything, it gave her less hope in the outside world. If they were all from different races, and they were exactly the same in how they acted, then who could she connect to out there?
 
   “REMI!” the voice cried out again and Remi realized it had been her mother calling her. If she had realized that from the beginning she wouldn’t have stopped to take in the sights. She reluctantly shuffled forward as the rest of the adults waited patiently for her to arrive. None of them were arguing so now she was really worried. Her mother—a ragged and frail woman with too many dirty coats hanging off her shoulders—glared at her with contempt.
 
   “Did you see anything while we were gone?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Remi asked sheepishly. She noticed that Olivia had slinked off into the shadows. 
 
   “Did you see anyone while we were gone?”
 
   “No. No one.”
 
   “Are you sure? You were in the town the whole time?”
 
   Remi knew the raid group saw her walking from outside the town’s border, so she knew there was no point in lying. 
 
   “No, I went to look at the lights in the sky.”
 
   “It’s cold outside. What are you doing out there alone? If you got sick, someone would have to stay back and watch you instead of heading back out.”
 
   “The raid didn’t go well?” Remi asked, trying to get the attention off of her.
 
   “No, it didn’t,” her mother sneered, turning to spit on the ground. “And if we want to eat within the next day or two, we have to go back out…tonight.”
 
   “But you just got back. Aren’t you tired?”
 
   “Are you going to help?!” Remi winced and bowed her head. 
 
   “No,” she muttered, and her mother crossed her arms.
 
   “Exactly,” she said. “So here’s what I want you to do. I need you to stay here in the town and not wander off anymore. If you see anything, you’re going to have to confront them and convince them that they’ve found the wrong place.”
 
   “We’ve never done that before.”
 
   “We’re going to be exhausted,” her father replied, appearing from behind her mother. He was as thin as she, just taller. Balding and sporting a long grey beard, when she looked at him, she usually thought of Death. That probably wasn’t fair to him, but he certainly never spoke much about life. “We won’t have the strength to fight off anyone that comes looking for us,” he continued. “That means you’ll have to step it up for once. Be useful.”
 
   “But what if they attack me?”
 
   “I don’t know. Ask your friend to help you. It’s not our problem. From now on, if you want to eat our food, you have to earn it. I’m sick of you lying around the house all day.”
 
   “It’s not my fault.”
 
   “That’s not my problem.”
 
   “Fine,” she seethed. “I’ll do it.”
 
   “Good,” he said, looking at the townspeople around him. All of them—eighty in all—prepared themselves for the long night ahead.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” Remi spoke up and her mother glared at her like she had just been cussed out. “Why didn’t the raid work?”
 
   “We went in too deep,” she muttered before turning back to her husband. “We have to get going. I don’t want to be in Cimmerian while the sun is up.”
 
   Remi’s father stretched his hand up into the air and made a circling motion with it. The raid team began to march out the town’s back entrance, albeit slower than before. No one looked back to make sure that she was okay. But she was fine with it. As far as she was concerned, there were two ways of looking at it. 
 
   She could wallow in self-pity, or she could become more independent as a result.  She chose the latter, realizing that their negligence was only making her stronger. If they were nurturing and provided for all her needs from the beginning, she wouldn’t know how to forage for her own food whenever they were away. She wouldn’t know how to repair the holes in the house or how to fight off the wandering predator. Their care would have become her crutch, and she hadn’t had to use crutches yet.
 
   She barely noticed when they were gone. It was the lack of noise that alerted her, and like an old friend, silence blanketed the town, and she allowed her thoughts to wander. Besides Olivia and a few of the elderly, she was alone, and that was fine. 
 
   She yawned and stretched her neck down the dirt road, evaluating how far she would have to walk to get home. She closed her eyes for a second, feeling exhaustion slide down her back. And when she opened them next, someone was standing in the middle of the road. At first she thought it was a straggler from the raid group, but when her vision focused, she realized that wasn’t true.
 
   The stranger was clad in a dark green robe with patterns of light blue daffodils strung across the chest and a hood over his face. He strode toward her slowly with his fists clenched. She remembered her parents’ words—that she should convince the stranger that he found the wrong place. 
 
   But all she could think about was the eidolon hidden deep within.
 
   As if reading her thoughts, the stranger placed a hand to his right hip and a flash of light cracked across her eyes. She yelped out in agony as the light blinded her, and when her vision cleared, the stranger was already behind her with a sword pressed firmly against her throat.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2 – Daydreams
 
   “What is the name of this place?” he whispered into her ears. His voice was surprisingly higher-pitched than she suspected, and it cracked when he said “place,” as if he was just going through puberty. 
 
   “It doesn’t have a name,” she whispered, realizing that she was still in great danger, regardless of how he sounded. With him being so close to her, there was no way she could get her eidolon out in time. 
 
   “What kind of town doesn’t have a name?” he scoffed. He kept the tip of the blade to her throat as he began circling around her so that he could see her face. It looked like an average sword. Nothing special…but it had appeared like an eidolon would. Could he be a…?
 
   “This town doesn’t have a name,” she repeated as he removed the hood from his head. As it fell down, his long dirty blonde hair went wildly in all directions from the static electricity. His eyes were a soft hazel and his face was smooth and untouched. He was about her age, but he had seen and endured a lot less. She felt her odds improving. 
 
   “Listen to me,” he said slowly, trying to appear tough. “I need you to tell me what this place is. I don’t have time to play around.”
 
   “I don’t have to tell you anything,” she replied, keeping her eyes steady on his. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “That’s not for you to know,” he said as Remi’s eyes caught some movement from behind him. Olivia was crouched low and making her way slowly to his back. She averted her eyes back to the intruder so that he wouldn’t get suspicious.
 
   “What’s your name?” Remi asked and the stranger sneered.
 
   “I’m the one asking the questions. What is this place? Why is it on the edge of Cimmerian?”
 
   “Because the people here are stupid. Just like you are for coming here. You have no idea how much trouble you’re in.”
 
   “I doubt it,” he replied as Olivia slashed at his back with a rusty long blade. The stranger winced but it was obvious the cut hadn’t done much. He turned around and kicked her in the face, sending her flying in the air. Remi clenched her fists and prepared for the counterattack when she heard the growl.
 
   “No,” she whispered as her eyes widened in horror. The adults must have been tired. Either that or they didn’t care who was killed out of those left behind. 
 
   For some reason, they had kept the gates open. 
 
   And the three hounds of Cimmerian were hungry.
 
   She turned around slowly, listening for any change in the slow and steady grumble of both the hounds’ throats and their stomachs. When she had fully faced the hound, she realized how much danger they were all in. The stranger stood silent and still behind her. Even Olivia had climbed to her feet and trembled next to the intruder, almost as if she had forgotten about the blow he had just given her. 
 
   “What are those?” the stranger whispered as Remi swallowed.
 
   “They’re from Cimmerian. Strays. They feed on people to extend their lives. The closer they are to death, the hungrier they get.”
 
   “They look like dogs…but scarier.”
 
   “They are. But I wouldn’t try rubbing their bellies.” Remi gripped the blanket around her. She didn’t want to show them fear, for like animals they could sense it in a victim, and that would just make them want to attack all the more. But it wasn’t the attack that she was afraid of. 
 
   It was taking the life of any creature. 
 
   Unbeknownst to all but Olivia, she was the only one in their town to successfully take down one of the Hounds. They were built like bloodhounds but as stocky as pitbulls. They had massive shoulders and jaws as wide as an alligator’s with the teeth to match. Their eyes were beady and drool poured from their mouths as if it came from a pitcher. Their bodies trembled for the blood they smelled as if they were addicted to it, and all they needed was a reason to advance. A twitch of their prey’s arms. A movement of their legs. All they needed was the opportunity to begin the chase. 
 
   “Listen,” Remi whispered. “There’s three of them, so we’ll have to focus on one at a time. I need you to hold your hounds back until I can get to them.”
 
   “What?” the stranger scoffed, on the line of ridicule. “These dogs aren’t threats. Step back and watch what I can do.”
 
   “If you want to die, go ahead,” Remi replied. “Have you faced one of these before?”
 
   “No, but—”
 
   “—I don’t care who you are. These hounds are tricky. Even a Sage could fall by one of them.”
 
   “What?” he asked in disbelief, though his voice was lower than before. “Even a Sage?”
 
   “I’m just being honest,” she said as the hounds started growing tired of waiting. They stretched their paws forward cautiously, searching for the weakest prey. Remi coughed and caught their attention. They extended their heads toward the ground as their eyes fixed upon her.
 
   That’s it, she thought to herself. Just stay on me. Ignore them. 
 
   One of the hounds decided to take a chance. It lunged toward Remi’s small throat, sure of its victory, but Remi had already unsheathed her eidolon from beneath her wool blanket. Throwing the blanket aside, she pivoted to the right and allowed the hound’s momentum to propel it through her blade, cutting it in two. The other two hounds were thrown into a frenzy as they began running in circles around the three of them. Remi kept her falchion steady as Olivia readied her own blade. Remi noticed that her friend was heating up the blade from her grip on the hilt and she smiled at her cleverness. It was almost like Olivia was creating her own makeshift eidolon. The stranger, however, wasn’t going to be much help at all. He was still standing around like an idiot with his blade sheathed, staring hard at Remi’s eidolon. 
 
   “Wake up!” Remi shouted and he jumped from the abruption in the silence. The remaining two hounds charged her and Olivia, but they had learned from the deceased’s mistakes. They didn’t jump in the air. Instead they kept their bodies low to the ground like a snake, darting in to nip at their legs and then speed out before they could be swiped at. 
 
   Remi grunted as she received another bite on her ankle. She hadn’t even seen the animal move, and now she could feel her feet beginning to swell. She didn’t know if they had poison in their saliva, but it probably didn’t matter. The loss of blood would be more than enough to take her down in the end. 
 
   “This is getting old!” Olivia shouted as one of the hounds pulled her back by the ankle. She swung at it but it had already put some distance between them. The stranger finally came out of his daze as one of the hounds decided to take a chunk out of his calf. 
 
   “NO!” he screamed in agony as the hound leapt away from his attempt to slap it. The stranger growled and put his hand to his right hip when all of a sudden one of the hounds leapt up and latched onto his throat. Remi threw caution aside and came to his aid, hoping that Olivia would be able to take care of the last hound herself. 
 
   Remi cut through the hound at the stranger’s throat and it’s jaw went slack, hanging from his neck like an accessory. The stranger grunted as he took a hold on the hound’s mouth and thrust it off of him. Remi heard a yelp and she spun around to see Olivia delivering the final blow to the last hound’s head—a downward thrust. 
 
   “We need to check the other end,” Remi breathed heavily, feeling her adrenaline dying down. Olivia nodded and began heading to the other side, leaving her and the stranger together. Not that she thought the intruder was much of a threat anymore. The hound hadn’t been on him long, but there was a deep puncture in his throat from where each of its teeth had sunk in. The stranger couldn’t breathe well and his eyes were beginning to well up with tears. She wasn’t sure if it was because of the pain or the fact that he almost died.
 
   “I got you,” she said, trying to pull him up to his feet. After the first pull, she knew that it was going to be impossible without his assistance. “We need to get to the infirmary. They have antibiotics there. We should probably both get some for these wounds.”
 
   “Eckard,” he replied. Was it another language he was trying to speak in?
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re saying,” she replied. “Come on. Help me help you.”
 
   “Name is Eckard,” he whispered, forcing his legs to carry his weight. She tried to put his arm over her shoulder but he weighed too much. Giving up on trying tocarry him, she let him walk behind her as she kept an eye on their surroundings.
 
   “Don’t try to talk too much,” she said as she examined each house from roof to porch. So far, it looked like only a few hounds had gotten in. Not too surprising since they couldn’t have smelled too many people inside. They must have been really hungry.
 
   “I’m from Paragon,” he said from behind her, and she was too shocked to scold him. She fought the urge to face him for she knew they would stop in their tracks and inevitably begin a conversation. Both actions could wait until they were sure that they would survive. 
 
   “We’ll talk in a moment,” she said as they continued up the main dirt road. Eventually, she stopped in front of a house that looked exactly the same as the others. Nothing important was labeled in their town and she supposed it was smart to a degree. If anyone came to steal from them, it would sure be an adventure trying to find the right goods.
 
   “Where are we,” he rasped and she shushed him. She pointed to one of the cots that had a somewhat clean sheet and motioned for him to sit on it as she opened the panel cabinets. She rummaged through the little wooden boxes and peeked under the lids until she found what she was looking for. It might not be the most appropriate medicine for the wound, but at least she could identify these particular herbs. She knew they sped up the healing process on cuts and soothed the burning. 
 
   Without asking him, she took a few of the leaves, rubbed them between her hands until they were practically ground up into dust, and then she pressed it up against Eckard’s throat. She had seen her parents put water on their hands before grounding up the leaves but she didn’t want to dilute the effects. 
 
   Eckard winced and closed his eyes. He leaned back on the cot and took deep breaths as she retrieved a few more leaves and applied them tenderly to the bite on his leg. After a few more leaves were put onto his neck she took care of herself. Her parents would have disapproved for sure, saying that she should have kept her life in mind first.
 
   Or maybe not. 
 
   Maybe they would have found a brand new warrior to groom in Eckard. It was hard to say.
 
   “Thank you,” Eckard whispered as she finished with her legs. She stared at him as he gave her a smile. “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “I know,” she replied. “But how else am I going to find out what you’re doing here?”
 
   He laughed. “Well, that’s true.”
 
   “So? Why are you here?”
 
   “I was looking for new recruits.”
 
   “For a town like mine? Need new members for your raid group?”
 
   “No, not at all,” he said, pressing a hand against his neck. Remi shook her head. 
 
   “Don’t touch it. Let it work.”
 
   “Fine,” he sighed, putting his hand back down. He grit his teeth and glanced back at Remi. “Like I said, I come from Paragon. There’s no raid groups there. No point. We have everything we need.”
 
   “Then why do you need recruits? Paragon is a long way from here.”
 
   “The recruits are for the Sages.” He searched her eyes for awe or surprise, but he found none. “Of course…it seems that doesn’t impress you.”
 
   “I think you know why.”
 
   “Yes,” he replied, staring straight into her eyes. “Because you are one.”
 
   “I’m no Sage. I can manifest my soul into eidolon. Just like you. That doesn’t make me a Sage.”
 
   “Where I come from it does.”
 
   “Then the Sages aren’t anything to be impressed about,” she huffed, looking around for her blanket. Remembering that it was still in the dirt road, she ripped a sheet from a cot behind her and wrapped it around her shoulders. It didn’t provide much warmth, but it would do for now. 
 
   “If you met them you wouldn’t think so.”
 
   “Can they do more than use an eidolon?”
 
   “Not too much more. But that’s not the point. It’s not what weapons you have at your disposal but how you use them.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, turning back to the cabinets to see if there was anything else they could use. She had already used more herbs than she was allowed so there was no turning back now. Besides, Olivia still needed to be treated. 
 
   “You’re right,” he replied, jumping off the cot. “There is more to a Sage than the weapon they yield. They wouldn’t be held in such high regard if that was the case. You have to admit though…I must be strong if I was able to make it all the way down here on my own.”
 
   “Not that strong,” she replied, glancing at his neck. He smiled and chuckled a little. 
 
   “You were right. The hounds weren’t what I expected. I underestimated them.”
 
   “Why are you talking to me like a salesman?” she asked, turning back to the cabinets. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’re being so nice to me. Complimenting me. Making small talk and borderline flirting. What’s your game? You can’t possibly be trying to sell me on joining the Sages.”
 
   “Perhaps I’m just grateful you saved my life.”
 
   “I hope that’s it,” she said with a shiver. “Because I have no intention of going with you anywhere. And especially if it’s to join the Sages—if they even exist.”
 
   “Oh, they exist.”
 
   “Sages are fairy tales told by my people. Maybe one of their grandparents released their eidolon or something similar long ago, and as a result it became a legend. I believe you that there are others out there that can release their eidolon. I’ve done it and so have you. But what I don’t believe is that they are a group of legendary warriors beyond my imagination, just waiting for the war to start so that they could swiftly end it. And most of all, I definitely don’t believe that they would want me on their side.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You have an eidolon,” she said, nodding toward him. “And so you know some of the things it can do. Break down the composition of living things. Evaluate threats. Enhance your senses.”
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   “Then you had to have sensed my weakness.”
 
   “I…” His face dropped. “You’re sick.”
 
   “I am. But of the permanent kind. Had it since birth. It’s a miracle that I’m still alive today.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “No one knows. They’ve tried everything though. Nothing gets rid of it though. It’s like there’s a parasite inside of my body that’s eating me just slightly faster than my cells can heal it. Some days I feel okay, but most of the time I’m exhausted and cold. I sleep longer than any human being should and it’s hard for me to keep on weight. And that’s just the top of the mountain. There’s a whole host of problems on the climb down.”
 
   “And yet, despite all of that, you were able to release your eidolon. Some would say that’s pretty impressive.”
 
   “Or it shows just how easy it is for someone to do it if they put their mind to it.”
 
   “You’re not giving yourself enough credit,” he said, crossing his arms. “Do you know anything about eidolons? Like the fact that it’s tied to your will? You wouldn’t be able to form one unless you have the willpower, and that says a lot about your state of mind. You may be in a lot of pain, but you’ve withstood the suffering. You’re not broken.”
 
   “Not yet,” she replied, shutting the cabinets hard. She turned to face him and he tried his best not to pity her. He was sure she had seen plenty of that throughout her life. 
 
   “Believe it or not, you’re the first one I’ve found that I felt confident enough in extending an invitation to. You should be honored.”
 
   “You have the wrong person.”
 
   “Don’t you want to see Paragon? It’s more beautiful than you could ever dream of.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Then why are you so reluctant to even think about my offer? Is it leaving family and friends that you’re worried about?”
 
   “No, I hate this place, and Olivia would come with me if I asked her. I have family…but as far as I’m concerned, I have no family…if that makes sense.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   “Up until now I’ve only had to take care of myself, and that’s taken up more than enough time. I train for fun, but it’s nothing serious. There is real danger out there, and I’m not afraid to die. I’ve been hand in hand with death since birth…but I am afraid of getting someone else killed. Because I can’t protect them.”
 
   “The Sages can take care of themselves. And you saved my life today.”
 
   “But that was against the hounds. You’re asking me to go out into the world, where Paragon and Cimmerian are on the brink of war, and I’m supposed to train with an outfit that will be on the frontlines. I can’t be depended on like that, and it’s not for lack of trying. I might be fighting side by side with you one day and all of a sudden, I faint. Could be due to exhaustion. Could be because my illness is acting up. But I could faint, and get killed. Or I’m not there to back up one of our teammates, or worse…a friend…or someone I fell in love with. No, I’d rather just—”
 
   “—lay down and die?” he finished for her. Remi clenched her jaw and took a deep breath.
 
   “That’s not how I see it.”
 
   “But that’s what you’re doing. Doesn’t matter what way you say it. That’s what you’re doing.”
 
   “I could be dead tomorrow.”
 
   “You could have been dead on arrival. But you’re not. It doesn’t mean you won’t survive a year, but at least before you go, you could see what the worlds have to offer. I didn’t have to be here today, but I was. And you didn’t have to save my life, but you did. And now I’m offering you a chance to see Paragon. There’s no telling what you will see and experience, and it might even give you the strength and will to fight on for many more years to come. Here…living in this place…you know what you’re going to get. How many more years will it be before you just give up?”
 
   Remi didn’t have an answer for him.
 
   “Listen, I should really get some rest before I head back out. Especially if those hounds are still out there. When will the raid group be back?”
 
   “Not tonight,” she whispered. Eckard was the one who had been bit in the throat, yet she felt like hers was on fire. 
 
   “Mind if I just lay here on this cot for a few hours? We could talk some more if you like.”
 
   “Sure,” she whispered again. Without realizing it, she took the cot next to him and lay down as well. As soon as her head rested on her hands, she could feel her body relaxing. She had outdone herself.
 
   “I haven’t convinced you of leaving yet, have I?” he asked.
 
   “Not yet,” she said quietly. 
 
   “Well then, what do you want to know about Paragon? Maybe I can persuade you.”
 
   “Everything,” she yawned. He smirked and started talking about all of the things he had seen.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 3 – Paragon/Paradise
 
   She awoke a couple hours later—to the voices of Olivia and Eckard talking, and the stagnant musk of mold and wet boards. It must have rained recently. She pushed herself to a sitting position and they cut their conversation short. Eckard was still sitting on the cot next to her and Olivia was at the edge of Remi’s, swinging her legs back and forth.
 
   “How long was I out?” Remi asked.
 
   “Not too long,” Olivia replied. “You probably needed it.” Remi’s eyes fell on her friend’s legs, bandaged up and smelling like alkoote herbs. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Remi replied, realizing that she had forgotten all about treating her.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’m a big girl.”
 
   “Still,” she said, glancing over at Eckard. “Did I fall asleep while you were talking?”
 
   “Nope. Before that.”
 
   “So embarrassing,” she muttered, wiping a hand down her face.
 
   “You didn’t miss much,” Olivia replied. “Eckard was just telling me about the trek here. There’s not a whole lot of people on Terra.”
 
   “Ever since Paragon and Cimmerian came into play,” Eckard continued for her, clearing his throat, “there has been a great migration to one or the other. Some are looking for purpose. Others for adventure. Many seek protection or distance from their perceived enemies. Either way, it’s made my job a lot harder. That’s for sure. It seems like everyone’s already made their choice as far as where they’re staying.”
 
   “Not Remi,” Olivia blurted out. “She’s been looking for a way to leave this place for years.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” 
 
   “Olivia!” I yelled out. “I don’t want that to be known. Least of all to a stranger.”
 
   “I’ve been trying to persuade her to come with me,” Eckard said. “But she’s unsure.”
 
   “What’s holding you back?” Olivia asked her, but Remi just shook her head.
 
   “I’d rather not talk about that right now.”
 
   “I might as well continue with what we were talking about earlier,” Eckard replied. “I can tell you anything you want to know about Paragon.”
 
   “Is there really a war going on?” Olivia asked. “Or is it things our parents say to scare us?”
 
   “The threat of war is very real,” Eckard admitted. “But no one is making any moves that would set things off. There’s a lot of flexing of muscles, but not much more than that. Paragon and Cimmerian have a few systems in place in which they can gather up their armies and perform drills if they want without beginning the conflict. Once the war begins, it won’t be over until one side has won completely.”
 
   “Any idea on who has the better chance of winning?”
 
   “Probably Cimmerian,” Remi muttered and Olivia scowled at her. 
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Because he wants me to train with the other Sages.”
 
   “The Sages are real?!”
 
   “They’re probably not what we think. Remember, I can take out an eidolon too.”
 
   “But they might be able to do more than that,” Olivia said in awe. “What does Cimmerian have that would make them the winner?”
 
   “It’s because they are better organized,” Eckard sighed. “As much as it pains me to admit it. We have the Sages, but there aren’t many of us. At least…not ones that are willing to put their lives on the line for Paragon. Also, Paragon’s government is—and this is just my opinion—I think they are underestimating Cimmerian’s forces. If you look at history, it usually only takes one man or woman to threaten all of society. Now imagine all of those people congregated in one place, exchanging notes and perfecting their strategy. If I had to guess, Cimmerian has a very good chance of winning.”
 
   “In your opinion,” Olivia said, “when do you think the war’s going to start?”
 
   “Hard to say. No one’s in a rush. Could be decades. Centuries. Who knows? Since the worlds collided, we all have immortality now. Well, from old age and all that.”
 
   “Yes,” Remi replied. “That might be true, but violence, illness and everything else affects us as easily as it did in the past. I never knew the old world, but I know that people valued life the same way they do now, if not more so. Now do you get why I’m not so ready to just go to Paragon with you? I could be taking that away from someone. The life they cherish so much.”
 
   “Sorry,” Eckard winced. “Maybe I didn’t say things the way I wanted to. What I was trying to say is that despite our immortality, this threat of war could mean the end of everyone. New births are at an all-time low and a prolonged conflict could destroy humanity as we know it. We could pursue peace and living in harmony, but some are willing to risk everything for their own gain. Both Paragon and Cimmerian are guilty of this in their own ways.”
 
   “So they’re the same?” Olivia asked in disappointment.
 
   “Oh, no. Not at all. I mean, I can’t say for sure what Cimmerian is like as I’ve never been there, but I’ve lived in Paragon and it’s magnificent. Wide valleys and lush fields, gentlemen and ladies, mutual understanding and new inventions. Sunshine and cozy homes. It’s beautiful.”
 
   “You think that’s why Cimmerian wants to take it over?”
 
   Eckard shrugged his shoulders. “I have no clue.”
 
   “What if I wanted to go?” Olivia asked, and Remi looked at her in shock. She had never even considered the alternative—Olivia taking her place. Her friend had been her rock and had kept her from the brink of suicide many times throughout their preteens. And even more than that, Olivia had made her laugh when no one else could and kept her positive whenever her parents questioned her existence. 
 
   “I admire your spirit,” Eckard said. “But I can’t. I don’t know if you would be a good fit.”
 
   She scowled at him. “You didn’t even give me a chance.”
 
   “What can you do?”
 
   “I work with heat,” she said, putting the palm of her hand on the cot. Immediately a thin vapor of smoke began to rise from the corner. Eckard watched carefully as the wood began to glow a deep dark red and then a small flame appeared. She took her hand away and the flame disappeared.
 
   “You can control fire?” he asked and she shook her head. 
 
   “Not exactly. I raise the temperature within my own body to heat up any object I touch to any degree that I please. I could make a sword more deadly. I can free myself from any prison. I can keep a group warm in the middle of winter. I can be very useful.”
 
   “What’s the hottest temperature you’ve reached?”
 
   “I don’t know exactly, but I’ve never felt any limits. My body seems to be immune.”
 
   Eckard thought to himself carefully. “I’ll have to consult with a few people, but I think I might be able to make a recommendation. You can’t release an eidolon, right?”
 
   “No,” she mumbled.
 
   “What does it matter?” Remi scoffed. She didn’t want her friend to leave, but she certainly wasn’t going to hold her back on her behalf. If she left, she would miss her, but at least she would find some solace in knowing that she was happy. “It sounds like she has very useful qualities. What does releasing a stupid sword from your chest matter?”
 
   “Because it’s a symbol of one overpowering their will which is far more important than just having basic abilities.”
 
   Olivia was taken aback. “Basic abilities?”
 
   “Since the worlds collided, the atmosphere changed the way people can defend themselves.” He chose his words carefully, as if he was making sure he didn’t reveal too much. “Before…anyone had the ability to release an eidolon while now…it’s quite rare. I was a Sage before the Collision, so my ability to release an eidolon isn’t so impressive. You, however,” he paused to ensure that Remi was listening. “…you’ve done it afterwards. Basic abilities are just that. Powers that anyone can possess.”
 
   “So there are people out there that can do what I do?” Olivia asked.
 
   “Probably. I haven’t seen it, but I definitely wouldn’t rule it out. It doesn’t mean I’m giving you a no though. We’ll just have to see.”
 
   “Don’t listen to him,” Remi said to her friend. “Having an eidolon doesn’t mean a thing. And if the Sages are so focused on someone possessing one in order to join them, then they don’t deserve to win this war.”
 
   “Maybe I should leave,” he said suddenly, and only Olivia was concerned.
 
   “So you’ll come back and let me know what the answer is?” she asked.
 
   “Definitely,” he said, giving her a smile. Remi noticed that he didn’t bother looking back at her. “You two take care. It shouldn’t be too long.”
 
   He spun around and began walking away in one swift movement. Once his feet hit the dirt, they barely heard a thing. Olivia chuckled to herself.
 
   “Well, he was cute.”
 
   “You could go after him,” Remi replied.
 
   Olivia shook her head. “He said I had to stay here.”
 
   “But if you chase after him, he won’t be able to say no. Especially if you stay back and wait until he’s in trouble.”
 
   “Or you could go,” Olivia replied. “You’re a better fighter than I am.”
 
   “That’s debatable,” Remi sighed, closing her eyes. Though she had woken up just a little while ago, she could already feel the pull of slumber. She shouldn’t have shut her eyes, even for a moment. “Before I can think about going out there, I have to prepare my body a little more.”
 
   “You’ve already been in training though. I’ve seen you practicing your sword techniques late at night.”
 
   “I’ve worked on fighting, but not on surviving. I don’t know what it feels like to go hungry for days. I don’t know what it’s like to have to run for a long period of time because I’m being chased. I’ve never experienced true fear or seen real danger. That’s got to change.”
 
   “So how many more years are you going to spend in preparation?” Olivia sighed.
 
   “Just one,” Remi said, facing her friend with steady eyes. “That’s it. And whether I’m ready or not, I’ll leave. How does that sound?”
 
   “Who says I’m coming with you?” Olivia scoffed. 
 
   “Of course you are!” Remi laughed, unsure if her friend was serious or not. 
 
   She gave Remi a smirk. “You assume too much.”
 
   “You would really let me go out alone?”
 
   “How about you show me what you can do a year from now and then we’ll talk. I don’t want to be responsible for you if something goes wrong. If we leave this place, I want us to be equals. I’m not trying to sound mean. I just think that’s how it should be.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want it any other way. I don’t want to be left behind.” Remi walked away from her and took a few steps out of the building.
 
   “Where are you going?” Olivia called after her, but Remi didn’t have a reply. She didn’t have time to chat. If she was being honest with herself, she wasn’t sure if a year was enough time, but she had to try. She realized that there had to be a point in which she should just throw preparation to the wind and go for her ambitions. Perfection was a good thing to strive for, but it certainly wasn’t attainable. She had to come to terms with that.
 
   Deep down she knew she couldn’t go with Eckard simply because the truth was all too clear. No matter how much she trained her body, it would always be weak. All she could strengthen was her mind. And that…would have to be enough.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 4 – Mind over Matter
 
   “The atmosphere changes every day,” Olivia said as she paced around Remi. 
 
   Remi sighed and rolled her eyes. “I already know this.”
 
   “No, you don’t. Otherwise you would have mentioned it.”
 
   “Everyone knows about the atmosphere changes.”
 
   “They know intellectually, but they don’t know emotionally and physically. Even now I can feel the transformation in the air around me. Foreign particles that were once settled are now kicked up and dancing all around me. I’m breathing them in and they are becoming a part of me, slowly changing everything that I am. I gain my power from the atmosphere, and—”
 
   “—I gain my power from within,” Remi interrupted. Olivia paused and mulled over her words.
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Your abilities make sense. Being able to heat up your body? That’s something everyone can do. However, in your case, the atmosphere altered your cells in a way that you can go beyond that. We’ve seen people in our town develop super sight, or have the ability to control their flow of adrenaline, heal their sick bodies at a rapid rate or defy gravity itself. But me? What’s the point of what I can do? An eidolon is a part of my soul, but from what we’ve heard, people could do what I do before the worlds collided.”
 
   “What are you really saying?”
 
   “I’m saying that the atmosphere doesn’t affect me the way it does for you and the others.”
 
   Olivia scoffed. “So you’re special now? Because that guy told you so?”
 
   Remi waved her hands up in the air frantically. “No, I’m not trying to be egotistical. But I have put a lot of thought into this, and I just can’t shake the feeling that all of this has to mean something.”
 
   “What I’m hearing is that my training doesn’t matter to you.”
 
   “I don’t know if it does,” Remi said honestly. “But…I…I do want to hear what you have to say. Even if I might not be able to use any of your advice.”
 
   “You should have just kept your mouth shut and told me afterwards.”
 
   “I didn’t know how long you were going to talk,” Remi cringed. “And time is short. A year, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” she muttered, closing her eyes. “Okay, well, what I’m saying is at least something you should consider. Just because you might get your power from within, that doesn’t mean the air you’re breathing doesn’t have an effect on you.”
 
   “I know,” Remi replied. She dared not say anymore. She could tell by the tapping of Olivia’s feet and her tense, raised shoulders that she was on the brink of going home. “So…what were you saying?”
 
   “I was explaining to you how I gain strength from the atmosphere. It’s subtle differences because we’ve lived here all our lives, but I imagine that as we travel to the other worlds, things might change. Terra had a different composition once, and so the air might not be the same. It’s something I’ll have to keep in mind.”
 
   “Me too. My eidolon might get weaker when I bring it out.”
 
   “Hey, I have a question for you.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Can you do more than take out that thing?” Remi’s eyes widened in surprise. What made Olivia think of that? Now that she thought about it, it was the first time she had taken out her eidolon in front of her. That must have been a shock, and she wouldn’t be surprised if her friend now felt a betrayal of trust over it. It wasn’t that she was trying to be secretive about it. Just that she truly thought of the eidolon that low on the scale of importance. Still, the damage was now done, and there was no reason to hide anything else. 
 
   “I can do one more thing,” Remi admitted, taking a deep breath.
 
   “Show me,” Olivia demanded, and Remi was happy to oblige.
 
   “I can only do this for a few seconds, so pay attention.” Remi clenched her fists tight and concentrated on transforming her body. A second later, the dust blew away from all around her and she was in the middle of an invisible bubble. There was no air to be found inside, as if she had just been transported into the very vacuum of space. She couldn’t breathe, but again, it would only take a few seconds.
 
   Her hair was suddenly cut short, as if the roots had receded inside of her head half-way, and the follicles had stiffened. Slowly, as if a caterpillar was spiraling around each of her winds, a trail of lily white fabric followed, clothing her from the soles of her feet to the crown of her head, donning her in a hooded robe that hung low enough to cover her forehead. 
 
   The bubble burst, and Olivia was slightly thrown back with the dirt around her flying into her face. The winds caused by Remi’s sudden freedom scrapped the walls of the buildings near them clean. Remi never understood why wind came out when the bubble burst, but she had to admit that it was a cool effect. Olivia was in awe over her friend’s transformation. 
 
   But as promised, it was only for a few seconds.
 
   Suddenly, the robe disappeared in the blink of an eye. And Remi fell to her knees in exhaustion, sweating so profusely that her skin was getting clammy from the light breeze around them. Olivia rushed forward and grabbed Remi’s fallen poncho from the ground. She lightly wiped it off though it was now cleaner than it had been in weeks, and then she placed it carefully over her friend’s shoulders. 
 
   “What was that?” Olivia whispered and Remi tried to smile, but it hurt too much.
 
   “I got stronger…just…just…for a second,” Remi rasped. She wrapped her arms around her abdomen and began rocking in place.
 
   “It seems like it really takes a toll on you though,” Olivia observed. “Is it even worth it?”
 
   “No,” Remi whispered weakly. Olivia bent down and wrapped her arms around her. 
 
   “We still have plenty of time to get stronger.”
 
   “I don’t know…if I want to work on that,” Remi huffed, gaining back a little of her breath.
 
   “WHAT ARE YOU DOING OUTSIDE?!” a familiar voice screamed from in front of them. The two girls looked up to see that the raid group had returned, and from the sunken eyes and crestfallen faces, they had come back empty handed. Remi’s eyes fell upon her mother, glaring back at her with a clenched jaw and a fire in her eyes.
 
   “WHAT ARE YOU DOING OUTSIDE?” she screamed as she stormed ahead of the pack and straight for Remi. Olivia tensed up as she saw the woman approaching, but Remi’s mother knew better than to attack her daughter. The blows may kill her and Remi could still be useful in life rather than death, even if it was only to be future bait for some horrible monster.
 
   “I just wanted to get out the house,” Remi muttered. Her mother grabbed her jaw with her dirty hands and lifted her face until their eyes were level.
 
   “You know that makes you sicker! And what are you going to do if you run a fever again? We don’t have any food to give you strength.”
 
   “Then I would die, I guess.” Remi decided to test her.
 
   “At least our house would get more to eat,” her mother spat on the ground. Remi bowed her head and her mother roughly let go of her jaw. 
 
   “No success?” Remi muttered as her mother turned to face the returning raid group. There were certainly less people than those that had left.
 
   “None at all.”
 
   “Where’s Father?”
 
   “Still out there looking. I would be out there with him if we didn’t have more pressing business to attend to.”
 
   “Business?”
 
   “Bring the wretch forward.” Remi raised her gaze and saw four men carrying a long and dirty sack. Each of the men were bent down low, as the weight of what was inside drained their already depleted energy. They couldn’t make it to Remi’s mother. Tapped out of energy, they dropped the sack to the dirt and began huffing as they leaned onto their knees. Remi’s mother shook her head and proceeded to open one end of the sack, carefully untying the knots. When she was finished, the first thing that Remi noticed was a patch of hair sticking out.
 
   Was it Eckard?
 
   No, the hair was a lot different…but there was definitely a body inside.
 
   “What is that?” an elderly man asked from behind Remi and Olivia. He had come out of his house to inquire about the raid group’s success, or lack thereof. “Are we going to eat it?”
 
   “No, it’s not for eating,” Remi’s mother replied, giving the sack a good kick. It didn’t move in response. “But he might lead us to food one day. Call it an investment.” She nodded toward the four men who had now caught their breath, and they began pulling at the tail end of the sack, revealing the prize within. 
 
   Remi stepped forward and examined him.
 
   It was a boy. About her age from what she could tell. But he was a lot different than Eckard. Eckard had been clean and almost boyish in his features. This boy—though still looking innocent while sleeping—looked more like a man. 
 
   He had strange markings and tattoos on his exposed, muscular arms. His shirt was torn intentionally at the shoulders, but the tears in the middle were obviously not. He had taken strikes from the raid group’s blades, and somehow, he wasn’t bleeding. The wounds were non-existent and only small reveals of his massive bare chest and abdomen was revealed. He had facial hair—a mustache and goatee, but it was fuzz, as if he had just started growing it out. His hair was disheveled and dirty, but composed of fine, black tufts. His skin was sun-kissed and his lips were pursed, even in sleep. 
 
   Her eyes fell upon his right forearm and she raised an eyebrow. Something resembling a bone in color and composition was sticking out. Did he break his arm?
 
   “What is he?” Remi asked and her mother laughed.
 
   “I was wondering when you would stop drooling over him.”
 
   Remi blushed. “I wasn’t drooling. I just never saw someone like him before.”
 
   “Don’t talk back,” her mother said flatly as she put her hands on her hips. “Well, hopefully it won’t be the last time. We’re going to get him to tell us where we can find some food. Cimmerian is looking pretty dry these days, or at least with how far we’ve gone in. About time we start learning about some other options. I don’t want you hanging around him though. He’s dangerous.”
 
