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Prologue
 
   Her name is Remi Fonteyn.
 
   Battling a life threatening sickness and a boring life, she now seeks purpose.
 
   And so, she ventures out into a beautiful yet dangerous world. 
 
    
 
   Accompanying her is Kace, a Quietus that has taken a liking to the fragile warrior.
 
   Her best friend, Olivia, who has shown herself untrustworthy. 
 
   And Eckard, a Sage that has fallen under Olivia’s oppressive spell. 
 
    
 
   During her journey, 
 
   She fought mercenaries, traitorous Sages, giants and mystical creatures.
 
   She acquired new friends, respect and found internal strength.
 
   But nothing was more shocking than learning the truth.
 
    
 
   She is not just a person.
 
   She is a weapon,
 
   Crafted by one of the Seven Sorcerers of Legend.
 
   And there are six others out there, just like her. 
 
    
 
   Each weapon is powerful enough to have an effect on the upcoming war.
 
   A war between the three worlds: Paragon, Oblivion, and Terra. 
 
    
 
   She is unsure if she can make a difference.
 
   But she won’t know until she tries. 
 
    
 
   The story continues on the edge of Paragon
 
   In a bedroom deep within the new Sage Academy. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 1 – Different
 
   She didn’t mean to look into the mirror. 
 
   As a matter of fact, one of her life’s missions was to avoid them. What did they have to say that she didn’t already know? They never reflected her properly. Growing up, whenever her mind wouldn’t shut up and she just had to know what she looked like, she would promise herself that she was overacting. There was no cause for alarm. She didn’t look that bad.
 
   But she was usually disappointed. 
 
   Her hair would have lost another clump. Her body would have lost some weight even though she had stuffed herself silly less than an hour before. She would look tired and sad. When she smiled she feared that a tooth would fall right out. Even though she was a teenager, she had felt old and weary and occasionally she envied the vitality of her elders. 
 
   Eventually, mirrors were avoided completely. And over time, it was as if they didn’t even exist. Why would she let this reflective surface define her and make her feel bad when it didn’t even tell her who she was on the inside? Yeah, it was best to just ignore them. 
 
   But DAMN!
 
   WHO WAS THAT?
 
   “What is happening?” Remi gasped as she stopped in mid-stride past the bedroom mirror. She took a step back and her eyes widened with shock as a trembling hand came up to her lips. 
 
   Her strawberry hair was so large and full of volume that it nearly bounced when she walked. There was so much hair that she didn’t know what to do. Instinctively she punched it and her hand was nearly swallowed whole. She patted it and a few strands fell down and hung loosely into her eyes and mouth. She groaned and spat at them furiously. When that didn’t work, she tried batting it away, but it only made things worse as her fingers became quickly entangled. 
 
   “Help me!” she shouted as she backed away from the mirror. 
 
   It had always been her enemy. 
 
   She heard someone burst into the room, take a few steps toward her and then burst out laughing. She wasn’t amused.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kace giggled as he held his sides tight. Remi turned around and could only see parts of him through the hairy veil. 
 
   “I’m combing my hair,” she muttered. “What does it look like? Um…can you help me please?”
 
   “You don’t like to be helped. You can do it.”
 
   Remi groaned and pulled at the strands until the roots were ripped from her head. A tear fell from her eye as she grit her teeth from the sharp sudden pain. 
 
   “I’m sure there’s better ways to go about this,” Kace chuckled as he walked over to her bed and sat down. He started looking around the room and soon he broke out into another laughing fit.
 
   “What’s so funny?” she growled as she turned back to the mirror. The strands were gone but there was still too much hair—it was so heavy and hot on her head. She could probably ignore the sensation and hope it all went away, but how long would that take? It was so annoying.
 
   “Your room is a mess,” Kace laughed. “It’s like you took all the furniture and smashed it into little pieces.”
 
   Remi glanced around the room for a second. The sofa, chairs, armoires and even the closet door has been broken at least in half. Cushions were found in all four corners. The stuffing inside was so plenteous it created a new carpet, and her bedsheets were in a ball on the left side of the bed. If it wasn’t for the radiant sunlight coming in through the bay window, and the baby blue wallpaper lightening the mood, she would think she was back at home.
 
   “I did take everything and smash it into little pieces,” Remi admitted as she reached out to her left shoulder and put a hand around the hilt sticking out of it. She yanked the eidolon from her shoulder—a purple Falchion—and immediately started hacking away at her hair. 
 
   “Stop it!” Kace tried to control his laughter as he clutched his sides. “You’re chopping away at it like a bush.”
 
   “It is a bush,” she said matter-of-factly as she nearly cut off a quarter of it. “Why is it clumped like this?”
 
   “No idea,” he said, bouncing from the bed onto his feet and unsheathing the small dagger hanging from his belt. “Hey, let me do this.”
 
   “I want it thin and straight again,” she said, sheathing her eidolon.
 
   “Well, I have no clue how to do that. You might have to get your hair done.”
 
   “My hair done?” she asked. “What does that mean?”
 
   “You know. Get it styled.”
 
   “You can do that? I thought you had two options: cut it or let it grow.”
 
   “That’s what your people did,” he said. “Not the rest of the worlds.”
 
   “Mm-hmm,” she said, sniffing him. “And I suppose the rest of the world doesn’t wash their clothes either.”
 
   “Nope,” he said. She chuckled at his quick reaction. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said after making a few incisions. “I can cut this down but you’re going to have to go to a stylist if you don’t want it getting in the way. There should be a few in Paragon. I would check out Virga since Altostratus is still under repairs after the Cimmerians attacked.”
 
   “Virga’s the second major city, right? Isn’t that getting closer to the King’s palace?”
 
   “Not really. It’s not as far as you think. Besides, if you get someone to go with you, it will make the trip even shorter.”
 
   “You wouldn’t come with me?” she asked, trying to see his eyes in the mirror. But he was still behind her, trying to cut her hair down. 
 
   “I’m hanging out with the guys later.”
 
   “Oh I see,” she said. She didn’t want to push the matter further because she already knew what would happen. Kace would start getting defensive and explain that he actually doesn’t get as much time with them as she thinks. That most of their time together was spent training, and of course, she was free to join them at any time. She didn’t have to hole herself up in the room or go out wandering by herself. 
 
   “We’re training again,” he said. “I have to get stronger.”
 
   “Definitely,” she said, clearing her throat afterwards. “Well, I might join you today.”
 
   “For real?” he asked excitedly. “You sure?”
 
   “Why not?” she asked, though she died a little inside. The training was fine. It was trying to wade through the inside jokes and banter that made her groan on the inside. It wasn’t Kace’s fault. While she had been recovering for two months after the ordeal in Allay, he had naturally met other people at the Sage Academy and made a few friends. He had a head start on forging relationships that she wasn’t even sure if she wanted in the first place. Not to mention that she still felt a little self-conscious.
 
   It wasn’t the sickness this time though. As a matter of fact, the Paragon air was so rich in nutrients that it had actually squashed her illness. She rarely felt nauseous. Her health had improved greatly—evidenced by her hair’s out of control growth, and she was starting to forget what it felt like to be faint and tired all the time.
 
   No, the reason she was self-conscious was because now she had to deal with her artificial limbs.
 
   In the battle against Dominic and his men, she had lost both of her arms and her left leg. In Paragon, they had invented prosthetics that were impressive in function and design. Forged from an array of the finest metals and polished wood, it looked for the most part like real limbs. Few would know something was wrong unless they were looking for it.
 
   The problem, however, was that they weren’t her real limbs. 
 
   Which meant she couldn’t pour her energy into them like her old ones.
 
   It was so ironic. She had cursed her body for so many years because it wouldn’t do what she wanted. It would usually just sputter along until she was so exhausted that she had to sleep for several hours longer than the other townspeople. But now her original arms were missed. 
 
   Because how was she going to carry out her mission now? She was less sick, but now she was even weaker than before. She couldn’t believe she was thinking about it…but she needed her old limbs. 
 
   “How’s the arms?” Kace asked, noticing her staring a little too long at them. 
 
   She lifted her arms and tried to rub her left with her right, but she found herself chuckling at the asinine gesture. Of course she couldn’t feel them that way. Her best bet at this point was to forego ridicule and rub her face across them. At least then her actual skin would know what they felt like. But since Kace was standing right behind her, she decided to forego the motion for now.
 
   “They do the job,” she said, wiggling her fingers one by one. “Pretty much like the old ones. Actually, no. When it comes to daily tasks, these arms are better because they won’t ever tire. They won’t get sick or frail. But the bad thing is that I can’t make them stronger. Any Sage transformations won’t alter them because they simply aren’t a part of me.”
 
   “That’s why I’m getting stronger,” Kace said. She winced after hearing that. She hoped he didn’t see her disappointment reflected in the mirror, but who knows? She had been betrayed by the object many times before.
 
   “Why is that?” she found herself asking.
 
   “Because I can protect you,” he said. “No more getting my butt kicked.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want that.”
 
   “You can’t have it all,” he replied, pointing at the mirror. She stared at herself again, and now that the hair had been tamed, she could see just how much she had changed. Her lips were fuller. Her eyes were vibrant and actually twinkling in the sunlight. Her skin was smooth and clean. She had gained a little weight in the cheeks and the bags under her eyes had disappeared. The crazy thing was that there was no make-up applied. This was her natural skin. 
 
   “I look so different,” she whispered, staring back at herself. She was so beautiful now, but it still didn’t reflect her. She was still looking back at a stranger.
 
   “You look gorgeous,” he said, kissing the back of her neck. 
 
   She barely registered the motion. “What do you mean I can’t have it all?” 
 
   “You don’t have to fight anymore,” he said, wrapping his arms around her shoulders and staring into the mirror with her. “I can do that for you. You didn’t really want to fight this whole time, did you? It was just a means to an end, right?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted. She sneered at her reflection.
 
   “It’s a good a time as any,” he said, parting from her and starting to pace around the room. “You could even live in Paragon if you wanted. Get a little house. Enjoy life in a way that you couldn’t before.”
 
   “Get a…little house?” she said, blinking rapidly. “Uh…but what about me?”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked, halting his pacing.
 
   “Me,” she said, breaking from the spell of the mirror and turning to face him. “What about me? I’m the badass remember?”
 
   “What?” he chuckled. “Who said that?”
 
   “Everyone,” she said, realizing how ridiculous that sounded now that she realized that she was still wearing the gigantic frilly dress from last night’s party. Still, she persisted. “I’m…okay, listen. I was able to take out those guys in Allay with a sword between my teeth. No one’s talking about that anymore?”
 
   “Not really,” he said slowly. “War is closer than ever so there’s a lot to worry about. There’s not as much time to tell stories and talk about what feats we all accomplished. Not to take away from what you did. That was pretty awesome. It’s just that it was nearly three months ago.”
 
   “Gotcha,” she said, walking over to the door and opening it wide. Kace looked at the doorknob in concern.
 
   “Is it something I said?”
 
   “No,” she said. “I have to get dressed. There’s no way I’m going to be training in this.”
 
   “I don’t know. You might be able to make it work,” he laughed. Remi shook her head and pointed outside. Kace said nothing more. He left the room and Remi closed the door behind him as gently as she could. 
 
   She closed her eyes and clutched her forehead with one of her hands. She was taken aback by the sudden cold that spread across her skin from touching the steel of the artificial arm.
 
   “Oh, so that’s what that feels like,” she said aloud. 
 
   As she got undressed and changed into her workout clothes—a regular cotton t-shirt and a pair of blue slacks—she decided to go barefoot again, as it was nice to have the strength to do so. When she was sick, going barefoot felt like she was walking on glass with every step. Now she could do it freely without worry.
 
   A strange shuffling noise outside her bedroom caught her attention and she stopped in her tracks to listen. When the noise didn’t repeat itself, she continued searching the room to see if there was anything else she could use as a weapon. She had to admit that it was more difficult to find one with the mess she had made. It wasn’t her fault. How else was she going to test the strength of her new limbs in private?
 
   “Alright, I’m ready,” she said, opening the door wide. Her next sentence was cut down as she stared into the face of the last person she expected to see.
 