   “Killed two of us,” one of the men from the raid group muttered. “Took us all to bring him down.”
 
   “He attacked you?” the elderly man asked, but Remi’s mother shook her head. 
 
   “No, we attacked him. Only reason we were able to win, I think. He wasn’t expecting it. Anyways, you stay away from him too, old man. We’re going to keep him chained up but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible for him to escape and that’s the last thing we want. Not only could we get some information out of him, but if it comes down to it…we could always eat him.”
 
   “Ew,” Olivia muttered and the raid group began laughing.
 
   “She says that now,” one of the men muttered. Remi’s mother gave Olivia a smirk.
 
   “Once those hunger pains come in, you’ll consider gnawing on your arm before you’ll starve to death. Trust me. But I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that. Like I said before, no one touch him without orders from one of our leaders. And someone tell me when he wakes up. It’s not every day I get to meet a Quietus.”
 
   “A Quietus?” Remi asked in awe as she examined the boy once more. But before she could even begin to survey him, the men began shoving his limp body back into the sack. Olivia sucked her teeth as the raid group walked past the two girls and the elderly man, heading toward their impromptu prison in the middle of town. Remi watched them until they were out of sight. She made a mental note of what house they headed into. 
 
   “Don’t do anything crazy,” Olivia laughed, seeing the look on Remi’s face. 
 
   Remi laughed right back. “Nothing you wouldn’t do.”
 
   “He’s dangerous.”
 
   “So are we,” Remi replied, sticking her tongue out at her. Olivia rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Fine. Fine. When we get the chance, we’ll see if we can talk to him.”
 
   “See? Isn’t it better to just go along with what I want from the beginning?”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   ONE YEAR LATER
 
    
 
   For the first time in her life, her body had gotten stronger in the passing year. Her arms weren’t just limp noodles anymore. There were biceps and triceps and broader shoulders. Her legs didn’t wobble like they used to. Her mind was sharper and her optimism was greater. The road had been paved with many setbacks—bouts of recovery in which she would be bed-ridden for days after a grueling workout, or the occasional wound inflicted by Olivia. It was always an accident, but it still took twice as long to heal than anyone else. 
 
   Olivia was the greatest. She didn’t hold back no matter how much Remi pleaded. It was annoying in the moment, but it had reaped great rewards. She was actually forming thoughts about the future now. 
 
   Yes, the future. 
 
   And not just about surviving from one day to the next either. She envisioned beating the proverbial cancer that riddled her body. She envisioned defending herself against the great armies and dangers outside of her town. She might even be able to grow to independence someday. Or find love. It was a notion she had barely considered while growing up. Reality told her that she would die before she even hit puberty, and then when puberty passed, she knew she wouldn’t reach adulthood. And now that adulthood had arrived, she figured…why not? Why couldn’t she have a normal life? 
 
   She could find someone that she could laugh with and grow even further along with. Maybe have kids. Wouldn’t that be something? 
 
   Remi smiled to herself as she stood in front of the cracked mirror. She knew what her parents would say—that she should still be careful. That she could relapse at any moment, and though her body had gained a little muscle, it didn’t mean the inside of her was any better. Logically it had gotten worse. Her heart was working harder and her organs were dying every day, but wasn’t everybody’s? 
 
   Remi clenched her fists as she raised her head high. 
 
   She was beautiful.
 
   She didn’t care who thought otherwise. She was formidable. She was impressive. She was a beast. She was powerful. She was underestimated and all those who thought her weak would learn in time. 
 
   They would learn.
 
   Remi sighed and pressed the palm of her hand against her chest, then she reached up and ran her fingers through her hair. Her eyes scanned her from head to toe, taking in who she was and how she was seen. She might make some changes to her hair. Not because she cared what anyone thought or that she was covering something up.
 
   Just to reflect the confidence within her. 
 
   She would ask Olivia about it. Again, she appreciated her brutal honesty. 
 
   Remi smiled one last time in the mirror, and that’s when she saw an arm rise from the cot in the background. Her eyes widened in alarm as she spun around. 
 
   There was someone in the room! But she squashed the fear in an instant, dismissing it like a servant. She thought she had been alone when she walked into the infirmary, but she had been so excited to see how she had changed in the past year that she hadn’t taken in her surroundings. 
 
   Whoever it was, they were covered by three thick blankets in the corner of the room. Another arm rose and fell, and then suddenly, the wounded sat up and faced her. She recognized the face instantly. 
 
   It was the only Quietus face she knew.
 
   “Uhhhhh,” he said as his eyes darted around the room. She noticed him clenching his right fist tight. He was ready to attack her if she got in his way. But little did he know that he had nothing to worry about.
 
   “I’m not going to say anything,” she snickered, turning back around to face the mirror. Within it, she could see the Quietus raising an eyebrow and looking over his body for wounds or scars. She still kept watch over him, but at least the mood in the room had gotten lighter. She had spoken to him so casually that it had instantly put him at ease, not to mention that it spoke volumes about who he was.
 
   He wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, at least not innately. Her words shouldn’t have taken him off guard so easily, no matter how friendly they sounded. She played with her hair, seeing what it would feel like in a braid or a ponytail while he watched her curiously. She was feeling especially good now. Since she had always been weak physically, she had focused much of her effort on improving her mind. But now that she had gotten a little stronger, she could only imagine what she could do once she combined body and mind. 
 
   “Why wouldn’t you say anything?” he asked, and she shrugged her shoulders. She turned to face him as he threw the blankets off of him. He winced at the amount of sweat that came off his body. “Ugh, I’m surprised I can even stand right now. Is all of this from me?”
 
   “They aren’t very good caretakers in this town,” Remi replied. “They threw the blankets on you to keep you warm during the winter, but they didn’t bother taking them off once it got hot. It’s summer now.”
 
   “Summer…how long have I been out?”
 
   “A little over a year,” she said. “We’ve been waiting for you to wake up for a while.”
 
   “We?” he scoffed, cautiously swinging his legs over the side of the cot. He groaned at the ache. “Good I can heal or I would have died for sure. Did anyone even feed me?”
 
   “Not much.”
 
   “No wonder I’m sore. If my nutrition had been kept up, I wouldn’t be feeling it.”
 
   “You need some help getting on your feet,” she asked, and he looked at her suspiciously.
 
   “Who are you?” he inquired. “And why do you care?”
 
   “I’m Remi,” she said, opting not to extend a hand out for him to shake. Though he seemed innocent enough, she wasn’t stupid. “And I care because you might have something I want.”
 
   “Oh?” 
 
   “I want to leave this place. For good. Before you came, my friend and I said we were preparing to leave in a year’s time, but since you’ve seen more of the outside than I have, we decided to give it another month or two and see if you would wake up. You might be able to steer us in the right direction.”
 
   “I’m Kace,” he said, with no expression on his face. She blinked. 
 
   “That’s a weird name.”
 
   “And Remi is a boy’s name.”
 
   “Not always.”
 
   “Never met a girl named Remi.”
 
   “That’s a lie. You’ve never met anyone named Remi, and besides, it’s not my fault that my parents wanted a boy.”
 
   “I don’t know why you’re talking to me like this,” he laughed to himself. “I could be your enemy, you know.”
 
   “I’m aware.”
 
   “And you’re not afraid?”
 
   “Should I be?”
 
   “You should,” he said darkly as he planted his feet on the ground. She smiled.
 
   “You’re the one that got knocked out so hard you were asleep for a year.”
 
   He brought his hand to his mouth and laughed. “You got me there.”
 
   “So can we talk about the outside?”
 
   “And after you get what you want, what are your intentions? Going to turn me over to your leaders?”
 
   “Nope. You’re free to go once I’ve gotten what I want. But we can’t talk here.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be worse if your people find out that I disappeared somewhere?”
 
   “Not really. They would assume you left town so they would start looking elsewhere. They love going out for raids anyways so it’s like getting two tasks done at once.”
 
   “Lead the way,” he said and she began walking to the door. He followed behind her slowly but she was watching him the best she could out of the corner of the eye. Now his friendliness was beginning to bother her. He couldn’t be that easy-going. Of course, the raid group had knocked him out, and they were terrible so…she wasn’t sure how to feel about him.
 
   “We’re going to the roof,” she said, taking him behind the infirmary.
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Yep,” she replied as he began crouching down behind her. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’ll meet you up there.”
 
   “Wait,” she pleaded but he had already leapt up into the air. His leap was so impressive that she stood there gawking like a dummy for half a minute, wondering where he had suddenly got the energy. Wasn’t he weak a few minutes ago?
 
   Remi climbed the back of the infirmary as quick as possible, using the grooves and loose boards to propel her upward. Once she was half-way up, she noticed Kace sitting over the edge, dangling his feet and watching her as she continued. She didn’t like being in a vulnerable position, and so that he wouldn’t get any ideas, she suddenly willed herself to transform.
 
   It sounded like a giant had clapped his hands together. A shockwave of wind and sound thundered from where she was and suddenly she was on top the roof, back in her hooded, white robe. She landed on one knee and then let the robe disappear. Kace remained where he was sitting, leaning back onto his hands with wide eyes as she stood to her feet. 
 
   She had gotten her message across.
 
   “What was that?” he asked and she crossed her arms. Transforming didn’t take as much of a toll on her as it used to, but she was still trying to shorten her breath. Her heart was racing so fast that she was sure he could hear it. 
 
   “Transformed,” she said matter-of-factly, as if it was a common thing. Kace scratched the side of his face as he looked at her closely.
 
   “Can everyone here do that?”
 
   “What does that matter?”
 
   “What’s wrong? You don’t trust me?”
 
   “Give me a reason to and maybe I will.”
 
   “Hmm,” he said, turning to look over all the roofs of their town. “I don’t have any reasons. And I really don’t care if you trust me or not. I’m thankful you didn’t tell anyone about me waking up, but that’s where my trust in you ends. I think I’ll be going now.”
 
   “Wait,” Remi pleaded, breaking the façade of bravery that she had built up. “Why did you wait for me on top of the roof if you’re just going to leave?”
 
   “You caught my interest,” he said, flashing her a smile. She smiled a little herself.
 
   “And I assume I’ve now lost it?”
 
   “No, just that I have better things to do than play games. If I’m smart, I’ll take off and put as much distance between me and this town as I can.”
 
   “But I haven’t gotten any information out of you yet. I’m allowing you to escape so you could at least give me that.”
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “We can’t get it all out now. Why don’t you stay here a couple more days in one of the abandoned houses near the entrance? The raid group should be out of town for a few more days. You could get a little more time to heal and feel more like yourself.”
 
   “I feel fine now,” he said, thumping his chest. “The Quietus can heal fast.”
 
   “What is a Quietus anyways?”
 
   “You’ve never heard of one.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “They’re a warrior race, made up of…are you serious about leaving this place?”
 
   “I am. Whether I went with you or not, I’m leaving.”
 
   “You don’t even know me. Why would you go with me?”
 
   “I have to make friends somehow,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “I can’t be afraid to open up out there.”
 
   “You should be very afraid,” he said ominously. “There’s a lot of good people out there, but I would say that most are deceptive. With the whole Paragon and Cimmerian war looming, everyone is looking at each other suspiciously, wondering who’s on who’s side and where the spies are hidden. Plus, you make one wrong move, and you’ll be killed, and we all know what happens after that.”
 
   “I don’t fear death,” she said and he glanced at her in surprise.
 
   “But you will cease to exist afterwards. There’s nothing left to look forward to.”
 
   “In a way, I feel like ceasing to exist is better than the alternative. Say I had died before the worlds collided and I ended up in Cimmerian against my will, I would have rather not felt anything.”
 
   “That’s not how it works though. In the past when someone died, their soul would gravitate to what their personality is most like and where they would strive most. It was about survival not punishment. Those who went to Paragon desired peace and relaxation. Those who went to Cimmerian desired conquest and battle. Neither could be seen as being pure or evil if you think about it. It was merely about what they would prefer. If you think about it, for those who went to Cimmerian…it was kind of like their Paradise. The problem now is that all the worlds are connected and those from Cimmerian can go into Paragon and vice versa. That’s the problem.  Everyone’s so scared that they’re not even thinking of peace. It’s like three major continents being next to each other, all with different views on how to live and what to believe in.”
 
   “Who do you belong to?”
 
   “My people live on Terra on the edge of Cimmerian. My people like to hunt for sport so we often go into Cimmerian to test the extent of our strength. I guess it’s similar to what your raid group does. I was out stalking my dinner when your people took me by surprise. They were ruthless.”
 
   “Yeah, they’re not the talkative types.”
 
   “Anything else you want to know?”
 
   “I barely scratched the surface. Why? What’s the hurry?”
 
   “Listen, you seem like a nice girl. But I’ve got to get going. I don’t feel comfortable hanging around here where I can easily be captured. Quietus don’t like being cornered. So if you want to learn more, you’re going to have to just come with me.”
 
   “How can I trust you? What if you’re bringing me into a trap?”
 
   “You’ll have to take that chance.”
 
   “We leave tomorrow,” she said firmly and he scoffed at her demand.
 
   “No, we’re leaving tonight.”
 
   “I have to get some rest before we go, and besides, we have to bring my friend, Olivia. She comes too.”
 
   “Another person?” he laughed. “I don’t even know who this Olivia is.”
 
   “You don’t know me either. Adding one more person won’t make a difference in our travels. More protection if anything. Just stay one night.”
 
   “You must be sheltered if you think I’m just going to stick around.”
 
   “Maybe I am,” she admitted. “And that’s why I need to get out of here. The only things I know about the outside world is what the town talked about. But it’s all oral stories. There’s no history written down in text. There’s no relics, or heirlooms, or markings from old battles. I just have to take their word for it, and based on how they live their lives, I now have to be cautious with what I decide is fact. Even if I die out there while exploring the new world, at least I would have seen more than this dusty ghost town.”
 
   Kace nodded and then turned to face the entrance. “I’ll be right outside the town gate. I’ll give you an hour. Take some time to talk to your friend and then decide what you want to do. If you show up in an hour, then we’ll go together. Otherwise, you’re on your own.”
 
   Before Remi could try to convince him otherwise, he leapt from the roof to the ground below. He started taking off the moment the tips of his toes touched the dirt, and in seconds, he was gone. She sighed and closed her eyes. For all she knew, he was gone for good. But like she said before, how was she going to make friends if she didn’t put a little faith in others? She would trust that he was giving her that hour.
 
   Either way, she was leaving.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5 – Goodbye to the Old Life
 
   “Well, that was quick,” Kace chuckled as Remi and Olivia walked past the gate. Kace had been leaning against the wall keeping his senses sharp in case the raid group returned early. What he didn’t expect was for the two girls to show up a mere ten minutes later. Was it because they thought he had escaped and they were investigating?
 
   “We’re serious,” Remi replied, looking over to her friend. Olivia was a lot more cautious since it was the first time she had seen the Quietus awake. She kept her distance and eyed him warily, clutching the dagger in her right hand tight. Kace noticed it almost immediately. 
 
   “We’re in this together,” he said, and she barely moved her face.
 
   “We’ll see. The only reason I’m here is to help Remi. She was ready to go with you no matter what I had to say, and so I’m making sure everything goes the way she wants it.”
 
   “She’s a big girl,” Kace replied. “She can make her own decisions.”
 
   “Did you tell him?” Olivia cried out, facing Remi’s sunken face. It was all the confirmation she needed. She turned back to Kace. “She’s sick. And I don’t mean a cold. She’s terminally ill. It’s only a matter of time before her body gives out and she dies. That’s why she’s so quick to see the world, because she knows her time is limited.”
 
   “Thanks,” Remi muttered, glaring at her. Yes, she was sick, but Olivia didn’t have to put it so harshly. Where was the animosity coming from?
 
   “So you think we should leave her behind?” Kace asked and Olivia’s eyes lost their luster, realizing just how harsh she had sounded.
 
   “No, I just wanted you to know.”
 
   “You don’t even know me,” he replied, and Olivia cast her eyes down. Remi smiled warmly at her and addressed Kace.
 
   “Olivia’s just worried that I might get her killed because of my perceived weakness. I can take care of myself. And if either of you think otherwise, then just leave me behind. Seriously.”
 
   “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it,” Kace smiled. “Quietus hold one’s word in very high regard.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Any other concerns?” Kace asked Olivia and she sighed.
 
   “It’s just so sudden…and scary. I know we’ve talked about leaving, but now it’s real.”
 
   “Both of you can feel free to leave my side at any time. We’re going to be moving fast.”
 
   “Where are we headed?”
 
   “To Paragon,” he replied, scanning the area for the right direction to head in. “That’s where you two wanted to go, right?”
 
   “Isn’t that far away from where you live though?” Remi asked.
 
   “It is. But our home lives are a lot similar than you think. My people are so focused on the war that they neglect everyone my age as well. If we’re not contributing to the village or the war in some way, we might as well be invisible.”
 
   “Then let’s go make some memories,” Remi replied. Olivia laughed at that. 
 
   “I’ll take lead for now,” Kace ordered. “Nothing personal, but I would rather scout ahead for a while before I feel comfortable enough to drop my guard. Do you mind?”
 
   “No, go ahead,” Olivia replied, and he began sprinting forward. The two girls continued walking forward in the same direction. 
 
   “You think we can trust him?” Olivia asked.
 
   “I’m choosing to.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Because trust has to start somewhere. If everyone is paranoid in our day and time, that means trust is very valuable. If we can learn to trust each other, we’ll be friends for life. Same could be said about us.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she chuckled. “We’re already friends.”
 
   “I don’t know how to put this,” Remi swallowed. “But…I think our life from here on out will determine how strong our bond really is. Up to this point, we’ve stuck by each other out of necessity, but that doesn’t make us friends or family. Once the need is removed and the want remains, that’s when a true relationship begins.”
 
   “You think too much.”
 
   “It’s all I’ve ever had time to do.”
 
   “So you’re saying that you’re not sure about us.”
 
   “Oh, I am. You’re the one that’s not sure.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re sore from that comment I made earlier. The guy had the right to know.”
 
   “Not really. You said it yourself. He’s a stranger, and he might be a threat. Wouldn’t it have been better to keep that knowledge to yourself so that we were united? So that we could keep our weaknesses secret and only advertise our strengths? But you decided to choose to tell him…because you’re more scared of me killing you than him.”
 
   “Like I said before, you think too much. If I had a problem with you, I would have left on my own.”
 
   “No you wouldn’t have. You don’t want to admit it, I’ve gotten stronger than you in the past year.” 
 
   Olivia stopped moving and let Remi take a few steps forward before she noticed. Remi turned around and stared at her friend. The violet poncho she was wearing was blowing in the wind and her hair was covering up half of her face. But Remi could still see her hurt eyes from underneath the strands. Remi’s face softened as she noticed that her throat had become parched. She didn’t need to say what she did. She could have just kept it to herself, but she was just so pissed over what Olivia told Kace, she didn’t hold back like usual. Perhaps she had more soul searching to do than she thought. 
 
   “That wasn’t fair to you,” Remi said aloud. Olivia kept her face as still as stone. “It’s just that I get a clean slate out here. And even with Kace…whatever happens between the three of us, I don’t want anyone to look down on me like they did back at home. I want us to be equals. I don’t want him to worry about me, and I don’t want you to either.”
 
   “Why? You like him or something?”
 
   “Why do you keep saying that? Just because I want to talk with a guy, it doesn’t mean I want to fall in love with him. Olivia, we’ve been through a lot, and we’re going to be going through a lot more. I just want to make sure that we’re both together in this.”
 
    “You shouldn’t even have to ask.”
 
   “And I won’t again,” Remi promised. She reached out to give her a hug and Olivia accepted reluctantly. Olivia gave her a weak smile and then looked beyond Remi to where Kace was in the distance.
 
   “Don’t worry about today,” Olivia said. “I’m okay.”
 
   “I’m glad,” Remi replied, and together, they began catching up to Kace. They walked in silence but Remi’s thoughts were far from tranquil. She still couldn’t shake the feeling she got when Olivia had blurted out her condition. She had seen the technique used before amongst the townspeople. Calling out one’s weakness was a way of gaining superiority over them and she understood why her parents did it. But why would Olivia do that to her? They had been through everything together…maybe she had been right from the beginning.
 
   And maybe Olivia was angry not because she was hurt…
 
   But because Remi had seen right through her.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Kace called them Biulos, and they were one of the few animals that the Quietus didn’t hunt actively. They were gigantic four-legged beasts with beady eyes and large snouts that snorted whenever one of them got a little too close for comfort. They were seven feet tall and twice as wide with hulking shoulders and a large fluffy mane around their fuzzy faces. Remi respected them immediately. For despite their intimidating size, they still looked innocent and docile. To hear that the Quietus rarely hunted them awed her, and she wondered what other sights lay before them. They had traveled only a few hours out, and already she was experiencing things she hadn’t dreamed of.
 
   “Why is that?” she asked, dying to pet one. They grazed together in herds by the dozens, eating the lush grass under the full moonlight. There were no trees visible from wherever they looked. There was no place to hide. No place to run. It seemed that the Biulos would be easy dinner.
 
   “I know, they look delicious, don’t they?” he laughed as they continued walking past the herds. “But honestly, I’ve never seen more formidable creatures. If you attack one. Just one. Even if it’s the sickest one out of the bunch, they all converge on you. Due to their size, there’s no way someone can just grab one and dash away. The Quietus love the trees, and so open valleys and meadows are already far from our ideal hunting areas.”
 
   “Converge?”
 
   “If I hit one of these biulos, every single one from miles around would come to its aid. Their strength is in their numbers. Sure, one could do some damage, but together? They’re nearly invincible. Many Quietus have died trying to break up their collective. But not one has succeeded. Now…we respect them. We see them as kindred spirits. Warriors like us.”
 
   “That’s what we need,” Remi muttered to herself. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Kace whispered, as if to respect the biulos’ privacy.
 
   “As of right now we have no allegiances to Cimmerian or Paragon, and while that might change, for now we might want to start thinking about forming our own coalition. We could reach out to people who are in the same situation as us and see if we can get something started.”
 
   “A team?”
 
   “It’s something to think about.”
 
   “It’s a little early for that,” Olivia whispered as one of the biulos nearby snorted. “For now we should just concentrate on making it to Paragon safely.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “How far is it to Paragon?” Olivia asked and Kace bent down to the grass, looking for a stick and some dirt to draw a diagram with. Finding none, he motioned for them to crouch down beside him so that they could talk a little quieter. 
 
   “There’s a lot of land between us. Particularly four groups of people that may pose a threat in their own way. There are the Langorans—brutes that have lost their Kingdom long ago. Don’t trust a single one you meet. There’s my people, the Quietus, who you should be just as wary of. The young ones aren’t bad, but the adults will try to exploit you in some way. The Allayans are the most established, but they have a history of causing trouble wherever they go, and last are the Delilah. They’re the ones closest to Paragon. They’ll leave you alone for the most part but if you attack them, you won’t find a more relentless enemy.”
 
   “Like the biulos,” Olivia said. 
 
   Kace chuckled under his breath. “Yeah, like them.” 
 
   “Does anyone hear that?” Remi asked. She stood to her feet slowly as a low rumble gained momentum in the distance.
 
   “It’s coming from behind us,” Olivia said, standing up as well. Kace soon followed suit.
 
   “So you hear it too?”
 
   “It’s a raid group,” Kace growled, narrowing his eyes. “Come on, we have to get away from this field. If we begin fighting, the biulos might think we’re with them.”
 
   Remi and Olivia followed behind him as he sprinted away, the low thunder from behind gaining on them quickly. 
 
   “Don’t touch any of the biulos!” Kace warned as they weaved in and out of the sleeping and grazing beasts. Remi coughed as she nearly stumbled into one. Gaining her footing, she glanced back for a moment, and sure enough, recognizable faces were on the hunt. She couldn’t see her parents, but the townspeople giving them chase were sure to give them just as much of a beating as they would. 
 
   Remi faced forward and ran as fast as she could, but she was already losing speed. Kace and Olivia were getting further away, and for a moment, she considered transforming just to catch up. She knew it would be a mistake, but what was the alternative? What was the—
 
   “GOT YA!” the outcry jumbled her thoughts, and she found herself in the open arms of one of their pursuers. The muscular man tackled her to the ground and pinned her arms down as the group behind her closed the gap. 
 
   They flanked us!
 
   The raid group came to a halt and stood around her in a circle.
 
   “Where’s the other two?” Anila asked, surveying the area. “They couldn’t have gotten far.”
 
   “The other group will meet up with them,” Bertil sighed. “But in the meantime, this girl here should learn what betrayal gets you.”
 
   “That’s right,” Anila breathed into Remi’s face. As hard as Remi struggled, she still couldn’t get the big man off of her. “And why would you go and do a thing like this anyways? It’s not like your parents gave you a home, a shelter and some food to eat. Huh? So what is it? Why’d you run away?”
 
   Remi kept silent. She wasn’t going to give them a thing. Not a thing. Not a—
 
   Anila kicked her in the face. 
 
   The blow hurt so bad that she gave out a sharp cry and the group started laughing around her. Anila stood up and crossed her arms.
 
   “At least she did one thing right. We found some food by chasing her.”
 
   “Don’t…” Remi tried to warn them, but all she got was another kick in the face. Remi clenched her jaw and waited. There was no point in reasoning with them. There never was. And though she could have easily transformed, broke free of her captors, and led them to safety in a chase—she stayed silent. 
 
   And waited.
 
   “Someone want to take down one of these things and bring it back with us?”
 
   The next sound Remi heard was the bellow of one of the beasts, screaming both in pain and for assistance. Remi wasted no more time. Gritting her teeth, she willed her body to transform. The bubble that formed around her threw off the man on top of her and he went flying several feet in the air. Her white robe manifested over her and she jumped to her feet. There were several people around her, but they weren’t as concerned about Remi anymore. 
 
   The biulos had heard the cry of their wounded. 
 
   Remi leapt into the air and landed on one of their backs as the biulos rammed into the townspeople relentlessly. As soon as one was finished, another in line would continue the job and so on. Remi tried to block out their cries for help as she ran across the biulos’ backs. She leapt into the air once more as one biulo tried to jump onto the back of another in order to get her. She nearly stumbled off, but miraculously she was able to maintain her footing. 
 
   “Where have you been?” Kace shouted as he ran toward her. Once they met up, he matched her stride and they continued running across the backs of the beasts. 
 
   “Crowd control,” she laughed. “Where’s Olivia?”
 
   “Guiding builos to the poor excuse of a raid group up ahead.”
 
   “You left her alone?”
 
   “She said she could handle it all by herself.”
 
   “How far along is she? Are they fighting past the builos?”
 
   “About a mile away.”
 
   “She’s going to need help,” Remi said assuredly as she sprinted forward. There was no way Olivia could take on a whole raid group by herself. It didn’t matter if the biulos were helping. It just wasn’t possible. If there were two teams sent out, the second raid group was always the strongest of the two. 
 
   Always.
 
   Remi leapt off the last biulo as her white robe disintegrated into the air. She almost didn’t land on her feet from exhaustion and her knees buckled as a result. Kace landed right beside her and scooped her up before the biulo could stomp on her leg. 
 
   “Don’t exert yourself too much,” he shouted as he threw her onto his back.
 
   “Don’t think this is going to become a habit,” she said as she burrowed her head into his shoulders. Though her pride had taken a hit, she had to admit that it felt good to get a short reprieve.
 
   “Hey, I don’t see you as a damsel in distress. Just someone in need of a little help. There’s nothing wrong with that, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” she muttered as they came upon a tree line. From within the woods, flashes of light and cries of agony bounced off the branches. Once they were under the thick canopy and surrounded by darkness, Remi was able to pinpoint Olivia’s location better. 
 
   She was standing in the middle of a large group, swinging her sword feverishly while it was blazing a dark red. Anything the blade touched—a leaf, branch, or tree—it sliced through as if it was cutting through water. Her attackers were staying back as a result, waiting for the right opportunity. Remi and Kace approached cautiously, looking for ways to intercept. 
 
   One of them made their move. 
 
   Olivia swung her blade toward the left and suddenly one of the women brought the palm of her hand to her face and blew out a gust of air from her lips. Olivia was hit with a wave of dust and dead skin that blinded her eyes and stifled her breath. She coughed and swung wildly but without the precision she once had, the raid group was able to take her down meticulously, tackling her at the legs and then jumping onto her back. Remi took a step forward but Kace grabbed her wrist.
 
   “Hold on,” he whispered. “Let’s wait for our chance.”
 
   “They’ll execute her,” Remi whispered. 
 
   “Why would they do that?”
 
   “Because she’s a traitor. They’ll question her a little, but the moment will soon pass. They’ll grow impatient and it will be over before you know it. We have to move now!” 
 
   Remi jumped down from Kace’s back and sprinted forward, slowly unsheathing her eidolon from the palm of her right hand. Just as she jumped through the last line of trees between her and Olivia, the hilt shot out and she grabbed it. She bellowed out a war cry, startling the entire group, and then she engaged—her dark purple Falchion slicing through the first man on her left. 
 
   She refused to look at their faces. There was only saving Olivia. 
 
   She swung her eidolon around her like it was a staff, blocking and parrying the raid group’s blows. They were stronger than her. And faster. But she didn’t have the strength to transform and besides, she had trained herself enough to know when to let their blades slide off the surface of hers, when to dodge, and when to strike. They were as predictable as ever, and she was anything but. 
 
   The weak sick girl had skills.
 
   Of this, they couldn’t deny. 
 
   “Got your back!” Kace shouted as he jumped on the back of  the woman who blew out dead skin and dust. Remi thanked him silently as she turned her attention to the big man in front of her—one who was known to increase the density of his skin. She didn’t want to risk her eidolon breaking, so she had ignored him for the most part. But he must have realized how much she avoided him, as now he was advancing at an alarming rate, trying to push his massive body against hers and swinging at her head whenever he felt ambitious. Soon, he would go all-out and that was the last thing she needed. She wasn’t sure if she could defeat him.
 
   It’s all in my willpower, she thought to herself as she parried another man’s sword and kicked him in the chest. He barely fell back and he swung at her again with more vigor. She ducked down, causing him to miss, and then she thrust her eidolon forward into his heart. He fell onto her blade, and consequently, her as well. He fell down on top of her and she grunted as she fought against his weight. 
 
   She forced her eidolon to disappear so that his body slumped and she jumped out of the way in time. Unfortunately, she was vulnerable for a second, and a second was all the raid group needed. The big man punched her hard in the spine as one of the women punched her square in the face. Remi hit the leaves hard, already feeling the allure of unconsciousness, calling to her, singing to her, reminding her how good sleep felt.
 
   She refused its courtship. 
 
   Remi extended her hand forward and her eidolon shot out once more, this time extending until it caught the woman who punched her in the foot. She howled and fell over as the big man grabbed her by the shirt and lifted her off the ground. He cocked back one of his arms to hit her as she hung from his steel grip.
 
   Steady now, she reminded herself. Steady.
 
   Her eidolon shot back into her body, and before the big man could attack, she shot her hand toward his face and then released her eidolon once more. The tip of the blade plunged right into his left eye and he let her go instantly. She scurried across the ground to gain her composure when someone kicked her in the chin. She fell over, and this time, her body refused to get back up. Caught in a vertigo, she watched as they surrounded her and pinned her limbs to the ground. She saw Olivia being thrown face first into the leaves by her side, already unconscious. And she heard Kace’s shouts and subsequent yelps as they stabbed him over and over. 
 
   She tried to get up.
 
   She tried. 
 
   She tried again.
 
   But her muscles refused. Doubt set in, flooding her veins quicker than her blood ever did. She felt paralyzed, and the fear became her world. It was all she felt. It was all she saw and smelled and heard. Even touch was numbed under its weight. Tears began streaming down her eyes as the worst came to her mind. Images of a beheaded Olivia. A dissected Kace—taken back to the town for study. 
 
   And worst of all.
 
   Her back at home. Under a blanket and sitting on top of the bed. Alone and hungry and cold. As she had been since birth. As she had thought her future would be for all of eternity. 
 
   Her people were cruel. They wouldn’t kill her. No, they wouldn’t grant her that mercy. 
 
   For some reason, despite their abhorrence of her. Despite her uselessness and waste of space, they would let her live. And in a terrible turn of fate, somehow—she was sure—she would outlive them all. Her sickness would cripple her dreams and goals but it would never finish the job. She would live her life as just another living being. Nothing more. Nothing less.
 
   “No,” she said aloud, and a snicker followed her defiance.
 
   “You see?” a woman’s voice replied. “She’s not with you at all. Now let her go.”
 
   “Not going to happen,” the big man replied. All Remi could see was the big man’s disgusting bare feet. She tried to crane her neck, but someone’s hand was keeping their grip over it. 
 
   “Then I guess we have a problem.” Remi was surprised by the woman’s boldness. Had she seen what the raid group could do? She suddenly heard a chorus of cries, and a second later, the big man’s head was right in front of her. Eye to eye. Face to face. Remi frantically climbed to her feet, not even thinking of how she gained her release. 
 
   The raid group was backing up slowly as Remi stood in front of her savior—a stocky woman with red-violet hair and a tall halberd in her hand with what looked like a half pair of wings on the top. She wasn’t looking at Remi, but her former captors. Remi looked past her to see that Kace and Olivia were awake and free. Kace was hunched over from his wounds while Olivia looked tired. Surprisingly, a calm Eckard was standing between them. 
 
   “She’s the one we want,” Eckard replied to the fiery haired woman. 
 
   The woman stared down at Remi, assessing her.
 
   “She doesn’t look that impressive.”
 
   “Her potential is though.”
 
   “Whatever you say,” she replied, turning her attention back to the raid group. “But first, we have to make sure we’re not followed.”
 
   “You can’t just kill us,” one of them replied. “We don’t want any trouble. We’re not marked, and we don’t have any allegiance to Paragon or Cimmerian.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. You’re disgusting people. Eckard and I have been watching you for the past half-hour. I’ve seen enough. Trust me, I’m not making this decision lightly.”
 
   “Please,” another begged. “Let us go. We have families.”
 
   “We all do,” the mysterious woman said, slamming her halberd further down into the dirt. Her eyes slowly wavered over to Remi’s. “And you—get out of the way. It’s about to get messy.”
 
   “I would listen to what Scarlet says,” Eckard called out, waving for her to come where he was standing. “She’s never been known for keeping things neat.”
 
   Remi ran out of the way.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6 – Don’t Get Burned
 
   “They run,” Scarlet laughed as she lifted her head high. “They always run.”
 
   “You’re not going to chase after them?” Kace asked and Scarlet chuckled to herself.
 
   “No need. I can kill them from where I stand. I’m just giving them a little time to think that they’re safe first.”
 
   “You don’t have to kill them,” Eckard said, but Scarlet ignored him. She turned back to look at Remi and narrowed her eyebrows.
 
   “You’re the one that Eckard hasn’t shut up about since returning to Paragon. You tell me, should I kill them? Am I in error for thinking that they’re no better than parasites? That they’re about as annoying as boob sweat? That they have no place on this planet other than to take up our precious air?”
 
   Remi wasn’t sure how to respond. She found herself looking to Olivia for advice, but she had nothing to say. She just stared back at her—waiting for her reply. Remi cleared her throat.
 
   “They won’t be missed.”
 
   “That’s not what I asked,” Scarlet growled. “Do they deserve to live? Answer me now. They will soon be out of my range.”
 
   “I don’t want to answer.”
 
   “Then we’ve wasted our time,” she said, putting her halberd out in front of her. “When you have an opportunity to remove your enemy from the equation, you take it. Otherwise it will come back to haunt you and everyone you love. I’m not saying you should be ruthless whenever you come up against opposition. I’m saying that when you know without a shadow of a doubt that no good can come from having a certain person in your life, you either cut it off, or you burn it down.”
 
   The halberd hummed and then Scarlet scowled.
 
   “Incinerate,” she said aloud, and a wave of fire burst from the center of the halberd, immediately engulfing the trees and washing over the land. In less than a minute’s time, the screaming began, and a mischievous grin crept onto Scarlet’s face. She quickly faced the others and the halberd vanished from her grip. Remi’s eyes widened in awe.
 
   “Was that an eidolon? That halberd?” she asked.
 
   “Of course it was,” Scarlet scoffed. “What else would it be? Haven’t you told her anything, Eckard?”
 
   “Not too much,” he admitted. “In case things didn’t work out.”
 
   “At least you did one thing right,” she muttered, looking Remi up and down. “Choosing her is another thing.”
 
   “You’re rude,” Remi stated boldly and Scarlet lifted her nose. 
 
   “You’re shivering,” she said, and Remi became aware of the chills shooting down her body. Her arms were wrapped around her but she hadn’t noticed the toll her fight with the raid group had taken on her body. She wasn’t too tired at the moment, but her brain wasn’t sending off the right signals. She didn’t feel the cold as she usually did, and it was if everything had gone numb from the neck down. It felt like her arms and legs were moving in slow motion.
 
   “You’re still rude,” she replied, as Olivia threw her own poncho on top of Remi.
 
   “I can afford to be,” she said, stepping forward so that they were face to face. “Act how I’m acting toward you and I’ll slap the teeth out your skull. Listen, and you might learn how to survive.”
 
   “If you’re one of the Sages that Eckard was talking about then I have no interest in joining your group.”
 
   “That’s sure some gratitude for saving your life.”
 
   “You didn’t have to. You could have let me die.”
 
   “Something to remember in the future.”
 
   “You don’t intimidate me.”
 
   “I don’t, huh,” Scarlet laughed, stepping away from Remi. “Yes, Eckard told us all about you. The girl who doesn’t fear death. The walking corpse. The sick warrior. I understand where you’re coming from. But you’ll soon realize that fear can also be healthy sometimes. Say the wrong things to the wrong people and what will that get you?”
 
   “Nothing,” Remi said. “Literally nothing.”
 
   “Exactly,” Scarlet replied, not realizing the full extent to what Remi was saying. “And that’s why you should do a little more observation before speaking out so boldly.”
 
   “Scarlet may be a little brash,” Eckard said, coming to Remi’s aid. “But she’s also one of the best. Her approach may not be suited for interpersonal dealings but when it comes to battle or war, you’ll want her on your side.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Remi said. Scarlet sighed and shook her head. 
 