   “Hello, Olivia,” she said with a blank expression. She noticed that Kace was right behind her.
 
   “Hey,” Olivia replied warmly, like they were still best friends. Like she hadn’t given her up to mercenaries. Like she hadn’t betrayed her so deeply after the bond they had shared—a bond that had been equivalent to sisterhood.
 
   “Where are you headed?” Remi asked flatly.
 
   “Training with you guys,” she said. “Is that okay?”
 
   “I assume it is,” Remi replied, clearing her throat. Her gaze fell onto Kace. “You invited her?”
 
   “She asked and I said we wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “I don’t have to go,” Olivia replied. “If there’s a problem.”
 
   “None whatsoever,” Remi said, bowing and motioning for Olivia to take the lead. A smirk came across her face as she obeyed the gesture. Remi sighed and stayed a few yards back with Kace.
 
   “Why was she invited?”
 
   “The guys really like her, and besides, I think it would do some good seeing the two of you interact.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “We were in the same predicament. She would have gotten you killed back there too.”
 
   “She was scared,” he said. “We all were. And since then, she’s apologized to us numerous times and proved that she’s a valuable asset to the Academy. Everyone loves her here. Being bitter will only cast us outside the majority.”
 
   “That’s not a bad thing,” she replied. “Where I came from, the majority captured and killed people. They stole and cared little for others unless it benefited them. Who’s to say that some of those principles haven’t rubbed off on her?”
 
   “Or on you?” he said, giving her a concerned look. “It’s not like she’s trying to become best friends again. She barely even talks to you. All you should care about is if she’ll be a good teammate or not.”
 
   “I thought that once…and I don’t think you understand why her betrayal was so terrible. Kace, we were like sisters. We were both outcasts, and there were days in which we wouldn’t have survived without each other. And the moment she gets a pass to the outside world, she ditches me like I held her back all along. I’ve accepted her apology, and I’m sure she was scared. I don’t doubt that part. But that doesn’t mean I can ever trust her again. We’re supposed to be soldiers. Life-threatening missions are part of the job description. What if she does the same thing over again?”
 
   “I’m willing to give her a chance,” he said. “It’s hard for me too, but what’s the alternative? Ask that she be banished? It might backfire on us and we’ll end up being the ones on our own.”
 
   “I’m not supposed to be here anyways. I…I should be out there searching for the other weapons.”
 
   “Your body’s just healed from the trauma. Give it time.”
 
   “Time is a luxury I’ve never had,” she muttered, looking at the back of Olivia’s head. “Fine. I’ll try to play nice. But I want to start planning out our trip soon.”
 
   “To get away from her?”
 
   “No, I need to do something other than worrying about frilly dresses and if my hair is getting too long.”
 
   “Why is that so bad?” he asked. “With all you’ve been through, wouldn’t it be better to enjoy the rest of your life? Plus, you’ll be safer here in Paragon than if you go out on your own. You’re still marked, after all.”
 
   “Yeah,” she muttered, rubbing her forehead. “Great big old target.”
 
   “I don’t want to see you get hurt,” he said low.
 
   “I can handle myself,” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Just worry about yourself.”
 
   “That’s the thing,” he said. “You don’t need me. Not at all. And how is that supposed to make me feel?”
 
   “I don’t want to be a crutch,” she said. “I never did.”
 
   “And I don’t want to be yours,” he replied. 
 
   She smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Then our training better be epic.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2 – Who Are You Wearing?
 
   “We have to meet up in the cafeteria first,” Kace said as he sped ahead and took the lead. “The guys are waiting for us in there.”
 
   “Oh boy,” Remi said. Olivia appeared right next to her.
 
   Remi jumped up in her skin. “Geez, don’t do that.”
 
   “Scared you?” Olivia asked, trying to be friendly. 
 
   “Uh…yeah,” Remi replied, turning away from her. 
 
   “Why did you sigh when Kace said the guys were in the cafeteria?”
 
   “Because if the past is any indication, we’re not going to end up training at all. Trust me.”
 
   “Is that such a bad thing? It means they’re having fun.”
 
   “Guess it depends on what you like the most.”
 
   “Okay,” Olivia said as they reached the cafeteria doors. Located in the eastern hovering tower, the cafeteria was the second largest room in the entire Sage Academy. It had once been a gigantic living room, but through many travels for supplies and a great deal of reconstruction, the room had been transformed into a place where the warriors could find sustenance. The carpets had been pulled up. The walls had been splashed with a fresh new coat of paint and the paintings and furniture had been replaced with soil and fresh grass. 
 
   It was strange to see a field in what once was a living room, but somehow it worked, and even the most skeptical were swayed once they sat down on the floor. Being that the grass in Paragon grew back almost as soon as it was hewn, it wasn’t ridiculous to think that it could be brought up to the Sage Academy and allowed to grow in the sky. Remi had been quite impressed with the imagination that had gone into the room’s creation.
 
   “It’s so much better without tables and chairs,” Remi heard someone say in the distance as they walked through the open arched doorway. There were several groups of students sitting in circles all around the field, talking excitedly and munching on sandwiches and pieces of fruit. 
 
   “Spirits are high,” Remi said with surprise. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Elections are over from what I hear,” Olivia said. “At least that’s the rumor. There will be a new leader at the Sage Academy before the week’s out.”
 
   “Anyone have any idea who won?”
 
   “No. It’s just rumors right now,” Olivia replied. “But it doesn’t matter to me either way. Nothing will change for me.”
 
   “Me neither,” Remi said as she watched Kace leave them and go off searching for his friends. “I’m going to be leaving soon.”
 
   “Really?” Olivia asked in surprise. “I didn’t think you were serious.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t know. You haven’t been training much. I saw you at the party last night.”
 
   “I’m scouting.”
 
   “What for? For people to come with you?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “No one’s going to go on that suicide mission.”
 
   “You’re saying you wouldn’t if I asked,” Remi said in false hope. 
 
   Olivia laughed. “I would consider it.”
 
   “Well, that’s not going to happen.”
 
   Olivia chuckled again. “I figured. Still, I’m dead serious. No one’s going with you on your mission. No one even knows if the Seven Sorcerers are still alive.”
 
   “If they’re as powerful as people say, I’m sure they are,” she replied, watching Kace burst out laughing at a joke someone said. “Come on, let’s go join him,” Remi said before she realized it. Why was she asking Olivia to come with her in the first place?
 
   They navigated through the circles, slowly approaching Kace as they became lost in the collective conversations. It was so loud that it felt like it made the air itself thick, and Remi felt a pang in her stomach from not being involved. Maybe Kace was right. A little more socializing could do her some good. She was so used to being alone growing up that she didn’t fully realize that she didn’t have to be anymore. And how was she going to get anyone to come with her on her journey if they didn’t even know who she was? Or if they weren’t even sure if they could trust her with their lives?
 
   “HEY!” Chad shouted as they approached. Kace was busy trying to stop his laughing fit. Lexi, Berto and Reynold all perked up once they saw the two girls arrive. “Look who it is!”
 
   “Remi,” Lexi cried out, climbing to her feet and giving Remi a hug. “I was wondering if we would ever see you again.”
 
   “And the warrior Princess herself!” Reynold said, scooting over to give Olivia a seat. She sat down and wrapped her arms around him and Berto. They both started grinning like idiots as Chad shook his head. 
 
   “You two are hopeless.”
 
   “Silence!” Olivia shouted in a joking manner. “Your Princess demands attention.”
 
   Chad bowed his head up and down. “So sorry, your grace.”
 
   “The warrior Princess?” Remi asked him. Chad turned to her and laughed.
 
   “Yeah, she’s practically royalty around here with how popular she is. Figured we might as well start referring to her as a Princess.”
 
   “I was the one to demand that the title ‘warrior’ be put in front of it,” Olivia replied.
 
   “How do I get that title?” Remi asked.
 
   Chad shrugged his shoulders. “Hang out with us more and show us what you can do.”
 
   “I just might,” she said, and she noticed that Kace beamed at that. 
 
   “So how’s the scouting going?” Lexi asked, sitting back down. Remi slowly sat down with her with a puzzled look on her face.
 
   “Kace told you about that?”
 
   “Yeah, he was wondering if we were interested in going.”
 
   “And what does everyone think about it?” Remi asked, looking around to evaluate the group. Chad burst out laughing first.
 
   “I didn’t think you were serious,” he chuckled. “I was sure Kace was joking.”
 
   “We’ll I’m not,” Remi pouted. “Did he tell you what I am?”
 
   “No,” Kace interjected nervously. “I don’t think—”
 
   “We might as well,” she said, staring directly at him. “I mean, you already told them about the mission. They might as well know what’s at stake.”
 
   “What?” Berto asked. “That you’re marked? We can see that. It’s not a big deal. All it says is that Cimmerian thinks you’re important. It happens.”
 
   “No, the fact that I’m one of the Sorcerers’ seven weapons.”
 
   “Huh?” Berto asked, looking at Kace and then back to Remi. “The weapons were destroyed.”
 
   “Those weren’t the real things. I’m one of the weapons.”
 
   “What is she talking about?” Lexi scoffed, catching Remi off guard. Usually Lexi was the one to take her side, but apparently not when the conversation took a turn to the unbelievable.
 
   “There are six others out there like me,” Remi said. “And if we find them, it could really help us in the war.”
 
   “But it’s crazy,” Berto replied. “What are we going to do? How does having us by your side help the mission?”
 
   “It’s because she’s desperate,” Chad said. “That’s why she’s asking anyone that will listen to her. But Remi, I’m telling you, no one here is going to be joining you. It’s like you want this so bad but no one can see why. The Sorcerers would probably kill us in a second.”
 
   “How is that any different than when the war against Cimmerian starts?”
 
   “Cimmerians are on a more equal playing field with us. I’m sure there are people over there that I’ve even met in my lifetime. But these Sorcerers…they’ve been around for centuries. I know when I’m outmatched.”
 
   “You have to expand your wardrobe,” Lexi said, nodding at her own statement.
 
   “I don’t follow,” Remi replied. 
 
   “I’m not much of a fighter,” Lexi said, putting her thumbs behind her jacket lapel and stretching it slightly. “But I do know clothing. I don’t know how much that will help me on the battlefield. I might be able to develop some new armor. That might help…still, one thing I never forgot was something my mother told me before she died. 
 
   “She said that so many people on Terra cared too much about what they were wearing and who made it when they should have been more worried about who’s affecting them. She used to ask me, ‘Who are you wearing?’ and I would get so confused. I would show her my new shirt and tell her how it got sewed together or from what merchant I purchased it from. She would shake her head and sigh.
 
   “’Not that,’ she would say. ‘Who are you wearing on your heart?’” Lexi paused to tap her chest. “She would ask me who I was wearing over my shoulders and keeping me down. Who was clinging to my legs like a chain and keeping me from running toward my next goal. Eventually I understood what she was trying to say, and so…whenever she asked me who I was wearing, I started taking a look at myself.”
 
   “You’re saying I should be more introspective,” Remi said solemnly, “but I don’t think anyone’s holding me back.”
 
   “You’re afraid, love,” Lexi replied, standing up to give her a hug. “And that’s okay. But you still have to acknowledge it. I don’t know who you’re wearing right now. Who’s making you afraid and unable to go on this grand and important mission on your own, but you have to face whatever it is.”
 
   “I’m not afraid,” Remi said into Lexi’s shoulder.
 
   “Then go alone.”
 
   “But why should I have to?” she said, lightly pushing Lexi away. 
 
   “Because you’re the only one that believes in this, and I’m willing to bet that truth extends even beyond this Academy. If what you say is true, and there are six others like you, then that’s your team. That’s your support. I doubt you’ll find any here—not with a mission this insane. Because you’re so valuable, the Cimmerians might not touch you. You might get captured. But us? Oh, they’ll make things permanent.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll admit it,” Remi huffed, trying to keep her emotions in check. “I don’t want to go by myself. I…so you’re saying I’m alone in this?” 
 
   “I’ll go,” Olivia spoke up, removing her arms from around the two guys’ shoulders. “If you’ll have me.”
 