   “Get some rest,” she said. “We’ll leave in the morning.”
 
   “What about another raid group?” Olivia asked, and Scarlet simply pointed behind her, revealing the smoldering ashes of what was for all to see. Olivia didn’t say another word.
 
   “We’ll sleep here. I’ll keep watch and there’s no point in relieving me. I’ve been through worse.”
 
   Eckard ushered the rest of the group a little deeper into the forest so that they could speak privately, leaving Scarlet to brood over her thoughts. Despite her attitude, Remi was dying to know more about her, but she knew that whatever Eckard had to say next, it was sure to be important. 
 
   “Well, that was fun,” he whispered as they sat down in a circle. Kace sighed and checked each one of his former stab wounds. He ran a finger carefully over each scar and then closed his eyes to concentrate. One by one, the scars began to fade. Eckard looked on in awe.
 
   “I’ve never met a Quietus personally before,” he said and Kace opened his eyes and raised his eyebrow.
 
   “And who are you exactly?”
 
   “Eckard,” he said with a nod. “I’m a Sage-in-training. I get sent out from Paragon to vet potential recruits. Remi here is our latest project.”
 
   “And Scarlet?” Kace asked. “She’s the final judge of character?”
 
   “Yep. Well, many of the Sages are currently busy and she was available so…let’s just say she wasn’t my first choice.”
 
   “It’s been over a year,” Remi said. “A whole year since we last spoke. What took you so long to come back this way?”
 
   “I had to go to Paragon by foot, and then we had to return in kind. Manifestations are a thing of the past now so travel is very cumbersome.”
 
   “Manifestations?” Remi asked, wondering if Olivia had an answer. Olivia shook her head. She had no clue what Eckard was talking about either. 
 
   “Before the three worlds were one, and Terra had its own atmosphere, not only could a Sage unsheathe their eidolon, but they could also manifest their souls into other objects. The most powerful Sages could even create flying creatures to ride on. But since the atmosphere’s changed, manifestations break the moment they are created. And eidolons…they’re getting weaker as well. That’s why it’s so impressive you’ve gotten stronger and not weaker. I noticed that you’re much different than how you were a year ago.”
 
   “I’ve been training,” Remi said, trying to keep her smile down. 
 
   “So there will be a point in which Remi can’t make an eidolon?” Olivia asked.
 
   “Or she will adapt. Having grown up in this new world, she might be immune to the new environment’s effects. She might be a new type of Sage.”
 
   “So what about me and Olivia?” Kace asked, rubbing a hand through his hair. 
 
   “You can come with us. But when we arrive at Paragon, it’s up to the powers that be if you will be granted access or not.”
 
   “Who said I’m even coming?” Remi said. “You might need me to save the Sages or whatever, but that doesn’t mean it’s what I want to do. I want to see the worlds. I want to travel, and it sounds like that’s not going to happen if I’m being studied all the time.”
 
   “Then how about you treat this as a mutually beneficial arrangement? Learn from us while we can learn from you. And when we arrive at Paragon, you can decide then what you want to do.”
 
   “Scarlet doesn’t seem like the type to just let me do whatever I want.”
 
   “Her words are sharper than her teeth, I promise.”
 
   “So he says,” Scarlet said, appearing from behind Olivia and Kace. They all stood to their feet. “I think we should keep moving. There’s a town not too far from here. We can rest there. Remi, do you think you can make it?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she replied. “How far is far exactly?”
 
   “Should be no more than five miles. Won’t be long. I could see the lights from the top of the trees. Come. Let’s get going.” Scarlet headed deeper into the forest and the rest stepped in line behind her. Eckard came quickly to Remi’s side.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay for the trek?” 
 
   “Definitely,” she said. Eckard nodded and left her alone. It was the truth. Yes, she felt like she was going to faint, and the welts on her faces were beginning to throb, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t make it to the town.
 
   “There’s something bothering me about Scarlet,” Olivia said, appearing on Remi’s right side. Kace came from the left with a curious look. 
 
   “You mean besides the fact she’s crazy?” Kace said. Scarlet was still way ahead of them, but Remi kept her voice down to a whisper anyways, in case the Sage had other abilities they didn’t know about. 
 
   “What she said earlier…about being through a lot…and how excited Eckard is to see that Remi can make an eidolon…you think she’s a Deja?”
 
   “A Deja?” Kace said. “What’s that?”
 
   “It’s our name for people that died before the worlds collided. People who have been given a second chance at life…depending on how you look at it.”
 
   “What’s so bad about it? If she is a Deja, I mean.”
 
   “Usually Dejas are still tied to their old lives. Yeah, they walk around and interact with us, but they might as well be ghosts trying to settle unfinished business.”
 
   “You don’t think she’s being honest with us?” Remi asked and Kace chuckled at the thought.
 
   “Oh definitely not. Someone like her will only express herself when she’s ordering you around. But, in all honesty, I don’t know how much we’re going to find out about her.”
 
   “Eckard might know,” Olivia said.
 
   “Eckard’s on her side,” Kace retorted. “Whatever the Sages are, he’s all for them.”
 
   “Does her being a Deja change anything?” Remi asked. Olivia thought about it for a moment.
 
   “Not at the moment. But it’s one of those things that we have to be wary of. She has a lot more experience than us both in life and death, and that means she could take advantage of us without us realizing it. We have to be vigil.”
 
   “Is there prejudice for Dejas where you two come from?” Kace asked. 
 
   Remi nodded. “Our people don’t like the fact that they might have to face warriors that have already gone through a whole lifetime of training. They don’t think it’s fair.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “That it could go either way. We might have a lot to learn from her. Or…this could all end badly.”
 
   “It’s just another adventure,” Remi said, smiling at her friends. “And as long as we stick together, we can overcome whatever comes our way.”
 
   Olivia raised her eyebrows. “What got you so optimistic all of a sudden?”
 
   “Just look around you.” Olivia and Kace began taking in their surroundings and Remi took a deep breath. “We’re not stuck in the town anymore. There are forests and valleys and new creatures all around us. There’s the possibility of battle and meeting new races and seeing buildings and towns that we never had a clue existed. I’m still dying, but at least I get to see these things before it happens. This is a lot better than being stuck. A lot better. Seriously, what would we be doing right now if we were back at home?”
 
   “Sleeping,” Olivia laughed. 
 
   Kace groaned. “I’d probably be bored.”
 
   “Scarlet might be a Deja, but that doesn’t mean we can’t learn from her and Eckard. Let’s just see how this plays out for now. We can change our situation in an instant.”
 
   “Alright,” Olivia replied. “Let’s see how this goes.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 7 - Marked 
 
   “Don’t let this place fool you,” Scarlet replied as they walked past the open iron gates. “We could still be in danger. Enjoy yourselves, but stay cautious.”
 
   Remi lifted her nose in the air to take in the new scents. Someone was cooking an array of seasoned meats over a fire and there were kids running in the street, chasing after each other with sticks. The roads were made of bricks and so were the houses, though the people did the best they could to decorate the buildings after the structures were erected. Windows were lavished with fancy canopies and banners. Miniature plants sat on the ledges and there were numerous wooden signs hanging from posts high above the doors, letting the patrons know where they were headed. 
 
   The streets were dimly lit but it was bright enough to see everything. The townspeople were casually dressed but no one was dirty. Wearing finely pressed shirts, pants and dresses, they would walk by twos or threes into the various buildings talking at a low volume. Though they were strangers to this new land, not one person turned their attention towards them. Remi figured that strangers were often visiting.
 
   “This is the town of Surmount. It’s a way station for weary travelers such as ourselves. This place isn’t immune to the looming war, but at least everyone respects it. I’ve rarely heard of or seen violence here. We should be okay.”
 
   “Okay?” Kace asked. “Who would be chasing after us?”
 
   “The fact that we came all this way for Remi says to the enemy that she’s important. Spies from Cimmerian could be watching us right now.”
 
   Remi suddenly became paranoid, looking into the faces of all those who passed by. If there were spies present, they sure weren’t breaking character. 
 
   “We’ll stay in an inn tonight. I’ll be going out with Eckard to make sure there are no threats here and then you’re free to check out this place yourselves but not until then. You three are still green to this.”
 
   “I’m able to take care of myself,” Kace retorted. “You should know that.”
 
   “I’m aware,” Scarlet glowered at him. “But you also might make a situation worse. I also know how hot-headed and stubborn the Quietus can get once they’ve engaged someone in battle. If there’s a way to keep things civil, I would prefer that at the moment. We’re a long way from home.”
 
   “Just for tonight,” Kace muttered, looking over at Remi. “Besides, someone has to protect her.”
 
   “Oh please,” Remi chuckled. “You’ll be the one that needs saving.”
 
   “Come,” Scarlet said as she took the lead. They followed her into a quaint brick two-story cottage, squeezed tightly between two tall buildings that looked like residential living. A bell tinkled as they walked through the door, and a heavy-set woman in an apron and flowered dress waved at them from behind a cherry oak counter. Remi noticed that there were a lot of souvenirs and knick-knacks hanging all over the walls, everything from saws and little figurines to lanterns and quilts. Barrels sat in the corner with fish on ice and hot tea sat on the far end of the corner, begging them to taste it. A set of stairs on the far left corner led upstairs to where she assumed the rooms were. 
 
   “Greetings travelers,” the woman said, her long hair nearly sticking to the sides of her face. “Looking for a room or two.”
 
   “One will suffice,” Scarlet replied. “How do we pay?”
 
   “What do you have that I may want?”
 
   “This,” she said, quickly reaching out and latching onto Remi’s poncho. Before she could fight against the Sage, Scarlet had wrestled it from her and lifted it over her head. Kace stepped forward with a growl but Eckard stood between them. 
 
   “What are you doing?!” Kace yelled as Olivia looked at them all in surprise. Remi winced as she felt the cold envelop her. She nearly fell to her knees but she forced herself to stay upright. She couldn’t show weakness…not from something so simple as this. There would be a bed with blankets upstairs…she hoped there were.
 
   “It’s fine,” Remi said weakly as Scarlet snickered and bunched up the poncho in her hand.
 
   “You two are wearing them!” Kace yelled. “Give her yours!” 
 
   “But we’re not the ones that have to prove ourselves,” Scarlet replied. “It’s obvious that Remi is sick. It’s all over her. Are you blind?”
 
   “I know she’s sick—”
 
   “—and you trust her enough to keep her around. That’s absurd. She has to prove herself. All I did was take away her warmth. That’s nothing. Look.” Scarlet stopped to take off her poncho and then she snapped her fingers at Eckard, signaling for him to do the same. He obeyed and soon only their armor underneath was visible. Scarlet was wearing a dark purple breastplate with the symbol of a lion etched into it. She had steel covering her limbs as well but it only came to her knees and her elbows. She raised her head high as Kace glanced at Eckard who was wearing the same ensemble, except he had no colors or symbols over his armor. Olivia found herself taking off her poncho as well, revealing only her t-shirt and pants. Kace shook his head.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked Olivia, but all she did was stare at him.
 
   “The point is made,” Scarlet said. “Look at her. She’s barely conscious.”
 
   Kace winced as he saw Remi beginning to turn blue. Her eyes were listless and she was starting to sway back and forth. Kace hugged her tight and held her close to his chest. She shuddered under his embrace and he held her away from him only for a moment as he took off his dirty shirt and put it over her. He then grabbed her and pulled her back into his arms, her head resting on his bare shoulder as he nuzzled his cheek into her hair. 
 
   “I’m no damsel,” Remi muttered into his bare chest, “in distress.”
 
   “We know,” he said, lifting his eyes to Scarlet. “Alright, she’s good. What now?”
 
   “So you’re going to be by her side whenever she needs help? You might not always be there for her.”
 
   “You don’t get it. She’s the one that saved me. I’m just repaying my debt. If it wasn’t for her, I would be cut up and distributed amongst her people by now. Not to mention that once she gets going, she’s a better fighter than I am. In battle she’s the strongest between the two of us, and if the only way I can show my thanks is to keep her warm outside of battle, then that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   “Hmph,” Scarlet said, not convinced. “Repaying a debt…well, as long as you don’t mind being her crutch.” She turned to the housekeeper. “I would like to offer this poncho of that young girl’s as payment.”
 
   “What makes this so special?”
 
   “This poncho is a specially made fabric designed by her townspeople. A people that live on the edge of Cimmerian.”
 
   “The edge, you say?”
 
   “Once you’ve inspected it, you’ll see that there is nothing like it in Terra. The materials were taken from Cimmerian itself, gathered over time in raids.”
 
   “Ah,” she said, running the palms of her hands over it. “It’s true. This is different. A few different animals were slain in making this. Do you know what kinds?”
 
   “It would take a trip to Cimmerian to find out. The girls have no clue as well.”
 
   “Interesting. I’ll have to send out my son to investigate. Well, this certainly pays for a room. Take the large one upstairs at the end of the hall. In all honesty, I think the mystery you’ve provided is more compensation than the item itself.”
 
   “Glad to be of help,” Scarlet said, glancing back at Remi for a second. She then headed towards the stairs and they all followed. Kace crouched down and put Remi into his arms, carrying her. She was barely aware of it. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “How long do you think they’ll be?” Olivia asked Kace as the door to their room closed. They could hear Scarlet and Eckard walking across the floor and down the stairs. 
 
   “Who knows?” he muttered, sitting down up against the wall. Olivia followed suit as she looked around her. Eight different carpets made up the floor. There were six beds, three on one side of the room and three on the other with plenty of walking space in the middle. All there was in the middle was a small circular table with a vase that had no flowers in it. There were plenty of things all over the walls though. Paintings of people that used to stay in the inn, or of unknown places. Pictures drawn by children of lakes and animals and sunsets. Rusted pitchers and worn shoes. Beautiful necklaces and strange sculptures. Perhaps it was all put there as entertainment. It was certainly interesting to behold. Olivia found herself examining each painting and each item, inspecting every corner and surface, wondering how it was crafted and who the original owner was. She supposed that Remi’s poncho would be added to one of the rooms as another conversation piece, and it suddenly put a bad taste in her mouth. She turned back to Kace next to her.
 
   “So it all worked out for Remi again,” she said. Kace scowled toward the center of the room.
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “Her poncho was taken away, but it’s still going to be put up somewhere in the inn. No matter what happens from here on out, there’s a piece of her in this world. It’s like she’s left a part of her legacy.”
 
   “It does her no good if she dies from the cold.” Kace peeked over at one of the beds where Remi was sound asleep and lightly snoring. He had taken the three blankets from the other beds and placed them over her. 
 
   “But people will still hear of who she is. And with that whole spectacle downstairs, the innkeeper will probably tell the story of what happened if someone asks.”
 
   “What does it matter?” Kace snapped. “Why do you care so much?”
 
   “I don’t,” she said in surprise.
 
   “It’s obvious that you do. And it kind of pissed me off how you added to that ‘spectacle’ too. What’s your problem with Remi?”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with her.”
 
   “Keep telling yourself that,” he mumbled, facing the center of the room once more. 
 
   “Well, why are you so stricken with her? You’re like in love or something.”
 
   “That’s not it,” he replied. “I meant what I said downstairs. I owe her. The Quietus may be ruthless at times, but we have some honor. For one, we always keep our word. And second, we repay our debts. Besides, I do want to see more of the world.”
 
   “Keep telling yourself that,” she spat back at him. 
 
   He closed his eyes. “Jealous?” 
 
   “Fine. If you must know…I’m kind of sick of Remi getting all of the attention. I love her. I really do, but she’s still weak. I’m a lot stronger than she is, but everyone dotes on her. I don’t get it.”
 
   “She needs the attention because she can’t handle it all on her own. Can’t you see that?”
 
   “We’re not at home anymore. She should be treated just like anyone else. I thought that was how it was going to be, and that’s why I was fine with leaving with her. We could be equals. But we’re not. She’s still drawing all eyes on her while I remain in the background. No matter how hard I try, I’m still forgettable.”
 
   “It’s because you try too hard. That crap you pulled downstairs? Taking off your poncho with Scarlet and Eckard? You looked like you were a puppet. Like you didn’t have your own brain. It was pathetic. I could understand why you would tell me about Remi’s condition when we first met, but you could have still said it in private. You didn’t have to make that one of the first things you said. Again, it made you look pathetic. Why would I want to hang around someone that’s so desperate for attention that they’ll throw me in the mud to get it?”
 
   “Glad you think so highly of me.”
 
   “No, I don’t,” he said truthfully. “But that doesn’t mean that can’t change. I feel like this is the first real conversation we had. So maybe this can be a fresh start. How’s that sound?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said with a grin. “Can we?”
 
   “Sure,” he said, glancing back at Remi. She hadn’t moved. 
 
   “I just have to say one thing. Just so you know.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “I’m not protecting Remi anymore. If I’m going to be my own person, I really can’t. My life has been tied from her from the beginning, but it’s cut now. It’s fine if you’re there for her, but I’m moving on. Hope you understand.”
 
   “I get that,” he said. 
 
   “UGH!” Remi yelled. Kace and Olivia jumped to their feet as she flung the blankets off of her and onto the floor. “I’m all sweaty.”
 
   “Payback,” Kace laughed. “Now you know how it feels.”
 
   “Maybe I shouldn’t have done that,” she groaned as she plopped her head back onto the pillow. “Okay, now I’m cold again.” She reached down to pick up them up when vomit spewed out from her mouth. Kace and Olivia jumped back and scrunched up their faces as she wiped the residue on her forearm. She glanced up at them with a weak smile. “Okay, that was gross.”
 
   “Understatement,” Olivia said as she walked around the room, looking for a basin or bucket of water to access. Remi groaned and jumped out of bed, nearly falling onto her knees once her soles hit the floor. Kace rushed to her side and grabbed her clean arm, steadying her.
 
   “Let’s go clean you up. There’s a bathroom at the far end of the hall. You think you can make it that far?”
 
   “I’m going to have to,” she replied as Kace opened the door. He swung it open wide and looked down at her feet to make sure she could still walk while Remi stared straight ahead. Her eyes widened in horror as a man stood before her. 
 
   He had dark red eye-shadow around his eyes and thin lips. His hair was slicked back and greased heavily with a black, tar like substance. He wore a three piece dark blue suit and he was so lanky that his face was nearly as thin as a skeleton’s. 
 
   She could barely take in his features when he reached forward and wiped a strange, gooey substance onto the middle of her forehead. It burned on contact and Remi shouted in pain. Kace looked up to see the intruder cock back his fist and punch him square in the face. Kace went flying backwards into Remi’s bed. The intruder reached out for Remi’s throat when a blazing hot blade nearly stabbed his stomach. He moved to the side just as the tip cut into his suit’s fabric and then he turned around and ran down the hall.
 
   “Are you okay?” Olivia asked her as she stared at Remi’s forehead. “Geez, that looks bad.”
 
   “It feels terrible,” Remi said, looking back at the unconscious Kace. “But we don’t have time for this. We can’t let him escape.” Remi began running down the hall, still in her thin clothes as she prepared to unsheathe her eidolon. Olivia followed reluctantly, warming up her blade.
 
   “Are you sure you’re up for this?” she asked as they sprinted down the stairs.
 
   “No,” Remi replied, bursting through the inn door. “But whatever happens, you take care of you. Don’t let me hold you back. Even if I faint, you keep up the chase.”
 
   “I’m not going to leave you behind,” she said as they saw the mysterious man running down the street to the right.
 
   “Keep telling yourself that,” Remi said, giving her friend a wink. Olivia gave her a nod and then they both followed the lanky man. Remi grit her teeth as she tried to wipe the strange substance from her forehead. All it did was burn the tips of her fingers. She glanced at it for a second. It looked like a gel, but it had traces of little red squares inside. 
 
   What the heck was it? And why had the stranger marked her with it?
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 8 – Disturbance of the Peace
 
   “He’s fast!” Olivia shouted as they weaved through the couples on the street. Each pair they passed were now giving them the attention they thought they were going to get earlier. Eyes went wide. Jaws dropped. Fingers started pointing. Shouts telling them to stop running or asking them what was happening. Olivia and Remi ignored them all as they kept their focus on the suited man in front of them, making wide strides and dodging the people he came across with such ease it was like they were stationary. 
 
   “What if this is a trap?” Olivia asked aloud as Remi took a deep breath and ignored the ache in her legs. At least she wasn’t cold anymore with all the running she was doing.
 
   “I hope not,” she said. “But it could be. What are we going to do about it? Stop chasing?”
 
   “No,” Olivia said adamantly. “That’s the one thing I don’t want.”
 
   “He went that way!” Remi shouted as she took a quick right turn and followed him to what appeared to be a dead end. The stranger came to a halt as he faced the gigantic brick wall before him, still dripping with clay and mud. 
 
   “Looks fresh!” Olivia shouted as he turned to face them. “Didn’t know that was there, did you?”
 
   “Looks trapped,” Remi replied, staying a few feet behind Olivia. She tried to slow her breath as Olivia’s blade now glowed a fiery red, lighting up the alleyway. The stranger squinted his eyes as he reached down and unbuttoned his suit. He whipped his arms to the left and right respectively and then shook them out, preparing for the battle before him.
 
   “We don’t have to fight,” Olivia said, gripping her sword tight. “We just want to know what’s going on.”
 
   “What did you do to me?” Remi asked, and he turned his attention solely to her. 
 
   His lips barely parted. “You’ve been marked,” he replied, his nasally voice bouncing off the walls. 
 
   “What does that mean?” Olivia demanded.
 
   “It means you’re fair game,” he said. “Cimmerian can kill you without starting a war with Paragon. Don’t you know what marks are?”
 
   “Obviously not!” Olivia yelled. “Why don’t you tell us?”
 
   “No,” he scoffed. “No, I’ll choose to stay silent. You’ve been marked. There’s no use educating the dead.”
 
   “Then we’ll have to force the information out of you.”
 
   “You can’t do that. I’m not marked. That means you can’t touch me.”
 
   “We’re not from Paragon.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Cimmerian won’t believe that. Now let me through. I did my job. It was nothing personal.”
 
   “Who told you to mark Remi?”
 
   “I choose not to say. Now let me go before I choose to report this to my superiors.”
 
   “You can’t do that if we won’t let you leave.”
 
   He sighed and relaxed his arms. “Fine. We’ll do this your way…but my superiors won’t like this.” He sprinted forward with his arms straight behind him and Olivia stepped up to swing at him, but before she could even cock back her arm, he whipped both of his arms at her head, slapping her twice and knocking her off balance. She stumbled to the side and her head hit the brick wall. The stranger tried to follow up with a kick to her face but Remi grabbed his ankle at the last second. 
 
   He glared at her as her white robes materialized out of thin air and over her body. Her grip instantly got stronger as she felt a surge of energy coursing through her veins. 
 
   “You won’t hurt her anymore,” she growled as she threw him back into the alley. He fell onto his back and then rolled backwards to his feet. He studied Remi’s transformed state carefully as she examined her friend’s wounds. Olivia waved Remi away and she obeyed. Remi walked to the center of the alley and faced her enemy. A white hood formed around her head, covering her eyes. She clenched her fists.
 
   “So you are dangerous,” the stranger replied. “That’s why you’re marked. You can transform like the Sages…I thought you said you weren’t from Paragon.”
 
   “I’m not. I was born on Terra.”
 
   A look of horror went over his face. “No…that’s impossible! Since the worlds became one…there has been no more Sages. No one can release their eidolons in the new atmosphere, let alone transform. Only the Deja Sages can still do it.”
 
   “Apparently, that’s not true.”
 
   “Then I no longer want to leave this alley,” he said firmly, standing slowly to his feet. “I must kill you myself. Since you are marked, I’m allowed…and honestly…I will be revered once they find out about you. You shouldn’t have told me your secret. Once the world knows, you will never be safe. Never.”
 
   Remi felt her body shudder.
 
   No! her mind went off in alarm, I’ve been talking for too long in my transformed state! I don’t have too much time left.
 
   “Let’s make this quick,” she said aloud, and the stranger grit his teeth, preparing for the worst. Remi made the first move, her Falchion eidolon erupting from her hand so violently that it lit up the entire alley in a flash of light. The stranger was momentarily blinded and Remi was able to slash him across the chest. Unfortunately, it was a shallow cut, and the stranger was able to regain his footing after being knocked back from the blow. 
 
   He punched Remi in the face so fast that she barely had time to recover when a second punch connected. She swung her eidolon but he stepped back and it narrowly missed his throat. She continued thrusting but he was dodging it easily and after each miss, he made sure to hit her again, no matter how weak the hit was. He wasn’t just breaking down her body, but her mind, letting her know that he was the superior fighter in every way. 
 
   She grunted and tried to punch him with her free hand but all he did was grab it. She tried to stab him but he leapt over the thrust at the last second and kicked her in the jaw. He let go of her fist as she went flying into the brick wall. 
 
   Her vision got blurry as Olivia came to her aid. The stranger wasn’t impressed with her attacks. Olivia was even slower than Remi was, and so he easily dispatched her with a few well-placed kicks to the head. He lifted one of his long legs in the air right over Olivia, preparing to drop it down onto her skull when the lower half of his raised leg was suddenly severed. 
 
   He screamed and fell backwards as Remi looked toward their savior.
 
   Scarlet was just putting the tip of her halberd back on the brick floor.
 
   “Looks like the trouble came to you,” she said as the stranger howled in pain. 
 
   “You’ll all pay for this!” he screamed. His eyes were so bloodshot that they nearly matched his eye-shadow. “Cimmerian will hear of this!”
 
   “Not if you don’t have a tongue,” Scarlet seethed as Eckard appeared behind her. “You won’t say anything about this.”
 
   “You can’t stop me!” he shouted. Then he pointed to Remi. “She’s from Terra! They have to know!” 
 
   “You told him?” Scarlet asked Remi in disbelief. Remi could barely respond as her white Sage robes and her eidolon vanished. Eckard came to her side as Olivia rubbed her head.
 
   “She told me enough,” the stranger said. “And if you think only having one leg will stop me…” he rubbed his hands together. “You don’t even know what I can do yet!”
 
   He pressed the palms of his hands on the bricks and the ground began to shake violently. Scarlet used her halberd to keep her upright as Eckard crouched low to maintain his balance. The buildings around them began to shake and in the distance cries of horror were heard.
 
   “I’ll bring it all down!” he cackled as Scarlet sneered. 
 
   “Screw this,” she said. “I’ve survived through worse.”
 
   Using her halberd for balance, she darted across the alley, and in one swift strike—she removed the head of the stranger. 
 
   The moment his head was severed, the quaking stopped. 
 
   “Scarlet,” Eckard began, but she held up a hand to shush him.
 
   “I know,” she said, staring down at the decapitated stranger. “I know.” The halberd vanished and she sighed heavily. 
 
   “What do we do now?” he asked. She clenched her jaw and closed her eyes.
 
   “We wait.”
 
   “You don’t want to run? The Corps will be here any moment. With all of these witnesses, they’re sure to know who’s involved in this.”
 
   “All the more reason to hold our ground.”
 
   “This can’t end well.”
 
   “Neither do I expect it too.”
 
   “Scarlet, you can’t—”
 
   “STOP RIGHT THERE!!!” a stocky man with an impressive paunch boomed as he appeared in the alley. A dozen men were behind him, dressed the same as he. They wore the same attire as any other citizen in Surmount, but the difference was the sash hanging from their shoulder down to their hip with the word “CORPS” emblazoned in red. 
 
   “We surrender,” Scarlet replied, holding up her hands. 
 
   “Damn right, you do,” he said, turning to his men. “Apprehend them all.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Remi woke up in a hot dimly lit room. It was bare. There were no windows and there was only one door that had no doorknob. It was made entirely of bricks like the town, but she didn’t feel comfortable here. Not even when her eyes adjusted and she saw that everyone else was with her. She wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.
 
   Kace was sitting up against the wall to her left, hunched over his knees. Olivia stood in the center of the room with her arms crossed. Eckard and Scarlet sat side by side to her right, cross-legged and patient. They had to have known what was going on more than anyone.
 
   “She’s awake,” Olivia said, noticing movement coming from Remi. “Now can you tell us what’s going on?”
 
   “We’re prisoners,” Scarlet said. “Because we broke a universal rule.”
 
   “Which was?”
 
   “We killed someone that wasn’t marked.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Remi asked. Her voice was raspy.
 
   “The war is going to happen, but not yet. However, that doesn’t mean there isn’t moves to be made and preparation going on in the background. We live in a time where death means utter annihilation and so everyone’s scared. To ensure that there isn’t all-out chaos, the marking system has been implemented and agreed upon by both Paragon and Cimmerian. Every year, a hundred individuals may be targeted. Cimmerian may target a hundred people from Paragon and vice versa. These hundred are ‘marked,’ and what that means is that they can be killed without repercussions. Usually important people for each side are the ones targeted.”
 
   “Why doesn’t someone just target the King of Paragon?” Kace asked.
 
   “Because someone has to mark you, and no one’s going to make it to the King easily. I’m sure many have tried, but you would have to navigate through all of Paragon to get there. You can be assured that the King of Cimmerian has the same protections.”
 
   “What did they put on me?” Remi asked. 
 
   “It’s the equivalent to being branded. The gel is mostly harmless but once it’s applied to skin, it sears it instantly, leaving a permanent mark. It was crafted by a Sage in Paragon so that others couldn’t heal and remove it, no matter how hard they tried.”
 
   “So I’m stuck like this?”
 
   “Afraid so. No one’s going to harm you here in the Corps station. But once you go outside…if anyone from Cimmerian sees you, they might go after you.”
 
   “Special once again,” Olivia muttered. Kace sucked his teeth.
 
   “If I was marked…that means Cimmerian or at least someone from Cimmerian knows about me.”
 
   “I did say that us being watched was possible,” Scarlet said.
 
   “There’s really no way to remove this?”
 
   “Not that I know of. But you never know.”
 
   “So what happens now?” Kace asked. “Now that someone without a mark has been killed?”
 
   The door to the room opened wide with a creak and the man who had first addressed them earlier appeared. He wasn’t wearing his sash anymore, but they recognized him immediately. The large scar running across his face was identification enough. 
 
   “This doesn’t look good for you all,” he said truthfully, letting the door close behind him. “Everyone…please sit on the far wall.”
 
   They all stood up and adjusted, sitting next to each other on the far wall so that the Corpsman could face them while maintaining some distance. He cleared his throat.
 
   “My name is Redder, and I’m the chief of Surmount’s Corps. I’ve been part of this squad since the beginning…and I have never had to deal with a case like this. Do you understand what will happen if Cimmerian determines that Surmount was a part of this? If they believe that we’re trying to cover something up?”
 
   “The war begins,” Scarlet said. 
 
   He nodded. “Yes. It will be the beginning of the end. And I’m especially cross because Surmount had nothing to do with this incident. It would be different if we had decided on this collectively, but that just isn’t the case. Do you know what this means?”
 
   “There will have to be an exchange,” Scarlet said straight-faced. “Retribution.”
 
   “That’s right. A trade. A life for a life. Nothing less will do. Now, I’m sorry to put you in this predicament, but a decision has to be made, and quickly. I’ll leave you be for a few minutes while you sort out who. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Redder left the room, and once the door closed behind him, Scarlet started chuckling under her breath.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Kace scoffed in disbelief. “This isn’t a laughing matter.”
 
   “Just the irony of it all,” Scarlet said. “Before I died last time…I was in a cell, preparing to face my enemy. It’s just funny to me that even though I was given another chance at life, I would find myself in the same predicament.”
 
   “You don’t know that they’ll kill you.”
 
   “I would almost be offended if they didn’t.” Scarlet looked over to Olivia who had her head cast down towards the floor. Remi didn’t miss a beat. Was Scarlet trying to make Olivia her enemy? Though she was marked for death—once again—she was on the receiving end of her friend’s envy. It was a curse, but it was also a compliment. The mark said that she was important enough to be put onto a secret elite list. Olivia was simply another statistic. 
 
   “Who says it has to be Scarlet?” Eckard spoke up, but no one was eager to agree with him. “Scarlet’s a valuable ally to Paragon. Shouldn’t one of you take her place?”
 
   “And who would that be?” Kace snapped. “Obviously it wouldn’t be Remi.”
 
   Remi stared directly into Olivia’s eyes, waiting for her rebuttal, but she kept silent, instead keeping her gaze solely on Kace. 
 
   “It is an option,” she said finally. Scarlet shook her head no.
 
   “I’m the one that killed him,” she said. “So it has to be me. Besides, there’s a better chance of me escaping. If I can break free, that’s not on Surmount. It would speak volumes to Cimmerian’s lack of security.”
 
   “And what am I to do?” Eckard asked in exasperation.
 
   “You’re to complete the mission,” Scarlet replied. “Get them to Paragon.”
 
   “But I can’t do this without you.”
 
   “Stop being a wuss. You already made it clear across Terra once. You can do it again.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “No one feels sorry for me,” she muttered. “I also want to do this. There’s someone I’ve been looking for…after I died I thought I would find my brother in Paradise, but I was wrong. So maybe he’s in Cimmerian. I have to find him…and make things right. My last words to him weren’t that pleasant.” She turned to Remi. “Don’t let anyone tell you that you’re not strong. All that stuff I pulled earlier was to see how you would respond, and I still don’t know what to think, but I’ll let you in on a little secret that’s gotten me pretty far…don’t listen to anything people say about you. You know who you are. Just believe in that.
 
   “Oh yeah, and one more thing…if you happen to run into someone named Catherine, please give her my thanks. She has curls in her hair, freckles on her cheeks…you’ll fall in love with her instantly, trust me.”
 
   “Is she supposed to help us?” Eckard asked.
 
   “I have no clue what she’s doing right now. But she’s definitely on Terra. Probably planning for the apocalypse.”
 
   “Is there anything else?”
 
   “Nah,” she said. “Just don’t cry for me. I’m not worth the tears.”
 
   The door opened and Redder stepped back inside. “So?” he asked. “Have we reached a consensus?”
 
   “It’s going to be me,” Scarlet declared. Redder nodded and rested his hands on his belly.
 
   “It’s only fitting that the culprit pay for the crime.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “Then all of you come with me. When we reach the intersection, Miss Scarlet, you’ll be going to the right with me. The rest of you continue on to the left. You’re free to go.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Scarlet said to them as they proceeded on. “Cimmerian will try to get me to defect first. I’ll have ample time to escape. And Eckard, since Remi is marked, the longer you can keep her alive, the more you’ll be able to find out about Cimmerian’s future plans and possibly other marks that may be out there.”
 
   “I’ll be observant,” he promised as they reached the intersection in the hallway.
 
   “Farewell,” Scarlet said with a nod. “I’m not too good with good-byes.” She followed Redder to the right as Eckard gave off a heavy sigh.
 
   “This isn’t good,” he muttered but Olivia wasn’t convinced.
 
   “We’ll be fine,” she said. They continued walking down the hall until they eventually reached the exit. A guard was there to make sure they left, but otherwise, there was no one around. Remi started coughing the moment they went outside but she held up a hand to indicate that everything was okay. Kace patted her back and led her forward while Olivia hung back with Eckard.
 
   “I hope she’s worth it,” Olivia said. “And that you’re right about her.”
 
   “She’s worth it. Again, the fact that she released an eidolon in this atmosphere is very impressive.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s an eidolon?”
 
   “Of course it is. It looks like one.”
 
   “But you don’t actually know.”
 
   “Well, not 100% but I don’t know what else it could be.”
 
   “Whatever you say.” Olivia picked up the pace as Eckard stood momentarily in the background, contemplating her words. A little doubt was all Olivia needed.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9 – Who’s the Predator and Who’s the Prey?
 
   “She’s burning up,” Olivia said, taking her hand away from Remi’s forehead. “And I’m not surprised, considering the strain her body’s been in.”
 
   “Maybe your hand’s just hot,” Remi said, batting her away. “Stop worrying about me.”
 
   “Would your rather we leave you behind?”
 
   “Yes!” she shouted. “For the thousandth time, YES!” 
 
   “No one’s going to do that,” Kace replied, glancing around the forest they traveled through. The canopy of the trees were so high up in the air that it was as if they made up the sky, turning it from a baby blue to a hazy green. “You know the Quietus used to live around here? At least that’s what my parents told me. There was—”
 
   “—I don’t want to see you like this,” Olivia said to Remi. 
 
   Remi shook her head. “Then maybe I’ll go off on my own!” she shouted. 
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Olivia said. Remi faced her, fevered face and all.
 
   “Don’t come for me for at least an hour. You’ll see. I can handle myself.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” Kace began but Olivia grabbed his arm. 
 
   “No, let her prove herself.”
 
   “Stay away, Kace,” Remi demanded as she stumbled on. She was tired of it all. The pity. The coddling. Most of all, her body. She had done so much training and yet, it wasn’t enough. She wasn’t used to walking for most of the day and barely sleeping most of the night. She had worked extensively on her combat skills but none of it prepared her for a punch to the face. The bruises were swelling and taking way too long to heal. But she fought against the pain. Her willpower was working past its limits, struggling every moment to keep one foot in front of the other, but that was all she needed to keep going. Just one foot. Then the next. One foot. Then the next.
 
   Remi took a deep breath and tried to remove her friends from the equation. If she truly wanted to know what it felt like to be alone, then that meant she had to be alert, and be aware of the hidden dangers. She couldn’t just stumble along knowing that her friends could intervene on her behalf if she got into trouble. 
 
   Remi thought about taking out her eidolon to assess her surroundings, but she decided to preserve her energy. Instead, she just kept her focus as sharp as possible. And instead of dwelling on the pain coming from within, she distracted her mind with what was on the outside. 
 
   It had been over a year since she had seen the lights of Paragon across the night sky, and now she yearned for them more than ever, even if the sun had just come up a few short hours ago. 
 
   She turned her attention to the birds tweeting in the trees, the rustle of the grass in the breeze and the warmth on her face. Spring was upon them all, and she hoped a new transformation within her would come with it. At the very least, she wouldn’t have to fight the cold anymore.
 
   She looked behind her and saw that no one was following.
 
   That was okay.
 
   It would have made her sadder if she saw them running at her frantically, yelling about how she was going to hurt herself. That would have been worse. That would have spoken volumes of how weak they saw her. 
 
   But then again, perhaps their absence said something troubling as well.
 
   That she was better off gone. 
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat and continued walking on, trying her best to remove them from the recesses of their mind. 
 