   Remi genuinely didn’t know what to say. Whenever she saw Olivia, it wasn’t the popular warrior Princess that everyone had fallen in love with. It was the traitor. Or the deceiver that had spoken to her in Allay, describing in detail how she was going to gain the acceptance of the people. 
 
   Remi swallowed hard and finally answered. “I need to go to Virga to get my hair done. You can come with me if you want.”
 
   “Alright,” she said, rising to her feet.
 
   “Oh c’mon,” Chad expressed his disappointment. “You just got here.”
 
   “Remi has to go change her clothes,” Lexi said, winking toward the boys.
 
   “I wish you could stay,” Kace said. Remi noticed that he made no motion to go with them, but that was okay. If she pushed, and he ended up going with her, she knew that he wouldn’t have a good time. 
 
   “We’ll be back,” Olivia said in her small, sweet voice, blowing kisses to everyone. Remi rolled her eyes and started heading toward the exit of the cafeteria, forcing Olivia to catch up.
 
   “You don’t want to grab some food before we go?” she asked. 
 
    Remi shook her head. “I’m not really hungry, and besides, I’m curious to see what Virga has to offer.”
 
   “Why are you being nice to me?”
 
   “You want me to be cruel?”
 
   “No,” Olivia chuckled. “But you’ve been distant ever since we got here.”
 
   “It’s because you almost had me killed. Or did that slip your mind?”
 
   “I was terrified. Everything was new to me. How many times do I have to say that I’m sorry?”
 
   “You’ve been trying to ditch me from the very beginning.”
 
   “Because I thought you were a liability. I’m sorry, but I finally had my chance to see the outside world and I wasn’t sure if you could handle it. You’ve been through a lot worse than I have. I could go through the town and stay hidden at times, but you were painfully visible. When you weren’t sick, you were given so much attention that—”
 
   “—that’s the past,” Remi interrupted. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”
 
   “But is that why you don’t want to go alone? Because you  never really had to be?”
 
   Remi sighed heavily. “After all this time, you just don’t get it. I never wanted the attention…while you’ll do anything you can to get it. That’s the difference between us.”
 
   “Then why don’t you want to go alone?”
 
   “Because…I still don’t have complete faith in myself. I’ve never felt better, but that doesn’t mean my illness can’t flare up. If I’m out there alone, I—”
 
   “—careful, Remi,” Olivia said. “Your mask is slipping. You almost admitted to me that you need help, and not because you’re just used to having people around.”
 
   “Yeah,” Remi replied, beginning to blush.
 
   “Hey, I get it,” Olivia said, waving her arms in the air casually. “This is different than before. You’ll be coming up against warriors that are stronger than just about everyone in existence, and it would be nice to have someone fight by your side. Well, you’ve found your girl.”
 
   “Olivia, you know I can’t trust you.”
 
   “So? What does that even mean? Why do we have to be best friends in order to get the job done?”
 
   “Then I have to ask—what’s in it for you?”
 
   “You could probably guess,” she said, flashing Remi a mischievous grin. 
 
   “You want more power.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “But why? To have more attention? So more people love you? I know you enjoy it, but it doesn’t seem like you wallow in it.”
 
   “I want more control,” she said as they came upon the first floating platform. They had reached the main walkway between the two towers and while there were a few students sparring under the bright blue sky, most had retired to their rooms or gone to the cafeteria for lunch. 
 
   “Control of what exactly?” Remi asked, afraid of the answer.
 
   “As much as possible,” Olivia replied. “But I don’t want to be a dictator or anything. I just want to make sure places like the town we grew up in doesn’t exist. Ever since we got to Paragon, I’ve been loving it, and I’m kind of pissed off that we couldn’t have something like this in childhood.”
 
   “If it wasn’t for our upbringing, we wouldn’t be who we are today. Doesn’t that count for something?”
 
   “Depends on how you look at it. I’m not thinking about us. I’m thinking about all the people that died because they weren’t strong enough.”
 
   “Isn’t that on them?”
 
   “Again, it depends on how you look at it. You know, you put on a great stone face. People don’t see how fragile you are on the inside.”
 
   “Right,” Remi scoffed, stopping herself from playfully punching Olivia in the arm. “I hope you mean physically not mentally. Being strong mentally is what got me this far. It’s all I’ve ever had.”
 
   “No, I mean both,” Olivia replied. “You keep forgetting how close we were. I can tell what you’re thinking. That’s what makes me qualified to go with you on your journey.”
 
   “You want to go so bad that it scares me,” Remi admitted. “I don’t know how you plan on achieving this control of yours, but I’m sure it’s not through completely good intentions.”
 
   “You’ll just have to see,” Olivia said. “You’ll have to weigh the pros and cons of taking me or leaving me behind and then decide. Would you rather have a former traitor in your midst? Or go at it all alone? That’s your decision. But to further help you make it, I want to show you one more thing.”
 
   Olivia motioned for Remi to follow her to one of the empty brick platforms. Remi knew where this was headed.
 
   “Olivia, you don’t have to prove anything to me,” Remi said. “I know you’ve improved. You’re at the top of the class around here.”
 
   “No, that’s not it,” she replied, craning her neck to the side to crack it. “I’ve surpassed you.”
 
   “Who cares?” Remi said. “Congratulations.”
 
   “No, this is important,” she said, pointing a finger at Remi’s right hand. “Take out that eidolon of yours.”
 
   “Fine,” Remi sighed, unsheathing it from her left hip. Her dark purple Falchion hummed as she pointed it toward her friend’s chest, waiting for it to assess and render a report worth reading. 
 
   It didn’t disappoint.
 
   Remi’s eyes widened as she scanned her friend and her eyebrows furrowed as the report became more and more detailed. 
 
   “Don’t you see?” Olivia said proudly. “There’s no way I would betray you because I’ll never be put in a position like that ever again. I felt sick to my stomach after what I did, and I don’t ever expect for us to have what we once had, but I can still be an invaluable ally.”
 
   “Geez,” Remi replied. “What? You just jump out of bed and do push-ups all day?”
 
   “I’ve been working harder than anyone here, and doing my best to evaluate our classmates and understand their weaknesses. I’ve gained more confidence. I’ve pushed past my limits. But I don’t want you to just stand there and sense it. I want you to experience it. Come on. Activate that armor of yours. You know. The one that no one can break through.”
 
   Remi didn’t reply. She activated it, and Olivia watched with glee as it slowly covered her from head to toe, grafting onto her skin as if it was a permanent part of her. Olivia rubbed her hands together and raised her right hand. She pressed her fingers together tightly and closed her eyes. The tips of her fingers began to glow red and Remi raised her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
   Before, Olivia could only incorporate her heat abilities into other objects, but now she was able to affect her body. Sure, she could raise her temperature and fight off a cold or make the food in her hand warmer than it was, but nothing like this. Now she was turning her body into a weapon, and in theory, had developed her own type of armor. What binds could hold her if she could burn them away at the touch? Who could capture her? What steel could cut her? 
 
   Remi remained still as Olivia took a few steps forward and then stretched her hand forward, slowly piercing through Remi’s makeshift armor. Olivia didn’t cut too deep, but the message had gotten across. 
 
   Remi sucked her teeth and deactivated the armor once Olivia backed up, and she summoned her eidolon once more from her hip. Olivia squinted her eyes, evaluating her former friend’s intentions. When she figured it out, she unsheathed the steel blade at her hip. Being that it was just a normal sword, an eidolon would surely obliterate it on impact…unless Olivia fused heat into it of course.
 
   But she didn’t. She just waited for Remi to approach. 
 
   Remi wasn’t sure what she was trying to prove. All it would take was one blow to destroy her sword, and she knew that Olivia had crafted it herself. Why wasn’t she taking the necessary precautions?
 
   “Are you ready?” Remi asked. 
 
   Olivia nodded.” Yep. Anytime you are.”
 
   Okay then, Remi thought to herself, gripping the hilt of her eidolon tight. Can’t say I didn’t give her a chance.
 
   Remi summoned her white Sage robe to cover her as she lunged forward, using the boost in power and energy to overpower Olivia. Olivia waited until the last moment to strike. As Remi stretched her eidolon toward the middle of her former friend’s chest, Olivia swiped her sword down so that the flat surface of it was on top of the flat surface of the eidolon, and she pivoted to the side as she pressed down, forcing Remi to lower her blade. Then with a sudden snap of her arm, her blade whipped forward and nicked Remi on the collarbone. Remi swung her eidolon upward but Olivia dodged it and pressed the palm of her hand on top of Remi’s closed one. 
 
   The heat that shot into Remi’s hand and up to her shoulder was so intense that she dropped her eidolon from the burning. 
 
   Olivia then stretched her sword out and pressed it against Remi’s neck.
 
   “Dead,” Olivia said as Remi pushed her away and picked up her eidolon. 
 
   “It’s like you barely moved,” Remi said and Olivia nodded. She was so calm and confident that it was as if she had become a Sage herself. 
 
   “It’s not all about speed. Or strength. It’s about timing.”
 
   “Where did you learn that?”
 
   “A couple of the senior Sages. I begged for them to let me into their training sessions until they agreed.”
 
   “You have learned a lot,” Remi said, allowing her eidolon to disappear. She chuckled to herself. “And here I am, wasting all my time going to parties and socializing, looking for someone to join my cause when I should have been training.”
 
   “I can show you what I know.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because we’re friends,” Olivia stated matter-of-factly. “Maybe not best friends, but friends all the same. You’re just in denial.”
 
   “I’ll let you show me a thing or two,” Remi said. She wasn’t too proud to admit that Olivia had a few techniques that she could adopt. 
 
   “Great, then…am I coming?”
 
   “Why don’t I think about it while I get my hair done first?”
 
   “Fine,” Olivia sighed wearily. “That is the reason we left the cafeteria, isn’t it?”
 
   “We might not have too many moments like this,” Remi replied as they walked up the couple of steps leading back to the main walkway and heading toward the eastern tower. Although both towers were able to take the students down to the ground, the eastern tower was less crowded and they could talk freely. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Olivia asked.
 
   “Cimmerian will strike again soon, and I don’t think Paragon will be able to ignore it this time. I really think the war will start for real next time, and I…I want to make sure I’m ready by then. I can’t be second guessing myself.”
 
   “No worries,” Olivia said as she threw her arm over Remi’s shoulder. “After all, you’re wearing me now.”
 
   Remi wasn’t sure what to say to that. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 3 – Virga
 
   “The city is just a little further,” Olivia said as they walked along the forest path. Although Altostratus was impressive enough with its cozy cottages and majestic mansions, it wasn’t until one traveled to Virga that they saw how beautiful Paragon could truly be. Upon entering Virga’s borders, one was introduced to a living Paradise. 
 
   Cute, furry creatures scurried along the grass as they squeaked and chattered excitedly. The sun couldn’t fully reveal its brilliance as there was a carefully placed canopy of trees above. Streams of light shot through the organic ceiling and on each spot that they landed, a miniature garden sprouted up from the earth. The flowers were in abundance, and bunched together in patches like bouquets. Not one flower was gathered with its kind. They were all bundled together with others and the fragrance from each bouquet was so strong that it ignited new and exciting emotions into those passing by. One minute Remi was taking in the decadent chocolate smells that came from one of the Paragonian cocoa spreads and in the next, a particular patch of flowers would take her thoughts into a strawberry cheesecake garden. 
 
   The road to the main city of Virga was filled with so many perfumes and smells that Remi nearly sat down in the middle of the trail, ready to just take it all in one at a time. 
 
   “This is kind of annoying,” Olivia grunted as Remi couldn’t believe her ears.
 
   “The scents are amazing,” she said in awe, reaching down to brush her fingers through a bouquet. Some of the petals were like silk, others like tiny solid bubbles. She nearly giggled at the sensation. “I feel like I could stay here all day.”
 
   “That makes one of us,” Olivia muttered. “I mean, it’s kind of nice, but then I get hit with another fragrance before the last one even left.”
 
   “That’s because we’re walking too fast. This kind of place…it’s supposed to be savored. Why are we practically running anyways? There’s no rush.”
 
   “I want to get back to my training.”
 
   “You could turn around, you know.”
 
   “No,” she said quickly. “I want to do this with you.”
 
   “Wait, wait,” Remi said in shock. “You’re going to get your hair done too?”
 
   “I was thinking of getting it cut.”
 
   “It’s already kind of short.”
 
   “Not enough though,” she said. “Sometimes it gets in my eyes.”
 
   “For the life of me I can’t figure out how.”
 
   “Whoa,” Olivia said, stopping in her tracks. Remi stopped with her just as the smell of lavender breezed past her. She looked forward and saw the city sprawled before her. It was simply breathtaking. Cobblestone streets. Lampposts with different shades of color emanating from them. Statues that came to life and told stories to those passing by. Remi didn’t know much about Virga, but after seeing the little gardens and the entrance to the city, it had to be a place of imagination.
 
   There were street vendors in little carts selling piping hot food that was so fresh and succulent that Remi’s stomach screamed at her just by looking at it. She could hear music playing in the distance, and she noticed that there were several couples running toward it hand in hand with great big smiles on their faces. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Remi asked. Olivia shrugged her shoulders in response. 
 
   “Hello there,” a man in a three piece black suit said from the entrance. He was leaning against the bronze colored stone wall with his arms crossed. “Welcome to Virga.”
 
   “Who are you?” Olivia demanded and Remi patted her shoulder.
 
   “Calm down. He’s being friendly. Um, we’re new here.”
 
   “Excellent,” he said, jumping to an upright position. “I’m a greeter here.”
 
   “A job?”
 
   “No,” he chuckled. “Volunteer. Although for services rendered, we are given first dibs on the leftover food from the vendors.”
 
   “Oh,” Remi cried as she clutched her stomach. “Can we get some? How much does it cost?”
 
   “It doesn’t cost anything,” he replied. “It’s all free. All you have to do is pick up a menu and make a request.”
 
   “Then how does the food continue to get made?”
 
   “Here in Paragon, the weather is always just right. The right amount of rain, sunshine and nourishment. The soil is ridiculously fertile so the crops are continuously growing. We have more than enough, trust me.”
 
   “But isn’t there some kind of way to regulate things? In case…I don’t know. In case that’s not always the case?”
 
   “I have no clue what you’re saying,” he laughed. “You mean if Cimmerian wins the war and takes us over? That’s not going to happen.”
 
   “I mean…it could,” Olivia said. “It’s not impossible.”
 
   “But it is,” he said adamantly. He gave them a blank stare.
 
   “Never mind,” Olivia said.
 
   “Food,” Remi groaned, and the man waved them toward him as he began walking to the closest vendor. He was just finishing up handing a child in a tuxedo a slice of pie. Remi wasn’t sure what kind of fruit was bursting out of the sides, but it looked divine.
 
   “I’ll take two of that,” she groaned.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” Olivia asked in disgust. 
 
   “I’ve got cramps,” Remi said, “and the only cure is pie.”
 
   “Strangest cramps I’ve ever heard of.”
 
   The greeter held up two fingers to the vendor, signaling that two slices were required. He reached down and produced them as if he had a magic food maker at his feet. Remi didn’t question it. Ignoring the utensils in a cup on the side of the cart, she began shoving the pie into her mouth and devouring it noisily. Olivia stifled back a chuckle.
 
   “I heard that,” Remi said, pointing a wet, sticky finger at Olivia. She then went back to shoving the second piece of pie into her already stuffed mouth. 
 
   Olivia snorted and covered her mouth in reply. She turned to the greeter so that she could take her attention off of Remi. “So, what’s your name? I’m sure it’s not ‘greeter.’”
 
   “Gill,” he said, giving her a curt bow. “At your service.”
 
   “What is this place?” she asked, craning her neck up to take a look at the mansions around her. The cobblestone streets were quite wide, but on either side were the mansions or the gate that shielded Virga from the rest of the outside world. 
 
   “No one actually lives here,” he said. “Each of these mansions you see here…they each have attractions of some sort. Some are designed to reflect places throughout history. Some are make-believe worlds created after permission from the King. You can’t get bored here.”
 
   “What do the vendors get out of being here?”
 
   “People get addicted to the food,” he said, “and then when they go back home, they decide to go to that particular vendor’s place for sustenance instead of making their own meals.”
 
   “But there’s still no money or bartering right?”
 
   “Nope. But the vendors do gain popularity. I guess you could say that here in Paragon, reputation is the currency. The more popular someone is, the more they are revered and the more sway they have in important decisions.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Oh, well, the most recent decision Paragon made was allowing the Sages to stay here for a little while. There was a fear that the Sages would be too violent and bloodthirsty, and so, that would end up disrupting the harmony, but a vote was cast by the most influential people, and it was determined that the Sages should be given a chance.”
 
   “I had no idea reputation mattered that much,” Olivia said, watching a child trying to fit his entire mouth over a scoop of ice cream. He was failing.
 
   “It’s all we have. It’s another reason why the King and his officials are getting ideas all the time. New attractions. New ways of keeping the people happy and interested. Virga is currently a hundred square miles in length and it’s expanding all the time.”
 
   “Did you ever see it when it was a lot smaller?” Remi asked.
 
   “No, I’ve only been in Paragon for two hundred years. Not that long compared to most of the people here.”
 
   “Could we learn about the greatest warriors of the past?” Olivia asked.
 
   Gill nodded. “Definitely. Here.” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. “Here’s a basic map of Virga. It’s kind of crude, and it’s only done in ink. There’s no colors, but it’s great for getting your way around here.”
 
   Olivia examined it carefully. “Hey, did you make this?”
 
   “Yep,” he said with a wide smile. “Have to get noticed somehow.”
 
   “So are you our escort, or that’s it?” Remi asked. Gill looked back at the spot they had first met him at. 
 
   “Um, I mean…if you need someone to show you around, I could, but—”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Remi said. “Sell some more maps.”
 
   “Thanks,” he beamed, giving them their own bow. Then he headed back to his spot and leaned up against the wall once more. 
 
   “According to this map, there’s a salon up the street and to the left,” Olivia said, flipping the map around over and over in her hands. “The map’s pretty crude.”
 
   “He definitely needs to make it fancier,” Remi whispered, making sure Gill didn’t overhear them. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings. 
 
   “Are you doing this for you or him…the hair styling?” Olivia asked as they began strolling down the street. It felt like there was only the two of them as many had already run off to the concert in the distance. 
 
   “You mean Kace?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “It’s for me,” she said. “Haven’t you seen my hair?”
 
   “Oh, okay. Just checking.”
 
   “What would it matter if I did?”
 
   “I was just seeing where your head’s at,” Olivia replied, examining the different shops and buildings they passed by. “Because…well, not to be rude, but I don’t think Kace is all that great. I don’t know what you see in him.”
 
   “Our relationship is not like you and Eckard,” Remi laughed. “Now that’s a cause for concern.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Are you serious?” she exclaimed, throwing up her hands. “You basically control him.”
 
   “He doesn’t see it that way.”
 
   “But that’s what you’re doing, isn’t it? I mean, you use him for you own pleasure and that’s it.”
 
   “We do more than that,” she huffed. “We talk.”
 
   “Yeah, barely. You throw a few jokes and anecdotes his way to make it seem like you’re spending time together, and then you just do your own thing. That’s not really a relationship.”
 
   “What do you want me to say?” Olivia laughed, facing Remi and shaking her head. “He’s my boy toy, and if he can’t see that, that’s his fault for being so dumb.”
 
   “Wow,” Remi said, turning her attention upwards toward the sky. “If only Eckard could hear the words coming out of your mouth.”
 
   “What would it matter? Even if you told him, he’s so dumb that he wouldn’t believe you, no matter how much evidence you throw his way. He can’t face the truth, and he’s so grateful to be with me that he’ll deal with whatever it takes for us to stay together.”
 
   “So what’s the future look like? Little Olivia and Eckards running around?”
 
   “I hope not,” Olivia muttered. “But…I don’t think it could happen anyways. He’s a Deja so I don’t think procreation is possible.”
 
   “But if you found someone back on Terra…you could have children.”
 
   “If I wanted children. Don’t get me wrong, I’m fully aware of the situation our generation is facing. Terra is the only place that still has births, and even then, only people that haven’t died can have them and that number is dwindling every day. People are dying faster than they can multiply, and the three worlds are still converging. I’ve heard reports that women are turning up barren more and more. A few more generations and who you see is all that there will be. No more new people.”
 
   “And that doesn’t make you think about having kids?”
 
   “That’s up to me to decide. Why don’t you ask Eckard? He’s probably praying that I get pregnant every day off of some miracle, though the odds would be that the kid isn’t even his.”
 
   “I don’t get you at all,” Remi laughed as they approached the salon. “You’ve changed so much.”
 
   “Or this is who I was from the beginning. I couldn’t act out upon my thoughts back in our hometown. That’s for sure. The less attention you got there, the better.”
 
   “And yet, that’s all you want now.”
 
   “We all want to be valued and loved,” Olivia replied.
 
   “Is that why you want to hang out with me so bad? Or is it because we have history?”
 
   “Regardless of what happened between us, I know that you’re the only person I know that I can be myself with. I’ve never had to hide who I was with you.”
 
   “Yeah…but I’m not even sure I like who you are.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Olivia said. “At least you see who I am and you’re not running away. I respect that.”
 
   “It’s this damn fake leg,” Remi said and Olivia had to laugh at that.
 
   “It looks like we’ve—” Remi began when a single fat water drop smacked her on the forehead. “Geez, that was hard.”
 
   “Hmm,” Olivia mused as she stuck her hand out. The rain began to fall, but it wasn’t the thin curtain or light trickle that Paragon was known for. The water was hard and tough, and it was falling faster and harder with each passing second.
 
   “This isn’t good,” Remi said as she shielded her eyes with her forearm. In the distance she could hear the people crying out in concern. Still, she unsheathed her eidolon from her hip and stretched it out for a second to make sure the city wasn’t being attacked. As she thought, the people weren’t in danger—they were merely concerned about the strange rain.
 
   “I think I’m going to head back,” Olivia said, facing Remi. They were getting soaked and Remi’s hair had already begun draping over her face like a mop. Remi pushed as much of it out the way as she could. 
 
   “Why?” she asked. “This is no different than what we’ve experienced down on Terra.”
 
   “This is the first downpour that’s happened in Paragon. I want to see if it affects the Sages’ eidolons at all.”
 
   “It doesn’t,” Remi replied, sheathing her eidolon. “I have a Sage’s abilities. You can just ask me.”
 
   “You’re different,” Olivia said. “Nearly all of the Sages are Dejas. You’re not one, so you’re able to deal with the effects of Terra better than the others.”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s not until I came to Paragon that I started feeling better in general.”
 
   “Regardless, I’m leaving,” she said. Olivia turned to leave, but then she stopped and spun her head back toward Remi. “You actually want me to spend time with you?”
 
   “No,” Remi said quickly. Olivia glared at her for a few seconds, and then she turned back around and headed back to Virga’s entrance. She gave Remi a wave as she turned the corner.
 
   Remi sighed and watched as groups of people ran past her, rushing to get home as fast as possible or at least to escape the dark and ominous clouds above. 
 
   She didn’t care about the rain. She was still going to get her hair done. 
 
   Before she could turn around though, someone threw a thick blanket around her shoulders, grabbed her, and quickly threw her inside the building behind her. 
 
   She was still reeling from the sudden motions when she heard the door shut behind her.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 4 – Dress
 
   “You just messed up,” Remi said as she spun around and threw the blanket off of her. She clenched her artificial fists and prepared for battle, but the young man standing before her obviously wasn’t. He raised his hands in fear and he was visibly trembling.
 
   “I was getting you out of the rain,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—I’m sorry I startled you.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, relaxing her muscles. “Next time you should probably make yourself known before grabbing girls off the street. It’s kind of creepy.”
 