   Better off gone.
 
   It sounded horrible, but at the same time, it was all the more reason to prove just how powerful she could be. How the girl that had looked in the mirror and saw a warrior before her didn’t change. She would show them the truth. 
 
   Now she just had to figure out how to do it. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “I’m going after her,” Kace said, preparing to run. “You know we can’t leave her.”
 
   Olivia gave off a frustrated sigh. “If you must. But me and Eckard are going on ahead.”
 
   “That’s fine. We’ll catch up to you.” Kace took off running and Olivia rolled her eyes.
 
   “Let’s keep moving,” she said, pulling at Eckard’s arm. He obeyed reluctantly as Olivia veered off to the right, away from where Kace and Remi were headed.
 
   “What are we going to do while they’re gone?” Eckard asked.
 
   “What do you mean? We’re moving on.”
 
   “We could forage for some food while we wait. We haven’t eaten since the prison.”
 
   “No, we’re going to keep moving. If they can’t catch up, then too bad.”
 
   “That’s kind of harsh.”
 
   “No, it’s reality. Keep up.” Olivia began sprinting past the trees, trying to put as much distance between her and Remi as possible. It wasn’t that she didn’t care for her. She was just ready for someone to notice her for a change. Now that she and Eckard were alone, she could talk to him without his eyes being glazed over, either thinking of Remi’s potential or worrying about her condition. She could finally have a conversation with another human being that didn’t revolve around her friend.
 
   “So, what do you do for fun in Paragon?” Olivia huffed, coming to a sudden stop. Eckard glanced around them.
 
   “Did you leave any markers for them?” he asked. “In case they need to find us?”
 
   “What do you do for fun in Paragon?” she practically shouted.
 
   Eckard winced and rubbed his right ear. “Since I work with the Sages, there’s not too much time for fun. We’re mainly preparing for the war.”
 
   “But it’s been twenty years already and there’s still preparation going on. What if the war never starts? Have you ever thought about what you would do if that happens?”
 
   “Not much,” he admitted. “But sometimes. Before I fall asleep at night.”
 
   “And what do you think about?” Olivia asked, folding her arms.
 
   “Same things I’m sure everyone thinks about. A place they can call their own. Perhaps a wife. I know children are out of the picture since the atmospheric conditions no longer allow it, and I have no desire to live on Terra just to have children so…it’s all wishful thinking.”
 
   “No one amongst the Sages that you’re interested in?”
 
   “They’re mostly a lot older than I am, or they already have a significant other. I’ve met a few girls in the past, but most of them are Originals. And I’m a Deja so…”
 
   “So what?”
 
   He burst out laughing. “I’m so confused.”
 
   “About what?” she asked, taking a step closer to him. 
 
   He cleared his throat. “I thought you didn’t like Dejas.” 
 
   “I don’t like Dejas that already lived a full life before the Collision. You’re different. From what I gather, you died pretty young. Who told you about me not liking Dejas?”
 
   “I overheard a bit of your conversation with the others. Also, me and Kace talked about it a bit.”
 
   “You and Kace talked about me?”
 
   “A little. Nothing serious. Just while the rest of you were sleeping in the prison.”
 
   “And what was said?”
 
   “I was just being honest. I was saying how Remi wasn’t as strong as I originally thought and that you had a lot more potential.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Your stability,” he said, his eyes darting to the left. “Remi is more powerful in bursts, but you have stamina. You could surpass her with the proper training. I feel like Remi’s declining with all the stress.”
 
   “But to bring up my preferences in people, you must have talked about more than how I fare in a fight. You were wondering if I would be interested in someone like you, weren’t you?”
 
   “I’m not saying I’m in love with you,” he said, his eyes coming back to the forefront. “But I did ask. Like I said, there’s not a lot of time devoted to leisure, but I still wonder what’s waiting for me when I do get those breaks.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about how I feel,” she said, taking his hands into hers. “Not anymore.” Before he could reply, she stepped up onto her toes and kissed him hard. At first his head reeled back in surprise, but she kept her lips pressed against his, and when he didn’t pull away, she removed her hands from his and threw her arms around him. 
 
   She felt his hands travel down to her waist and she let him explore. 
 
   It was a small price to pay to get what she wanted.
 
   And what she wanted was a follower. Not Remi.
 
   Someone whose thoughts would dwell only on her. Not Remi.
 
   Someone who could watch her back. And not that damn Remi.
 
   “Ahem,” someone interrupted them and they pulled away from each other quickly. Olivia’s face burned as she thought about Remi and Kace catching them, but once they turned around, the source of the interruption was a lot more unsettling. 
 
   There were three of them. All had patches of red hair draped over their faces and hulking muscles that made their heads looked like a pea in comparison. Their muscles were rippling to the point that they looked like they were going to burst, and their faces were all scarred and worn out like leather. One of them took one step forward and scowled at them.
 
   “Do not worry, little ones. We are not here for you. Olivia, correct? And…Eckard?”
 
   “Who are you?” Eckard demanded, trying to be brave. Olivia could hear the trembling in his words. 
 
   “Langorans,” the apparent leader replied. “You’ve never seen one before?”
 
   “I can’t say that I have. Though I’ve heard of your kind.”
 
   “You must live a sheltered life. What have you heard about us?”
 
   “That your homeland was destroyed. And now your kind has resorted to mercenary work.”
 
   “That would be the truth. Which is why, Eckard, we are here.”
 
   “How do you know my name?”
 
   “It’s our business to know,” he said, looking back for a moment at his companions. “But you can feel safe in knowing that you are not our business. If you were, we wouldn’t be making these introductions. If you would but take a moment to breathe, and think, then you’ll realize why we’re here.”
 
   “Remi,” Olivia said, and the leader gave her a curt nod.
 
   “What do you want with her?” Eckard asked. The leader tapped the side of his head.
 
   “Now I’m sure a bright fella like you can come up with a probable reason.”
 
   “You’re to take her to Cimmerian…or worse.”
 
   “That would be correct, sir.”
 
   “And you expect us to just hand her over,” Olivia said. “It makes me sick.”
 
   “Now, now,” the leader said, scratching the side of his face. “We all know that’s not entirely true. We’ve been watching you for days now. Even Scarlet didn’t sense us during your travels. That says a lot about our skill set. So please don’t insult us by saying you care about the girl when that couldn’t be farther from the truth. You’ve been looking for ways to ditch her since you began your journey. Listen, this doesn’t need to be an unpleasant conversation. My name is Leslie, and my companions here are Burt and Kettle. Not that they’ll say much. They’re the muscle of our little group. As you can tell, I’m a lot smaller than they are as I find myself wasting my energy talking.”
 
   “So you think I would just betray her?” Olivia scoffed. “After all we’ve been through together?”
 
   “I will break it down to you. We approached you so that you could live. If you separate yourselves from her willingly, then that tells us that you’re not a threat. You won’t entertain ideas of revenge. If you decide to defend her, that is up to you. I would understand, but you would lose. All of you. We’ve been doing this for a long time and we’ve even killed Sages. There’s a reason why Cimmerian contracts us out. We never fail to deliver. So by refusing to assist Remi in the upcoming battle, you’re not betraying her. You’re preserving yourselves. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “And I’m just supposed to live with the fact that you killed her?”
 
   “Or you can watch her die as you choke in your own pool of blood. The result is the same for her either way. All that changes is how you’re involved. By staying out of our way, our job goes from four to two.”
 
   “Kace will be killed too?”
 
   “He likes the girl. He has to go. Plus Quietus are too stubborn. He won’t listen to us.”
 
   “And what about me?” Eckard asked. “I work with Sages directly. What makes you think I’ll give in to your demands?”
 
   “You’re easy,” Leslie snickered. “You’re weak of spirit. So it’s really up to Olivia. If she abstains from battle, so will you. That’s all that can be said on the matter.”
 
   “I’m not weak,” he said, balling up his fists. 
 
   “You barely know what it’s like to be nicked by a blade,” Leslie scoffed. “Don’t you realize that the Sages sent you out to find potential recruits because you’re expendable? If you manage to make it back to Paragon in one piece, then they send out real evaluators, but they never take you at your word because they don’t trust you. I respect you both for trying to make your individual situations work, but in the end, you’re still at the bottom of the hierarchy. Tell you what…if you let me take Remi, not only will I leave you alone, but I’ll put in a good word for you in Cimmerian to my superiors. Our word means a lot to them.”
 
   “But we’re going to Paragon,” Eckard seethed. His fists were clenched even tighter.
 
   “I know, but plans change. You might get to Paragon and realize I’m right. There is no place for you there. And then where will you go? Cimmerian might not be all holding hands and singing, but at least we all respect each other there. You don’t have to make any decisions on that right now though. Just know that Cimmerian will gladly take you in when Paragon inevitably casts you aside.”
 
   “Fine,” Olivia said suddenly, causing Leslie to raise an eyebrow.
 
   “Fine what, little lady?”
 
   “We’ll let you have Remi.” Leslie noticed that Eckard had no objections.
 
   “Thank you. I respect you decision. It was very wise of you. I will also tell my superiors about this day. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, could you please direct me to where your friend is now?”
 
   Olivia pointed in the right direction.
 
   “Thank you,” Leslie said, bowing his head. “I will also let you know that if you continue along your current path, you will eventually come to the ruins of the former Langoran Kingdom. While there isn’t much there, some mercenaries do still use it as a base of operations. You might want to consider avoiding it, in case you encounter Langorans that aren’t as nice as I am.”
 
   “Thank you,” Eckard said sheepishly. Olivia reached out and squeezed his arm.
 
   “I don’t believe this,” Kace said aloud. Everyone turned to their left to see him coming from behind one of the trees. He was furious.
 
   “You knew he was coming?” Olivia asked Leslie and the Langoran nodded.
 
   “I wanted you to make the decision you wanted to make. Without influence from anyone. I’m sure Kace will try to persuade you now.”
 
   “How could you betray Remi like that?” Kace shouted, baring his sharp teeth. 
 
   “You didn’t find her?” Olivia asked.
 
   Kace spat on the ground. “What does it matter to you?! You don’t care about her!”
 
   “How much of the conversation did you hear?”
 
   “Enough to know you both are traitors! And Eckard, I’m really surprised with you! The whole point of this journey is to get her to Paragon so that she could receive Sage training! Now I’m wondering if you Sages are even who you claim to be.”
 
   “I have nothing to say to you,” Eckard replied. Kace’s face softened.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” he whispered in awe. “I can’t believe this.”
 
   “Believe it, my friend,” Leslie said, addressing the young Quietus. “And this as well. You are outnumbered in every conceivable way. Would you consider letting us carry out our mission without interference as well?”
 
   “Not a chance,” Kace growled. 
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   Kace grunted and fell to the forest floor, landing on his knees and both palms of his hands. 
 
   Leslie turned to Olivia and Eckard. “I would maintain my distance. Your friend is transforming now.”
 
   “Transforming?” Olivia looked on in horror as she saw Kace’s skin beginning to darken until it was the color of tar. It rippled as if it was dark water and bubbled as if it was manifesting his rage. His hair was slicked back and his teeth grew sharper as his face narrowed and sharpened. Scythes of sharp bone protruded out of his forearms as the fingernails on his hands sharpened and lengthened.
 
   “We all transform. The Sages have boosts in speed and strength. The Quietus turn into creatures like the one you see before you, and the Langorans grow to inhuman proportions, expanding their muscles and mass.”
 
   “How is this possible?” Olivia asked, watching as Kace groaned and began pawing at the ground. “The atmosphere.”
 
   “No, our individual races were able to do this before the great Collision. Now our abilities weaken with each passing year while those who were born afterwards, like yourself, gets stronger. Transformations will soon be a thing of the past."
 
   “Not yet though,” Eckard whispered, grabbing Olivia’s arm. “We should get farther back.”
 
   Kace lunged at Olivia but Leslie stepped in the way. He jabbed Kace in the face quickly and the Quietus fell to the ground on his back. He instantly jumped back to his hands and feet and began darting side to side in front of the Langoran, looking for an opening. He barely saw Burt and Kettle tackle him from behind. With their massive muscles growing with each passing second, they pinned Kace into the dirt and began pounding on his head, back and forth as if they were driving a stake into the ground. 
 
   Leslie watched on and supervised, keeping his arms outstretched to protect Olivia and Eckard. When Kace’s transformation finally withered away, and the black skin that once covered him slipped off into and under the soil, he let his arms fall. 
 
   Kace, now unconscious, was no longer a threat.
 
   “See how easy that was?” Leslie said, speaking to Olivia and Eckard. “He didn’t even manage to get a single blow in. The result would have been the same for the rest of you.”
 
   “We kill?” Burt asked and Leslie tilted his head to the side to think. He turned to Olivia.
 
   “When he was in your camp, did he mention anything about belonging to a special group of Quietus? Or was it a sect kind of like your own?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Quietus have no allegiance,” Kettle replied.
 
   “This is true,” Leslie muttered to himself. “Well, I don’t see any reason to keep him alive.”
 
   “But I do,” a shout rang through the air.
 
   They all searched frantically for the source of the voice, and finally, Leslie’s eyes settled on a thick branch high above their heads. Remi stood there in the sun’s rays, letting it bask her in its radiant light as she held onto the side of the tree for support.
 
   She was frail, and it was even more apparent now that her poncho was no longer available to her, but that didn’t sway her resolve. She had seen Kace searching for her, but she had kept herself hidden, in order to see what he would do without her there. If he would decide that she wasn’t worth his time. 
 
   She was surprised to see him go back to the others—not to give up—but to get more help in the search. And she was glad she did follow him. For Olivia and Eckard’s actions hurt her to no end. It made her nauseous to see her friends betray her. But crying over it wasn’t going to change anything. 
 
   Only her might would. 
 
   Only the warrior from inside the mirror could.
 
   “Remi,” the Langoran leader called out to her from the ground. “Come down and accept your fate. There is no need for violence.”
 
   “I’m done being underestimated,” she roared, shaking several birds out of the trees. “I’m done being seen as weak and helpless. And if it requires pounding your faces in for all of you to see that, then so be it.”
 
   Remi jumped down from the tree.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 10 – A Thrashing
 
   “This is unnecessary,” Leslie said as Remi hit the grass. 
 
   “No, you wanted this,” she said, pointing at them all one by one. “You all did.”
 
   “Remi, I—” Olivia began but Remi just glared at her and Olivia shut up.
 
   “I’ll take you all on,” Remi declared. “Literally, all of you.”
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” Eckard said but Remi ignored him. She concentrated on her transformation and Leslie tapped Kettle in alarm.
 
   “Get her now before she finishes,” he ordered. Kettle barreled towards her, cocking back his arm and preparing to smash her face in when Remi’s body transformed, but not in the way anyone was expecting.
 
   His fist hit an armor of solid steel, making his knuckles give off a sickening crunch as his hand was immediately broken. He howled in agony as he backed away. Leslie squinted his eyes to examine Remi. Her white Sage robes weren’t present. She was standing there, but it was if her entire body was coated in steel. She didn’t move, but from how much pain Kettle was in, he figured that the defense was phenomenal.
 
   “Interesting,” he said as the armor suddenly disappeared. Remi—just normal Remi—ran at the wounded Langoran and leapt into the air. Before he could focus his attention on her, white Sage robes draped over her as if someone had thrown a blanket around her body, and her Falchion eidolon was gripped firmly in her right hand.
 
   She thrust it into Kettle’s head, killing him instantly.
 
   “NO!” Leslie shouted, pointing at Burt. “We finish this now!” 
 
   They ran at Remi with their full speed, pumping energy into their legs. Remi narrowly dodged Leslie’s fist as it grazed against her cheek and she quickly ducked under Burt’s haymaker. With them both keeping up the pressure, she knew she wouldn’t have time to activate her armor, and besides, she was sure they wouldn’t fall for it again. 
 
   But that also meant she could use that knowledge against them.
 
   She saw Burt’s fist coming directly toward her face and she fought everything within her that said to run or duck. She stood still, ready to accept the blow. But since he was looking out for her armor to reactivate, he suddenly stopped his assault, figuring that she was in the process of summoning it. 
 
   She wasn’t.
 
   She whipped her eidolon forward and took off his arm and nearly half of his right side, causing him to teeter over from the loss of the weight. His body slammed into the ground at the same time Leslie managed to graze the other cheek with his knuckles. Frustrated, Leslie tried to tackle her, but with a burst of speed fueling her legs, she was able to pivot and let him go flying into the grass. 
 
   Her body shuddered from exhaustion, but she wasn’t yet finished.
 
   She told it to shut up or die.
 
   She grunted as she took a step back on her aching sole. Leslie rose to his feet and looked to his fallen comrades. Once he noticed that Burt was still breathing, albeit barely, he decided to be smart. 
 
   He abandoned the mission.
 
   Keeping a wary eye on Remi who had reverted back to her normal state, he picked up Burt’s bleeding, limp body and began running deep into the woods. 
 
   “If you come back, I’ll finish the job!” she screamed, her voice echoing off the foliage. She clutched her sore throat and then turned to the people who she once considered friends.
 
   “Fight me,” she demanded. Olivia and Eckard shook nervously. “I said fight me.”
 
   “I’m not going to do that,” Olivia said, positioning her hand over the hilt of her sheathed sword. “There’s no point to this.”
 
   “There is,” Remi replied, glancing momentarily at Kace. He was groaning and coming to. 
 
   Good, she thought. He’s not well enough to fight yet. I don’t want him to interfere.
 
   “You have to fight me,” Remi stated. “Because until you come at me with all you’ve got, and I win, you’ll never respect me, let alone like me. You’ll continue to think I’m a liability when I’ve already proven over and over that when I must, I rise to the occasion. If beating you at your best won’t make you face the truth, then I don’t know what will.”
 
   “I could hurt you,” Olivia said. Remi threw her hands up in the air.
 
   “That’s what I’m talking about. You still think you’re better than me. But you’re afraid of who you’ll become if you admit it. Just do it already. Say it. Say you’re better. It coats your words every time you talk to me. It’s the topic of almost every conversation you have behind my back. It’s painfully obvious, so you might as well just admit it and then come over here for your ass whooping.”
 
   “Fine,” Olivia said, glancing over at Eckard. “That means you too.”
 
   “I know,” he mumbled. He reached back under his poncho and produced a sword that resembled a dagger in form. It was just a little longer. 
 
   “Thank you for this,” Remi said, sprinting toward them and letting the white Sage robe materialize around her, as if the wind itself was clothing her. Eckard surprisingly attacked first. He crouched low and just as Remi finished blinking, he was in her face, already thrusting his blade slowly into her stomach. 
 
   Thankfully, she was already anticipating a finishing blow from the start. She allowed the blade to continue piercing while she activated her armor, just where her abdomen was. 
 
   Eckard’s blade bounced off of her stomach but that didn’t deter him. He spun around and swung at her neck. She was sure he wasn’t out to kill her. He wasn’t the type. So that meant he was aiming to distract. She ducked under the blow, but she kept her eyes at his other hand, which was clenched, cocked, and aiming straight for her chin in an uppercut fashion. 
 
   She accepted the blow.
 
   The hit was so strong that it lifted her off her feet for a moment, but she couldn’t concentrate on the pain. She let her Sage robes dematerialize, giving off the illusion of defeat. 
 
   It was Eckard’s undoing.
 
   She could see him smile as her toes hit the grass and immediately she lunged toward him, transforming her body into the suit of armor. She fell on top of him with her full weight.
 
   He heaved under her weight, losing all the air in her body while she winced under the crunch of steel against shattered bone. Eckard blacked out.
 
   The armor fell off of her like a shell, and the pieces vanished into thin air. She climbed to her feet, using Eckard’s body as support and then she faced her rival. Olivia had her sword blazing so hot that it had turned white, and the look on her face was nothing short of contempt.
 
   “I didn’t kill him,” Remi said. “Just some cracked ribs and a warning to never mess with me again.”
 
   “You’re nuts,” Olivia said, inching forward.
 
   “Why didn’t you help him back there?” Remi asked, trying to steady her breath. “You would have had a better chance of winning if the two of you attacked me at once.”
 
   “Because I can beat you all by myself.”
 
   “There’s that foolish pride again.”
 
   “I haven’t shown you everything I can do, Remi.”
 
   “And obviously, neither did I. I never revealed that armor technique to you.”
 
   “No...you sure didn’t. What’s the point of that anyways? You can’t move when you’re in it.”
 
   “That is the point,” Remi sighed. “My body can’t take too many hits. Even that uppercut back there hurt like crazy. It feels like my jaw is about to fall off…I had to come up with a way to protect myself.”
 
   “My blade can cut through that armor of yours. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “It probably can. I need a long time to build up density.”
 
   “Then just admit that you’re weak and we’ll put an end to this.”
 
   “And then what? Go back to being friends and just travel together like nothing happened? No thank you.”
 
   “Wait,” Olivia blinked. “What do you mean? We’re not traveling together after this?”
 
   “You actually thought I would?”
 
   “But you need me to protect you…or to keep you warm.”
 
   “I’ll manage on my own. Besides, after what I heard you say to the Langorans, I can’t trust you.”
 
   “I gave you up because they would have killed us all, not because I wanted to.”
 
   “You’re lying, but that’s okay. I proved you were wrong. They couldn’t do anything to us in the end.”
 
   “How was I supposed to know how it would all turn out?”
 
   “I don’t know. But you sure showed who you are. Now come at me already. We’re both wasting energy.”
 
   “Is that what I want?” Olivia scoffed, examining her friend. “Because it looks to me like you’re barely standing. Maybe I should just wait this out.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll come to you,” Remi sighed. She took one step forward and Olivia lost it. She screamed in rage as she swung her blazing sword at Remi, slicing through the trees around her whenever she missed. Remi kept her focus tight on Olivia’s movements, recalling how she moved and what they had worked on together in training. No matter how much Olivia claimed she had secret moves, Remi was confident that it was just another lie. 
 
   Olivia was transparent to nearly all but herself. And Remi was going to prove it. 
 
   “Transform!” Olivia shouted as she nearly brought the fiery blade down onto Remi’s head. Remi refused. She knew that she was taking a big risk, but the rewards of winning far outweighed the consequences of losing. For the sake of her friend’s sanity and growth, as well as her own, Olivia had to have her pride broken.
 
   “TRANSFORM!” Olivia roared as her swings became shorter in succession. Remi was barely able to keep up with the assault now, but she told her body not to stop. Just a little longer. Just a little more kindling of Olivia’s fire.
 
   “Why aren’t you transforming?” Olivia practically wept, attempting a weak kick at Remi’s torso. Remi side-stepped it and then slammed her right fist into Olivia’s face, sending her reeling backwards into a tree. As the back of her head hit the tree, her arm flailed up and swiped through it, bringing down the giant over them both. 
 
   Remi rolled out of the way as Olivia sliced through it just as it came on top of her. She was safe, but shaken. Remi moved in quickly. Before Olivia could gain her composure, Remi punched her hard again, and then again. Dodged a swing of Olivia’s blade, and then continued her attack. 
 
   No boosts in power. No extra speed. No Sage abilities. 
 
   Just solid bone against raw flesh. 
 
   Olivia cried out as she was hit once again, and she fell onto her butt. Remi kicked Olivia’s hand and the blazing hot sword was thrust to the side, slowly leaving a scar into the soil it lay upon. Remi jumped on top of Olivia and began hitting her mercilessly, ignoring her pleas.
 
   Olivia wouldn’t stop if the situation was reversed. And Remi needed her to know that she didn’t have to either.
 
   She was more in control than her friend realized.
 
   Remi hit her friend in the cheek one last time and then she got up. She nearly stumbled from the vertigo, feeling the adrenaline leaving her body. But it didn’t matter. It was finished.
 
   Kace strolled over to her and she fell into his arms. He picked her up and was about to say something when he heard her lightly snoring. He looked over at Eckard and Olivia. Eckard was still unconscious but Olivia was wide awake, weeping over the wounds Remi had inflicted on her. He didn’t bother asking if she was okay. He just left her writhing while he walked on with Remi in his embrace. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 11 – Things Just Might Work Out
 
   “I can walk,” Remi muttered, but Kace acted like he didn’t even hear her speak. Remi cleared her throat. “I said I can walk.”
 
   “I heard you the first time,” he said. “But I’m still not going to let you.”
 
   “Why?” she asked, opening her eyes. It was a bittersweet moment—not having to fight the sun’s blinding rays, but still feeling the disappointment of knowing that she had been sleeping for hours. She yawned while trying not to move too much. “Where are we headed?”
 
   “Away from Langorans,” he said. “But other than that, I have no clue.”
 
   “That’s fine. As long as we’re putting some distance between us and this mess. I just don’t get it.”
 
   “Get what exactly?”
 
   “How people think that others are inferior just because they have one thing wrong with them. It’s funny how those who are blind or disabled or deaf or sick are looked down upon, but those in good health might have something even worse wrong with them. What’s worse? Being blind and a good person, or being in full health but you’re a bully? I don’t get it, Kace. Why do people act like ego isn’t a disease?”
 
   “I know what you mean,” he replied. “The Quietus are a very proud people—so much that they deny nearly all aid thrown their way. The result is that we are divided and living in pockets all around Terra when we should already have a stable location to call home. I wish they would get their act together. But since I don’t see that happening anytime soon, I keep my distance.”
 
   “It might be strange to say…but I’m kind of glad that I have this sickness. At least it keeps me humbled. I can sit back and focus on improving myself instead of forcing my will on others.”
 
   “I feel the same way.”
 
   Remi laughed. “What are you talking about? You’re in perfect health.”
 
   “What makes you say that?” he snickered. “You don’t know what’s going on inside of me.”
 
   “Well, based on your rippling muscles and your strength, I can see that you work on yourself physically. And you’re kind and good to me. So I would say that makes you perfect.”
 
   “But you didn’t address my internal health. What if I’m as sick as you?”
 
   “Like I said, you’re in perfect health to me.”
 
   “Careful now. I might just fall for a little of that flattery.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should have a thicker skin. You know what? I changed my mind. You’re not perfect anymore. I don’t know what I ever saw in you.”
 
   “You’re sure something,” he chuckled. He stopped and craned his neck to slightly look behind them. Remi studied his face.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “We’re being followed. I heard something. A whisper.”
 
   “Are you sure it wasn’t the wind?”
 
   “Positive,” he said, crouching low and letting Remi down to the ground. “We’re not really hidden here. The trees are a lot thinner in width, but if we stay low, they might pass by us.”
 
   “How many of them are there?”
 
   “Two. But…wait. I know this scent. Remi, it’s Olivia and Eckard.”
 
   Remi sighed and stood to her feet. Kace tried to reach out and pull her back down but she swatted his hand away. 
 
   “You haven’t rested enough!” Kace shouted in a whisper and she turned her head around to give him a hardened glare. He sucked his teeth in response. Remi stood vigil and closed her eyes, taking in the little rest she could gather. Eckard and Olivia must have realized she was waiting as they suddenly picked up their pace, and after a couple minutes had passed, they were in sight. 
 
   Remi gazed upon them wearily. Eckard was limping toward them while holding his sides with both hands. Olivia wasn’t limping, but her body was tired. Occasionally she would touch one of the many bruises on her face and wince. 
 
   They didn’t call out to her nor did they sprint to her once they saw that she had noticed them. They made their way to her gingerly. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Olivia said first, moving her lips slowly so that her wounds wouldn’t cry out. Eckard nodded and responded in kind. Remi sighed and kept her guard up. “I was stupid,” Olivia said, bowing her head in shame. “I looked down on you, and I shouldn’t have. I had forgotten how powerful you could be when you put your mind to it. When we were kids, I thought of us as equals, even though that was when you were at your sickest, and when we got older…somehow I forgot. I’m so, so sorry.”
 
   “And I was a fool,” Eckard said. “I questioned my faith in you when you’ve proven that you are exactly what I was looking for from the very beginning. I hope that you can forgive us.”
 
   Remi noticed Kace stepping next to her. She glanced at him for his opinion on the matter but he merely nodded in her direction. It was up to her what happened next.
 
   “I can forgive you,” Remi said. “We fought and it’s over. So I don’t really have any ill-will against either of you…but I can’t travel with you any longer.”
 
   “But we trained for over a year,” Olivia exclaimed, ignoring the pain coming from her face. “We planned this trip together. Now you’re going to ditch me out here in the wilderness?”
 
   “You were going to do the same thing to me only a few hours ago.”
 
   “I knew you didn’t forgive us,” Olivia snapped. “You’re going to hold this over our heads, aren’t you?”
 
   “No, I forgive you. The thing is…I’m not stupid. You were ready to let the Langorans kidnap me, hurt me or worse, all to save your own skin. I wouldn’t have done the same to you because I thought we were sisters, but now I see that we’re completely different people. I don’t hold a grudge against you. It was your decision to make. But for my own self-preservation and my sanity, we can’t be around each other. It’s not fair to me, and it’s also not fair to you.”
 
   “It was a mistake.”
 
   “But a costly one,” Kace said. “There’s a lot more dangers ahead of us. We haven’t even faced Cimmerian directly yet, and you already betrayed us. How would you feel if it was the other way around? If we had given you up?”
 
   “I think that—”
 
   “—I’ll tell you,” Kace interrupted. “We would be dead right now. That’s what would have happened. Because even though you don’t want to admit it, all you care about is yourself.”
 
   “Where will you go now?” Eckard asked.
 
   “Wherever we like,” Remi answered for him.
 
   “You won’t go to Paragon? What about the Sages?”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” she said to his dismay.
 
   “But my mission…”
 
   “You were willing to let your mission die back there so just consider it dead now.”
 
   “What will I tell the Sages though? After losing Scarlet, they won’t be happy to hear that you’re not with me either.”
 
   “Deal with it,” she said. “Or don’t go back at all. Honestly, if I do come across the Sages, I’m going to make sure to tell them what happened with the Langorans. For their sake.”
 
   “I might be exiled.”
 
   “That’s not my concern.”
 
   “Look at you,” Olivia said angrily. “Sitting up there on your throne, deciding the fate of your subjects and having the nerve to say that I’m the selfish one.”
 
   “Every single person on this planet comes across great decisions in their life,” Remi said to her, as a mother would to a child. “Decisions that will affect the lives of others on a grand scale. When that moment comes…what you decide…determines what kind of person you are.”
 
   “You know what this means, don’t you?” Olivia snapped. “We’re done. No longer friends.”
 
   “That’s up to you. I just said we can’t travel together right now. Doesn’t mean we can’t meet up later in life and continue on hand in hand.”
 
   “I don’t need your crippled hands,” Olivia spat, spinning around and storming away. Eckard sighed wearily and followed behind her awkwardly. Remi could hear him shouting for her to wait up. 
 
   “You made the right decision,” Kace said. “We can’t trust them.”
 
   “I never truly could trust Olivia,” Remi admitted. “But I couldn’t let her know that. I had hoped she would abandon the path she was on and just be my friend, but I guess that was wishful thinking.”
 
   “They’ll be okay,” Kace said, putting his hand on Remi’s shoulder. “I know you still care about her.”
 
   “I don’t want to,” she sighed. “But it’s true.”
 
   “Come on. Let’s keep moving. It’s going to be dark soon.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Treehouses,” Kace breathed in awe. “Oh wow. I thought they weren’t real.”
 
   “Treehouses?” Remi asked, looking upwards. There were several worn and rotting shacks high up in the canopy of the forest, each one looking as if it was going to fall down on their heads at any moment. “Are they traps?”
 
   “No. They were once homes,” he turned to give Remi a smile. “For my people.”
 
   “We’re near a Quietus encampment?”
 
   “No,” he chuckled. “Not even close. The Quietus stick to the borders of Paragon or Cimmerian respectively. They wouldn’t be out here.”
 
   “So they used to live here? What happened?”
 
   “The Collision of the worlds. They once lived here in the forest near a Kingdom called Allay—the birthplace of the Sages. The Queen at the time—Catherine—had given them asylum in the forest after they lost their homeland in a great war between the five Kingdoms. Quietus was actually a very respected and feared Kingdom back then.”
 
   “So you know where we are?”
 
   “Kind of. I’m relying on what I’ve heard. But if the stories are true, that means Allay might be nearby. I doubt it’s still up and running though. It seems that in preparation for the upcoming war, most people on Terra chose a side and traveled there for safety.”
 
   “Well, it is getting dark,” Remi winked at him. “Maybe we should check this place out.”
 
   “There could be squatters,” Kace warned. “Remember the Langoran ruins? There were Langorans near there.”
 
   “What are the Allays like then?”
 
   “They were called Allayans, and from what I hear, it all depended on who was charge. The people pretty much followed the mantra of their King or Queen. There were times in which they were hospitable and kind, and at other times, they were ruthless.”
 
   “That sounds terrible,” she grimaced. “And you say that’s the birthplace of the Sages? Are they like that?”
 
   “They don’t flip as much as the villagers did, but they had their problems. Sometimes they could be deceptive.”
 
   “The more I hear about and think about the Sages…the more nervous I get. They sounded like people I wanted to meet before. But after knowing Eckard, and seeing how Scarlet was at times…I’m not sure. What do you think? Should we go to Allay?”
 
   “It might be safer than being out here in the open. And there really might not be anyone there. We’ll just be cautious.”
 
   “You never know. We might find some allies there.”
 
   “I wouldn’t hold my breath,” he muttered as they walked on. The forest seemed to continue on forever as they found only treehouses and even more trees. Eventually they hit a dense wall, created out of thorn bushes, thick vines, and fallen branches. 
 
   “I’ve got this,” Kace said as he began ripping the debris away from the center. Remi kept her attention on the forest around them but it was still. Eerily silent.
 
   “Got it,” Kace grunted as he removed the last of the makeshift wall. They proceeded forward, to find more trees and less hope of finding Allay. 
 
   “We’re just being impatient,” Remi said aloud to herself. “That’s all.”
 
   “It’s got to be around here somewhere. How much further could it…
 
   A colossal iron gate appeared in the distance, just as they walked around a cluster of oak trees. A stone wall that was even higher than the gate itself extended for miles in both directions. Kace whistled as they stopped in their tracks. 
 
   “It’s a fortress,” he said as Remi examined it further. She couldn’t see past the gate though there were rectangular slits within the frame. There was a dense fog past its border. The walls were so tall that it appeared to keep out giants. The stones were once ivory white but now they were dirty and caked in mud. Remi frowned as she listened for signs of life. She could swear that she heard talking in the distance, but she wasn’t entirely sure. It was like someone was moving their mouth into the wind as if speaking, but not actually letting any words come forth. 
 
   “Should we go on?” Kace asked. 
 
   “Yes,” Remi said boldly. “I’m not afraid.” She made the first move, walking up to the iron gate and pushing at it lightly. Surprisingly, even with her lack of strength, the gates moved easily and they swung open wide. The wind died down instantly as the fog seemed to get even denser upon their entrance. Kace moved in front of her and then stared down at his feet. There was gravel beneath his feet. He had never stepped on a substance like it before, and so he wiggled his toes between the pebble like stones, trying to decide whether he enjoyed the sensation or it made his bare feet ache. 
 
   Remi walked over to the right side and rubbed her hand across one of the white stone circular pillars that were erected high up in the air. She noticed that there were cuts in the surface, caused by what had to have been a sword. She turned and squinted. The fog lightened up a bit, and she could see that there were pillars on the other side as well, fashioned exactly the same.
 
   “It feels strange here,” Remi said. “Like we’ve walked into a ghost town.”
 
   “Which we know don’t exist,” Kace muttered, looking up at the sky. “This fog is ridiculous.”
 
   “It is a product of the nearby swamps,” a man said, stepping out of the fog as if he was born from it. Kace and Remi jumped up in shock and then scurried to each other’s side. The skinny man in the scholar’s robe chuckled to himself. He reached up and ran his fingers through his mop like hair. “Sorry to scare you. I couldn’t help myself. As I was saying, the fog is a product of our swamps. They were once blocked from the nearby rivers and therefore they weren’t receiving the proper nourishment, if you will. But we’ve rectified that and now we have a smokescreen available to us.”
 
   “You’re Allayan?” Kace asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Yes and no,” he replied, clasping his fingers together. “I would love to explain further, but I would like to hear your names first.”
 
   “What for?” Remi asked.
 
   “Because it’s polite,” he said, giving them a large grin.
 
   “Kace,” Kace replied. “And this is Remi.”
 
   “Kace is a Quietus designation,” the man nodded. “Are you Quietus?”
 
   “Depends on what that means to you.”
 
   “Nothing bad. We accept all who are willing to be peaceful here.”
 
   “I am Quietus,” he decided to say. The skinny man nodded and turned to Remi. “And Remi, my name is Jalen. Nice to meet you. Based on your designation, I would say that you come from the outskirts of Terra. Correct?”
 
   “It is,” she said. “But what does that matter?”
 
   “It doesn’t,” he laughed. “I just like to challenge myself.”
 
   “We told you our names,” Kace said. “Now tell us where we are.”
 
   “Allay,” he said. “And it’s good you arrived when you did. Terra is no longer safe, and at least here, you have a fighting chance. We’ve been preparing since the beginning, and just because we’re not established in Paragon or Cimmerian, it doesn’t mean we can’t hold our own.”
 
   “What do you mean Terra isn’t safe?” Remi asked. 
 
   “I’m sorry to say,” he lamented, bowing his head, “that the war has begun. The first major attack occurred in Paragon yesterday.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 12 - Smokescreen
 
   “Why now?” Kace shouted frantically, but Jalen put up a hand to calm him down.
 
   “There will be time before such an event’s repercussions meets our borders. Don’t panic. Instead, I would like to ask you to come with me. Our King, Tyuin, would like to speak with you both.”
 
   “Who is he allied with?”
 
   “Paragon, but that’s not the purpose of his request. We’ve heard about your run-in with some Langorans recently. He would like a debriefing if you wouldn’t mind. You can discuss that,” he paused to point at the mark on her forehead, “and we can provide food and shelter as well. Is that adequate?”
 
   “What do you think?” Kace asked Remi. “Go for it.”
 
   “We have to trust someone at some point. Let them dig their own grave.”
 
   “We’ll meet with the King,” Kace said. Jalen nodded and pointed behind them. “There is a carriage waiting for us outside the gate. It will take us directly to the castle through the north end. We can talk a lot more on the way.”
 