   “Not my intention at all,” he replied, clearing his throat and brushing off his clothes, trying to dry them the best he could. His dark brown hair was fine and greased, with all of it combed over and pointing to the left. He was wearing a blue vest that matched his eyes and it was over a black dress shirt that was tucked into a pair of black dress pants. He had a tailoring ruler draped over his neck and there was a belt around his waist with various leather pouches hanging from it with scissors, needles, chalk and other tailoring materials. Remi didn’t need her eidolon to determine his occupation.
 
   “So why were you so concerned?” she asked, glancing around the room. It looked nothing like a shop. More like someone’s home. There were in a large foyer with open doorways extending down the hall behind her. There was a soft blue carpet under her feet and hardwood floors were beyond that. The walls were painted white and plain. There were no decorations, and the only furniture was an end table to her left that had a vase filled with a few of the flowers from the path leading to Virga.
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked.
 
   “Why were you so concerned for my safety?” she asked. “It’s only rain.”
 
   “That…is not rain. Rain nourishes. What I saw out there…it’s only going to cause destruction.”
 
   “Paragon will survive.”
 
   “Today, probably. But not if this becomes the norm. From what I’ve seen in my lifetime, there are checks and balances keeping everything running smoothly. If it rains harder than ever, that has to mean periods of drought may follow.”
 
   “That might not come for a long time.”
 
   “We’re immortals. Time is meaningless.”
 
   “We’re not immortals,” she said, unsure of why she was still talking with him. “If we need food to stay whole, that doesn’t make us immortal.”
 
   “Depends on your definition. As long as we get the proper sustenance, we can live forever. Back on Terra, regardless of your health and exercise regimen, death still came for you.”
 
   “What will happen here if people don’t get what they need?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s never happened before. But what I do know is that the people are happy and content. Take that away and there starts to be grumbling and desires to change the status quo. That’s the kind of thing that leads to internal war.”
 
   “Sometimes change is a good thing.”
 
   “What’s sad is that you never know which changes are good or bad until it’s already happened and you can’t go back.”
 
   “Okay, what are we doing?” Remi chuckled. “I don’t even know your name.”
 
   “Ian,” he laughed, giving her a bow. “Your favorite hair stylist and tailor.”
 
   “You sure can talk,” she said. He raised his head proudly.
 
   “Only when someone can match my speed.”
 
   “So…” she said, parting her hair, “what’s your story?”
 
   “Why would I tell you all about me without anything in return? That’s not how this works.”
 
   “How what works?” she asked, very intrigued.
 
   “What this is,” he said, waving a hand toward her from head to toe, and then waving a hand from his head to his feet.
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “We like each other,” he said. “And so what we do next will determine just how great our bond will be.”
 
   “You’re weird,” she laughed, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Sorry,” he said, turning red with embarrassment. “It’s been a long time since I’ve met someone I’ve found interesting.”
 
   “We’ve barely had a conversation.”
 
   “And that was more than enough. I deal with people on a daily basis, and I’ve learned a lot. It doesn’t take long for me to figure out who someone is, so having a mystery standing before me is a breath of fresh air.”
 
   “Sounds like a fancy way of saying I’m weird.”
 
   “I like complicated,” he said. “But I’m rambling now. What can I do for you?”
 
   “Wait. How old are you?” she asked. “You said you’ve seen a lot of people. You don’t look a day older than twenty, but I know looks can be deceiving around here.”
 
   “I am twenty,” he said.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “No, you’re not. You’re lying.”
 
   “How can you tell me if I’m lying or not? Wouldn’t I know?”
 
   “It’s impossible. You have your own shop and you’re established in Paragon. That didn’t happen overnight.”
 
   “Of course not. I had to grow up. I died when I was a baby.”
 
   “Oh,” she said. This time it was her turn for her cheeks to turn red.
 
   “Yeah, I was pretty sick. I think I was on Terra all of three days when I died and ended up here in Paragon. A nice family took me in and taught me the art of hair styling and dress making.”
 
   Remi snickered. The way he said “art,” it was like he was talking about a skill designed for the battlefield.
 
   “They left me this shop,” he said. “Okay, well, it’s both my shop and my home. I don’t mind carrying out business here though. I feel comfortable.”
 
   “Where are you parents now?”
 
   “Dead,” he said. Remi scowled.
 
   “You mean—”
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “They’re gone forever.”
 
   “How…um, how did they die?”
 
   “Langoran mercenaries on Terra. In order to improve on our crafts and designs, and to keep our reputations in Paragon high, we have to use materials that are uncommon. Given that there are people here in Paragon that have been around for centuries, it’s best to go to Terra for materials since the environment is constantly changing. They were with a scouting group and only one made it out alive. From what I was told, the group stumbled across something important and they were killed for it. That was five years ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Remi said, and he reached up and wiped his eyes. There were no tears, but he was making sure he didn’t start.
 
   “No problem,” his voice cracked a bit. “Always willing to pour my heart out to a beautiful girl.”
 
   “Oh stop it,” she said, lifting her artificial arms. “What about this is attractive?”
 
   “I’m the last person to ask,” he laughed. “If you must know, I’ve made and seen plenty of dresses that are far more attractive than many people I’ve met.”
 
   “But they’re things.”
 
   “So are people in my mind,” he said. “It sounds strange, but I don’t think being able to spout off an opinion, walk around and exist makes you a person. To me, you’re no different than one of the Delilah’s machinations. No, you transcend objectivity and become a living, breathing being when you’re adding to the world. When you’ve found your calling and you’re happy and content. When you ignite that spark in others, and that notion makes you more excited than anything in the world.”
 
   “So a dress is more attractive?”
 
   “In a sense, a dress knows what it is and doesn’t try to act outside of its designation. It doesn’t bring others down. It doesn’t force its opinion on anyone. It serves to glorify someone else. When one of my clients puts on one of my creations, they glow. They feel beautiful and so they begin acting beautiful. Even if they are a horrible and angry person, they can’t help but smile once they take a look in the mirror.
 
   But mirrors are evil, Remi thought to herself.
 
   “You’re still weird,” she said, and Ian burst out laughing.
 
   “Yeah, I am,” he said. “And as long as that’s alright with me, it’s alright.”
 
   “It looks like I came to the right place,” Remi replied. “While I’m here, would you make a dress for me that I can wear?”
 
   “For what occasion? Because dresses aren’t really your thing,” he said. “Well, not a casual one anyways.”
 
   “How could you know that?”
 
   “I can just tell,” he said. “If you cared so much about how you looked, you wouldn’t have come out in public looking like that.”
 
   Remi scowled.
 
   “No,” he laughed, slapping a hand on his forehead. “Oh no! That’s not what I meant. You’re still really cute and all, but it’s…let’s say that there’s a difference between those you really care and those who don’t. Let’s take people from Paragon for example. I’m sure you’ve noticed the make-up they cake on, and the careful coordinate outfits they put together.”
 
   “I see it right now,” she said, sticking out a tongue at him.
 
   “Oh, me?” he asked, looking down at his attire. “This is only because my clients expect this from me. It’s not who I am at all.”
 
   “Prove it,” she dared.
 
   “Prove it?” he said in confusion. “You mean…mess this all up?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s raining outside. You’re probably not getting any more clients. You might as well relax.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, giving her a wink. He reached down and ripped his vest off, sending the buttons flying. He disheveled his hair, rubbing his fingers through it like there was a bug attacking his scalp. He kicked off his shoes revealing mismatched colored socks, and he untucked his shirt but only on one side. With his hands still greasy from the hair gel, he rubbed his cheeks vigorously, until his face was glistening. “Better?”
 
   “You look absolutely disgusting.”
 
   “Stop lying, I’m still sexy as hell.”
 
   She laughed and he took a step toward her. 
 
   “Your laugh is amazing,” he said. “Darn it, I only know a few jokes. I better use them sparingly.”
 
   It was then that Remi remembered something quite important.
 
   “I have a boyfriend,” she said suddenly. Ian was not taken aback.
 
   “Of course you do,” he said, but she could tell that he was disappointed.
 
   “Maybe I should go,” she said, but Ian pursed his lips and scowled.
 
   “Don’t be silly. We’re both adults here.”
 
   “It’s going to be awkward.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Don’t you have to…you know…to make a dress…don’t you need to take my measurements?”
 
   “The other tailors are creeps.”
 
   “But you’re a creep.”
 
   “No longer,” he declared, tucking his shirt back in. “Okay, let’s start over.”
 
   “I’m not having you measure me,” Remi replied, crossing her arms. “That’s final.”
 
   “Alright,” he said, untucking his shirt again. “But I don’t think you should go back out in that rain. It could be acid for all we know. I think we should sit and talk a bit.”
 
   “Acid?” she said. 
 
   “It’s not impossible.”
 
   “Fine, you can do my hair,” she said, trying to stifle a smile. Ian tried to conceal his excitement as he ran into one of the side rooms and came back with a dining room chair.
 
   “We’re going to do it right here?” she asked.
 
   He nodded. “It won’t take long. I’m going to give you something that will look cute but still be functional. You don’t need a style that will fall apart the moment you head into battle.”
 
   “How do you know I fight?”
 
   “The artificial limbs are a big sign, but honestly? It’s the mark on your forehead.”
 
   “I keep forgetting this stupid thing,” she said, putting a hand up to her forehead. He motioned for her to sit down and she did. Ian ran his fingers through her strawberry hair like a surgeon looking for the right spot to make an incision. She could tell that he wasn’t a novice just based on his assessment.
 
   “Fascinating,” he said. 
 
   “What?” she asked. She started turning her head but then he grabbed her temples and forced her to face forward. 
 
   “Don’t move,” he ordered. 
 
   “What’s fascinating?”
 
   “This hair is so soft. It’s like baby hair. Were you bald recently?”
 
   “Practically,” she said. “On Terra I was sick all the time. My hair would fall out, and it’s been that way since I was a child. It wasn’t until I came to Paragon that it flourished. This is the first time I’ve ever seen it so huge.”
 
   “Congratulations,” he said with sincerity as he made a few snips with his scissors. 
 
   “Yeah, well, it won’t last for long. I’m going to have to go back to Terra soon enough.”
 
   “Why’s that?” he asked. 
 
   “I have a mission to complete. I can’t stick around here all the time.”
 
   “I hear ya. You have to do what you have to do. It’s never fun going to Terra, but it’s necessary.”
 
   “You go to Terra?” she asked in surprise. “Even after…after what happened?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “But why?” she asked as he forced her to face forward again.
 
   “Because I don’t let others dictate who I am and what I can accomplish. Not even my dead parents. Does it hurt? Sure, all the time. But I can’t let it stifle my creativity. If I want to be the best at what I do, that requires making sacrifices that others aren’t willing to take.”
 
   “Yeah…but sometimes, even the sacrifice is not worth the reward.”
 
   “Well, what is your mission? If you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   “I…I want to find the Seven Sorcerers.”
 
   “Any particular reason why?” His response caught her off guard. He didn’t think she was insane? He wasn’t going to immediately scoff and raise his eyebrows in judgement? 
 
   “I…I think that I can persuade them to help in the war with Cimmerian. From what I’ve seen, the Sages, and even Paragon aren’t ready. We’re going to be slaughtered once Cimmerian gets serious. What they did to the Sorcerer weapons…that was just a test, to see what the response would be. Of course there was none.”
 
   “The Paragons are a proud, stubborn, stuck-up and self-centered people. They are also terrified of change, diversity, alternate ways of thinking and their own shadows. Yet, once they stop worrying about what others think, they start remembering why they arrived at Paradise in the first place. Deep down, they’re good people that mean well. The problem is when you get a bunch of them gathered together. They start feeding off each other instead of spreading out and expanding their horizons.”
 
   “Do you think they’ll fight back against Cimmerian?”
 
   “In the end they will, but they won’t fight well. They’re out of practice. And the Sages—there’s not enough of them. I don’t care how strong the Sages are. I’ve seen warriors that are stronger than them.”
 
   “The Sorcerers?”
 
   “Not even. Just warriors from the past. They’ve all gone their separate ways by now, as I assume the Sages will in a few more decades. Everyone hits a point in which they start looking out for themselves rather than each other.”
 
   “Not me,” she said, trying to keep her head still. She could feel him combing the back. “I don’t care if I die. I don’t care what it takes. I’ve lived this long—it can’t be for no reason. I can make a difference.”
 
   “Because of how sick you used to be?”
 
   “Exactly,” she said. “I should be dead right now, but I’m still here.”
 
   “I knew there was something special about you,” he said, and once again, she was shocked by how casually she was opening up to him. It was strange. It felt like they were already old friends, even though she had just met him. 
 
   “So you’re going on this trip to see the Sorcerers all by yourself?” he asked after a minute of silence went by, only the sounds of snipping and combing to entertain them.
 
   “I hope not,” she laughed. “I want someone to come with me, but…I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
 
   “Your boyfriend, uh—”
 
   “—Kace.”
 
   “Yeah, Kace. He’s not going with you?”
 
   “He said he was, but…I’m not as naïve as people may think. I’m pretty confident he’s not.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he?”
 
   “Back on Terra, there was a fight in which I was involved. That was when I lost my arms and leg actually. I was out for two months as I recovered, and in that time, Kace found new friends and a new life. I’m happy for him, but things are a little different for both of us. Like me, he grew up sheltered, so he doesn’t know a whole lot about the outside world. He’s a Quietus, and in their culture, it’s all about being a warrior and being tough, and if you met Kace, you would know that he’s not any of those things. He tries well enough, but he gets his behind kicked all the time. He’s not really cut out to be a warrior, and I think he’s realizing it. 
 
   “There’s a lot of Sages at the Academy that aren’t ready for battle. I don’t know if it’s because James never taught them properly, or they don’t really want to fight. Maybe they thought becoming a Sage was cool and so they struggled to release their eidolons with all they had. But once they achieved it, they weren’t ready to go beyond it. Kind of like here in Paragon, they suddenly had a great reputation. They were seen as better than others and they were praised for what they achieved so why aspire for more? They’ll fight when it’s time, but just like those in Paragon…they’re not preparing for the worst.”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “I’m not that powerful, but I don’t give up. That counts for something.”
 
   “Definitely,” he said, applying some gel to her hair and running his fingers through her strands. It almost felt like a massage on her scalp, and she found herself closing her eyes. Thoughts of Kace watching her came to mind, but she quickly dismissed the thought. It wasn’t about him. 
 
   It just wasn’t right now.
 
   “I would go with you,” Ian said and she opened her eyes slowly.
 
   “I bet you would,” she chuckled. “As long as I was your girl, right?”
 
   “No,” he said adamantly. “I would go with you even if we didn’t care for each other personally. It would be a business arrangement. I already go to Terra on my own, so I’m not talking for the sake of talking.”
 
   “What kind of business arrangement?”
 
   “I keep you company, and you keep me protected. There’s parts of Terra that I would venture into if I didn’t know that they were hotspots. I’m not much of a fighter. Not saying I wouldn’t learn, but I know that it would take a while.”
 
   “That would be fine, but…I’m looking for the Sorcerers. That might be as dangerous as it gets. They could kill us on sight.”
 
   “Like a moth to the flame,” he laughed. “If I died on such an adventure, at least I would go out in style. Not to mention that depending on where they live, I might find the rarest of materials for the shop. If we survive the trek, I would basically have no competition.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “But that’s up to you,” he said, pulling at a clump of her hair with a brush. “No pressure.”
 
   “I might not be able to protect you as well as you think. Going back to Terra…I might get sick again.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, it’s a problem.”
 
   “Not really. You made it this far while being sick. That’s pretty impressive.”
 
   “I had help.”
 
   “And what would I be?”
 
   “A liability.”
 
   “But a handsome one,” he quipped.
 
   Remi sucked her teeth. “You’re a mess.”
 
   “No, that would be your hair.”
 
   “Seriously though. My illness could flare up.”
 
   “You know when I’m hungry, I turn into a jerk? Really. I’m all out of sorts. I’m intolerable. I hope that won’t be a problem for you.”
 
   “I get it,” she laughed. “Okay, okay. I’ll stop complaining.”
 
   “Just let me know whenever you want to leave and I’m there.”
 
   “I still don’t know if I’m taking you. I don’t associate with creeps.”
 
   “Hey, I thought we started over.”
 
   “You said that. I didn’t agree.”
 
   “That’s not fair.”
 
   “I don’t get it,” she sighed, rubbing the palm of her hand down her face. “I really don’t.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why a guy would be attracted to me. It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “Does it have to make sense? As long as you know the suitor isn’t just looking for pleasure, isn’t it enough knowing that you’re desired?”
 
   “I would like to know for myself.”
 
   “A lot of women want to know why, but when they’re given the answer, it never sticks. Not to be chauvinistic. Men do the same thing. Tell a fit man that he’s ugly and he’ll never believe you. Tell a fat man he’s handsome and he’ll never believe you. Tell a woman she’s beautiful and she’ll never truly believe it. Not until time has gone by and she catches a glimpse of what her loved one sees. It’s usually not much more than that, but it’s enough to begin the healing process.”
 
   “Healing process?”
 
   “Yeah, in realizing that their previous doubts were merely fail-safes put in place to ensure that they don’t become too egotistical. If women realized their true potential then they would rule the world.”
 
   “And what’s their true potential?”
 
   “They become goddesses,” he said, reaching down and picking up the mirror. He handed it to Remi and she audibly gasped. 
 
   “This is me?” she asked, running two fingers through the hair hanging off the side. It had all been straightened and trimmed. Her hair was practically glowing and it had never looked so radiant. The strands were vital and rich. The color was vibrant and full. She had never seen it so gorgeous. “Wow,” she whispered. “This is me?”
 
   “No,” Ian declared, grabbing a clump of her hair and cutting it down. Moving so fast that she could barely keep up, he strategically cut it down. He dipped his hand into another substance found in a jar and rubbed it into her hair. He combed furiously. He brushed with purpose, and after a few minutes had passed, he tapped her on the shoulder.
 
   “Now,” he said.
 
   She raised the mirror again, and she did not gasp this time. 
 
   Her hair had been cut short on one side and left long behind the ear of the other. 
 
   “It’s called a rose cut,” he said as he stepped back from the chair, allowing her to take herself in. 
 
   It was attractive, but not boisterous. Loud but quiet at the same time, like an elevated whisper. The last style had put her in league with all the girls she had envied in childhood. The ones that got the compliments and the love. But this hairstyle…this one made her an individual. No less strong. No less majestic. 
 
   She was a magnificent and mysterious creature that garnered attention but did not demand it.
 
   “This is me,” she whispered, nodding into the mirror. 
 
   “This is who I see,” Ian declared. She swiveled around in her chair and looked at him. It was then that she felt most at ease in his presence. There were so many conflicting emotions that had bombarded her upon meeting him. 
 
   That he was weird.
 
   A little dorky.
 
   A creep.
 
   Egotistical.
 
   Just another guy trying to win over a girl.
 
   But he was all and yet none of these things. His personality changed with the situation, for now, standing before her with scissors and brush in hand, he was masculine and appealing. It was then that she noticed how toned he was, and so he had to care to some degree about his appearance. She realized then that he probably did like the clothes and hairstyle he had sported earlier, but he had only gotten dirty for her amusement. 
 
   Most of all, she was impressed with how he had understood her so intimately with very little to go off of. 
 
   He was a lot more mature than she had previously thought. 
 
   “We leave in a week,” she said, and he simply nodded. 
 
   They stared at each other for a full minute. And when staring into one’s eyes, a minute can feel as if eternity has passed.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5 – Follow Me
 
   “You never asked for my name,” Remi said as Ian stood in the doorway. He smiled and leaned up against the frame. 
 
   “I wanted to wait until I was worthy enough to have it.”
 
   “It’s not like I’m giving you my heart.”
 
   “No, but you have mine. And it’s rude not to reciprocate.”
 
   “I can already tell I’m going to sick of you,” she replied.
 
   “That’s what I’m aiming for,” he winked.
 
   “It’s Remi,” she said. 
 
   “Not bad,” he said.
 
   “You don’t think it’s beautiful?” she asked, assuming he was going to say so.
 
   “No, but it’s cute.”
 
   She frowned. “You do know that you may never see me again, don’t you?”
 
   “I’m hoping I made a good enough impression,” he said, pushing himself off the frame. “But even if you don’t want to see me again, your hair sure will.”
 
   She patted the side of her head.
 
   “You’re not twenty,” she said.
 
   “Do some research on me,” he said. “And find out for yourself. I’m being truthful. The thing is…because I grew up in Paragon, I didn’t have to spend all my time trying to survive like I would’ve on Terra. Instead, I was able to learn more about the human condition and what people are like. It has its perks and its downfalls.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “I’m a terrible fighter,” he admitted.
 
   “So is Kace.”
 
   “No clue why,” he said. “Especially if he’s a Quietus.”
 
   “I didn’t think people aged in Paragon,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, you would think I would be stuck as a baby forever, right? Man, that would have sucked, especially if my mind had continued to grow. But thankfully, here in Paragon the atmosphere allows everyone to reach their maximum potential physically. So I was able to grow and mature like I would have been able to on Terra, except I never got sick, and to my knowledge, I don’t have any health deficiencies.”
 
   “And that’s why I’m not sick.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “So if the atmosphere changes, so will our bodies.”
 
   “I might start catching colds,” he said. “But I can’t think about that now. I have no control over what the Great Collision did.”
 
   “But the Sorcerers might be able to change things.”
 
   “Maybe,” he said. “But I’m sure it will take a great deal of persuasion for them to break their vow on interfering.”
 
   “I’m willing to take the chance,” she said. “It was nice talking to you, Ian.”
 
   “So a week from now?” he asked, and she nodded. “If you leave without me, I’ll understand.”
 
   “I’m sure you would,” she said, then she turned and left him standing there. As she walked down the street alone, she suddenly realized how cold the air had gotten. The rain had stopped, but there were strong gusts of wind in its place, and her clothes had not completely dried. Did Ian realize it and not offer her clothes because she had refused measurement for the dress? Or the thought never entered his mind in the first place? The rain in Paragon was normally so light that even if someone had stood under it the entire time, they wouldn’t get that wet. 
 
   How long had it taken her and Olivia to get to Virga? Now that she was alone, she realized how lonely and cold the trek back would be. Since she had gone with Olivia, their conversation had taken her mind off of the walking, but now, all she could think about was getting warm. 
 
   Thankfully, her body was strong enough to weather the temperature change. 
 
   Remi walked with her arms folded, walking past the vacant entrance to Virga. Gill was nowhere to be found, and by now, the people of Paragon were probably cozy at home. 
 
   She strolled past the bouquets of flowers and realized that their fragrance was now masked by the smell of wet soil and tree branches. The air was starting to get muggy, and there was still an overcast in the sky, causing the already dense forest to become that much darker. She found herself squinting to see, and she hoped that she would be able to find her way back home. 
 
   She didn’t want to unsheathe her eidolon for fear that some small creature might be attracted to it and fly at it. She didn’t want to hurt anything unnecessarily. But it was getting so hard to see.
 
   A creaking of the tree branches above her head caught her attention. Though she wasn’t sure what the forest was like after a torrential downpour, it sounded unnatural.
 
   “Is someone there!” she called out, and another creak came from the bushes in front of her. “If you don’t come out now, I’m going to start cutting down trees!”
 
   It was a bluff, but if her pursuer cared about the forest at all, they would reveal themselves.
 
   A silhouette jumped down from the canopy and onto one knee. Her eidolon wasn’t unsheathed, but she still sensed no danger or ill-will from the stranger. 
 
   “Who are you?” she asked, when she realized the shape of the stranger’s body. He had been on all fours, but now he was slowly standing up to two feet. Hair grew from what once seemed like a bald head. Its arms and legs gained more girth and her face softened in recognition.
 
   “Kace?” she asked.
 
   The stranger cleared his throat a couple times until his voice was clear. “Hey, Remi.”
 
   “You following me?” she asked. Her mind started zipping all over, wondering what he saw and overheard. He didn’t have an eidolon, but she knew that in his Quietus form, his senses increased exponentially. It was possible that he heard her entire conversation with Ian, even from outside.
 