   “After you,” Kace said, and Jalen immediately walked past them and out the courtyard. They followed behind him but they kept their distance, still unsure of what to make of Jalen. There were no guarantees that he was telling the truth, especially since he was the only one there. But true to his word, there was a carriage lying in wait, and there was another lanky man sitting on top with the horses’ rein in his hands. He nodded to the three of them as Jalen stepped into the carriage first. Kace and Remi climbed in and took a seat on the plush cushioning opposite of him. Remi rubbed a hand across the interior, in awe over the craftsmanship. It was made of cherry wood and stained dark while the seats were so soft that she felt sleepy the moment she sat down. There wasn’t much room in the carriage, but it was still comfy. 
 
   “Tell us more about the attack,” Remi asked and Jalen didn’t hesitate.
 
   “We don’t know everything, but what we do know is that someone from Paragon helped a small militia from Cimmerian get past its borders. They didn’t do extensive damage, but from what we hear, some vital weapons were damaged in the battle. We also learned that Paragon sent out messengers to Cimmerian to discuss what happened and whether it was an isolated event. The messengers were slaughtered by Cimmerian’s forces in route.”
 
   “So what happens now?”
 
   “It’s believed that Cimmerian is seeing how Paragon reacts before they strike again. Either way, it’s not going to end well. If we strike back at Cimmerian, we may be walking into a trap. If we let this excursion go, we may show weakness. No one is sure what to do, but a decision must be made soon. Doing nothing is just as bad as the other two options.”
 
   “That was smart of Cimmerian,” Remi replied. “By it being only a small attack on Paragon, it causes hesitation. No one wants all-out war, and especially if it’s over a hiccup like that. What was damaged though? Vital weapons?”
 
   “Very powerful weapons,” Jalen sighed. “Forged from seven Sorcerers. Seven were given in Paragon and seven were given to Cimmerian in exchange for their neutrality. Like the Sages, the weapons were seen as crucial pieces in the upcoming chess game.”
 
   “If that’s the case, then it had to have been a deliberate attack from Cimmerian. They have the edge as far as the weapons go.”
 
   “We can’t confirm that.”
 
   Remi sighed heavily. “Maybe not for sure. But it sounds confirmed to me. Especially if the messengers were killed.”
 
   “Why don’t you have the Sorcerers make you another set?” Kace asked.
 
   “Because it would be a violation of our agreement. You don’t understand. These Sorcerers are the eldest between the three worlds. They have honed their skills and learned things that we couldn’t in thousands of lifetimes. Once the worlds collided, they were immediately courted by both Cimmerian and Paragon, but not one wanted a part in the conflict as they knew that their contributions would upset the balance. As far as they’re concerned, they don’t exist.”
 
   “But they do,” Remi scoffed. “And it wouldn’t hurt to at least ask.”
 
   “They threatened to kill whoever did that.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, sitting back in the seat. “But…there’s got to be something you can do.”
 
   “Paragon is trying to appear concrete, but on the inside I’m sure they’re scrambling, attempting to make up for their losses. In the meantime, our King is concentrating on what we can do here in Terra, if anything. This is all very delicate.”
 
   “Is Allay protected?”
 
   “We wouldn’t be able to withstand an all-out attack from Cimmerian, but we can hold our own. For the moment we are on lockdown until our King has made a decision. Ah, we have arrived. This is the north end of Allay, where the castle lies in wait. You will be taken in here through a back entrance.”
 
   “Why the back?” Kace asked.
 
   “Because, young Quietus, if you know anything about the history of Allay, you know that the people are an anxious race. Though we have fostered as much independence and courage as possible, it will take many generations before the burdens of their forefathers have left their genetic code. Should we take you through the front, they may think that intruders have infiltrated our borders, or that the King is associating with the dregs of society. I am sorry young Quietus, but your people are not viewed in high regard.”
 
   “No offense,” he muttered. 
 
   “Right this way,” he said, as they stepped out the carriage. The lanky man sitting on top of it once again nodded towards them. They nodded back and then headed toward the castle wall. Remi couldn’t see much. The top of it was blanketed by the dense fog and high branches from the trees. She turned her attention back to Jalen who pressed his hand up against the dirty white stone. A low rumble was heard and several stones began to shift backwards and then to the side, producing a man-sized, rectangular hole. They all walked inside and the hole was covered, blanketing them in darkness. 
 
   A knock on a steel door echoed throughout the pitch black chamber, and then a door opened from several yards away, flooding the room with light. Kace and Remi shielded their eyes with their forearms as they followed Jalen out. Just as she took a step into the light, it was only then that she noticed the chamber they had come from was a dungeon. 
 
   Rotted bones and maggots flooded the corners while hungry rats scurried under the sudden light. Remi gagged a little and tried not to look at it again. The view before her was much more majestic. 
 
   They were inside the castle now for sure. The halls were brightly lit with soft candles and large lanterns, illuminating a floor made of marble and walls covered in beautiful silk banners, landscape paintings and comfortable furniture. The width of the hall was wide, giving the three of them plenty of space to walk side by side, and the length went on for over a half mile. At one point, Kace silently motioned to Remi, in order to ask how she was doing, and she gave him a warm smile in return. 
 
   The castle was more than enough distraction. Kace smiled back and they walked on.
 
   Finally they came upon a thick oak door, with hinges that creaked loudly when Jalen opened it. Inside was a thin man sitting at a long oak, oval-shaped table, dressed in the same scholarly robe as Jalen and the carriage driver were. Except his white robe was pressed tighter and the fabric was cleaner. With the bright lighting in the room, the robe shone brightly as if he was a full representative of Paragon, and Remi had the urge to activate her own white Sage robes, if only to see what they looked like in the lighting. It was one of the few times she thought about doing something simply out of fun. No purpose involved.
 
   “Welcome,” the thin, finely dressed man said. He had a long brown beard that was combed and neatly kept. His eyes were small but warm, and he was bald, but from choice, not genetics. The man nodded to Jalen who bowed and took his express leave from the room. The creaking of the door stopped, and Remi and Kace found themselves all alone with the King of Allay. He motioned for them to sit down and they obeyed while they took in the room around them.
 
   It was far less impressive than the hall. There was nothing beautiful per se. While it was bright, there were no paintings or decorations to speak of. Just a few wooden doors, the long table, a dozen chairs crafted out of cherry oak and the high ceiling. 
 
   The King cleared his throat and clasped his hands together, leaning onto the table. 
 
   “My name is Tyuin. I’m the King of Allay, but I don’t want you to think that you can’t speak candidly here. In the privacy of my home, you can address me as a peer.”
 
   “That’s strange,” Kace commented, and Tyuin laughed heartily.
 
   “Yes, it is. It is thought that a King should adhere to tradition and refrain from casual conversation, but I learned from an old friend long ago that kindness can be a very valuable tool in building relationships with the people around you, even when they may not deserve it.”
 
   “Interesting,” Remi said. She couldn’t help but think of Olivia.
 
   “I normally don’t allow strangers into the castle from the start, but considering I haven’t seen anyone new from outside these walls in six years, I saw it as a great opportunity. There’s much I could learn from you. Not to mention Cimmerian wants you dead. That interests me even greater.”
 
   “The mark on my head,” Remi replied, and Tyuin nodded.
 
   “Yes. For an unknown to receive a mark…you must hold some significance. A hundred marks passed out a year sounds like a lot but considering how many people have died throughout time, it is relatively nothing. For you to receive one…I must know why.”
 
   “It’s because I released an eidolon in the new atmosphere.”
 
   “An eidolon?” Tyuin’s eyes widened. “Are you a Deja?”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “So you were born after the Collision?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s remarkable. No Sages have been born since then.”
 
   “I’m not a Sage.”
 
   “Perhaps not, but according to their tradition, it is the start of their journey in becoming one.”
 
   “So far I have no interest in them,” Remi said, shifting in her seat.
 
   “At least I now understand why you’re targeted. Let’s say you were able to have children, for example. The odds are that they would inherit your abilities are there. There are already a finite amount of Sages. Cimmerian wouldn’t want a full blown assembly line in the works.”
 
   “Gross,” Remi said and Kace burst out laughing.
 
   “Were you headed to Paragon?” Tyuin asked and Remi shook her head.
 
   “Not really. We’re kind of just exploring for the time being.”
 
   “You are welcome to stay here as long as you desire, although, for you Kace, you would have to remain in your current form. Any transformations would cause the Kingdom to go into an uproar.”
 
   “No worries,” he said and Tyuin nodded.
 
   “You will find that this is a safe haven. A sanctuary for your weary travels. You can come and go as you please but know that at any time you can come back here. We were once two races: Allayan and Prattlian, but now we are united as one, and under one roof.”
 
   “Prattlian,” Kace said. “I knew that everyone we saw so far couldn’t be Allayan. I was wondering what happened to the Prattlians though. According to my people, they pretty much vanished.”
 
   “Which of course, doesn’t make sense. No, the Prattlian people are still very much alive, but we all refer to ourselves as Allayans now, since we are united under this Kingdom.”
 
   “Was it a takeover?”
 
   “No, I was made King after a tyrant was overthrown. The problem was that I was Prattlian, and the Allayan people aren’t too fond of outsiders. Therefore, I and my people decided to refer to ourselves as Allayans from then on, so that there is no division amongst us.”
 
   “Have the people responded well?” Remi asked.
 
   “Very much so. And after a couple decades of being together, no one really sees the difference between the two. We are all Allayan here.”
 
   “Nothing tests people like conflict,” Remi said, staring directly at the King. “So I’m curious to know what you and your people are going to do about the recent attack on Paragon.”
 
   Tyuin burst out laughing. “I love the way you talk. It’s like you’re trying to assess a piece of property before you buy it.”
 
   “Kind of,” she laughed. “I guess I’m still trying to figure out where I belong.”
 
   “To answer your question,” Tyuin chuckled, “we’re not entirely sure what we’re going to do next. We’re in a predicament, because we live on Terra, and according to our knowledge, we’re the only established city on the planet. Everyone else is separated, living in camps or abandoned towns, while we have an army, weapons, and fortified walls at our disposal.”
 
   “Do you think Cimmerian is going to attack here?”
 
   “It would be silly of them not to,” he said. “By taking us down, they can easily set up base through over half of Terra, if not more.”
 
   “Is Paragon sending any reinforcements?”
 
   “Unfortunately no, as it would be seen as a building of arms. They may take it as a threat.”
 
   “So you’re going to just wait for an attack and hope for the best?”
 
   “We’ve done some…questionable things in order to ensure that they underestimate us. For example, those individuals that wanted to commit suicide…we’ve sent them out as warriors into Terra. When we hear of their deaths at the hands of the Langorans, it makes us appear weak. We know that they didn’t put up much of a fight, and therefore, the Langorans believe that is what we have to offer.”
 
   “That’s terrible,” Kace grimaced, but Tyuin was unwavering in his stance.
 
   “Cimmerian uses Langorans to do their dirty work when they need to ‘mark’ someone, but they don’t have any marks left to use in the year. We all have our underhanded tactics. But now all of that is about to change. Unfortunately, that won’t make your predicament any better,” he paused to address Remi. “But at least there will be more to distract your enemies.”
 
   “Is there any way to remove these marks?”
 
   “None that I know about.”
 
   “And what happens if someone chases after her inside of Allay?” Kace asked.
 
   Tyuin sighed heavily. “We wouldn’t interfere. I’m sorry. But until I have confirmation from Paragon that all-out war is what they desire, I can’t take any chances. That doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy yourself while you’re here though. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to speak to my people. You are welcome to explore the Kingdom any way you wish. Just be mindful of open displays of power.”
 
   “Thank you for your time,” Remi said, standing with Kace to her feet. “But I can’t shake the feeling that you were hoping for more from this conversation.”
 
   “I’m not sure how to feel about you yet,” he said truthfully. “Being able to release a new eidolon in this environment is impressive, but my advisors have already done an assessment on you from afar, and from what we understand, you’re also very sick. Unleashing your eidolon could have a direct connection to this, and so, I’m not yet sure if you and the path you’re on, is one that is worth pursuing.”
 
   “I imagine when you come to your conclusion, we’ll meet again.”
 
   “That we will,” he said, flashing her a smile. “But until then, and if that time arrives—farewell, and I wish you the best.”
 
   “Goodbye,” Kace said for Remi as they headed for the back door. A guard was waiting on the other side, waiting to escort them out. 
 
   “Please take them to the meadow,” Tyuin ordered. “Have them come in the main entrance as if they are weary travelers. Also ensure that they get something to eat and secure a lodge for them to stay in.”
 
   The guard, outfitted in a suit of armor, nodded and then escorted them out. Tyuin sat back in his chair and shook his head. 
 
   There were too many variables, and not enough time to sift through them all. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 13 – To What Do I Owe The Pleasure?
 
   She was surprised by how invisible she was amongst the crowd. When she coughed, no one asked if she was okay, and not a single person in Allay knew about her predicament except for Tyuin and his most trusted advisors. She took a deep breath and savored the moment, even taking Kace’s hand and giving it a squeeze. Surprised, he shot his head towards her and she gave him a warm smile. For the time being, she was an equal. 
 
   Just one of the people.
 
   Everyone was talking excitedly as they stood in Allay’s meadow, located just in front of the castle’s entrance. The trek there had been a long one. After being escorted out of the back halls and the dungeon in which they had entered, they were then put back in the carriage and taken to the entrance—a gate that looked very similar to that of the one in front of the courtyard. After entering, Remi realized that they had come in through the western wall. There were a few well-kept gardens, covered by sheets and blankets to help with surviving the recently chilly weather, and there were several fruit trees, but otherwise there wasn’t much to see.
 
   After making it past the produce, they came upon the meadow, where most of the village was already in attendance. They wouldn’t get to see the village yet, but Remi didn’t mind. She was excited to see so many people not trying to compete or kill one another. They worked in harmony, and they were eager to please their leader who was only looking out for their best interests.
 
   It was a strange dynamic to behold, for other than Kace, she only knew people that were looking to take advantage of others. Even her best friend had betrayed her in the end. That’s not to say there weren’t treacherous people in Allay, but at least the ratio of good and evil had to be more balanced. She could only imagine what her parents would think of such a place. 
 
   They had navigated through the crowd to get a better view of the castle, and she didn’t mind when others bumped into her. They didn’t hold back. They didn’t treat her as anything less. She was ever so grateful for it was the little things that made all the difference.
 
   When they had finally made it to the center of the mob, she took in the castle before her. It was magnificent and surprisingly new, as if it had been built only a few years ago. Boasting a modernized look, it looked more like a museum from the front than the castles her people would describe. Gigantic pillars in the form of powerful men and women held up the roof, and the steps leading up to the open entrance were made of polished white stone. There were several fountains around the exterior, with more powerful men and women in the center of them, just smaller in scale and size. She wondered if they were important to Allay’s history and seconds later she decided that they were. Tyuin didn’t seem like the type to erect statues of random faces around the castle. They had to have meaning.
 
   She noticed that children were happily playing on the steps and splashing through the fountains. Armored guards were in line at the top of the stairs but not one made a move to break up the play. They all acted as if this was normal. 
 
   “Tyuin’s going to speak from here?” Kace asked and Remi pointed above, up to the roof and towards the miniature balcony sticking out of the middle of the top, jutting out like a plank with an iron fence around it. 
 
   “That’s where,” she said. “It’s the only place he would be able to see everyone.”
 
   “I gotta say…this is kind of exciting.” The meadow was beautiful. Perfectly cut grass. Wide open spaces. It was so big that it was able to hold the entire village with ease. There was plenty of room to walk around and some people were even sitting down.
 
   “Isn’t it?” she perked up, nearly jumping up and down in joy. “I can’t wait to see the village, and meet some of the people around here.”
 
   “Definitely, I—” he paused as he stared at her forehead. He immediately burst out laughing. “What’s all that mud on there?”
 
   “Oh this?” she asked, scraping a fingernail gently against the caked mud. “It’s to cover up you-know-what.”
 
   “It looks so bad,” he laughed. “People are going to think you’re dirty.”
 
   “But not you-know-what,” she chuckled. “Or weak, I might add. That’s what I’m most excited about. No one knows me here. I can start over on my own terms.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean your illness might not flare up.”
 
   “I know, but I think that if I take care of my health and not exhaust myself, I can walk around here normally. Just look around you. Not everyone here is a fighter. I could become a merchant, or make weapons or perhaps craft something. I don’t have to be a warrior.”
 
   “But what you can do…it’s a shame to waste your talent. In a lot of ways, you’re stronger than I am. What you did back there to Olivia and Eckard…not everyone can do what you can.”
 
   “But that was just a means to an end. My training. Leaving the village,” she stopped to sigh and glance around her once more. The people were beginning to sing a song she did not know. A light and hearty tune that even made the children cease their playing and join in the chorus. She longed to jump in as well. 
 
   “Your training was for what?” Kace asked her, drawing back her attention.
 
   “It was to get away from my people,” she finished, looking steadily into his eyes. “And find a place in which I could call home. I enjoy fighting…but I’m also realistic. There’s no way I can make a career out of this. My body won’t allow it.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like you,” Kace said, shaking his head. “From what I’ve seen, you can do anything you set your mind to. That’s what I’ve admired from the beginning. You’ve never used your illness as a crutch, so why start now?”
 
   “I’m being realistic,” she iterated. “That’s all. If I can have the opportunity to live a long and fulfilling life, why not take the chance?”
 
   “But you love fighting,” he scoffed. “I can see the determination in your eyes when you’re trying to prove someone wrong. I can hear it in your voice when you speak boldly of what you’re going to do to your enemy. If you genuinely don’t want to fight, you don’t have to. But don’t let your illness be your excuse. Stop fighting because it’s what you want…is it what you want?”
 
   Remi was about to speak, but then she stopped. She pursed her lips. “I don’t know,” she said finally. Kace gave her a quick hug.
 
   “I’m not trying to take your spirits down,” he said. “But I don’t want you to be hasty in your decision making either. Let’s enjoy this night for now. We can talk about all that stuff again some other time.”
 
   “Okay,” she whispered as he broke the embrace. “And thanks for actually stating your opinion. Usually people tell me what I want to hear because they think my mind is as fragile as my body.”
 
   “Neither are fragile,” he said firmly. “Not unless you want them to be.”
 
   The crowd suddenly roared in delight, jumping up and down as they put a fist up in the air, pumping it towards the balcony above them. Tyuin stepped out onto it with a huge grin plastered across his face. His people cheered and shouted at the top of their lungs and he took it all in. Crossing his arms and closing his eyes, he let the people celebrate. He didn’t care how long they took to stop. They needed this.
 
   Five minutes passed before their voices began to die down, and he opened his eyes to examine them. They looked good. Healthy. A little plump. Bright-eyed. Happy in the countenance but worn in the hands. He couldn’t ask for more. They were getting more educated by the day, and their base collective strength was increasing with it. 
 
   Yes, they would survive the war. The world needed people like them.
 
   “My people,” Tyuin called out to them with all he could muster. The crowd erupted once more and he pumped a fist into the air with them. When he eventually put his arm down, they followed. They quieted down, and a number of shushes could be heard throughout the meadow.
 
   “The rumors are true,” he said, bringing the sound of the crowd down to complete silence. “Paragon has been attacked, and though we don’t yet have confirmation, we can assume that this is the beginning of the Great War. We are fully aware of the stakes. After the Great Collision, we were all subject to its ramifications. Should we die…we cease to exist. Forever. I know what some of you are thinking…that it is better not to fight. That slavery is better than certain death. I understand your fears completely. In the past, death was seen as a part of life. When someone died, we had comfort in our beliefs. That we could see our loved ones again in the future whether it was in the afterlife, or another life through reincarnation, or some other means. In my youth, I considered what we now face—that death could mean an erasure from existence. And I didn’t want to believe it. Not because it wasn’t a possibility, but because it was simply the saddest. We all want to believe in immortality, and that we can keep living on—growing, improving, learning, meeting new people, falling in love all over again with new concepts and things.
 
   “The lack of a future denies us purpose,” he said with a clenched jaw. “And as a former Prattlian, that maddens me to no end. To face the fact that all I have learned and strove for is meaningless…for my existence to matter no more than if I had never been born…it’s sickening. I can’t die. I won’t die. We finally have immortality. Finally. After centuries of searching for it, it has been attained, and now, before we’ve only begun to taste of it, it is being snatched from us all over again. I won’t allow it. 
 
   “Those in Cimmerian think too highly of themselves. They believe that we should either become slaves or die while we can all co-exist just fine. The marking system has been in effect for twenty years and no war has resulted because of it. Surely we could come to some kind of agreement…but it appears those days are gone.”
 
   He let his words sink into the crowd as each person evaluated how they felt.
 
   “But that doesn’t mean brighter days aren’t ahead,” he declared boldly. “Cimmerian has dealt the first blow, but they will not deliver the last. There is nothing to fear as we have survived far worse. The tyrant, Thorn. The Yama invasion. We have already been to Oblivion and beyond, and if Cimmerian thinks they’ll be able to easily take us down, they’re in for a rude awakening!”
 
   The crowd howled in unison, pumping their fists back into the air as Tyuin leaned over the edge of the balcony. 
 
   “For every one of them that perish, that is one less person that threatens our existence! They think they can come to our doorstep and take us down but we have already defeated them all! They are nothing more than ghosts coming to haunt our homes and we won’t allow it! Years ago we formed an alliance of Allayan and Prattlian that still holds strong to this day. We are wiser and stronger than we ever were separately, and our union will see us through eternity! No matter what happens, we must never give up the fight. We have been through far too much to turn back now!
 
   “And to prove to you my confidence in all of you, I have ensured that tonight will not be a night of sorrow, but of celebration. To our future, to our victory, and most of all…to us!” 
 
   An makeshift orchestra began playing from within the castle and the village quieted down so that they could be carried away by the festive ambience. Vendors began wheeling out their wares and food on wagons for people to sample. Some began testing their fighting prowess against each other. The children went back to their play and Tyuin simply watched from above—a smile that refused to leave his face. If the King was confident and happy over what was to come, what reason did the people have to fear?
 
   “He’s smart,” Remi said aloud. “He doesn’t know for sure that there will be victory, and inevitably, people will die. But at least they don’t have to think about that for now. Even just one more night of carefree fun could do wonders for their morale.”
 
   “As it could for you,” Kace replied. “Come on. Let’s not let this night go to waste.”
 
   “What are we going to do?” she giggled and Kace grabbed her hand. 
 
   “Whatever we want,” he said, drawing her closer. Before she could inquire further, he swept her away, literally taking her off her feet. As the orchestra picked up the tempo, Kace carried her around, dancing with her so fast and wildly that she could barely form a thought. 
 
   And that was rare. 
 
   After a couple minutes of failed attempts passed, she stopped trying to think and instead gave herself to the present. People became a blur. Colors collided. The children’s laughter raised her spirits and the mood of the people was intoxicating. She didn’t fight Kace. She didn’t fight anything, and it was a liberating feeling like no other. 
 
   She didn’t have to worry about what people thought of her or what her next move was. She didn’t have to wallow in self-pity and wonder what the point of living was. She simply enjoyed herself, and once she felt that, she realized that she wanted to live.
 
   Not exist.
 
   Live.
 
   To feel joy as many times a day as possible and not just accept what was.
 
   She realized that if she had the strength to commit suicide, she had the strength to fight for what she wanted. She had spent so much time caring about what others thought about her that it consumed her, when at the end of the day, she didn’t actually care about them all. She didn’t blame the others before her that had gone the way of self-inflicted death. In reality, she had once envied them above all, but now she saw that they had only done what they felt was best. They didn’t see an out, and neither did she until now. 
 
   Now she saw that she was in control of her life. 
 
   That she could actually have fun.
 
   That she could laugh from the heart and no one would make fun of her.
 
   That she could fall in love.
 
   And be loved back in return. 
 
   On a whim she kissed Kace, and for her, it was the bravest thing she had ever done. For he was the only person she had in her life that actually cared about her, and she wasn’t sure what she would do without him. Yet, she had to take a chance. Because life was short and love was once thought forbidden. Not to mention that she actually had feelings for him.
 
   Negativity began to seep into her mind but she cast it aside. At worst, he would leave her. At best, she would get closer to her goal of daily happiness. Either way, it was worth the risk. Wasn’t anything of value worth fighting for?
 
   “Remi, I—” he began, pulling her away.
 
   “—I’m going to fight,” she declared, her smile so contagious that his lips began to curl up instinctively. “I’m not going to care about what illnesses I have. I’m not going to let it dictate who I am and how I live my life. Overcoming it…if anything, it will just show how strong I really am.”
 
   “Remi—”
 
   “—I’m living life on my terms now. For better or for worse. I won’t know what I can accomplish until I try.”
 
   “Remi.”
 
   “What?” she huffed. She hadn’t realized how fast she had been talking.
 
   “Are you sure you’d want to be with me?”
 
   She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. He was the one who was afraid of being rejected? 
 
   Remi laughed and threw her arms around Kace’s neck. He slowly put his arms around her waist and she began kissing the nape of his neck tenderly.
 
   “You have nothing to worry about,” she whispered. “You’re the only constant I’ve ever had in my life, and I know that with you…my days will be happier than they’ve ever been.”
 
   Kace grabbed her wrists and pulled her arms off of him.
 
   And then he kissed her. 
 
   She felt weak in the knees, but she figured that in this case…there was no cause for alarm.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 14 – His Name Starts With a D
 
   “And what is this called?” she asked, picking up the well done meat. Kace sniffed it and nearly gagged. 
 
   “I believe it’s Terr meat.”
 
   “Terr?”
 
   “Trust me, you don’t want to know. They’re gross.”
 
   “Something else your people told you about?”
 
   “They used to hunt them in the forest by Allay, back when they lived close by. They used to tell me how it was the worse food they’ve ever eaten.”
 
   “Aren’t you curious?” Remi asked, inspecting the slab on her clay plate. “It’s not like it’s poison.”
 
   “Might taste like it though,” he laughed. Remi gave him a smile which quickly turned into a yawn. She stretched without restraint in her wicker chair and allowed her gaze to lazily fall onto the dirt paved roads nearby. She wasn’t sure how fast the villagers moved on a daily basis but she was sure it was quicker than this. 
 
   The merchants were leaning onto one elbow, smashing their fists into their cheeks while they mumbled to pedestrians. Restaurants were full for breakfast but hardly anyone was on staff to serve. The patrons didn’t seem to care though. They either napped where they sat or they conversed in slurs. Hardly anyone walked the streets and the atmosphere was eerily quiet considering how loud Allay was last night. 
 
   Remi yawned again. “They must be exhausted.”
 
   “I know I am,” Kace chuckled, scratching his chest. “I still can’t believe you feel asleep on my head.”
 
   “I fell off the bed,” Remi retorted. “And you didn’t have to take a snooze at the bedside. What were you doing there anyways?”
 
   “Bad memories of Surmount I guess. I just wanted to make sure no one interrupted your rest.”
 
   “I can’t get doubled marked.”
 
   “At least as far as we know,” he winked at her. He searched around him for something and Remi watched him curiously. She could feel her admiration for him well up within her, but at the same time, she couldn’t help wondering if it was misplaced. After all, she didn’t really know him. Not well. He was gentle and kind and sweet, and his rocking body didn’t hurt. He had proven his loyalty to her earlier when the Langorans appeared so she felt like she could trust him, but there was still something strange about him. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. It was almost like he was in love with her too much…if that made sense.
 
   “What is it you want to do today?” she asked as he inspected the area around his feet. Her sudden question caught him off guard, and he ended up banging his head under the small café’ like table. 
 
   “OW!” he yelped. “What’s this made of?”
 
   “I assume oak like everything else here.”
 
   “They should invest in something softer…like pillows.”
 
   Remi snorted. “That’s not a material. That’s what you make out of materials.”
 
   “You’re telling me there’s no such thing as a pillow tree?” he said, sticking his tongue out at her.
 
   “Can’t say that I’ve heard of one,” she giggled.
 
   “Maybe there’s some in Paragon. It would be the place.”
 
   “You’re ridiculous,” she laughed again and he sighed in contentment. 
 
   “I love hearing you laugh. You’ve been doing it more lately.”
 
   “It’s because I’ve been happier,” she admitted. “I needed a change of scenery,” she paused to look into his eyes. “And company.”
 
   “You were asking me a question earlier. What was it?”
 
   “You sure you want me to tell you? Last time you got that nasty lump on your head as a result.”
 
   “Ugh! Is there one?” he exclaimed, rubbing the crown of his head. “Yep. Definitely.”
 
   “I was asking you what you wanted to do today.”
 
   “Ah,” he said, glancing over at the dirt road. “Well, what’s there to do?”
 
   “The Kingdom is encompassed by four main walls. The castle and the meadow lie to the north. The eastern wall is where the gardens and fruit trees are, and the village is here in the west.”
 
   “Which leaves the south. What’s back there?”
 
   “Isn’t that where we first started?” she asked, trying to think. 
 
   “It was creepy there. The fog and that courtyard with the weird dirt.”
 
   “I don’t hear anyone talking about it,” she said, leaning over in her seat so that she was near the young lady to her right. “Excuse me, what’s in the south of this Kingdom?”
 
   The young lady—a thin girl of no more than thirteen—yawned and rubbed the back of her neck. “What?” she smacked her lips together.
 
   “What’s in the south?”
 
   “Nothing worth checking out. It’s mostly abandoned.”
 
   “Are there any buildings or historic markers?”
 
   “You mean the Sage Academy?”
 
   “I’ve heard of that,” Kace said, perking up. “It was where Sages were born.”
 
   “That place has been shut down since Tyuin became King,” she said. “No point since the atmosphere has changed. Besides, we’re a lot stronger than some weak Sages. Sages don’t even mean anything anymore. They’re like…they’re like…Mom, do you know what I’m saying?”
 
   A middle aged woman walked over with a small tray of bread and butter and placed it in front of her daughter. Remi noticed the insane resemblance between the two. They could almost be sisters. 
 
   “You’re talking about Sages?”
 
   “Yeah,” her daughter replied.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she addressed Remi. “Aline speaks her mind.”
 
   “It’s no problem,” Remi assured her. “I welcome it.”
 
   “The Sages used to be the muscle of this place,” the woman replied. “But that was back when the villagers were afraid of their own shadows. As powerful as the Sages were said to be, they sure got beaten quite often. Many died, and eventually the people saw that the legendary stories about them were just that—stories. Nothing to waste your time in aspiring to.”
 
   “I hear that it’s hard to manifest an eidolon in this atmosphere,” Remi related to her. “And that if someone did, it would be quite a feat.”
 
   “I suppose,” she said, shrugging her shoulders and sitting down across from Aline. “But I guess it depends on what you’re looking for. Releasing an eidolon isn’t actually that hard if you think about it. It’s all tied to one’s will so in theory, if one’s will is strong enough, they’ll be able to do it. I think even I could do it if I wanted, but my abilities are a lot more fluid and practical than releasing an eidolon.”
 
   “What can you do? If you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   “I can manipulate temperatures within my own body and of those I touch.”
 
   “Really?” Remi said in surprise. “I had a friend that could had similar abilities. She could take a sword, for example, and make the blade really hot, to the point it could cut through trees in one slice.”
 
   “Oh no, I can’t do that,” she said, grabbing a slice of bread. “My abilities are purely biological. For personal use, it’s great whenever I’m hot or cold, or I get a little sick. I can burn the cold right out of me. If I’m fighting someone, I can give them a brain boiling fever in seconds with my touch. And there are many other uses for my ability. I just haven’t figured them all out yet. That’s the beauty of training under the new atmosphere and Tyuin’s rule. There are few limitations. An eidolon can break. It can become fragile if you’re lacking confidence. Not to mention that most people these days know how to deal with one if they come across it.”
 
   She paused to take a bite out of the bread, and then frowned once she realized there was no butter on it. Aline burst out laughing as her mother scowled and began applying butter to her half-bitten slice. 
 
   “Does everyone have abilities?” Remi asked quietly.
 
   Aline’s mother swallowed her bread. “Not everyone. But more than you might think. From what I’ve seen and heard, Dejas are slaves to what they could do before the Great Collision, but for us—the new generation, or for those that never died prior…we get blessed with these gifts. They just pop up. No willpower required.”
 
   “But why?” Remi asked. “It’s all chalked up to a simple change in the atmosphere?”
 
   “There’s been theories floating around,” she admitted. “But no one has any evidence to back them up.”
 
   “What’s the most prevalent?”
 
   “I would have to say the theory about the seven Sorcerers. Some claim that they are giving us our abilities in order to sway the upcoming war to their liking.”
 
   “If they’re able to bestow that kind of power on people, even from afar…they must be very powerful.”
 
   “They’ve been around for longer than most, giving them plenty of time to perfect and sharpen their abilities and skills.”
 
   “And no one knows where they are?”
 
   “Not anyone that’s talking.”
 
   “How does anyone even become a Sorcerer?”
 
   “Only they can answer that question,” she sighed. “Trust me, if anyone had so much as a clue, there would be a huge expedition to check out the claims. Remember that we are a mix of Prattlian and Allayan, and Prattlians have always been known for their curiosity. Mysteries are the bane of their existence.”
 
   “What’s your interest in the Sage Academy?” Aline asked casually.
 
   “Nothing serious. It’s just that we’ve seen three of the four corners of this Kingdom already. We were wondering what else there was to do.”
 
   “For tourists? Not much at all. Especially since we’re on the brink of war.”
 
   “That reminds me,” Aline’s mother spoke up. “Unless you want to be caught up in the conflict, you should think about leaving as soon as possible. It won’t be long before Cimmerian comes knocking.”
 
   “It doesn’t look like anyone’s afraid,” Kace replied, looking around. Nearly a fourth of the people were asleep at their table or store.
 
   “It’s because there’s no point in worrying. All it does is bring you more grey hairs. Might as well enjoy the little time we have left.”
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” Remi said quietly. “I’m not sure how it will come across.”
 
   “You’ve already asked me this many,” Aline’s mother laughed. “Might as well throw another at me.”
 
   “If I was to look for these Sorcerers…where would I start?”
 
   “You really want to go looking for them? What for? Curiosity?”
 
   “I’d like to know myself, to be honest,” Kace replied.
 
   “They’re the best the three worlds have to offer, right? They’re invincible, right? Well, I was thinking…what’s so bad about trying to learn from the best? Who knows? I might even be able to persuade one to help in the war.”
 
   “They’ve said that anyone from Paragon or Cimmerian that tries to contact them will be killed.”
 
   “But I have no allegiances to either faction. And my purpose is not to end the war. It’s to be the best.”
 
   “And what if they strike you down on sight?”
 
   “Then I’ll be dead.”
 
   “You say that so casually,” Aline chuckled, playing with her fingernails. “But I bet you’re more scared of it than you think.”
 
   “Not really,” Remi admitted. “I’ve faced death before.”
 
   “It never bothered you because you didn’t have anyone,” Aline’s mother said. “Is that it?”
 
   Remi thought about it for a moment. “I suppose.”
 
   “Things won’t be that way forever. Take this young man for instance,” she stopped to nod towards Kace. “I see the way you smirk whenever he catches your eye, and he perks up whenever he looks back at you. It’s obvious the two of you have something going on and who knows how much that relationship may blossom. After a while, you realize that your death isn’t meaningless anymore. It affects everyone you meet, and especially those who love you. You might die, but he’ll have to live on with only his memories of you to comfort him.”
 
   Remi looked to him in alarm, but Kace gave her a weak smile.
 
   “It’s okay,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about me. I think it’s a great plan.”
 
   “Of course you would say that,” Aline scoffed. Her mother shook her head.
 
   “What do you plan on learning from the Sorcerers? And what do you want to do with it?”
 
   “I want to be the best,” Remi declared. “I want to keep growing.”
 
   “But why? What’s the point?”
 
   “Does there have to be one?”
 
   “Every action has a reason behind it. What’s yours?”
 
   Remi bowed her head and took a deep breath. “I’m sick…nothing contagious. But my illness is slowly killing me. I might die tomorrow for all I know.”
 
   “And so you might as well go out with a bang, is that it?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “When did you decide all of this?”
 
   “Last night,” Kace said for her. “When she realized that there was more to life than what she previously experienced. She wants to become a stronger warrior.”
 
   “Oh I get it,” Aline said aloud. “You want to make up for your weakness.”
 
   Remi grit her teeth. “I wouldn’t put it quite like that.”
 
   “The Sorcerers are not the answer,” Aline’s mother replied. “Trust me. They are too old and too sick of people to give you the time of day, wherever they may be. Instead of thinking about throwing your life away, you should consider building a life for yourself. You might even come to call this place home if you give it a chance.”
 
   “But that’s not what I want,” she said firmly. Remi stood to her feet and looked at the mother-daughter duo. “Thank you for the information. I would love to talk more, but I really have to be going.”
 
   “Come back anytime,” Aline muttered as Remi stormed away from the table. Kace expressed his apologies for their sudden leaving and he quickly caught up to Remi, strutting down the dirt roads as if she had a purpose. He caught her arm just as she was about to turn a corner. There were only a couple people nearby to witness it, but they didn’t say a word. Strangers were best left alone.
 
   “What was that back there?” he asked and she glared down at his grip.
 
   “Let me go,” she demanded, but he kept his grasp firm.
 
   “Don’t be like that,” he said softly, his eyes wavering. 
 
   “Let me go,” she said, and he did. She rubbed her arm vigorously and then clenched her fists. “What right do you have grabbing me like that?”
 
   “I want to understand what happened back there.”
 
   “They were insulting me. I don’t have to put up with it if I don’t want.”
 
   “Not that. The thing about the Sorcerers. You want to find them? What for? Don’t give me any of that crap about being the best because you don’t care about that. Getting stronger, sure. But not becoming the best.”
 
   “I need a purpose, and they should know what it is.” 
 
   Kace searched her eyes. She wasn’t joking. “They’re not all-knowing.”
 
   “And yet, they are the closest thing to gods that we have. There is no Maker. There is no Dark One, but there had to be order before Paradise, Oblivion and Terra collided.”
 
   “You don’t have to risk death in order to find out where you belong in this life. Most people try to figure out their purpose as they go.”
 
   “And some never find it.”
 
   “That’s because they either give up or get caught up in daily life. But that’s not you. That’ s not us. We’re not done with our travels.”
 
   “I don’t have time to find my purpose,” she muttered.
 
   Kace scowled at her. “And why’s that?”
 