   But the more she thought about it, what did she care if he did?
 
   It’s not like she did anything wrong.
 
   It’s not like she asked for the hair stylist to burst into her life like that.
 
   “Not following,” he said. “I was looking for you. The Sage Academy didn’t get the storm, but we could see it in the distance, and then when Olivia came back without you, I knew I had to see if you were okay.”
 
   “She didn’t tell you what I was up to?”
 
   “Oh c’mon, she doesn’t really talk to me much. I think she still has this weird notion that I kept the two of you apart even though she’s the one that betrayed you.”
 
   “I can take care of myself,” she said. “I’ve been saying that for…I don’t know. Since we’ve met.”
 
   “I know, but we both know that you didn’t get this far by yourself either. And you shouldn’t be alone. Cimmerian is after you.”
 
   “If they can get as far as Virga, then there’s nothing we can do to stop them from getting me.”
 
   “You’re right. They’ve gotten as far as Cirrus. They’ve gotten even further.”
 
   “Doesn’t that kind of annul your argument?”
 
   “What I’m trying to say is that we should stick together.”
 
   “Now that you’re done hanging out. Right.”
 
   “What’s gotten into you?”
 
   “Why aren’t you excited about going with me on my journey?”
 
   “I…Remi, you know it’s crazy.”
 
   “It wasn’t crazy a few months ago when I was your only friend and you were so in love with me that you couldn’t think straight.”
 
   “I don’t think I realized what I was saying,” he admitted. “Since we’ve been at the Academy, I was able to hear a lot more stories about the Sorcerers, and…it doesn’t sound like we can do anything to change their mind, if we even get a chance to talk to them.”
 
   “Then I’ll go by myself.”
 
   “No, you’re not.”
 
   “Who said that?” she asked, looking around her. “I could have sworn I heard someone telling me what to do when last time I checked, I was no one’s property.”
 
   “I’m not trying to control you.”
 
   “Yes you are. And I’m not even sure why. When was the last time the two of us hung out? Just the two of us?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “And yet, I’m willing to bet that you can count on one hand how many times you hung out with your friends since yesterday.”
 
   “So that’s what this is? You’re jealous?”
 
   “No, not at all,” she replied. “It’s the fact that I made up my mind to go on this mission, and I’ve been waiting for you to be ready. And then I learn that you’re not even seriously thinking of going, and yet, I still wait and give you time. I went to the parties you liked. I hung out with you and your friends without bringing it up, and when I got impatient, I asked them to come along. Now that they’ve refused, and you’re telling me that you’re not coming, what am I supposed to think? What am I supposed to do? I have to choose now. To stay with you, or go.”
 
   “I don’t see how it’s a choice,” Kace said. “One is death, and the other is life.”
 
   “To you it is, but not me. Sitting around and laughing as a very real threat comes to take away everything we hold dear bothers me. I’m not judging you. I love that you made friends, and I really want to see you be happy. I don’t want to control you either, and  so…if you don’t want to go, you don’t have to. You really don’t.”
 
   “But…Remi, you’ll die.”
 
   “Or I won’t.”
 
   “Remi, c’mon…”
 
   “I won’t die.”
 
   “If you’re going, then I’m going too.”
 
   Kace couldn’t even hide the tears welling up in his eyes. “Then we’re going now,” Remi said.
 
   “What?” he said, his voice breaking. He reached out for her instinctively but she dodged the attempt. 
 
   “We’re leaving right now.”
 
   “We don’t have any supplies, and your clothes are wet, and we didn’t say goodbye to anyone!”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So? So? Remi, you have to prepare for something like this.”
 
   “No we don’t,” she said, pulling back the part of her shirt that was covering her right shoulder. The tip of her eidolon was poking out. “And I would rather leave now because my eidolon is telling me that you’re being deceptive. What’s your plan, huh? Lead me back with promises of preparation and woo me into falling in love with the good life? Smother me with fun and excitement until I forget all about this?”
 
   “It was worth a try,” he muttered. 
 
   Remi couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 
 
   “I’m leaving.”
 
   “No, you’re not,” he scoffed, which only made her more furious. 
 
   “Watch me,” she said, knowing full well how ridiculous it was to go on a quest without so much as a loaf of bread to eat. 
 
   “You’re not serious,” Kace said, but she kept her vision stubbornly focused on the task at hand. He followed her without a word, as she left the forest, walked across the country side and arrived at the borders of Paragon. She stopped for a second and questioned her sanity, but then she heard Kace breathing behind her and that kept her going. 
 
   She clenched her fists tight and kept moving, through Paragon’s open gates and toward the bridge between Paragon and Terra.
 
   “They could be waiting for you,” Kace said to her.
 
   “Doubt it,” she said. “The gates wouldn’t be open if there was any Cimmerians nearby.”
 
   “There’s more than one way to get inside a house than the front door.”
 
   “You’re spouting off ancient proverbs now?”
 
   “Remi, stop,” he said and for some reason she did. She faced him angrily and his face softened. “You don’t have to throw your life away because you’re mad at me. Okay?”
 
   “I’m starting to think that this is the best move for me. At least I’ll be out there, doing what I wanted all along.”
 
   “Can we at least go back to the Academy? Gather a few things?”
 
   “Are you coming with me?”
 
   “I…I don’t know.”
 
   “Then I’m leaving now.”
 
   “Remi,” he said, grabbing her arm. “I love you.”
 
   A few months ago, she would have believed him, because she wouldn’t have known any better. But now she had plenty of time to observe. She had seen other students spend time together. She had seen the way James and Catherine looked at each other, and most of all, she had seen how Kace preferred his time with others over her. It wasn’t that he had to spend more time with her than them. She didn’t even need it to be equal in her favor. But at the very least, when they did enjoy each other’s company, she preferred not to talk about what new jokes Chad had come up with, or how cool Berto was, or all the great things he was going to do with them the next day. 
 
   She wasn’t a part of his life, as much as he would say to the contrary. The actions were speaking louder than words, and at the end of the day, she was only a nice person that was willing to kiss him on the lips from time to time. Nothing more. 
 
   Well, no more. 
 
   “I want to break up,” she declared, and Kace’s face nearly cracked.
 
   “No, Remi,” he cried, squeezing her artificial arm harder. She yanked her arm away from him and rubbed it. She didn’t want him leaving an impression.
 
   “I’m not trying to be mean,” she said softly. Now that the deed had been done, there was no reason to make him feel any worse. She still wanted to be friends.
 
   “Then why are you doing this?” he growled, covering his face with one hand.
 
   “Because it’s what’s best for both of us. It may not feel like it right now, but it’s true. I can’t force you to come with me, and neither would I want to. I just…I thought we both wanted this. I guess I was wrong and I placed expectations on you that weren’t fair. For that, I’m sorry. But hey,” she paused to take his hand away from his face. The tears she saw rolling down his face nearly broke her heart. “We’re still friends…and I’m still there for you when you need me. Okay?”
 
   “I’m sorry I can’t go with you,” he whispered. She hugged him and squeezed him tight.
 
   “No apology needed.”
 
   “You still should go back to the Academy though,” he sniffed. She broke off  the embrace and stared into his eyes. Already she could see him getting over it. Sure, they would lose some comfort and companionship in the process, but what else could they gain?
 
   “I know,” she said, looking behind her. “But…I really think I might just head out.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like you,” he said, wiping his tears away. “You know how dangerous it can be out there.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’ll make it,” she said. “You have to have more faith in me than this.”
 
   “If anyone can, it’s you,” he said, pointing to her artificial arm. “How you were able to keep fighting against those odds…after I find out what you did, I knew that you were so far away from me in determination that I had no hope of catching up. I hope it all works out for you.”
 
   “I hope so to,” she whispered, fighting the lump in her throat. “And tell everyone I said good-bye, won’t you?”
 
   “Definitely,” he said, bending down and giving a tender kiss on the cheek. “By the way, I love the new haircut.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said with her face getting warm. 
 
   Kace spun around and began running back toward Paragon’s gates, slowly transforming with each stride. Remi took a deep breath and then turned to face the bridge before her. 
 
   It was nearly transparent. There were two white stone pillars on each side of the massive divide, with thick ropes and boards making up the bridge itself. Though it seemed weak and fragile, she knew the truth though. She had heard plenty about it from the other Sages.
 
   The bridge responded to one’s thoughts. 
 
   Meaning, as soon as she placed her foot upon it, it would change to best accommodate her. It might become a bridge of rope, or a brick road, or possibly a cobblestone street like those she found in Virga. The bridge itself was made of pure energy, and therefore, it could never be cut down, no matter how hard one tried. 
 
   And many had, attempting to keep the worlds separate once again, but it was to no avail. 
 
   She stepped onto the bridge and was taken aback as it instantly changed shape, becoming a bridge made of vines and plants. There were tiny flowers sticking out of the sides and it reminded her of her stroll through the forest leading up to Virga. 
 
   She took another step, and she nearly giggled at how squishy it felt underneath her feet. She bounced on it a bit and the bridge shook, but it showed no signs of breaking. She jumped harder and she was nearly tossed into the air. 
 
   Okay, she thought. Maybe I shouldn’t do that.
 
   Carefully, she made her way across, looking over the edge as she walked. It was like a bottomless pit underneath. A black, endless void with no signs of life or light coming from it. She wondered if anyone had jumped down, curious as to what lay in its depths. 
 
   When she reached the end, that was when the anxiety hit. Because she was now in foreign territory. Back in Allay, she had been rendered unconscious, and so she wasn’t awake for the trek into Paragon. She had no idea of what direction she should head in. 
 
   “I probably should have gotten some supplies,” she muttered as the wind picked up. Why make the journey harder than it had to be? There was no point searching for the Sorcerers if she died of starvation a few miles outside of Paragon.
 
   Ian would know where to look for food, she realized. 
 
   Since he was a scavenger, he had to have seen a great deal of meal options in his travels. But she wasn’t sure if she should go back for him. Even when she said that they could leave together, she was only half-serious. He was interesting to say the least, but she wasn’t sure if she would be able to keep her end of the bargain and protect him.
 
   Her feet crunched against some dead leaves, and immediately, she felt the icy chill of Terra. She had forgotten how intimidating it could be. The freezing nights. The starvation. The thirst. The wild creatures hunting for blood. Although she had only been in Paragon for a short while, it had already put her at ease. She had to rediscover her fighting edge.
 
   “Okay,” she huffed, beginning to shiver. “Which way?”
 
   There was nothing interesting ahead of her or to her left. To her right, however, there were a few shadows running her away. Hopefully they were a few animals scared of her presence and nothing more, but she was sure she hadn’t gotten that lucky. 
 
   “Crap,” she said as the shadows became illuminated under the dim natural light. They were an entirely different kind of animal than that she was used to. 
 
   Langorans.
 
   Remi darted to the left and started running as fast she could, gritting her teeth as the biting cold nipped at her damp clothes. She glanced behind her and saw that they weren’t slowing down either. 
 
   Wait. Why was she running? 
 
   Remi stopped in her tracks, spun around and unsheathed her eidolon, letting it burn brightly as to ward off her pursuers, but it didn’t deter them. They picked up the pace.
 
   “Come on!” she shouted, beginning to summon her white Sage robes. But before they had covered her half-way, something leapt on top of her from the trees high above. 
 
   Her chin slammed into the ground and she could already taste blood. The footsteps got closer as the one who leapt on top of her grabbed her wrists violently and forced them behind her back, making her shoulders ache. She could feel a rope being wrapped around her arms as the other Langorans surrounded her, making sure that she didn’t try to escape.
 
   “Is this it?” one of them asked. 
 
   “Yes. Look at the mark,” another replied. “And,” he paused to sift through his cloak pockets and he pulled out a small blue stone. “Yep. She has the signature. This is the one we’ve been waiting for.”
 
   “Took you long enough to come outside,” one of the Langorans bent down and whispered into her ear. Remi growled but she made no attempts to move. So Kace was right. They were literally waiting for her by the gates. She hated being wrong.
 
   “It’s a long way back,” a Langoran said. “You think she won’t cause any trouble?”
 