   “Because I could die before then.”
 
   “Stop,” he snapped. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
 
   “What?” she said in shock.
 
   “I said stop it. You’re being ridiculous. You told me last night that you wouldn’t let your illnesses dictate who you were and what you were about, but that’s what you’re doing right now. The Sorcerers might not even exist for all we know.”
 
   “I know, but—”
 
   “—you have to find a balance in this life. Yeah, you have to be happy, but you can’t just do whatever pops into your head either. Let’s say you do want to find these Sorcerers. You want to hear what they have to say about you and what you should be doing in life, but they may not have the answers, and even if they do…how are you going to ensure you get them? We’re not even in Paragon yet, and already you fight every day to not topple over from exhaustion.”
 
   “So what are you saying?”
 
   “I’ll help you find the Sorcerers,” he said. “If that’s what you truly want. But we have to prepare properly, and that will take time. We should train for the travels ahead of us. Gather more information on who they are and what we’re dealing with. Maybe pick up a few allies that are willing to go on that adventure. Get more powerful so that we can at least escape from them if they are a threat. We can do this, but we have to do this right.”
 
   Remi was taken aback. “You would come with me?”
 
   “You assumed I wasn’t?”
 
   “I didn’t think you would…I thought you would try to talk me out of it.”
 
   “I still think it’s a ridiculous notion,” he said. “But…you were right about one thing back there. We have no allegiances, and we have no home. All we have is each other and the lands that lie before us. So…if we’re going to see the best of what life has to offer, I guess we better go big.”
 
   “It will be exciting,” she said, trying to suppress her grin. “It might be years before we’re ready to look for them…but at least we have a goal.”
 
   “A purpose, right?” he laughed. She nodded and gave him a hug. He didn’t hug her back, but he didn’t push her away either. “Remi, I’m with you…whatever you need. But remember that you don’t have to rush into anything. I want you to get this into your head: I am not sick. Repeat it each morning. Whisper it into your pillow before you go to sleep. Just keep saying the words. Because that’s how I see you. I know you want to do all you can before you…pass. But don’t run so fast that you can’t even enjoy the scenery.”
 
   She pulled away from him, but she kept her arms still around his abdomen. She searched him for understanding. What was it he wasn’t telling her? What was he keeping hidden within the recesses of his mind?
 
   “Long ago,” he whispered to her. “When my people had their own Kingdom, there was another Kingdom known as Zen-echelon. It was a mysterious but brutal place in which anyone who sought out the truth behind it wouldn’t leave unscathed. Most were killed, and those that made it back to us were forever changed. Their minds were…gone. They became lunatics. And still, many Quietus would try again and again. Especially the young ones. They were ready to prove how great they were, even at the expense of their own lives, and they paid the price as a result. 
 
   “I’m telling you this story because not a single one figured out the truth behind Zen-echelon. No matter how hard they trained and how bad they wanted to know, it didn’t matter. They died. And where did that get them? Where did that get the Kingdom? So many young warriors were lost, and for what reason?”
 
   “It was all meaningless,” Remi said for him.
 
   “Yes,” Kace sighed. “That story was once told to hype my people up. To get them to do even more foolish things. But now it is taught as a lesson of caution. And that’s how we should take it as well. Let’s prepare to find the Sorcerers, but we can’t forget that in doing so, the journey will be more important to who we become and what we accomplish more than the end itself.”
 
   “Got it,” Remi said, finally letting go of him. “And thank you for telling me how you feel. This is something I just decided on a whim…but the more I think about it…why not? Why not seek them out?”
 
   “I agree,” Kace said. His face was more serious than she had ever seen. “As long as we prepare for it.”
 
   “Definitely,” she said, taking his hand and intertwining his fingers with hers. Side by side they continued walking together, enjoying the sounds of the village around them. The drowned out conversations. The shouts of the merchants. The playing children and the sounds of footsteps on the dirt roads. Remi eventually shook Kace’s hand, desiring his attention. His face was no longer serious.
 
   “Who eventually discovered the truth out about Zen-echelon? Did anyone?”
 
   “You know,” he smiled, “the answer is very interesting. See, the Quietus were once the most powerful people in all the land, and yet, with all that power…they couldn’t accomplish their goal. In the end, the ones who found out the truth about that mysterious Kingdom was none other than a group of Sages.”
 
   Remi eyebrows raised. “Sages, huh?”
 
   “That’s right,” he chuckled. “Who would have thought?”
 
   “Not me,” she admitted. Still, it gave her a fluttering feeling in her stomach—that rare feeling of excitement and anticipation. She was hopeful. Just a little bit more than she had been an hour ago. If a small group of Sages were able to do what a whole Kingdom of Quietus couldn’t…then perhaps there was more to her eidolon and her transformation ability than she originally thought. 
 
   A scream severed her thoughts.
 
   Like a sharp knife cutting a cord. 
 
   She shot her head up and stared at the man in front of her. People were running away frantically on all sides, but she was frozen. Kace pulled at her arm, yelling at her to move, but she couldn’t budge. 
 
   She stared at his eidolon in the hands of her enemy. It was hot red like Olivia’s blade, but his sword was in the shape of a machete, similar to her Falchion. His sword was a lot more blunt than hers, or so it seemed. But she was sure it could cut just as well. He walked forward with confidence, and he was staring through her as if she wasn’t even there. It was like she was seeing a vision, but the screams around her let her know that he was very real.
 
   He has an eidolon, she thought to herself. He has one like mine.
 
   He had a smug look on his face as she remained in place as still as a statue. Kace stopped trying to move her along and instead stood by her side, waiting for the man to make a threatening move. 
 
   “Remi, are you okay?” Kace whispered, but she could barely hear him. She was still in awe over what she was feeling. The man before her didn’t just have an eidolon. He was radiating power. Raw, violent power. As if he had the authority to do as he pleased without consequence. 
 
   “He must be from Cimmerian,” Kace said in her ear. “And that’s someone we don’t want to deal with right now. Don’t you see what’s behind him? He killed those people.”
 
   It was true. 
 
   There were several dead bodies directly behind him, severed either at the head or the waist. He was certainly dangerous. 
 
   So why didn’t she move? 
 
   What was keeping her stuck in place?
 
   The young man took a deep breath and then smiled towards her, full of confidence.
 
   Her lips parted, and she spoke before she even realized it.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked. Whatever happened next, she had to know.
 
   “My name is Dominic,” he replied sweetly. She didn’t recognize the name, but based on a few of the cries coming from behind her once he said it, the village must have known who he was. She sighed and furrowed her brow. 
 
   “Are you someone important to Cimmerian?” she asked. 
 
   He shrugged his shoulders as the eidolon in his hand hummed. “I guess you’ll find out.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 15 – Pregame
 
   “Don’t take another step forward,” Kace warned him, but Dominic didn’t listen. 
 
   “Don’t bother,” he said, now only several yards away from them. “Nothing you say will stop me. I’ve been waiting too long for this.”
 
   “For what?” Kace asked, but Dominic didn’t respond with words, just his blade. With his eidolon raised high over his head, he brought it down in slow motion, and then in an instant, he disappeared. Remi snapped to attention, immediately summoning not only her eidolon but her white Sage robes as well. Kace also dropped to all fours and prepared to go into his full Quietus form when his ears perked up. 
 
   “He’s not here,” he said, and Remi knew it was the truth. 
 
   “Why would he leave us alone?” she asked, but Kace was too busy scanning the environment. Another blood curdling scream echoed through the streets from behind them. Kace and Remi took off running to the source, even as mobs of people began turning back the other way and going in the direction they had come from. 
 
   Remi gasped when she saw Aline’s mother under a table—the exact table she had left her at. Her daughter was nowhere to be found and she was grateful for it. Aline’s mother had been sliced into three large pieces and it was obvious from the clean cuts and her seared flesh that it had been Dominic.
 
   “We have to find him,” Remi whispered, putting a hand to her mouth. The way Kace was trembling, he was more furious than she was. 
 
   “Hey,” Dominic called from across the street. He was standing on top of a merchant’s rooftop—a cabin with a low rectangular roof. Once Remi faced him in her full Sage garb, he crossed his arms and nodded his head as if he was impressed. “Now, now. This is definitely interesting. I didn’t expect to find a Sage here, though…I don’t recall having any information on you. Died before the Great Collision?”
 
   “No, I was born here on Terra,” she said. “After.”
 
   “Right,” he laughed. “That would make you special though. And I know you’re not that. That’s the reason I passed by you earlier. You and the Quietus weren’t worth my time. You’re not even from this Kingdom.”
 
   “We’re not,” she shouted to him. “But that doesn’t mean you should underestimate us. I won’t allow you to hurt anyone else.”
 
   “So you’re going to stop me?” he asked, pointing the tip of his eidolon towards her. “You have what it takes? I don’t know what you’ve faced so far, but I’m far beyond any of it. Are you ready to cut your journey short?”
 
   “You sure you want this?” Kace asked, and Remi scoffed at the idea of running. 
 
   “Yeah I do,” she said, running toward the cabin he was on. She unsheathed her eidolon and with one spinning strike, she sliced through the pillars holding up the roof. Dominic leapt off and onto the dirt floor where Kace was waiting for him. Now in full Quietus form with scythes and all, he leapt towards Dominic, but the Cimmerian Sage easily sidestepped him and hit Kace on the back of the head with the hilt of his eidolon. Kace swiped back at him with his claws but Dominic parried his opponent’s arm away with the surface of his blade. Then he hit Kace on the forehead with the bottom of his hilt once more. Before Kace could respond, Dominic kicked him square in the chest, sending him flying into the restaurant he had eaten at earlier. 
 
   Remi reached Dominic and swung toward his legs but he parried the blow easily, forcing her blade to go to the right. Dominic stuck the tip of his eidolon just an inch before Remi’s throat and then changed the trajectory at the last moment, letting her stumble from her already thrown off momentum. She caught herself but Dominic kicked her in the back, sending her face first into the dirt. 
 
   “Hmph,” Dominic said as Kace suddenly connected with a punch to his face. Dominic rolled into the dirt and then stayed on his back. Kace shook his head as he approached the Sage’s fallen body, but a shout from above stopped him in his tracks. He looked up to see Tyuin’s guards leaping from the roofs. 
 
   “We’ll take it from here,” one of them said to Kace as the others ran over to Dominic. “Good work by the way.”
 
   “I didn’t do a thing,” he growled. Remi came to his side as she wiped dirt from her face.
 
   “You got him?” she asked.
 
   “You tell me,” he asked, pointing to Dominic, his limp body now being lifted up by several guards. “I punched him in the face once. Do you think he would go down from that?”
 
   “No way,” she said, turning to the guard by them. “We didn’t stop him. He’s faking it.”
 
   “Doesn’t look like it to me,” he responded. “But what I do notice is that you broke a very important rule of Tyuin’s.” He turned to Kace. Though no one could see him past the slits in his steel helmet, she was sure it was a disapproving glare. “You turned into a full Quietus. What are we supposed to do now? If anyone has seen you, it will bring down morale, when we need it more than ever after this attack.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “But it was either that or watch people die.”
 
   “Well, as you said. You didn’t do anything, so I’m not sure it was worth the risk.”
 
   “Wow,” Remi said as the guard walked off to join his comrades. “That was rude.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Dominic said as his teeth began to lose their edge. His hair popped back into place. “I’m more concerned about what Dominic is doing.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s not unconscious at all. He still feels dangerous.”
 
   “The question is, if we’re going to stick around to see how this all plays out, or if we’re going to move on. We don’t have any allegiance to these people, remember?”
 
   The guard who spoke to them earlier approached them in a jog. 
 
   “We’re going to be taking you to Tyuin,” he said. “You have no choice.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Thank you, I’ll be fine,” Tyuin called out to the guard as he pushed Remi and Kace into the large room they had met with the King in earlier. Without even being asked, they took the same seats they had been in earlier. Tyuin sighed and clasped his hands together.
 
   “I need to ask you two a couple of questions. Simply as a precaution.”
 
   “Go ahead,” Remi said. “We have nothing to hide.”
 
   “Do you know the Sage that killed some of my people?”
 
   “Not at all,” she said truthfully. “I never heard of him.”
 
   “How about you?” Tyuin asked, turning to Kace. He shook his head. “Next question then. Are you sure you don’t have any alliances with anyone?”
 
   “Not at all,” Remi said. “I came from a small town near the edge of Cimmerian, but we weren’t affiliated with them. My people would go there on raids to get supplies, but that was as far as their relationship went. And even if they did have some kind of agreement with Cimmerian, I left that place for good. So that says a lot about me.”
 
   “And you disobeyed my one order,” Tyuin said to Kace. “I asked you not to reveal your nature.”
 
   “It was either that or watch your people die.”
 
   “Yes, I figured as much,” he said. “But I wanted to hear your reasoning. I can’t be too careful from here on out. I’m not surprised that Cimmerian sent someone to our doorstep, but I didn’t think it would be this soon.”
 
   “They might have been watching the Kingdom last night and saw that everyone was celebrating.”
 
   “True,” he said, closing his eyes. “We lost eighteen people today. That’s not going to help with morale, but there is always a way to turn a bad situation around. I would like to enlist your help, and in exchange I will ensure that when you leave here, you will be given enough supplies to take you the rest of the way to Paragon.”
 
   “What do you need?” Remi asked, feeling anxious. After her embarrassing fight with Dominic, she was hoping he wasn’t about to put his faith in her fighting prowess, because it was a mistake. Kace had been right. What was she thinking when she suggested they go look for the Sorcerers? She couldn’t even take down a rogue Sage. 
 
   “I want you to help me interrogate Dominic. With your eidolon out, you can tell if he’s lying or not.”
 
   “Dominic confuses me in general,” she said. “I didn’t even know Cimmerian had Sages on their side. I thought they were all a part of Paragon.”
 
   “Unfortunately, no. There are Sages fighting for both sides. And that’s another reason they aren’t seen as beacons of light amongst my people. I’ve personally had a lot of run ins with them, and that’s why Dominic’s arrival disturbed me today. Because I knew that you had Sage abilities, and the very next day, he appears. I was wondering if you two were working together but your answers have calmed my troubled mind.”
 
   “But how do you know we’re not lying?” Kace asked.
 
   “Trust me, I have my ways,” Tyuin said with a smile. He unclasped his hands and stood up from his seat. “Now…we should be getting to the dungeon so that we can talk to Dominic. He’ll have vital information for us, I’m sure.”
 
   “That’s one thing that concerns me,” Kace said. “Dominic is faking. He didn’t get knocked out earlier, and it’s obvious he got captured on purpose. Having him in the dungeon…you have to assume that’s all part of his master plan.”
 
   “I’m fully aware,” he said, ushering them to the door. “Don’t worry. Even now we have guards all over the Kingdom keeping a lookout.”
 
   “It won’t be enough,” Remi said as they walked out the door and down the hall. “The people…they were running from Dominic, not standing up to them.”
 
   “Cowardice is nothing new,” Tyuin replied as they reached the dungeon door. “But as long as the majority stands strong, we’ll be okay.”
 
   “I hope so,” she said as Tyuin slid back the locks and opened the door. A flood of light engulfed the room and Remi winced once she saw Dominic chained to the wall. It was as if every inch of his body except his head was covered in steel. After his eyes adjusted, he smiled with his full set of teeth. 
 
   “Is it lunch time already?” he asked, then his smile dropped once he saw Tyuin. “The King himself? Wow. This is an honor. And I admire your work ethic. Not too proud to serve the prisoners, huh?”
 
   “I have nothing kind to say to you,” Tyuin said, “especially considering who you work for. But you will answer our questions.” Tyuin nodded towards Remi and she pulled her eidolon from out of her hip. The dark purple Falchion radiated as she pointed it towards Dominic. She could hear his heartbeat and when it picked up in tempo. She could count his breaths and sense his emotions. 
 
   It was like reading someone’s body language but now her senses were enhanced. Since she had believed Sages and eidolons to be weak, she hardly played around with it unless it was to hit something, but once she gave it time to breathe and explore the world around her, she saw that it wanted to learn just as much as she did. 
 
   And why not? It was her soul after all. Once again she saw the importance of standing back and stopping to enjoy the moment. Her mind was still her greatest asset, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t learn anything from giving in to her emotions from time to time. She had taken a chance with Kace and that had worked out so far. What other feats could she accomplish by focusing on that balance between logic and emotion?
 
   “That’s unnecessary,” Dominic laughed. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
 
   “Call it a precaution,” Tyuin said, clasping his hands together. He cleared his throat. “Why are you here? Did Cimmerian send you?”
 
   “Yes,” he said truthfully. Remi nodded, confirming his intentions. “I’m here to lead an army through your borders. Allay has to fall. Once and for all.”
 
   “So you have an army nearby?”
 
   “Yep,” he said. “They should be attacking any moment now.”
 
   “We have guards all around the wall,” Tyuin said. “How will they get in?”
 
   “Underground,” Dominic replied, and Tyuin’s eyes went wide. “What? You didn’t think of that? Yeah, it takes a while, but you have to remember that we have our friends, the Langorans, at our disposal. They know a few things about digging intricate tunnels.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Tyuin said as he left them all. “I have to tell the guards.” 
 
   “That was quick,” Dominic chuckled as Remi realized that they were all alone with the prisoner. “So, what do you want to talk about?”
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Remi asked in disgust. “Killing people…it doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand,” he said low. “You didn’t grow up here.”
 
   “And you did?”
 
   “Long time ago. Can I ask you something? Do you know James? Or Catherine?”
 
   “I’ve heard of Catherine, but I don’t know her.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll come across them at some point. Be careful of them. They’ll betray you when you’re at your weakest.”
 
   “That’s not how Tyuin talks about Catherine.”
 
   “Tyuin was friends with the Sages so it’s hard to trust what he says. You know, it’s not too late to come over here and free me. You could join Cimmerian, which would be pretty smart because we’re going to win anyways.”
 
   “I don’t want to choose sides.”
 
   “Yet, you’re working with Tyuin, who works for Paragon.”
 
   “Just for now. I have no allegiance to him.”
 
   “You say that now, but you’ll choose a side before long. You’ll have no choice. And you should really join Cimmerian. I see the potential within you. Why do you think I tried to leave you and the Quietus alone? It’s because I can see your strength.”
 
   “You’re being deceptive,” Remi declared, her eidolon humming in response. “You’re not lying, but there’s something hidden behind your words.”
 
   “Whatever you want to believe,” Dominic said, casting his eyes to the ground. “I don’t understand why you’re putting so much faith into an eidolon anyways. If you can’t even trust yourself at times, how can you trust that thing?”
 
   “Don’t listen to him,” Kace said, putting his hand on Remi’s shoulder. “He’s trying to mess with our head.”
 
   “I know,” Remi said. “I’m not naïve enough to consider anyone from Cimmerian a brute. If they’re making any big moves, it’s calculated.”
 
   “It doesn’t sound like you’re going to join us,” Dominic commented.
 
   “That’s safe to say,” she replied, sheathing her eidolon. “I don’t need my eidolon anymore to know that you’re a liar. And that you’re not worth my time.”
 
   “That wasn’t nice.”
 
   “We just close the door?” Kace asked her as Dominic sucked his teeth.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Dominic spoke up. “I’ll be honest. Don’t leave just yet. I have something important to say.”
 
   “What is it?” Remi asked. He lifted his eyes to look into hers.
 
   “When I am freed from these chains, I will make you scream. I will make you feel a pain that you never thought possible in your lifetime. But no, baby, I won’t let you die. Because you’re mine now. I’m going to take you back to Cimmerian and make you one of my wives. I’m going to break you until you call me master and worship me. And I’ll use my eidolon to know if you’re being genuine. And every time I find out you’re not, I’ll break you again and again. Until you either become mine, kill yourself, or beg me to put you out of your misery.”
 
   “You’re sick,” Kace said, clenching his jaw. “And you’ll never get close to her again. You won’t even be able to break out of those chains. You’ll rot here where you belong.”
 
   “Don’t think so,” Dominic laughed. “Because the party’s just getting started, and I’m the host!” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Kace spat, but then the ceiling above them shook. A rumble vibrated the room, and then it stopped as quickly as it came. Dominic began laughing manically.
 
   “Oh, this is going to be good.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 16 – The Party Gets Started
 
   Remi would never forget what she saw that day. 
 
   Unable to go through the secret passage of the dungeon, they instead backtracked through Tyuin’s conference room and ran through the castle itself. There was no time to take in the sights. From what she could gather, there were plenty of bright lights, more marble floors and statues that looked strange from a distance. The last obstacle to the outside was the Throne room in which Tyuin must address the people privately. It was a grand foyer with pillars so high she wondered how they could have possibly been built. 
 
   But all of her inquiries were cast aside once they made it outside to the setting sun and the evening air. 
 
   There was a giant head above the trees.
 
   It hadn’t noticed her, but it was spinning from left to right, scanning the land. From the tufts of red hair on the crown of its head, she figured that it had to be a Langoran. They had mentioned they could increase their mass, but this big? How was that possible?
 
   “What are we supposed to do with that?” Kace whispered, but Remi refused to speak. There was no plan that could take down that thing. Nothing within her repertoire. But before she could even begin to collaborate with Kace on what to do, the giant head turned around and headed back toward the western wall.
 
   “It’s leaving,” Kace commented, but Remi wasn’t convinced it had just changed its mind.
 
   “Let’s not celebrate yet. There had to be a reason it was here.”
 
   “There is,” Tyuin replied, coming down the steps from behind them. Several guards followed in succession. “Four giant Langorans each took a side of Allay and made a breach in their respective walls, allowing Cimmerian’s forces to come in. This is where it gets difficult.”
 
   “Is there anything we can do?”
 
   “I’ve already sent orders around the Kingdom. I trust that they’ll be able to handle things where they are. If they can’t…we’ll just have to deal with conflicts as they arise.”
 
   “Anything we can do to help?” Kace asked. Tyuin sighed heavily as his eyes remained stationed on the land in front of him, trying to spot any intruders.
 
   “Whatever you can to do,” he replied, lifting his finger to point out in the distance. “That would be a start.”
 
   Remi stared off in the direction he was pointing, wondering what horrors were before them. Cimmerian did not disappoint. Before them walked an eight armed opponent, rippling with muscles and possessing a countenance full of confidence and bloodlust. His hair was cropped short and his body was both wide and tall, in order to accommodate the extra limbs. There were no weapons in his meaty leathery hands, but the cold glare in his eyes told them all they needed to know: he didn’t need them.
 
   “This is serious,” one of the guards replied from behind them. 
 
   Tyuin nodded. “Yes. He is obviously one of Cimmerian’s more elite warriors. They wouldn’t send someone like him without purpose. I suspect there will be others like him dispatched throughout the Kingdom as well.”
 
   “Orders, sir?”
 
   “Engage,” Tyuin said, and his entire guard ran at the eight-armed man. Remi shuddered as she heard the first blow. The eight-armed man had reared back three of his arms and hit one of the guards in the head. Though flesh met steel, it was the guard that lost the exchange and he slumped to the ground in a lifeless ball, remaining where he fell. 
 
   The other guards swung their swords but to no avail. The eight armed man was like a martial artist, blocking and parrying their arms before they could even complete a full swing. Their blades didn’t hit his hide once, and one by one he knocked each guard unconscious. 
 
   When he was finished, he ensured they stayed that way. 
 
   He began stepping on their necks one at a time, crushing them under this massive weight. 
 
   Tyuin had enough.
 
   “I’m going,” he declared, thrusting his kingly robes off of him. Unsheathing the standard sword at his belt, he rushed forward, yelling at the eight-armed man to stop what he was doing and instead face him. The enemy ignored him, and he didn’t stop his work until Tyuin was upon him. 
 
   He grabbed the King’s blade with his open hand and then closed over it tight. A trickle of blood seeped from a superficial wound, but otherwise, he was unharmed. The eight-armed man smiled as he punched Tyuin in the abdomen with three of his free hands, throwing the King onto his back. Tyuin scurried to his feet and sucked his teeth. This foe would not fall easily. 
 
   “We should help him,” Kace said as Remi squinted her eyes.
 
   “And do what?” she asked. “Trust me, I’m trying to figure out a way. But I don’t see it.”
 
   “I know…but we can’t let Tyuin die.”
 
   “No,” she whispered. “We can’t.”
 
   “I’ll go first,” he said as Remi reached out to grab him. She grasped nothing but air.
 
   “KACE, WAIT!” she shouted, but he was already in full sprint, transforming his body as quickly as he could. Eventually he hit all fours and he began running like a wolf on the hunt. Remi grit her teeth and ran after him, knowing that whatever they did, it wouldn’t amount to much. The eight-armed man was not just strong, but his hide was tough. 
 
   “More power into the eidolon,” she muttered to herself as she unleashed it from her body. She kept it to her side as she ran, infusing it with as much energy as she could. 
 
   She didn’t have much to give. And transformation for her was basically out of the question at this point, but at least she had a chance. One chance for a single, crippling blow.
 
   The eight-armed man swung at Tyuin and the King continued backing away, narrowly missing a fist each time. The King knew his enemy would connect soon but he needed time to think. A way to turn the tables so that he was no longer on the defensive. 
 
   An opportunity came when Kace tackled the eight armed man from the side. They crashed into the grass and immediately the eight armed man began punching Kace’s body with everything he had. Kace went limp almost instantly and the brute kicked the Quietus off with little effort. 
 
   Tyuin noticed his sword lying on the grass in the distance and so he began running toward it. The eight armed man leapt to his feet and began heading towards the King to cut him off when Remi intervened. 
 
   She ran at full speed and then slid on her knees in the grass, extending her eidolon high above her. The brute barely saw what happened, but he sure felt it. Three of his arms—every limb on his entire right side—went flying into the air. He howled and stopped his assault. 
 
   Remi’s slide came to a halt and she struggled to climb to her feet. She used her eidolon as a crutch but it suddenly vanished, having no energy left to maintain its form. She fell onto her side and bruised her shoulder. Wincing, she tried to slow her breathing and climb to her feet quickly but she had overdone it. So much energy had been put into cutting through the enemy’s hide that she had nothing left. Literally.
 
   Remi’s eyes got heavy as she laid on her side, barely able to lift her head. She saw that Tyuin had gotten his sword, and now he was engaged in battle with the eight armed man again. They stepped in front of her view as Tyuin barely kept the brute at bay. Even with three less arms, the enemy was too much for him. 
 
   The enemy knocked the sword from Tyuin’s hands with a slap, and then he grabbed the King by the throat, squeezing with all his might as he also punched him in the stomach with his other two hands. Remi coughed and tried one more time to rise, but her body only shivered in response. 
 
   The last thing she wanted to do was sleep. But what else could she do? What else did she have to give? Now she was at the mercy of Cimmerian. Now she was—
 
   Someone in a dark hooded robe jumped onto the brute’s shoulders and jammed their multi-colored blade through the base of his skull, a burst of light momentarily splashing away from the point of impact. Remi’s eyes widened in surprise as the mysterious stranger back-flipped off the enemy and then began hacking away at the torso, as if he was a tree that had overstayed its welcome. 
 
   The brute was cut in two.
 
   Tyuin fell to his knees in a coughing fit, clutching his throat as the stranger rubbed his back. She removed the hood from her head and sighed as her curly locks fell from the crown. Tyuin growled at the sight of her. 
 
   “What are you doing here?!” he spat, awkwardly climbing to his feet. The dark robed stranger remained silent. But Tyuin wasn’t done. 
 
   “You came too soon!” he screamed in her face. “Now everything’s going to fail!”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 17 – An Unsettling Reunion
 
   “Settle down,” the stranger replied. “We’ve taken care of the army around the Kingdom.”
 
   “Catherine, you’re a fool!” Tyuin snapped, turning his head away so as not to face her. Remi tried to get a closer look at the stranger, but she still couldn’t move. Catherine? The Catherine Tyuin had talked about? She was here in the flesh?
 
   “It was a small army,” Catherine said to him, remaining still. “Daisy and Talia are more than equipped.”
 
   “That’s not the point,” he exclaimed, turning around to point in her face. “You were supposed to wait until Allay was in serious danger. This hardly qualifies.”
 
   “You were going to die,” she said matter-of-factly. “So were your guards and countless villagers. What were the survivors supposed to do without their King?”
 
   “You could have easily taken  my place at the throne. You are more than qualified for the position.”
 
   “Those days are over,” she said, still not moving her body. “The wilderness is my home now. You know that. When I agreed to help Allay, it was with the understanding that you would never ask me to take the throne.”
 
   “These are desperate times,” he said, clenching his jaw. “You should have waited, Catherine. Saving me doesn’t help us. Do you know what will happen now? Cimmerian will take note. They will know that you’re here and then they’ll send the real heavy-hitters to take you out. All you’ve done is start the next wave!”
 
   “We’ll handle it. We always have.”
 
   “The beauty of the worlds being separate is that once an enemy was killed, you didn’t have to deal with them again. But since the Great Collision, we have Dejas now. People who have experience in life, as well as death and beyond. Not to mention that you have enemies that know you. You specifically. As a matter of fact, I have one in my dungeon at this very moment.”
 
   “What?” she asked, taking a step forward. “Who?”
 
   “Dominic,” he said, starting to finally calm down. “He let himself be captured. But I imagine it won’t stay that way for long.”
 
   “May I speak to him?” she asked and Tyuin muttered something Remi couldn’t hear. He stormed off as Catherine remained where she stood for a moment. Then she turned to Remi and walked over to her. With a low grunt, she crouched down so that they were face to face.
 
   “Hey there,” Catherine said and Remi’s laugh came out as a cough. “Hey, no need to talk. You did a great job back there. I almost thought you had him…can you stand?”
 
   Remi stared back at her, and she moved her lips a little, but no words came out.
 
   “It’s okay. You don’t have to talk,” Catherine said as she stood back up. She reached down, picked Remi up almost effortlessly and threw her over her shoulder. Catherine turned her attention to a wounded Kace, who was just waking up from a forced nap.
 
   “Are you okay to walk?” she asked him and he nodded weakly. “Then come on, we don’t have much time.”
 
   “I can carry her,” Kace muttered as he climbed to his feet. Catherine examined him for a moment and then let out a chuckle.
 
   “It’s fine,” she said. “I’m a lot stronger than I look.”
 
   “You’re Catherine,” he said as they headed towards the castle.
 
   “You’ve heard of me?”
 
   “A little,” he whispered, clutching his side. “You’re a Sage.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “And a Deja.”
 
   “Nope,” she declared proudly. “Haven’t died yet.”
 
   “The way Tyuin talked about you, I thought you would be older.”
 
   “I’m definitely older than I look,” she said. “But thankfully the atmosphere changes have slowed down my aging. I don’t have the luxury of completely halted aging like the Dejas do. How old do I look?”
 
   “I don’t know…like you’re in your mid-thirties, I guess.”
 
   “I don’t feel like it,” she admitted. “To be honest, I feel like I’ve yet to reach my prime.”
 
   “You’ve found ways to keep your eidolon strong?”
 
   “How do you know about—that’s right,” she said amusingly. “The Quietus must have stories about the Sages, and Remi here…I’m sure you’ve seen her eidolon plenty.”
 
   Remi wanted to say something, but she opted to conserve her energy instead.
 
   “You know about her?”
 
   “I keep track of all of Cimmerian’s marks. Just in case we want to intervene.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “There’s four of us. Myself, Talia, Daisy and Marie. Three Sages and a Prattlian. We live in the wilderness and intervene in affairs as we see fit. You could say we align with Paragon, but we don’t answer to anyone. Long story.”
 
   “So why didn’t you try to contact us earlier? If you knew that Remi had Sage potential?”
 
   “Because she won’t get stronger if we coddle her,” she said, turning her head so that she whispered it into Remi’s ear. Remi smiled. She appreciated the thought.
 
   “So now that you’re here, and you’re supposed to be some Legendary Sage, that means we’re going to be okay, right?”
 
   “I wish,” she said solemnly as they climbed the castle steps and headed into the foyer. “But the truth is, we have no idea what Cimmerian will throw at us next. As sad it is to say, they are far more organized than we are.”
 
   “So we just keep facing the hordes and hope we come out on top?”
 
   “Until a leader emerges that can organize us efficiently, it looks that way.”
 
   “Weren’t you a Queen?” he asked as they navigated the halls. The way Catherine took the lead, it was apparent that she had been there many times before. 
 
   “I was once,” she said. “But that’s old history. Why?”
 
   “Couldn’t you be that leader?”
 
   “It wouldn’t work. Paragon already has leaders. Whether they can get the job done or not remains to be seen, but they are there. Not to mention that many Dejas would rather have someone that’s also a Deja leading them.”
 
   “Hence why we’re the ones who wait for Paragon’s lead,” Tyuin said, coming from behind them, “and not the other way around. Catherine’s right on that account.”
 
   “Come to join us in interrogating the prisoner?” Catherine asked him and he sighed heavily.
 
   “It would appear that way. I’m unsure of what to do next. I still have 2/3 of my guard intact but I lost a dozen of my best, and all to one man. That doesn’t put me at ease.”
 
   “I don’t want to get your hopes up. More than  likely, we won’t a learn a thing from Dominic.”
 
   “I realize that.” 
 
   “Okay,” she said, ending the conversation awkwardly. Once they reached the dungeon, Catherine lifted Remi from off her shoulder. “If you don’t mind,” she said to Kace. He took Remi and held her in his arms. She was immediately embarrassed, feeling like a little kid for being passed around so frequently and easily. But she kept silent. Whatever was coming, she wanted to be involved. 
 
   “Oh my,” Dominic said once he got used to the light. “I didn’t expect this.”
 
   “Hello, Dominic,” Catherine said, stepping into the dungeon. Her dark robe kept most of her from being visible, but the light in the background highlighted her curls. That alone was more than enough to reveal her identity to him. 
 
   “Why are you here?” he demanded, as if he didn’t already know.
 
   “I want to ask you what Cimmerian intends to do next.”
 
   “I assume you already took out the army outside.”
 
   “If you can call it that.”
 
   “Then you already know what to expect.”
 
   “You know what I mean,” she said, folding her arms. “What are they going to send specifically? There was an eight armed man outside for example. He wasn’t an ordinary citizen of Cimmerian.”
 
   “I don’t decide what they throw or do not throw at you.”
 
   “But you let yourself be captured. There has to be a reason. You’re too proud to let it actually happen. You would rather die.”
 
   “If it wasn’t for the fact I would cease to exist, perhaps that’s true…and yes, I did allow myself to be captured. But only to learn more...about her.” All eyes in the room fell upon Remi as she fidgeted in Kace’s arms.
 
   Her?
 
   “What about her?” Catherine asked, not having a clue to what he was talking about.
 
   “I wanted to see what all the fuss was about so that’s why I’m here. I thought that I would have to get the information on her out of Tyuin alone, but then I got to meet her. That certainly changed things. And I don’t get it.”
 
   “What is she to Cimmerian? Other than a mark?”
 
   “Not just a mark. She’s one of Cimmerian’s most coveted weapons. That’s the whole reason we’re even here in the first place. Or why the waves of armies won’t stop. It’s all for her. Yes, we planned on making a move against Allay, but she was the catalyst we needed to get started.”
 
   “Why?” Tyuin asked. “Why is she so important? I know you’re stalling, but know that if you take too long, I’ll have to resort to torture.”
 
   “Please, I’m not afraid of you.”
 
   “Tell me, Dominic,” Catherine said. “So that we know what we’re dealing with.”
 
   “What do I care what happens to you?”
 
   “You may not…but if you don’t, we will be forced to kill you. And I know you don’t want that. I know you want your revenge against all those who hurt you, including me.”
 
   Dominic mulled over her words.
 
   “She’s one of the weapons. One of the seven sorcerers created her.”
 
   “What?” Remi shouted, her voice echoing off the walls. Her sudden outburst caused a tremor to reverberate down her spine, and she leaned her head back down into Kace’s arms. “Please tell me what that means,” she said. “How could I be a weapon?”
 
   “You really think the Seven Sorcerers would create these all-powerful weapons and just hand them over to simpletons like us? No, they are more resourceful than we think. I don’t know the reason behind it all…but I do know that the weapons Paragon and Cimmerian gained from them aren’t as game changing as we may think. A weapon is a lot like a tool. It’s only as deadly as its wielder.”
 
   “How do you know she’s a weapon?” Catherine scowled. “That couldn’t have been easy to figure out.”
 
   “We knew that the Sorcerers were playing games the moment we inspected the weapons decades ago. Paragon probably didn’t even check theirs as they have always been cautious and reverent when it comes to power, but in Cimmerian, they were immediately field tested. While they were impressive, in essence, they were no different than a Sage and its eidolon. The weapons were useful in the hands of some, and pointless in the presence of others. And so, we began an investigation. Not to find the Sorcerers because we didn’t want them to wipe us out, but to definitely see what else they were up to.”
 
   “And you learned that Remi was a weapon?”
 
   “We eventually destroyed the weapons given to us. We experimented on them, dissected them and tried to figure out how they worked down to the very last molecule. We soon found a signature of sorts within each of them. An energy signature that tied to each of the seven sorcerers respectively. It was thought that they still have a hold over the weapons because of this, and that they are able to cause them to destruct at a moment’s notice.”
 
   “Why would the Sorcerers do that?” Kace asked and Dominic scoffed at them.
 
   “Because it ensures that they’re still in control. No matter who is winning in the war, they can alter the outcome to their liking. We’re not certain how this might come into play, but I’m sure we wouldn’t find all of that out until the war is well underway.”
 
   “So you’re playing into their hands then,” Tyuin said. “By starting and continuing this war.”
 
   “No, it’s a fog to hide our true intentions,” Dominic said. “We’re secretly looking for the other weapons…just like her.”
 
   “They could know your plan from the beginning,” Catherine said. “They could know your true intentions just from saying it out loud at this very moment.”
 
   “It’s possible, but Cimmerian doesn’t think so. If they don’t know our plans, then we have an advantage. If they do know, they probably won’t intervene until a certain point. The key in that scenario is to find enough weapons to have leverage and remain unimportant, and then strike.”
 
   “There are others like me?” Remi asked aloud, still reeling from one of his earlier comments.
 
   “Seven of you. All different I’m sure, but you’re the first one we’ve found. Maybe the others discovered what they are somehow and are staying hidden. I don’t know. We’ve only started the search in the past year.”
 
   “How…how do you know I’m a weapon though?”
 
   “The signature,” he said, looking straight into her eyes. “Your eidolon…it has the exact same signature as one of the weapons given to us. You might have been born into this world, but your parents didn’t make you. We were created and then sent out. You are one of the Sorcerers’ secret weapons, and one of our greatest assets in not only winning the war, but maybe beating them at their own game.”
 
   “But what if I had been killed? Wouldn’t I be useless then? Why would they give me a body that’s—”
 
   “—that’s the point,” he interjected. “They gave you the weakest, most unintimidating body I’ve ever seen. I mean, look at you, you can’t even stand up on your own. You’re so insignificant that no one would even take the time to kill you. People pity you. You’re pathetic. Who would think that you actually matter? It wasn’t until you left your camp that we even knew that you existed.”
 
   “So there are six others,” Catherine said with a sigh. “Thank you for the information.”
 
   “I gave you nothing,” Dominic snickered. “You can’t find them without the signatures, and you won’t get that without sensitive knowledge that Cimmerian possesses.”
 
   “We could go to Cimmerian and get it.”
 
   “Yeah, good luck with that.”
 
   “We can find the seven.”
 
   “No, you can’t. They look like you and me. They’re ordinary people until they reveal their signature in some way. Just because Remi is weak, it doesn’t mean they all are.”
 
   “We know they were born here on Terra.”
 
   “You don’t know that. These are the Sorcerers we’re talking about. They could have infused it into someone or created someone for their purpose. You have no clue. And we’re still coming. All you can do is scramble for answers while staving off attack after attack from my people. Until we kill you one by one. See, that’s the beauty of all of this. If I killed you right now, I don’t have to see your hideous, aged face ever again.”
 
   Catherine turned away from him and looked at Remi, still in Kace’s arms.
 
   “We have one of the seven,” she said. “And that’s a start.”
 
   “Cimmerian will take her,” he said matter-of-factly. “There’s nothing you can do about that.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “You will all die trying to defend her.”
 
   “If it comes to that.”
 
   “She’s not worth it.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Catherine said, walking out of the room entirely. “You can shut the door if you like. I have nothing more to say to him.”
 
   All they heard as the dungeon door clanged shut was his laughter bouncing off the walls.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 18 – Is She Worth It?
 
   “You think he’s lying?” Tyuin asked as they entered his meeting room. Catherine slapped her hands on the table and leaned into them. 
 
   “I don’t think so.” 
 
   “Then what are we dealing with here?” Tyuin sat down in his personal chair and bowed his head as Remi and the rest piled into the room and took a seat respectively. Remi felt confident enough to walk on her own accord and so she did with confidence. It was a false bravado, but she had to do something to alleviate their minds. Dominic’s insults had stung the most, even more than her objectification. 
 
   She had started coming to terms with her illness, but now she had to deal with the notion that she might not even be human. Not a Deja. Not a human. Nothing. Just a weapon under the control of her masters. As far as she remembered, everything about her was normal, as much as one could say it was. It’s not like she received any signs as to her origin. No mysterious person ever contacted her directly. There was no spirits watching her from the town line. No guardians in the night or visions of other worlds.
 
   Her life was as mundane as it could get, and that’s exactly why she left. There was nothing for her back at home. If the Sorcerer who created her wanted her to be a good little girl and stay put, then they should have made her more content. Unless…
 
   “I don’t think they control me,” Remi blurted out. Tyuin raised his head.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “If Dominic is right, and I was made into a weapon, I don’t think my entire being was formed by the Sorcerer. My body maybe, but not who I am as a person. My personality was untouched.”
 
   “How does this help us?” Catherine asked, sitting on the table and examining Remi meticulously. Remi shifted her weight and cleared her throat.
 
   “Well…it means that they’re not all-powerful. They can’t just make a person from scratch.”
 
   “But how do you know you weren’t?”
 
   “Because of how unsatisfied I was,” she said. “My parents were horrible people. My childhood was either boring or abusive. My illness kept me from having fun or gaining friends. My future looked bleak and I had little aspirations. I had no choice but to look for a better life.”
 
   “Or the Sorcerer devised those conditions so that you would stay put, and they would know where you were at all times. Assuming you can be tracked of course.”
 
   “Even so, if they had all power over me, they would have tweaked my personality so that I was more docile when the opposite couldn’t be further from the truth. I’m not weak. I’ve wanted to run away from my camp as far back as I can remember but I didn’t have the knowledge or strength to do so. As soon as I was old enough to weigh the pros and cons of leaving, I made a decision to go.”
 
   “And so what does this all mean?”
 
   “It means that I can find the others,” Remi declared, glancing over at Kace momentarily. “At first, I wanted to find the Sorcerers in order to be the best, but I see now that’s not what I should do. I should find the other weapons like me and bring them to our side so that we can defeat Cimmerian, and in turn, remove the Sorcerers’ hold over us.”
 
   “We don’t know why the Sorcerers did what they did,” Tyuin said. “There might be some kind of balance involved. Not to mention that we’re still going off of the word of our enemy and a murderer.”
 
   “That’s why you should leave it up to me,” Remi replied, patting her chest. “I’ve got nothing to lose, and if any of the other weapons are self-aware, they might even contact me.”
 
   “On the contrary, you have everything to lose,” Tyuin said. “If Cimmerian was able to unlock the secrets behind the weapons that the Sorcerers gave us, who’s to say that they can’t do the same for you? They will hunt you down.”
 
   “And the Sorcerers will notice,” she replied. “The alternative is to either fight Cimmerian wave after wave like Dominic said, or actually be proactive with this. Paragon doesn’t have to be involved and I hold no real allegiances anyway.”
 
   “Any objections?” Tyuin asked Catherine, who in turn shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “It’s not up to us what Remi can and cannot do. But we should still be cautious about our next move. Dominic might not be lying about all this, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t holding back some of the truth. There could be more to the story.”
 
   “You think the Sorcerers had something to do with your illness?” Kace asked.
 
   Remi frowned at the floor. “I suppose. I guess it would be a way for me to stay put.”
 
   “There’s the possibility that they could make it worse.”
 
   “I’m willing to take that risk.”
 
   “For what though?” Kace asked, his face scrunched up in worry. “Why would you risk your life so casually?”
 
   “Because there’s a reason I exist,” she said, grabbing Kace’s shoulders. “I was wasting away in that camp, wondering why I was as useful as dirt. I had nothing to look forward to. Nothing to believe in or strive for, and so…I took a chance. I tried to make a life for myself in the outside world and while it didn’t pay off in the way I thought it would…I did find more than I imagined. There is a reason I exist and now I understand my purpose. I may be frail and tired and I can’t do much to help in battle…but I am important. I can make a difference, as small as it may be.”
 
   “But what do you think you can accomplish? Pissing off the Sorcerers, fighting Cimmerian…hoping that the other weapons will talk to you if you even find them…what are you striving for?”
 
   “Awesomeness,” she said, and Kace couldn’t help but chuckle at that.
 
   “Awesomeness?” he snickered, putting a hand to his mouth.
 
   “Yes, awesomeness,” she replied, giving him a huge smile. “The exact opposite of how I was living and who I was. Death…has never scared me, because I was sitting by its doorstep every day. So now, while I’m still breathing, I’m going to live it up. I’m going to fall in love and kill some bad guys. I’m going take down giants and learn new techniques. I’m going to see the world and make new friends and learn how to tell great jokes. I’m going to be the life of the party and the rock of the group I’ll create. That’s who I’m going to be. I’m the new and improved Remi.”
 
   “I can get behind that,” he laughed. “But where do I fit in all this?”
 
   “In my bed,” she said and Catherine and Tyuin burst out laughing. 
 
   “Goodness,” Catherine laughed as Tyuin tried to keep himself from shaking. 
 
   “You are certainly interesting,” Tyuin said. “That’s for sure.”
 
   “I’ll be with you wherever you go,” Kace promised. “As long as I can grow with you.”
 
   “Of course,” she said. “Us weaklings have to stick together.”
 
   Kace groaned. “My people would kill me if they heard that I was called a weakling.”
 
   “It’s okay. We get our asses kicked together.”
 
   “Hooray,” he said flatly. Catherine and Tyuin cracked up laughing again. The door opened suddenly and Catherine leapt from the table, rushing over to the two ladies that came in. One was a short older woman with mouse-like features and long hair. She walked in with an air of authority and even with Catherine’s outburst, she remained stoic for the most part. A smile did erupt from her lips for a second, but it disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.
 
   The other woman was young, only a little older than Remi, and she had wild, dirty blonde hair and a playful look in her eye. 
 
   “How did it go?” Catherine asked them. The stoic one with the small eyes allowed a smirk to come upon her face.
 
   “Easy,” she said. “Our training has certainly helped.”
 
   “Excellent. Any signs of imposing forces?”
 
   “We waited around a while so I don’t think so, but that’s not the reason I came back here. We have a little surprise for you.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   The door opened further and in walked five more people. Three of them were in their mid-teens, and they had terrified looks on their faces that said they were new to this. But Catherine practically tackled the other two. One had a full head of spiked red hair and he had a calm demeanor that instantly made Remi like him, and the other was stone faced but appeared strong. 
 
   “Achan! Zhou!” Catherine shouted. “I can’t believe this!”
 
   “We’re here,” Achan replied, studying her face so meticulously that Remi figured out that they had to either be very old friends or ex-lovers.
 
   “Hello, Catherine,” Zhou replied, giving her a hug. “It’s been too long.”
 
   “You traveled here all the way from Paragon?”
 
   “We’re not much,” Achan said. “But we figured Allay would need the assistance.”
 
   “You’re more than enough. We haven’t seen each other in over twenty years…I feel like I nearly forgot your faces. This is so surreal.”
 
   “We’ll have plenty of time to catch up when this is all over.”
 
   “How…how’s James?”
 
   “He wishes he could be here, more than anything. But he’s dealing with something terrible at the moment.”
 
   “That’s surprising,” she said solemnly. “He would usually drop everything to see me.”
 
   “He would,” Achan reassured her. “Trust me, what he’s dealing with now…it’s as bad as it gets.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, her voice starting to crack at the end. “Well, we certainly have plenty to do. We can help the wall reconstruction for one.”
 
   “Let’s not be too hasty on that,” Tyuin said. “With such a gaping hole, at least we know where the enemy will be coming from. I doubt they will take the extra time to find another route if they are confident in their army’s abilities.”
 
   “We’re here to help however you need us,” Zhou declared, just as a booming sound erupted from outside. They all ducked instinctively except Tyuin who leapt to his feet. 
 
   “It’s too soon,” he said in horror. “We can’t do this now.”
 
   “We have no choice,” Zhou said. “Don’t worry. We’ll handle this.”
 
   “We’re going to spread out,” Catherine ordered. “A pair for each main wall. Achan and Zhou, you take the west. Daisy and two of the young Sages to the north. Talia and another young one to the south.”
 
   “You’re going at it alone?” Talia asked with a scowl.
 
   Catherine smiled. “I’m taking Remi and Kace with me to the east.”
 
   A silence fell over the room.
 
   “No offense,” Talia began. “But I hardly think that—”
 
   “—we’ll be just fine,” she said. “Now head out. I’ll be there in a moment. I have to discuss something with my team.” The others left as Catherine addressed Kace and Remi. Only Tyuin remained to watch. “Any objections to running with me?”
 
   “I haven’t gotten my strength back,” Remi said. “I won’t be much help.”
 
   “Oh come on now. That doesn’t sound like the fired up girl I saw only a few minutes ago. The way I see it…you have plenty of strength inside of you, if only you would stop doubting yourself.”
 
   “I can’t guarantee your safety,” Remi said, trying to keep the tears back. “It’s not that I don’t believe in myself. I do. But I’m also aware of my limits. And rushing into battle so soon…it’s not going to be good.”
 
   “This battle could be it for all of us. As Tyuin stated earlier, the odds are that Cimmerian is sending their best to fight us, and we need every Sage we’ve got to help. If you can’t even go from one battle to the next, how will your survive when both Cimmerian and the Sorcerers are after you? Or when you’ll barely get any sleep or rest? Forget your limits and just do it. Stop thinking about it and just do it.”
 
   “I’ll try my best,” she whispered and Catherine seemed pleased with herself.
 
   “Great. Watch my back and I’ll watch yours. We’re together in this.”
 
   “Think of it as training,” Kace said, putting a hand on Remi’s back. “But if you want, I can carry you to the location.”
 
   “No,” Remi said adamantly. “I can walk. If we’re going to be engaging the enemy, I want to show them that I won’t let anything hold me back.”
 
   “That’s the spirit,” Catherine said, turning to Tyuin. He nodded in her direction and then the three of them left the room. 
 
   Remi was feeling more confident than before, but that didn’t mean she was completely prepared. If only she could get her hands to stop shaking…
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 19 – Overwhelmed
 
   “Do you see anything?” Kace asked as they sat upon the wall, high over the village. The citizens were inside, waiting for the worse to be over as their guardians watched from above. Kace shifted his weight as Catherine and Remi dangled their legs over the edge, their feet kicking up against the white stone. 
 
   “Nothing,” Catherine replied, scanning the area. “Which doesn’t make any sense. What was that sound then?”
 
   Remi didn’t say anything as she tried to warm her arms. She nervously looked over the tiny huts and houses but her vision wasn’t focused. She was staring right at the roads and the few stragglers that sprinted towards their home, but it was like she barely saw them. She felt short of breath. Faint. Unsure. Her heart was beating out of her chest.
 
   Catherine slapped a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked. Remi nodded slightly and Catherine didn’t believe her. She sat down and looked out across the village with her. “You’ll do fine.”
 
   “I’m not so sure,” Remi sighed. “It’s different when I’m forced into battle, but waiting for it is killing me.”
 
   “I have to say I’m the opposite,” Catherine laughed. “I’m not looking forward to be thrown into it at all.”
 
   “How long have you been doing this? Fighting?”
 
   “Ever since I was a little girl so…somewhere in the ball park of thirty five years.”
 
   “You don’t get weary of it?”
 
   “I’ve come to terms with the fact that there will always be violence and conflict, but that temporary peace is achievable. And that peace alone, trust me, it’s worth it. There’s nothing like going to sleep at night with a clear mind and no obligations in the morning. But even the peace isn’t the best thing about moving forward. It’s seeing yourself grow. Whether it’s physical or psychological, there’s nothing like it. It feels like someone put wings on your feet.”
 
   “It just takes time,” Remi said for her. 
 
   Catherine nodded. “That’s it.”
 
   “I’m trying, but sometimes my mind starts reverting back to who I used to be. It’s only recently that I started having confidence in myself so it’s a still a foreign feeling.”
 
   “Most times people feel the way they do because they’re worried about how others perceive them. But you have to try your best not to let their image of you matter. If you think you have the strength, then you have it. It’s as simple as that. For example, say you were feeling weak and tired, but you still showed determination, no matter the odds. People will see that, and they’ll feel inspired, even though on the inside you’re crying and you want to curl up into a ball and go to sleep until the pain is numb. Still, stay determined, and people will admire you. They’ll follow you. They’ll ask how you got to be so powerful and the truth is that nothing’s changed. You’re just projecting an image of strength. But now, because the people are calling you strong, you start to believe it, and consequently, you become it. It’s an interesting cycle, but it doesn’t get going without your say.
 
   “I was going to bring this up earlier, but if you ever wanted to, you’re more than welcome to join my small band. You and Kace could train with us, and we would show you what we know. You don’t have to answer now. It’s just something that’s on the table.”
 
   “Thank you,” Remi said while she blushed. “I’m honored.”
 
   “Whenever you like,” Catherine said, kicking her legs playfully. “Oh and one more piece of advice, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Give Kace a little more of your attention,” she whispered. Remi glanced over at Kace who was walking along the wall’s edge, examining the village with a scowl on his face. “It’s not about you all the time, and the boy is in love with you. I don’t know if you’ve noticed.”
 
   “I’ve noticed,” she giggled. 
 
   “I haven’t seen devotion like that in a long time,” Catherine sighed.
 
   “That man you mentioned earlier…James. Is he someone special to you?”
 
   “He’s my husband,” Catherine replied. “But he died right before the Great Collision. So I haven’t seen him in twenty years.”
 
   “All this time?” Remi nearly shouted. “But why? What’s keeping you two apart? Couldn’t he have made a special trek out here or something?”
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on in Paragon. I haven’t been there yet, but I’m sure he has his reasons for staying there. I know him. He would pursue me and abandon all other responsibilities in the process. If he’s stuck in Paragon, something serious is going on.”
 
   “And why won’t you go to Paragon?”
 
   “Because I’m scared,” she laughed. A tear trickled down her freckled cheek as she threw her hands in the air. “Isn’t that ridiculous? I’m scared of what he’ll think of me after all this time. Like if he’s met someone else up there or if we look too different. I don’t know. I know it’s all in my head and none of it makes sense. He loves me. I know it. But it’s hard sometimes.”
 
   “You should go see him,” Remi said. “Maybe he’s just as afraid as you are. That could be holding him back.”
 
   “Goodness,” she chuckled, wiping the tears away with her forearm. “What a mess I’m in.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Remi replied, rubbing Catherine’s back. “Why don’t we finish things up here and then we head to Paragon. We can reunite with your husband while you show me a few things.”
 
   “That sounds good,” she sighed. 
 
   “HEY!” Kace shouted, drawing their attention. He pointed out over the village. “Over there! Who’s that?”
 
   Catherine squinted her eyes and then slowly climbed to her feet. “Yep. He’s from Cimmerian alright.”
 
   “How can you tell?” Remi asked. Catherine held the palm of her right hand up to Remi. There was the tip of Catherine’s eidolon sticking out of the center.
 
   “I’ve been using it to sense changes in the environment. Now that I’ve focused on him, I can tell that he’s from Allay. The way he’s walking, his smell, just the…the freaking power coming off of him.”
 
   “Power?” Remi asked nervously.
 
   Catherine winced. “This won’t be easy. I didn’t think Cimmerian would send someone that strong so soon…I was careless earlier. This one guy alone could tear down the Kingdom.”
 
   “You’re being serious right now?” Remi asked frantically and Catherine nodded.
 
   “Stay back,” Catherine replied. “Both of you.”
 
   “Don’t you need our—”
 
   “I have to do this alone!” she shouted, screaming in Remi’s face. Seeing her reaction, Catherine immediately softened. “I’m sorry…it’s just…he’s so strong, and I haven’t gotten to see James yet. And if I die, not only will we never be reunited, but it will crush him…I just gave you a pep talk on not being afraid and here I am…terrified.”
 
   “We can help,” Kace said but Catherine threw up a hand to silence him.
 
   “No,” she said. “I’ll fight him. But I do want you to watch carefully. You might have to intervene. For now, come with me. We’ll see what he does.”
 
   The three of them dropped off the wall, using their eidolons and claws respectively to slow their descent. Once they were level with the houses, they leapt off the wall and onto the roofs, crouching down low and slowly coming upon their enemy.
 
   Once they were able to see him, Catherine whispered out a “no.”
 
   The hulking monster had one of the young Sages by the throat and carrying him from behind like a rag doll. Remi put a hand to her mouth as she trembled at the sight. The warrior from Cimmerian was enormous. It had a small head, but its neck was as wide and thick as a tree trunk. Its arms and legs were like miniature pillars and there was so much energy emanating from his body that it ran across his veins like little lightning bolts. 
 
   “The head is probably his weak spot,” Catherine sighed, preparing to leap. “It always is…remember, stay back for now.”
 
   Catherine clenched her fists and she suddenly transformed. Like Remi, a hooded robe fell over her, except that it was colored purple. In her right hand was her eidolon, a multicolored great sword possessing splashes of blue, green and purple all around it. Remi couldn’t stop staring at it, inspecting it for meaning—when it abruptly left her sight.
 
   Catherine leapt into the air without a sound, looking to end the monster with one swift blow. But just before the moment of impact, the monster whipped his left arm back and threw the young Sage’s lifeless body into hers. The two of them went flying into a nearby shop, crashing through the beams holding up the front. 
 
   Catherine grit her teeth and nearly screamed when she saw that the young Sage’s body was in her lap, long dead from the monster’s grip. She pushed the young Sage aside slowly and carefully, then she used her eidolon to cut a way through the debris. The monster was waiting for her return. 
 
   As soon as she stepped out into the open air, he punched her square in the face. Catherine staggered back but he grabbed her hair and brought her to him. With a chop of his hand, the monster smashed his meaty palm through her eidolon, slicing it into two halves. It disappeared a second later. 
 
   Catherine instinctively kicked up at the monster’s chin, but it he stretched his neck back and she missed. He grabbed her leg with his free hand and then let go of her hair. He began swinging her around and around in a circle, chuckling lightly to himself as she fought against his grip. But just as she was starting to gain some leverage on one of his fingers, he let her go. 
 
   She went flying high up into the air and in the distance, flailing her arms and legs as she was thrust nearly a half mile away. Unable to summon her eidolon quickly, she crashed into someone’s home, causing it to collapse around her on impact. 
 
   Remi and Kace were horrified.
 
   “We have to help her,” Kace’s lips trembled as he took a few reluctant steps forward.
 
   “I…I…” Remi stopped talking and leapt to the ground. The sound of her feet hitting the dirt was enough to gain the monster’s attention. He turned around and looked at her with hungry, longing eyes. She gulped and tried to summon her eidolon, but it wasn’t coming forth. She tried again, and nothing happened. The monster began walking towards her and Kace roared as he leapt onto him. The monster barely registered him. He reached up, grabbed Kace by the back of the head and then held him there, keeping the Quietus on his shoulder. The monster then used his free hand to continuously punch Kace in the face, until the boy’s body was nice and limp. Then the monster discarded him, pushing him off his shoulder and into the dirt below. 
 
   Remi’s hands began trembling as the monster approached.
 
   Do something, she screamed at herself. Please do something.
 
   But she was so scared. Images of Catherine’s fight ran through her mind. She feared the worse for Kace, and comforting visions of her bed clouded her mind. She couldn’t believe it. She was actually thinking of home of all places. And wasn’t it better? Better than death? Than torture?
 
   “Please,” Remi found herself saying as the monster was only a few yards away. He began stretching out one of his meaty hands, and Remi felt her heart skip a beat. Her breath caught in her throat, and her legs lost their strength.
 
   She fainted.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Again,” she heard someone saying.
 
   And then she felt warm air being pumped into her lungs. She opened her eyes and saw Kace’s mouth over hers, his hand on her chest as he prepared to press down hard on her ribcage.
 
   “No,” she mumbled and he stopped the pressure. Her eyes fluttered and he smiled through black eyes and swollen mounds of flesh. His lips were puffy and there were cuts on his forehead, but she was glad he was smiling. Not everything was terrible.
 
   “What?” she asked, as a pair of hands sat her up from behind. She craned her neck slightly to see Catherine, also weary and beaten. It was like half of Catherine’s face had been smashed in and the other half had been left alone. The way she wobbled, even as she crouched, it was as if she was going to faint herself at any moment.
 
   “Give her time,” Kace said, but Remi lightly pushed him away. She began standing to her feet and Catherine snickered.
 
   “So stubborn,” she muttered, her voice sounding hoarse. Remi made it onto her feet and looked to them for answers. 
 
   “What happened?” she asked, afraid of what she might hear. Kace was the first to speak.
 
   “We got our asses kicked together,” he said with a half-smile. 
 
   Remi was not amused. “Seriously, what happened?”
 
   “I’m not sure. All I know is that you’re unharmed.”
 
   “I fainted,” she whispered, casting her gaze to the dirt. “I remember now.”
 
   “More than that,” Catherine sighed, still sitting on the ground. “You were died.”
 
   “I what?”
 
   “Died,” Kace said, nodding his head. “When I found you, you weren’t breathing…and I couldn’t find a pulse.”
 
   “But how?” Remi asked, trying to keep her voice from breaking. She hadn’t even fought the monster and she nearly died. How pathetic was that?
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Catherine groaned, rocking backwards and then jumping to her feet. “It happened. But now we have to let it go. There’s work to be done.”
 
   “Let it go?” Remi scoffed. “Are you hearing yourself? I died! I was so scared that I fainted and stopped breathing. He didn’t even have to touch me to—”
 
   Catherine slapped her. 
 
   Remi cocked her arm back instinctively and punched Catherine in the face. She staggered back and groaned as she rubbed her cheek vigorously.
 
   “See?” Catherine moaned. “You’ve got plenty of fight left in you.”
 
   “You’re not concerned at all that I’m a liability?”
 
   “The opposite actually,” Catherine sighed, patting her wound one last time. “You’re an asset, and the way I look at it, you’ve just gained some invaluable battle experience against a formidable enemy. It was bound to happen at some point. Now cut the pity party and let’s keep moving. He could be fighting my friends right now, and I’m not going to just let them die.”
 
   Catherine took off running as Kace reluctantly followed. Remi felt like she was losing her mind. What was the point of her being a part of the fight? What could she do?
 
   “Shut up,” she told herself suddenly. She closed her eyes and tried to slow her breathing. “Just shut up. I’ve got this.”
 
   She opened her eyes, took a deep breath, and then focused on where Catherine and  Kace had gone. She chased after them, and she didn’t allow her thoughts to get in the way of what she had to do.
 
   She was determined.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 20 – Impossible
 
   She didn’t catch up to them until they had stopped running entirely. 
 
   And she noticed that they were no longer alone. They had found what was left of Allay’s elite warriors. Catherine, Kace, Talia, Zhou, Daisy, Achan and the two remaining young Sages were all standing side by side on a rooftop, looking down at something below.
 
   As Remi approached, she noticed that all but Kace were wearing their Sage robes. All of different colors, their robes blew in the wind like a beacon of hope. She also noticed that none of them were clean. Dirt flew out of their hair. Mud caked the back of their clothes. She could only guess as to what their faces looked like.
 
   Regardless, the facts were there.
 
   All had engaged the enemy at some point but her.
 
   “Shut up,” she whispered, walking forward. She stepped next to Kace and stood there with them all, as if she had been there all along. He smiled at her and then nodded towards what they were all glancing at below.
 
   She looked down and tried not to panic.
 
   There were three of them below. The monster from earlier, a skinny man with beady eyes and clothes that were three sizes too big, and a toned warrior, outfitted with thin armor around his limbs, chest and thighs. Just from looking at him, he appeared fast.
 
   “Are we ready for this?” Catherine asked with her voice full of determination. Remi noticed the morale rising from the others as they steeled their faces and cast fear aside. “Good. Let’s go.”
 
   Catherine leapt down first and headed straight for the armored man. He took out a sword from his sheath and clashed with her, sword against eidolon. They parried and exchanged blows as the monster began barreling toward the young Sage who had dropped second. The thin man stayed in the background as much as possible. He used the monster’s weight and size to protect him.
 
   Remi glanced to her right and noticed that she was the only one still on the roof. They had all leapt down but her, and she didn’t want to feel left out. She unsheathed her eidolon and pointed it towards the thin man. If everyone else was preoccupied with the others, she might as well focus on him.
 
   Her eidolon hummed and she frowned at the information she was receiving.
 
   There was something weird going on with the air.
 
   No, not the air. But there was something strange…what was it? She waved her eidolon around in a small circular motion, reading the battle before her. It was the Sages. They were…they were getting weaker…but it was on a small scale. Were they just tired? Were they…NO! It wasn’t that at all!
 
   Her eidolon stopped on the thin man, who had his hands raised towards the battle before him.
 
   He was sapping their strength!
 
   Remi watched in horror as he picked up the intensity, especially increasing it whenever someone got hit. The Sages wouldn’t think that anything weird was going on. They would just think that the blow they received was harder than they expected, or that their enemy was stronger than they thought, when that wasn’t necessarily true.
 
   “HE’S TAKING YOUR ENERGY!” she shouted, but no one listened. They were all in danger, and their senses were devoted solely to an all-out defensive or survival. Remi leapt down from the roof and hit the ground hard, nearly falling face first. Luckily, she only landed on one knee, and she immediately propelled herself forward. 
 
   She heard a cry coming from her right and watched as Zhou was punched in the chest so hard that his body immediately went limp. His Sage robes vanished around him the moment he hit the dirt. The dead body of another young Sage was already lying next to him.
 
   She turned to the left and watched as the last young Sage was cut across his abdomen by the armored man. Catherine roared in anger and redoubled her efforts, attempting to fight the armored man once more, but she only received a cut down her right shoulder for her efforts. Talia defended her while she nursed her wound.
 
   I have to get the thin man, she thought to herself as she began running towards him. The thin man shouted out to the monster in another language, and the monster turned on her. She prepared to face him with all she that had, gripping her eidolon tight, when someone tackled her from behind. The monster barreled past her as she looked to her protector. 
 
   It was Kace. He was breathing so hard that he started coughing. She helped him to his feet as the monster began hitting Achan. Achan tried to cut through the monster’s limbs but his blade couldn’t break the skin. The monster pounded on his body long after he crumpled to the ground. 
 
   “STOP!” Catherine screamed. The monster ceased his ruthless attack and turned towards them all. Catherine’s tears flowed freely as she turned to look at her comrades.
 
   “Retreat,” she whispered, and they all obeyed. They leapt to the roof from which they had once stood united, and immediately they noticed that not everyone had come back alive. 
 
   Zhou.
 
   And all three of the young Sages were dead.
 
   Achan was not far behind.
 
   “I didn’t even get to say good-bye!” Catherine roared as she slammed a fist into the rooftop. Talia was the only one that watched their opponents leave together. As they left, they began tearing down every house they came across, killing or seriously wounding whoever was inside. When people started running out of their homes, they would give chase, and quickly ensure that they could run no more. 
 
   “Those people need us,” Daisy said. “Everyone they kill will be gone forever, just like the ones we…” Her voice trailed off as they all thought of their fallen comrades.
 
   “They had just gotten back,” Catherine mumbled. “And now they’re gone. And for what?”
 
   “We have to do something,” Talia replied. 
 
   “Yeah,” Catherine said. “But if we don’t come up with a plan, the results will be the same.”
 
   “I wish Marie was here.”
 
   “We couldn’t risk her being targeted,” Catherine sighed. “What do you think we should do?”
 
   “We were separated,” Kace suggested. “So that means we should compare notes. Does anyone have any knowledge on those three that could help?”
 
   “The armored man,” Talia said. “He’s the one that got the drop on me and one of the young ones earlier. He can copy techniques. Maybe not eidolons or special abilities, but the way you fight. He adapts to you the longer you combat him. I think he has the armor on him so he has extra protection until he learns how you operate.”
 
   “The thin man,” Remi said. “When you were all fighting I noticed that he was draining everyone’s energy. Eidolons were losing their density. You all were getting exhausted quicker. The thin one might not be a fighter, but he’s arguably the most dangerous.”
 
   “The monster needs to be hit in the head,” Catherine said. “Plain and simple.”
 
   “They obviously work together,” Daisy said. “And we won’t get anywhere unless we do the same.”
 
   “Any ideas?” Talia asked, but no one spoke up.
 
   “Send me,” Remi spoke up. “Just me, until the rest of you can get into position to make one, coordinated strike.”
 
   “Why you?” Kace wondered. 
 
   “Because they don’t want to kill me,” she said. “That monster back there had every opportunity to hurt me back there, but he didn’t. And I think it’s because Cimmerian briefed the three of them on who I am and what I mean to their endgame. They don’t want to destroy one of the Sorcerers’ weapons.”
 
   “They may not kill you,” Talia warned. “But that doesn’t mean they can’t harm you.”
 
   “Regardless, I should be the bait.”
 
   “It could take a while until we’re in position,” Daisy said. “To make it count anyways. You sure you can handle things until we intervene?”
 
   “Your friends died defending this Kingdom and all of us. The least I can do is extend the same. And to be clear, I want to do this alone. I need to do this alone.”
 
   “But why?” Kace asked. “You don’t have to.”
 
   “It’s because anyone that comes with me right now will die,” she said. “And it will make the precision strike meaningless because they’ll be on alert even longer. I want them to think that the rest of you aren’t coming. That no one’s going to save me. It’s the only way we have a chance at beating them, and who knows? I might even be able to take one of them out in the process.”
 
   “That’s a lot to ask of you,” Catherine said. “And remember that you don’t have to go all-out. Stalling is the key here, not winning.”
 
   “All I have to do is not faint,” Remi said, giving Catherine a wink. “Got it.”
 
   A tiny smile came upon Catherine’s lips.
 
   “Then show us what a weapon like you can do.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” Remi said as she stood behind them. All three of her enemies turned around in unison. She must have looked so unassuming standing before them, not even wearing her Sage robes or keeping her eidolon at her side. 
 
   Immediately they looked for the trap. The monster and the armored man scanned the area as the thin man started backing away, taking his spot in the background. Remi made a mental note to stay as far away from him as possible, and if she felt the least bit tired while they were just standing there, the battle would have to start, whether she was ready or not. 
 
   “Where are your friends?” the armored man asked, his silver eyes narrowing at her.
 
   “They’re gone,” she said. “You killed too many of their friends.”
 
   “Then what are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m here to kill you,” she said, clenching her fists. He noticed the motion.
 
   “If anything this is a trap,” he said. 
 
   “Not at all,” she said. “It’s just me. I’m not going to run away because the odds aren’t in my favor.”
 
   “That’s surprising,” Dominic said, appearing from behind one of the houses. “Especially considering how weak you are.”
 
   Remi tried to keep calm once she saw him though she was screaming on the inside. There were four of them now?!
 
   “Ah,” Dominic said, pointing his red eidolon towards her. “That’s what I was looking for. That fear. It’s right there, bubbling up inside of you. Didn’t expect to see me so soon, did you?”
 
   “How did you get out?” she asked as he circled around her at a distance. 
 
   “I could have gotten out whenever I wanted. And ten minutes ago, I wanted to.”
 
   “Is Tyuin okay?”
 
   “I don’t know where he is, as far as I know. But the real question is, are you? I’m sorry, you were saying something about not running away. Please continue.”
 
   “I was going to tell your teammates about my experiences.”
 
   “To stall,” he said, tapping his eidolon against his leg. He stopped circling to face her directly.
 
   “No, to make a point.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “You know nothing about me. I grew up in an encampment that lived to steal from Cimmerian. They were merciless in their pursuits, and they killed anyone that got in their way. You have no idea what I’ve seen and what I’ve done. You know nothing. Think about it. When have I ever backed down since you’ve been watching me? When?”
 
   “You fainted earlier,” the armored man said. “Against our friend.”
 
   “I pretended to,” she declared, keeping her gaze fixed on Dominic. “To see if he was willing to hurt one of the Sorcerer’s weapons. He’s not.”
 
   “We just can’t kill you,” Dominic sneered. “And you’re stupid to come here by the way. We were going to go back to your friends and snatch you from them but now you’re right here. Ready to be captured.”
 
   “If you can stop me.”
 
   “Just stop it,” he laughed. “I can sense your power. You’re weak. You’d be lucky to take down one of us.”
 
   “As long as I take down you alone, it will be worth it,” Remi spat back at him. “You know what I’m going to do to you? I’m going to save you for last. After I take out your little band over there, I’m going to make you my bitch. I’m going to put you on a leash and parade you around . I’m going to dress you in frilly outfits and make you bark whenever I tell you to speak. And you’re going to like it.”
 
   “Don’t you ever talk to me like that again, you wench,” Dominic snapped. “You have no idea who you’re talking to. If you only knew you would be quivering in—”
 
   Remi slit his throat with her eidolon and kept on moving. She didn’t want to see the blood, and so she sprinted forward, heading straight for the armored man as Dominic fell to his knees behind her, clutching his neck and gagging.
 
   The monster stepped in front of her and tried to swipe at her head but she leapt back and dodged the attempt. She wasn’t even going to try to kill the monster because she wasn’t sure if her eidolon would cut through his hide. The thin man was the priority. 
 
   She took a deep breath and thought about how she was going to get past the monster when she felt her energy waning. The thin man was working on her from a distance, and he was trying to take her energy from her as quickly as possible. 
 
   Suddenly the draining stopped as Kace leapt upon him in full Quietus form. She nearly leapt for joy once she saw him claw away at him. Unfortunately, the victory was short lived as the armored man kicked him in the face and then grabbed him from behind, putting Kace in a chokehold and squeezing the life out of him. 
 
   The monster still stood in her way. And she could tell that he was still alert based on the way he kept darting his eyes to the skies. There was no way the Sages were going to step in now, especially after Kace’s attack.
 
   The monster roared and attempted to punch her in the face as hard as it could, and he barely activated her armor form in time. He smashed his knuckle against her steel body and howled in rage—not at the pain, but the frustration that he couldn’t get to her.
 
   “Let me,” the armored man said, handing Kace’s lifeless body to the monster. “Don’t break him yet. We need him for leverage.”
 
   The armored man unsheathed his sword and examined her steel form meticulously. 
 
   “I’ve got you,” he said, getting ready to make an incision. She deactivated her form and summoned her white Sage robes as she leapt forward with eidolon in hand. Yet somehow, the armored man blocked her attack. Parrying her thrust upwards, he kicked her in the chest and she went sprawling to the dirt. The armored man sneered at her.
 
   “You killed my friend, and seriously wounded Dominic. That won’t go unpunished.”
 
   “Mm-hmm,” she said, jumping to her feet. Using bursts of energy, she struck at the armored man, knowing that the odds of her succeeding were slim. She would activate her armored form occasionally, right when he was about to hit her, but he would always stop, as if he could read her mind.
 
   “You’re predictable,” he said as he kicked her in the chest again. She didn’t fall, but it seriously hurt. She clutched her breast as he shook his head. “You’re inexperienced. Untalented. Weak. I don’t get why you’re even trying.”
 
   “Because someone has to,” she whispered. She grit her teeth and decided to try a different approach. No more killing strikes. Just aim to wound.
 
   She nearly stabbed his arm when she lost her left instead. 
 
   Her left arm went flying behind her as the armored man snickered.
 
   “Was that what you meant to do?” he said casually as the pain flooded her. This pain, she was not used to. It wasn’t a dull never ending ache. It was a violent screaming baby, demanding to be fed with attention. The world around her lost all meaning and purpose. There was only the roaring sensation coming from her arm. 
 
   “It’s okay. It was a clean cut,” she heard him say, but his voice was distant. It was so soft she wasn’t even sure he had said it or if she had made it up. She tried to concentrate on his voice, in order to bring her back to reality. With a little more clarity, she began focusing on the wound, closing it up completely. She had healed minor cuts before through mediation, but not one this big. There was no way she could save her arm, and so she might as well concentrate on stopping the bleeding. 
 
   But just as she was nearly done, she felt her other arm leave her.
 
   The pain came back. 
 
   She thought she was prepared as she had experienced it once already, but she was tired now.
 
   She couldn’t give the pain what it wanted, and so she lost herself completely. Lost in a trance, she fell to her knees and then onto the side of her face, watching as blood left her body. She blinked rapidly as her thoughts left her. Her body went numb and soon the pain left her. It still screamed, but it was like someone had taken it away from her. She heard it, but it no longer affected her in the same way.
 
   She nearly smiled. 
 
   She felt blissful. 
 
   Almost whole again.
 
   It was a good feeling.
 
   NO! her mind snapped at her. NO! GET UP! GET UP! GET UP! Remi’s eyes fluttered and she gasped for breath. She hadn’t realized she had been holding it in. Her senses were getting sharper but so was the agony. She accepted its rage and its cries. She acknowledged it without succumbing. She started closing the wound on her right arm.
 
   No! Not that!
 
   Barely conscious, she leapt to her feet and jumped backwards, several feet away. The armored man snapped his head back in shock as she concentrated on her wound, closing it completely.
 
   “What are you doing?” he shouted, his arms slack as he couldn’t fathom her still standing. Her body was already weak. She was sick. And then she had lost both arms. How was this even possible?
 
   Remi lifted her head and glared at him, her arms no longer there. His eyes went wide as she looked past him and to the monster in the background, still holding Kace. 
 
   She transformed the lower half of her body, forming a makeshift skirt as her white Sage robe only covered her waist and legs. And then she leapt into the air over the armored man’s head, aiming straight for the monster with no weapon at her disposal. 
 
   She landed a couple yards away from the monster and Kace when she heard the armored man’s footsteps coming from behind. 
 
   She stuck out her tongue and curled it. 
 
   It wrapped around a hilt. 
 
   She bit down on it hard to keep it secured.
 
   She spun around, using her strengthened legs for momentum.
 
   And she stabbed the blade of her eidolon through the armored man’s throat. His voice caught in his throat as she leapt back and slammed her body into his, bringing them both down to the ground. 
 
   As she kept the hilt of her eidolon caught firmly between her teeth, she used the weight of her body to ensure that he wouldn’t be getting back up. 
 
   The monster roared and threw Kace to the side. He cocked back a fist to punch her, and that’s when the Sages came. Catherine, Daisy and Talia all leapt into the air, and each of them  thrust their eidolons into the crown of his head, standing on his shoulders and using the weight of their bodies to press their blades further into his skull. The monster toppled over and didn’t get back up. 
 
   Remi groaned and stood to her feet, still delirious.
 
   Her left leg was severed.
 
   Remi fell over onto her face as she heard Catherine scream Dominic’s name. The three Sages rushed him and as Remi’s mind faded, she could hear them scuffling with him in the distance. 
 
   Suddenly, she felt a burning sensation where her leg once was. She screamed out in agony as she was woken back up. Why couldn’t she sleep? When would the torture end?
 
   Someone stretched out on the ground next to her. The familiar face was level with hers. Their cheek on the ground like hers. 
 
   She could barely see who it was as her vision had gone blurry, but she could hear the whispers. The soft, sweet whispers, losing volume by the second.
 
   “I’m here, Remi,” the voice said. “It’s me, Olivia. I cauterized your wound for you…you didn’t have to do this alone, Remi. I would have fought with you. Eckard too.”
 
   The face inched closer.
 
   “I think I’m going to ride your coattails for a while. Since we’ve separated, I’ve been through Oblivion trying to find you, and now that I have, I see that you have a great thing going. I want to see Paragon, Remi. I know you’re going, and I know the Sages will take you there.”
 
   The face inched even closer, until their noses were nearly touching.
 
   “I know I’m a traitor. And when you wake up…if you ever wake up…you can scream about it all you want. But it won’t matter. Because I will have proven myself to them, and honestly, they’ll always remember your weakness. It follows you around like body odor you can’t wash off. I’m sorry to say this, but it’s true. I’ll try to be good from here on out, but I had to remind you.”
 
   The face moved so close that their lips were practically touching.
 
   “I had to remind you that no matter what you do, you’ll never be as good as me.”
 
   Remi’s eyes shut. 
 
   And she slept.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 21 – Bed
 
   She was groggy, but at least she was awake. Stretching her arms absentmindedly, she yawned and felt crust in her eyes fall. She reached up to rub her eyes when she realized that something was wrong. What touched her skin was not flesh.
 
   She lowered her right arm.
 
   How did she have an arm?
 
   She examined the construct attached to her shoulder as her vision slowly cleared. It was mechanical in nature, a combination of steel and wood, and painted to match the color of her skin as much as possible. She examined her left side and saw that there was a similar arm attached to that side as well. It was then that she noticed the bed she laid on.
 
   It was the most beautiful bed she had ever seen, quite unlike the small cot she would curl up on at home. There were lavish gold colored comforters, fluffy white pillows propping up her back, and a sheet under her that was smooth to the touch. 
 
   The old her would have laid back down to sleep. But she figured that she had slept enough. It was time to figure out where she was. 
 
   She took her time. She sat up and looked around the room she had been placed in. There were large bay windows behind her and outside was a valley as wide as she could see. There were so many flowers and different species of birds flying about that she figured she had to be dreaming. She blinked her eyes and took in the ambience for a moment before turning back to the room. The ceiling was high above her and a chandelier hung from the center, outfitted with triangular diamonds and red wax candles. The room itself had a solid gold colored wallpaper and a glass coffee table sat in the center of the lush gold and white rug, with a book and a quill pen sitting on top of it. There were other large bay windows around her, but they had curtains over them, keeping the mysteries that lay beyond the panes hidden. 
 
   She shifted her legs and then remembered Dominic’s last attack.
 
   She threw the covers off the bed and examined her severed leg, now outfitted with the same kind of prosthetic as her arms. She closed her eyes to think when someone knocked on the open door. She looked up to see Catherine giving her a great big smile. She no longer looked dirty or tired. She was chipper, and she was wearing a long lacey white dress. She would have assumed it was a bride’s dress if it wasn’t for how short the skirt had been cropped at the knees. 
 
   Catherine ran forward on her bare feet and then plopped at the end of the massive bed. She kicked her legs over the side as she leaned onto her elbows and stared up at Remi.
 
   Remi laughed. “What in the world are you doing?”
 
   “Just waiting for you to get out of bed.”
 
   “You’re acting like a little kid,” Remi snickered.
 
   “Maybe because I feel like one,” she said, sliding off the bed and onto her feet. She practically bounced over to Remi and took her mechanical hands into hers. Remi winced at the sight, but Catherine’s joy was undeterred. 
 
   “You’ll get used to them. I promise.”
 
   “How do you know,” Remi asked, staring down at them. “They feel…so cold.”
 
   “Why don’t you look at it this way,” Catherine said with a wink. “They’ll be stronger than your old arms.”
 
   Remi’s eyebrows perked up. Well…that was true.
 
   “Come on,” Catherine said. “Just watch the leg. There’s a couple of crutches under the bed you can use for walking around. I want to show you some things.”
 
   “Are we in Paragon?” Remi asked and Catherine pursed her lips.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “Yeah,” she laughed as Catherine grabbed the crutches. 
 
   “Sorry I’m being so annoying,” she said, handing Remi the crutches. “My head has been in the clouds lately. It’s been so long since I had a break. Years.”
 
   “How long was I sleeping?”
 
   “Two months.”
 
   Remi closed her eyes to let that sink in. “And Allay?”
 
   “Safe for now,” Catherine said. “Dominic’s also under Paragon’s custody. I’m sure they have a lot of questions for him.”
 
   “He won’t break out this time?”
 
   “I’m sorry for that by the way,” Catherine said. “I didn’t think he was still in a position to lash out. You would still have both of your legs if we had been paying more attention to him instead of the monster.”
 
   “You did nothing wrong,” Remi mumbled. “But I am a bit concerned. Why is Allay safe now when it wasn’t before?”
 
   “Because Paragon has sent reinforcements. A little late if you ask me, but at least they’re there. We were escorted here after we said our goodbyes to Tyuin. Every guard he lost is being replaced by someone even stronger, but of course, that doesn’t make the hurt go away. We all lost something that day.”
 
   “So what do we do now?”
 
   “Cimmerian is quiet at the moment. Probably trying to figure out their next move. They know that one of the Sorcerer’s weapons is safe here in Paragon, and they probably didn’t expect to lose as many as they did in the end. There’s going to be a lot of time taken out to reassess. So we’re at a standstill for now. As for what we do, it’s time to…how did Kace put it? Compare notes.”
 
   “Kace!” Remi shouted as she put the crutches under her armpits. “How is he?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask him yourself?” she said, pointing toward the door. Kace was poking his head in the room with wide eyes.
 
   Remi giggled. “What are you doing over there? Get your butt in here!”
 
   Kace laughed and entered the room. Two months had certainly passed. There was no evidence of the damage his body had taken in Allay, and it was apparent that he had been working out. Most of all, she loved his smile. Whatever was going on in Paragon, he was happy.
 
   “I want to show you around,” he said, putting a hand on her back and helping her stand. The prosthetic leg combined with the real one was unsettling. She found herself wanting to shift most of her weight to her real one, subconsciously believing that the fake one would break. She tried her best to balance herself evenly.
 
   “This will take some getting used to,” she said, using the crutches to propel her forward. She noticed how light she felt. And her body wasn’t aching or nagging of exhaustion like usual. 
 
   “They have a full blown school here,” he said as he walked beside her. Catherine gave them their space, but she followed along as they talked. 
 
   They walked past a few more open rooms down a luxurious hallway, lit up by the sun from all the windows placed in the walls. Finally, they hit the open air. 
 
   They were on a stone bridge, but there were platforms everywhere that one could take steps down to. From looking over the edge of the glass railing, she saw that the steps and platforms went down for miles. They were very high up in the air, yet when she looked out in the distance, she could see rolling hills and meadows and animals lazily mulling around. It was a surreal sight. To know that they had to almost be touching clouds yet the land was easily visible. 
 
   She looked over the railing again and squint her eyes. She could see the bottom now. She closed her eyes and then reopened them. She couldn’t see it anymore
 
   “This is cool,” she said as Kace laughed. 
 
   “Yeah, there’s a lot of things your body can do that it can’t out there in Terra. We’re a lot stronger here for one. I doubt you’ll feel any sickness.”
 
   “Wow,” she said, not even sure how to take that fact. No more illness? She could finally find out what it feels like to be normal…
 
   “You mentioned a school,” she said. “What’s that?”
 
   “This is part of it,” he said, pointing to one of the stone platforms. A few students were sparring with each other. Kace pointed to another, and she could see a couple fighting in full Sage garb, clashing their eidolons against one another. “It’s not a Sage school,” Kace said. “It’s for anyone that’s willing to grow. Here in Paragon, there’s not too many places like this unfortunately.”
 
   “I see,” Remi said as one of the students looked familiar. When she squint her eyes, she realized that it was Olivia, trading blows with another student. Neither were using weapons. They used close quarters combat, flipping each other and trying to strike at each other’s abdomen. Kace sighed as he noticed what she was looking at.
 
   “I was skeptical about her when she came with us to Paragon,” he said. “I was watching her the whole time and I even told Catherine what she did on Terra. But…she hasn’t shown any signs of being the person she once was. I don’t know what happened to her when we ditched her, but it seems like it was all for the best. She’s rising in the ranks around here. All she does is train.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Remi said with no emotion whatsoever. A tingling in the back of her mind struggled to remind her of something important, but she couldn’t quite reach it yet. She still didn’t trust Olivia, but perhaps Kace was right. 
 
   People could change, right?
 
   “What else?” Remi asked as they moved along. They walked past platform after platform for an entire mile until they reached the next building—a glass tower with stone pillars and cornerstones. It stretched so high that even when she squint her eyes, it took a while before she could see the top. Having her eyes readjust was also disconcerting. 
 
   “What’s in here?”
 
   “Hold on,” Catherine said, pointing behind Remi. “I would like you to meet someone first. My husband, James.”
 
   Remi leapt in shock when he appeared behind her. 
 
   “Oops, sorry about that,” James chuckled. “Didn’t mean to scare you.” He was so average looking that it made Remi want to weep. He wasn’t tall nor short. Not fat nor skinny. He just was. His hair was short, and he wore a blue Sage robe, but otherwise, there was little to his physical individuality.
 
   “You haven’t changed a bit,” Catherine laughed and James fake pouted. 
 
   “Says you. I’m the big cheese around her now. I would mind your manners if I were you.”
 
   “Oh please, just point out a platform and give me a time.”
 
   “I was just playing,” James sulked, rubbing his short hair. “You’ve gotten so violent since we’ve been apart.”
 
   “I haven’t been prancing around in Paragon for twenty years,” she said, sticking her tongue out at him. Kace rolled his eyes and turned to Remi.
 
   “Don’t be around these two alone. You’ll lose your mind and consider working for the enemy.”
 
   “Prancing,” James huffed. Catherine laughed and threw her arms around him, giving a big kiss. Remi looked for a brick platform to sit on. Kace laughed as she walked away, but he didn’t follow. He let her enjoy the new world for herself. There would be plenty of time to spend together.
 
   Remi sighed and sat over the edge of the platform. It was weird feeling one leg dangling and the other…just not being there, but that was the situation she was in. When she leaned back onto the palms of her hands, it was awkward and for a moment, she thought of what would happen if she jumped off. 
 
   But it was a thought. Nothing more. 
 
   “Shut up,” she whispered to herself anyways, just for extra measure.
 
   Her thoughts weren’t real unless she made it so. That much she had learned, and she would carry that lesson with her for the rest of her life. What did she have to be upset about? She had an awesome boyfriend. She was living in freaking Paradise, and even her body had gotten an upgrade. No more aches in the arms. No more wobbling legs. Okay, one leg. 
 
   She would be okay. 
 
   No, she would be more than okay.
 
   “Hey,” James said as he sat down beside her. “Sorry for that. I’m still not used to Catherine being around so I just lose my mind and forget everyone around me when she’s near.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Remi chuckled. She stared out over the expanse of blue sky. It was like an ocean, and she was dangling her legs within it. It was an incredible sensation.
 
   “So you’re the leader around here?” she asked. James shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “People look to me for answers, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’m in charge. That was mainly a joke back there.”
 
   “But you do call the shots.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “So…what’s the plan? What do we do next?”
 
   James laughed. “You’re not playing around.”
 
   “I’ve been playing around and sitting on my butt since I was a baby. I’m ready to get up and do something.”
 
   “In that case, I have plenty of things you can do. With a war just beginning, there’s no shortage of missions. The most important, in my eyes at least, being the one you already imposed on yourself—finding the other Sorcerer weapons.”
 
   “I can get started on that as soon as I’ve trained a bit.”
 
   “Sure,” he said. Remi looked at him in surprise.
 
   “You really don’t care about my health? Or that I’m rushing into things?”
 
   “Should I?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I don’t.”
 
   “I don’t get it. This is our first conversation together, and you’re acting like you’ve known me since I was born. Like you trust me with your life.”
 
   “Let me put it this way. I know what it’s like not to feel wanted. To be looked down upon and thought of as worthless. But once you find that well of power within yourself, and start changing your world, there’s nothing that can stop you. So why should I try? You say you can do this, then you can do it. End of story.”
 
   “I can see why Catherine admires you.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” he laughed. “If anything, it’s the other way around. She’s the reason I am who I am today. Just like Kace back there.” Remi turned to look at him. “I don’t know what your future with him holds, but who you are…it will be determined by him. Just like his character will be determined by you. When it comes to love, that’s how it works. For better or worse.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “I want you to keep growing on your terms. You’ve gotten yourself this far so it’s apparent that’s what works. Nothing I say or do is going to help you more than you can help yourself, though I will assist in any way I can.”
 
   “And what about everyone else? What are they fighting for?”
 
   “Paragon’s safety,” he said, getting serious. “As well as Terra’s. One key element about Terra is that people can still be born there. Should the war go on for too long, Terra will be the most important asset we have, as that’s how armies can be replenished. Even now, both Paragon and Cimmerian are sending out scouts to recruit others to their side. That was one great thing about your arrival. Some people in Paragon were inspired by your story of courage and so they joined the school. We’re gaining more members each day now.”
 
   “Then why would you let me leave? I could die out there. Wouldn’t you want me to stay back here so that I can inspire others?”
 
   James scoffed. “Are you kidding? You need to get back out there and have some more adventures. It’s what you did to those guys from Cimmerian that everyone’s really talking about? I mean, sheesh, taking out that armored guy with an eidolon in your teeth? While having no arms? I was psyched up.”
 
   Remi beamed in delight.
 
   “You’re the baddest Sage we’ve got around here. You think I’m going to let you sit here and twiddle your thumbs? No. You need to go out there and kick some butt. Find those weapons. Take down some Cimmerians, and just do what you do best.”
 
   James shook his head and stood to his feet. 
 
   “If I’m going to be honest, you scare me a bit. And I’m on your side! Imagine how your enemies feel about you right now.”
 
   James walked away, but Remi was stilling feeling the high off of his words. She looked to the left. She looked to the right, and then she bowed her head and smiled as a single tear fell from her eyes. 
 
   “Awesomeness achieved,” she whispered under her breath.
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   Rise of the Sages (Sage Saga, Book 7)
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   James thought his story was over.
 
   But with the convergence of Terra, Oblivion, and Paradise, it has only just begun.
 
   Once again allied with his former teammates, the reunion is found to be bittersweet, as they are soon targeted by ruthless assassins, overcome by betrayal, and pursued by an enemy so relentless that it could be nothing but personally driven.
 
   In a world void of second chances, James realizes that he has to push his Sage abilities to the limit and beyond if he, and everyone he loves, is to have a fighting chance. But with time being short, and whispers of war riding the winds, there is little time to prepare.
 
   The Sages have indeed returned.
 
   But for how long?
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   The Sorcerer’s Dragon (Seven Sorcerers Saga, Book 2)
 
   AVAILABLE FOR PREORDER HERE
 
    
 
   Walking the line between life and death, Remi Fonteyn continues the rough journey she started out on. For every ally she gains, she also acquires a new enemy, and the bounty on her head increases by the day. Those closest to her prove they can’t be trusted, yet she has no choice but to keep them by her side until her quest is finished. 
 
   And above all, the Seven Sorcerers are watching and waiting—for the perfect moment to cut her down for good.
 
   Remi knows she is one step closer to victory. She just has to hold on a little longer. 
 
   And while finding the legendary weapons of the Seven Sorcerers is proving to be a difficult task, she has never been one to back down from a challenge.
 
    
 
   Picking up where The Sorcerer’s Ring left off, Remi’s quest is far from over as she navigates a world full of magic and wonder, mystical beasts and songs of legends, political intrigue and breathtaking romance. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   An Excerpt from:
 
   My Immortal Playlist
 
   TRACK 1 – Like a Horror Movie
 
   “I never loved another as much as I loved him. Somehow our souls just spoke to each other on a level that no two human beings ever could. Sure, it sounded crazy, but it was no more insane than a small town girl falling for a vampire, or a werewolf, or a ghost, and I had learned through those traumatic relationships to embrace the simpler things in life. And there was no one simpler…than my lover, Frank. A zombie.”
 
    
 
   With the voiceover now over, the credits began to roll, and I heard several snickers and sucks of the teeth ring throughout the movie theater. A single round of applause came from the girl sitting to my right, caring little for my embarrassment and instead giving her favorite actress the respect she didn’t necessarily deserve. I sunk further down in my seat and covered my face, hoping no one recognized and associated me with the sadist.
 
   “That may have been Stewart’s best performance yet!” she exclaimed, whipping her head toward me and almost slapping me in the face with one of her golden, curly locks.
 
   “I can’t believe you dragged me to see this,” I groaned, chucking an empty Snickers wrapper to the sticky floor, which coagulated immediately with mounds of popcorn, butter and unknown substances. I swear I saw a donut lying there at the end of the row.
 
   “I can’t wait for the sequel! Just think, when she finally decides to become a zombie…she’ll be the sexiest zombie in Hollywood!”
 
   “Doesn’t it take her six books for that to happen?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s totally worth it.”
 
   “Which book out of the series was this movie?”
 
   “This was the first one.”
 
   I closed my eyes and counted to five. It was better than bugging out on her. I knew I should have gone to the movies alone, but then she called just as I was out the door, and like an idiot, I answered, and then to add more dirt to my coffin, I told her where I was headed. And then she cried and cried that she had no one to watch the latest gag fest with her, and of course, I gave in to the terrorist’s demands. I almost believed that it wouldn’t be so bad. But once the movie started and the eerie, banjo music started blaring over the loudspeaker, I realized I had made a terrible mistake. I mean, who uses a banjo? Name one famous person who plays the banjo. 
 
   Seriously. 
 
   I’ll wait.  
 
   “I should’ve stayed home,” I sighed under my breath.
 
   “You didn’t put up much of a fight,” she said, her blue mascara strangely accenting her vibrant green eyes. What was with this new fad of mixing strange colors together?
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “But that’s only because someone told me this movie was different. It wasn’t what I thought it was going to be at all.”
 
   “Okay, and what were you expecting? A horror movie?”
 
   “Exactly. I mean c’mon, the movie is called Zombie Kisses. How do zombies kiss?”
 
   “Like everyone else.”
 
   “Well, it didn’t look appealing.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to like horror movies anyways,” she huffed.
 
   “And why is that?” I scoffed, sitting up in my seat quickly. Margaret flashed an award winning smile and made her voice all cutesy.
 
   “Because you’re a woman,” she said. “You’re not supposed to like horror movies.”
 
   “Ugh,” I groaned again, closing my eyes and turning around to see our fellow moviegoers leave in frustration and disappointment. I thought I heard one old guy say that he was surprised that Snow White was in love with zombies now instead of Prince Charming. I had to giggle. I loved it when the elderly saw an actress and assumed she was the same character in every movie.
 
   “I’m serious. If we’re ever going to graduate high school and snag a husband, we can’t give off the image that we’re into blood and gore and all of those unattractive things.”
 
   “Not like horror movies…snag a husband…what is this? The 50’s? Seriously, Margaret, you’re being unrealistic. And a little bit of a hypocrite. Do you seriously think that just because this movie is classified as a romance, it means you’re not into the supernatural? Think about it. A girl gets tired of her marriage with a vampire and decides to fall for a zombie! Who, I might add, tries to eat her shoulder when they’re making out! Listen, I don’t care if Malcolm Maximus looked nothing like a zombie. Yes, he was as gorgeous as always, but the concept is still gross and creepy.”
 
   “This is completely different and you know it! There was no gore or violence whatsoever!”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s a girl and a zombie…”
 
   “Which if you ask me, didn’t look so bad.”
 
   Silence filled the theater and I realized that her face was not giving off its usual amused glow.
 
   “You’re serious,” I said.
 
   “Dead serious.”
 
   “Okay, that’s not funny…I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “What do you want to me say, Alexandra? I love these types of movies, but I still think it’s improper to engage in viewing gory flicks like that stupid torture one that’s making all the headlines these days.”
 
   “Oh, you mean Screwdriver VIII.”
 
   “Yes. Absolutely disgusting.”
 
   “It’s classic horror. A carpenter teams up with a mechanic on this one. Double the screwdrivers. Double the terror. Double the fun.” I really wasn’t that fond of horror movies, but I was willing to say anything to get under Margaret’s skin. 
 
   “Are you like doing a commercial for them or something? You sound way too excited.”
 
   “Um,” a voice interrupted our conversation from below. We looked down to see a pimply faced, red-haired attendant brushing some nachos under a chair in row six. “The movie’s over. I gotta clean up the aisles before the next showing starts.”
 
   “Sorry about that!” I called down as we awkwardly retrieved our purses and jackets in one swoop. 
 
   “How was it by the way?” he asked me as I began to pass him. I stuck to my honesty.
 
   “It made me want to become a zombie,” I said, and he raised an eyebrow in surprise.
 
   “You really liked it that much, huh?”
 
   “No, I mean it made me want to die, come back reanimated and feed on the flesh of the Zom-hards that fall in love with this garbage.” He laughed out loud and nearly dropped his broom. I heard Margaret snicker behind me, and I suddenly gained my composure. I knew what she was thinking—that I was flirting with the attendant. And if I dared to show my face in school the next day without the entire student population thinking I had a new love interest, it was best that I cut the conversation short. 
 
   “Uh, I have to go,” I said to him before he could say anything else. The attendant must have realized what was going on because he just shrugged his shoulders and turned back to his cleaning. I sighed wearily and followed Margaret out the door. She started loading her mouth with a clip full of questions. 
 
   “So…he was cute, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Not really,” I muttered, trying to attempt damage control. “His face was so greasy I could see myself in his forehead.”
 
   “Isn’t that your type?”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to drown out my annoyance by taking loud footsteps on the parking lot asphalt.
 
   “Well, you went out with that Elliot kid, and that was after he changed over the summer, I might add.”
 
   “Well,” I muttered, unsure of what to say. I kept my head down in shame as we walked, but then I miraculously remembered that we drove separately. I didn’t actually have to suffer through the whole conversation today. Maybe if I got to my car in time, I could change the subject. Make a comment about how rusty and old it was before Margaret had any follow up questions. But of course, it was Three Dollar Tuesday at the movies, which meant every high schooler with a half-beaten go-kart was in attendance, and my car suddenly blended in like a toenail in a bag of rice…don’t ask. 
 
   “He was so dreamy before,” she continued on. “I mean, I almost broke my own dating rule and asked him out, but you know, a lady has to have standards. After his…um, change…he didn’t appeal to me as much.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have liked him,” I muttered before I realized what I was saying. I was such an idiot sometimes. Why didn’t I just keep my mouth shut?
 
   “Oh? And why is that? Did you two…”
 
   “Ew. No,” I shuddered, “and I’m surprised a woman of your class would ask such a thing.”
 
   “Some things transcend class.”
 
   “Apparently,” I said, fumbling with my car keys. Why couldn’t it have one of those convenient beepers that let you know where your car was located? I would be spamming it like an elevator button.
 
   “So tell me about you two. I know you went out for at least a month last summer. What was it about him that attracted you?”
 
   “To be honest? He was a little obsessive. Kept hounding me for a date.”
 
   “Oh? Do tell!” Margaret said excitedly as she grabbed my arm and made me face her. I guess the search for the missing rust bucket was at a halt for now.
 
   “All he wanted to do was touch me…or grab me,” I said, smiling like a maniac. “And he liked the taste of my flesh.”
 
   “Okay, that’s enough,” Margaret backed away, wrinkling her face. “Why do you have to put it like that?”
 
   “It’s true though, and it started getting crazier too. He would chase me around the neighborhood, roaring away as he picked at his face, peeling off dead skin like he had just gotten the worst sunburn imaginable, yelling how he wanted to lick my sweat…”
 
   “Stop! Just stop!” Margaret shrieked, stamping her feet to the pavement. “That’s just disgusting! And you know how I can’t stand it when you’re being gross! Just…just see me at lunch tomorrow!”
 
   And with that, my best human friend ran away like I had been infected with a plague. I didn’t get why she was so upset. I thought she liked zombies. 
 
   Oh well, people just liked dreaming. They never thought about how unromantic it was in reality. Deep down, they didn’t really want to be a part of that paranormal world… 
 
   And I would know. 
 
   After all, I was living in it. 
 
   My cell phone rang and I picked it up absent-mindedly as I finally recognized my car, shining like a beacon of poverty. Never could tell what the original paint color was. The seats had springs sticking out of it, and the windows were wide open due to an electrical problem, but I didn’t care. No one would steal it. And it didn’t rain. So that meant today was a good day. It was never sexy driving in a wet interior that clung to your body and gave you a lingering wet dog smell. Actually, speaking of things that smelled…
 
   “Hello?” I answered my phone as I got ready to leave, jimmying the keys into the crooked key hole.
 
   “Where are you?” the voice on the other end said.
 
   “I’m at the movie theater,” I sighed, regretting my words as soon as I said it.  
 
   “And you didn’t invite me?” I could smell the snobbery from where I stood, even through the cell phone.
 
   “I’m sorry, but we didn’t have extra cash for snacks, and we both know how hungry you can get. I’m sorry if I want Margaret to live through graduation.”
 
   “You act like I’m an animal.”
 
   “You are an animal.”
 
   “If I’m such a monster, then why did you go out with me?”
 
   I didn’t exactly have an answer for that, so I just waited for him to speak again. It irritated him to no end, but it was better than lying.
 
   “Have it your way, Alexandra,” he said. “But could you at least do me a favor? I’m kind of stuck in the back of the old gas station on Parker Street. I’m lying in the grass.”
 
   “What are you doing over there? No one uses that station. The prices are ridiculous, and you can get mugged occasionally.”
 
   “Yes. I know,” he stressed. “But I can’t exactly have people watching me if I have an accident, so I have to go there—where it’s a little more private. Which also happened to work in my favor today because I did have an accident, and I was forced to crawl ten yards on my stomach.”
 
   “Okay. Geez. You sound like my grandfather, telling me how he used to walk ten miles in the snow to school. I know you’re exaggerating.”
 
   “Considering the circumstances, I’d rather be him at this point. His leg probably doesn’t fall off whenever he takes a spill.”
 
   “No, just his hip.”
 
   “Ha. Ha, Alexandra. Can you get me?”
 
   “Sure, just don’t get eaten by vultures in the meantime.”
 
   “That’s not funny. I was actually jumped by a gang of them yesterday.”
 
   I giggled at the thought and quickly disconnected the call so he wouldn’t have a chance to scold me. He was getting crankier by the day and the only way I could deal with it was by humor. It wasn’t funny to him, but how else was I going to cope? Especially since I feared the worst…that someday he would be completely dead, and it was all my fault.
 
   It was a good thing he had his accident at a gas station because my car stopped just as I rolled up to a pump. And I had filled it up right before going to the theater too. There must have been a leak.  
 
   Right away I saw Elliot’s car. A brand new, silver, Lincoln navigator. It was pristine and perfect, begging to be awed. He was such a show-off, especially since he came into his money. When he had been hot and popular, the girls would follow him around. At least until they learned that he was as poor as dirt, and he barely had an ounce of ambition in his bones. Not too many liked the idea of being the future breadwinner of the house, so they all eventually moved on. He didn’t care. He was all about quantity over quality. He was a real jerk back when he was hot. 
 
   But then the “incident” happened. And he became ugly. And even stranger, a week later he came into a large amount of money. He wasted no time in showering his previous admirers with gifts and tokens of romance, but he was so disgustingly hideous by then, the girls treated him like a sex offender. It was a pretty big mystery in the high school. How this poor but beautiful face could turn into a wealthy but revolting monster. 
 
   Of course, I knew the answer.
 
   I was the answer.
 
   And I felt so bad for what I did that I even went out with him for a while.
 
   But in the end, he was more disgusted with my physical features than I was of his attitude, and it didn’t take long before we broke up, but of course, since I was the cause of his predicament, we kept in touch, forming some kind of awkward friendship that I’ll never fully understand. Maybe Margaret was right. There really was something wrong with me.
 
   “ELLIOT!” I yelled out, and then I heard a loud, ghastly moan coming from the small field to my left. I left my car unlocked and ran over to the source. Sure enough, he was lying in the grass on his back, staring up at the sky. The bottom halves of his legs…were completely missing.
 
   “Well, at least it was a clean cut,” I said as I inspected his “injuries.” Elliot refused to look at me as I lay down in the grass beside him. There were quite a few pebbles, cigarettes and twigs underneath so I couldn’t really get comfortable, but I fought through the discomfort. I’m sure Elliot was having a far worse day than I was.
 
   “What happened?” I asked, turning to face his right cheek. My brain reminded me of how putrid he smelled on a regular basis, but surprisingly, nothing came my way. I wondered if I had finally gotten used to it after all these months.
 
   “Parts of my body go numb sometimes,” he muttered, his eyes fixed on the clouds. “I lost feeling in my legs after I was done getting gas, and I thought my whole body was inside the car. So I closed the door…and you can figure out what happened next.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just stay in the car? Instead of crawling all the way over here?”
 
   “And destroy the leather interior?” he exclaimed, facing me for the first time. Sure, he had patches of skin peeling off him. His lips were a bruised blue. His teeth were cracked and missing, and his hair looked like it had a bout with chemotherapy…but he was still handsome in his own way. And he had so much money now that he updated his body constantly with make-up. Dentures, hair replacements, skin colored lipstick and clear tape...when he was done, he almost looked like he did before the transformation. 
 
   But that was when he put in the effort. Some days he got depressed and settled for his current situation. Then he really looked like a zombie. I guess today was one of those days.
 
   “Isn’t your body more important than your stupid car?” I asked as he sighed heavily.
 
   “Well, my looks aren’t getting me anywhere.”
 
   “You’re still handsome to me.”
 
   “And that makes you a freak.”
 
   “Says who? Why do you have to live by someone else’s standards in order to be attractive?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. Because the world says so.”
 
   “You’re being a jerk again.”
 
   “It’s who I am.”
 
   “Then why did you call for help?” I snapped back at him. “Jerks don’t tend to need assistance. They think they can handle everything themselves.”
 
   “Well, us princes do need servants to cater to us and respond to our beck and call,” he grinned slyly. I wanted to slap him, but it would do more damage than I intended to his face.
 
   “I would say you’re more like a princess. Cinderella to be exact,” I said as I began mocking him in a butler’s voice. “Doth this leg belong to a lady of the house?”
 
   “Why don’t you walk a mile in my shoes for once?”
 
   “I can’t. You’re not wearing any.”
 
   “Are you done?” he snapped, and I let my chuckle fall down to the level of a whisper. I sat up and took a glance around the parking lot.
 
   “So where are your legs? I didn’t see them by your car.”
 
   “Someone took them,” he muttered.
 
   “Someone took your legs? Who would do something like that?”
 
   “Henry.”
 
   That was the last name I wanted to hear. Anyone but Henry.
 
   “Did you see him take them?”
 
   “Of course I did. He made sure to tell me while he was doing it. Swooped in like he had been stalking me for days, grabbed them and laughed in my face. Said he wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “AND THAT’S WHY I’M HERE?” I yelled, jumping to my feet. Elliot patted my ankles to calm me down.
 
   “Whoa, there. Settle. I didn’t set you up. I could never do that to you.”
 
   “Sorry…it’s just…Henry’s tried to eat me twice already. If it wasn’t for you stepping in the way…he…”
 
   I stopped to rub my eyes as Elliot looked at me endearingly. 
 
   “And I would do it again, Alexandra. No matter how much I may…offend you. You do have a special place in my heart.”
 
   I sniffed and rubbed my nose.
 
   “But your heart’s dead.” A smile crept upon my face. Elliot growled and nipped at my feet. I yelped and jumped to the side, laughing heartily at his reaction. 
 
   “Almost got you,” he muttered as I tried to stop hyperventilating.
 
   “Well, it’s hard to be scared around you when I know your diet.”
 
   “Yeah. I could never eat common folk,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   “A dignified zombie,” I mused. “That’s definitely a new one.”
 
    “And hopefully the only. We must take care of this Henry once and for all.”
 
   “I’m not going to kill him.”
 
   “No one said anything about killing. Besides, he’s already dead. No, I’m saying that we dismember him. Ensure that he can’t put himself back together again. Humpty Dumpty style.”
 
   “Were you trying to make a joke?”
 
   “No, I was trying to make a reference that you commoners would understand.”
 
   “Ancient nursery rhymes aren’t in this year, so the line is a little outdated.”
 
   “And so is this conversation. Alexandra, I want to walk again. So listen carefully and we can get this over with. Henry said that the only way you’ll be able to procure my legs is if you agree to a dinner date with him tonight at Angelo’s. You know, the rat infested, self-proclaimed Italian restaurant over by the Day Owl bowling alley.”
 
   “I know the place. What time?”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “That’s less than an hour from now…but, Elliot. You know I can’t go.”
 
   “If you don’t, I’ll be a cripple for all of eternity. Imagine how that will affect my chances with women. Not just a zombie, but a crippled one at that!”
 
   “You’re so politically correct,” I said, scratching my hair. “I don’t see how this can end well. He hates us.”
 
   “Correction. He hates me for what I did to him. He loves you, despite your involvement. You are in no harm’s way. And to be frank, I don’t think he attacked you to get back at you. I think it was just a misunderstanding. You know how his appetite far exceeds my own. Probably has to do with all those all-you-can-eat places he frequented before he became one of the undead. He has no control.”
 
   “So it’s just a date? That’s all he wants?”
 
   “That’s all. He is to hand over the legs at the end, to which you will promptly come here and reattach them.”
 
   “Okay, first of all…no. I’m not reattaching anything. That’s gross. And second of all, you’re not coming for back-up? What if he gets bitey?”
 
   “Number one, saying the word ‘bitey’ just made you lose ten sexy points, and number two, I would be of no help. What am I going to do? Politely beg him to not eat you as I wither on the ground like a worm after a hurricane? No, thank you.”
 
   “What are sexy points?”
 
   “You’re straying again!” Elliot shouted. “Alexandra, I understand you’re scared. I would be too. His choice of dress is horrendous. But you are a very resourceful girl, and quite smart when you need to be. Even if things get out of hand, I’m sure you’ll be able to escape. Now, this is your choice, but I swear to you—on my Lincoln, and all its technological accessories…if you do not do this, I will no longer be your friend.”
 
   I considered his words carefully.
 
   “But we’re not even friends now,” I stated. He gasped in horror as I reached down and patted him on the forehead. 
 
   “Just kidding, El. Don’t worry. I’ll get your legs. But you owe me.”
 
   “Considering I’m a zombie because of you, I don’t owe you a thing. Let’s call this one step closer to settling your debt.”
 
   “Hmph,” I replied, staring at his face. His eyes said it all. He meant every word. 
 
   “Fine,” I muttered. “Watch out for insects in the meantime, especially ants. Winter’s just around the corner and they’ll be searching for food to store.”
 
   “Good luck, Alexandra,” he said, ignoring my warning.
 
   I don’t know what I used to see in that guy.
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