   “Not if she’s unconscious the entire time,” another replied.
 
   “Wait!” Remi shouted, gaining their attention. “Why would you idiots bring me back to Cimmerian when I’m actively searching out the other weapons? You think you’ll be able to find them without me?”
 
   “We found you,” someone said.
 
   “That’s because all three worlds knew where I am. This is different. Besides me, when was the last time you saw one of the Sorcerer weapons? I’m willing to bet it’s never.”
 
   “Well, yeah, but—”
 
   “—I’m not done talking,” she snapped. “Can someone tell this brute to get off of me? I’m no good to you dead and my spine is about to crack in two.”
 
   The Langoran on top of her took his knee off of her and the rest of the group gave her some room. 
 
   “Thank you,” Remi huffed. “Now…if you were smart, you would follow me. Let me go, let me find the other weapons, and then take us all.”
 
   “We do that, and you’ll team up with the other weapons to fight against us.”
 
   “You could always retreat and come back with reinforcements.”
 
   “Yeah, but it will be having to choose between bringing one back for sure, or possibly losing both.”
 
   “I thought the Langorans were tough. What happened?”
 
   “We’re more like the, uh…scout group.”
 
   “Good to know,” Remi said. She willed her eidolon to shoot out of her back with the blade facing up, cutting through her binds instantly. As the Langorans backed away in shock, she rolled over in the dirt and leapt up to her feet, grabbing the hilt of her sword in mid-air. 
 
   Before her captors could react, she swung the eidolon over her head in a circle, fatally wounding five of the six Langorans. They cried out in unison, clutching their chests which now had a severe cut running straight across it. The sixth Langoran tried to run away but Remi threw her eidolon into its back, and once he fell face first into the dirt, she willed it back to her side. It vanished from his back and then reappeared on the left side of her hip. She grasped the hilt and yanked it from her waist. 
 
   “I won’t kill you,” she said to them as they writhed in the dirt. “But I do want a message sent. I’m not playing around. All I want is to be left alone, and if that’s not good enough, then I’ll have to start taking heads. I will make it my personal mission to find out where the Langorans have their headquarters and I will run it into the ground. Everyone understand me?”
 
   All she got were groans, but that was good enough for her.
 
   “Excellent, now I’ll be heading out.”
 
   As she jogged away from the scene, her eidolon hummed, letting her know that there were two more people nearby, and they both had familiar signatures. 
 
   “I sense you!” she yelled, and she heard a rustling above her. What was with people and hiding in trees?
 
   Before she could call out again, Catherine and Olivia jumped down in front of her. She was sure it wasn’t for a heartfelt good-bye.
 
   “Here to wish me well?” Remi asked. 
 
   Olivia didn’t smile back. “No, I’m afraid we’re here to take you back, by any means necessary.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6 – Family
 
   “You’re serious?” Remi asked as her face softened. “By any means? Who gave you that order?”
 
   “I decided it on my own,” Olivia said. “And I asked Catherine to come with me because we’re in agreement. You can’t go out here by yourself.”
 
   “Then come with me,” Remi nearly pleaded. “Both of you.”
 
   “We can’t,” Catherine said, her curly locks sticking out of her Sage hood. “Paragon needs us, and it needs you too.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t. It wants to use me.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “James said I was free to go after the Sorcerers!” Remi shouted. Catherine looked around her, trying to sense if there were any more Langorans nearby. “Remi, I would keep it down if I were you. There’s a second scout group only a few miles from here.”
 
   “I took down the first one by myself. What makes this one any different?”
 
   “They’re a lot stronger.”
 
   “And what does that matter? If I’m supposed to be this all-powerful weapon, so powerful in fact that I can’t even leave Paragon, then why should I be worried?”
 
   “We don’t know the full extent of your powers, or what being a weapon of the Sorcerers actually means.”
 
   “And you won’t be able to unless you do tests, right? Poke me. Prod me. Treat me like an experiment. Like one of Thorn’s things.” 
 
   “Which we will never do.”
 
   “You are right now,” Remi said, casting her eyes toward the ground. “Everyone in Paragon can come and go as they please. But the moment I try, a retrieval party is sent. I don’t understand.”
 
   “You do plenty,” Olivia said. “Come on. You know how important you are to us.”
 
   “I think…I think I know why the other weapons can’t be found. Or…or why they don’t show themselves in public. Because they’ll be used as weapons, and not treated like people. Just because I was born like this…it doesn’t make me any less of a person than you.”
 
   “You are equal to us,” Catherine replied but Remi shook her head furiously.
 
   “No, I’m not. And if you force me to come back with you, I’m going to leave again. And again. And again. Until you have to treat me like a thing. You’ll have to restraint me and use me and you’ll have to deal with that burden every day. Or, you can do the right thing, and let me go.”
 
   “That’s not going to—” Olivia began, but Catherine put a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Let her go,” she said, and Olivia scoffed. She opened her mouth to retort but then decided against it.
 
   “Fine,” she muttered. “But remember that you’re turning your back on us too, Remi. No one’s going to be so quick to let you back in if you leave like this.”
 
   “I know,” she said. Catherine reached behind and under her Sage robe and presented a backpack to Remi. 
 
   “Here,” she said, throwing it at Remi’s feet. “A little bit of food and some clothes. It’s not much.”
 
   “It’s more than I have,” Remi beamed, happily picking up the supplies. “So this is it?”
 
   “If it’s what you want,” Catherine replied. “Though I have to say that we could really use you here. James and many of the others are about to head out on an adventure of our own. We’re hoping to find reinforcements for what’s to come.”
 
   “Hope it works out for you,” Remi said sincerely, throwing the backpack over her shoulders. “And…I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”
 
   Catherine nodded and Olivia walked over and gave Remi a hug.
 
   “Take care of yourself. I’m not there to keep you warm at night.”
 
   “Somehow I’ll survive,” Remi replied, breaking away from her. “Farewell.”
 
   She left the two behind and she could feel them still watching her even when she was a mile away. They had to be following her still. Making sure she was safe.
 
   Remi wasn’t having it.
 
   Okay, she thought to herself. How do I ditch them?
 
   Remi took off running, sure that they wouldn’t be so eager to make chase for fear of being caught. She allowed her eidolon to stick slightly out of the top of her shoulder so that she could read her surroundings. She couldn’t sense Olivia or Catherine, but that didn’t mean they weren’t near. 
 
   What was near, however, was a family of three, traveling by wagon through the forest. That was something she didn’t see every day.
 
   She decided to head toward them, and while she ran she practiced her smiles and recited pleasantries with her voice. She only had one shot to make a good impression. 
 
   “Excuse me,” she called out when she was still several yards away. The father and husband was sitting in front of the open wagon with reins in his hand, yoked to an elderly biulo. How he was able to get one all alone and tamed must have been quite the story. 
 
   The woman and young boy in the wagon had been lying down, but now they shot their heads up and stared at her as she approached. The man pulled back on the leather reins, stopping the biulo in its tracks. The creature began picking off leaves from a nearby tree with its mouth as the man leaned back in his oak seat. 
 
   “What can I do you for, young lady?” The man was in his mid-forties and bald. He was rail thin and his wife and child were just as gaunt, and yet, they didn’t seem unhealthy. The little boy was actually jumping up and down at the possibility of having someone else to talk to.
 
   “I was looking for some companionship during my travels,” she said, still keeping an eye out for Olivia and Catherine. 
 
   “Where are you headed?”
 
   “Not sure. I’m exploring.”
 
   “You’re welcome to accompany us as long as you like. We’re heading to Cimmerian.”
 
   “Really?” she asked in surprise. She had heard of Paragons leaving their homes to go to Cimmerian but it was quite a rare sight. 
 
   “Yeah,” he laughed, waving a hand over his thin body. “We’ve been weaning ourselves off the food around Paragon in preparation for the journey. It hasn’t been easy.”
 
   “I’ll join you for now,” Remi said, climbing into the back of the wagon. The woman shuffled over to give her room. 
 
   “My name is Zaiya,” the woman said, extending a hand out. Remi shook it and smiled once she saw the little boy.
 
   “And what’s your name?” Remi asked.
 
   The little boy shook his head and then burrowed himself into his mother’s side. 
 
   “He’s shy,” Zaiya laughed. “This is Ben. We found him abandoned in Terra during one of our travels a few years ago.”
 
   “Oh,” Remi said. “Do you know what happened to his parents?”
 
   “Not a clue,” she said. “We were out scavenging for food—you know, to get better accumulated to Terra’s produce, when we found him crying in the forest all alone. He was dirty and bit by some of the woodland creatures. We did look for a guardian of his, but after a couple of days we cleaned him up and took him back home with us. He’s been with us ever since and although he’s not my child by blood, I treat him as if he is.”
 
   “I’m five,” Ben mumbled. 
 
   Remi laughed. “Oh my! You’re so big!” 
 
   “This is Jacob,” Zaiya said, pointing to her husband. “The kindest man you’ll ever have the pleasure of meeting.”
 
   “Oh, stop,” he chuckled as he whipped at the reins, letting the biulo know that it was time to get moving. It took the creature a couple minutes to realize it, but once he got going, the wagon was off to a brisk pace.
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking…why are you going to Cimmerian of all places?”
 
   “It’s not as terrible as it sounds,” he replied. “At least from what I’ve heard. I get messages from my cousin who went to Cimmerian ten years ago. He actually loves it there.”
 
   “What’s so great about Oblivion? Aren’t we at war with them?”
 
   “I haven’t seen war yet.”
 
   “Well, no, it hasn’t started yet, but it’s still coming. And we were attacked by Cimmerians recently.”
 
   “Cimmerian is simply another place where people live. Yes, those at the top have their own political and personal motivations, and they use the lives and resources of the people for their own gain, but that doesn’t mean the people themselves are to blame.”
 
   “But they could overthrow those at the top, can’t they?”
 
   “No one in Paragon overthrows the King, and that’s because there’s a hope that he has the people’s best interests in mind, regardless of evidence to the contrary. Cimmerian is the same. The people hope that they will be taken care of.”
 
   “I still don’t get what’s so great about Cimmerian.”
 
   “Maybe you should go sometime and see for yourself.”
 
   “But you can’t explain to me what’s so appealing?”
 
   “You’ll just have to see for yourself.”
 
   “I’m okay,” Remi said, ready to change the subject. 
 
   “I’ll say this,” Zaiya replied. “In Paragon, people never have to fight for anything. They think of themselves as the elite, and therefore, they never actually grow into who they should be. In Cimmerian, there might be a lot of negativity, but it also builds character in a way that Paragon can’t provide. As long as you can withstand the heat, of course.”
 
   “Excuse the pun,” Jacob said.
 
   “It’s okay,” Remi said, feeling a little uncomfortable. 
 
   “We won’t talk about it anymore,” Jacob said as they all fell silent. Remi sighed and took in her environment. The forest was quiet, and it was getting darker as night began to descend upon them. She felt a little tired, but she didn’t think falling sleep yet was a good idea. The family had honestly creeped her out a bit, and the last time she had been unconscious on Terra, she had ended up in Paragon. She didn’t want the same to happen to her now.
 
   “I think I’m going to get out here,” she said to the family’s surprise. 
 
   “That’s fine,” Jacob replied as he began pulling at the reins.
 
   “No need,” Remi said, leaping out of the wagon. Ben was sound asleep so he didn’t see her leave but Zaiya waved to her as they continued on. 
 
   Alone again, she thought as the darkness descended upon her. 
 
   She unleashed her eidolon and let it serve as her torch. 
 
   “Remi!” someone called out from behind her. She was surprised to see Ian’s smiling face. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “I might ask you the same thing,” she said. “It seems like I’m pretty popular today.”
 
   “I went out for new materials after you left,” he said. She noticed that his hair was slicked, his shirt was tucked in and his vest was back on. 
 
   “Find anything good?” she asked and he sifted through the pockets on his belt. “Nothing serious. But I can restock some things. Um, what are you doing? You’re still wet.”
 
   “Yeah,” she muttered. “It’s been so cold that it’s been impossible to dry.”
 
   “You’re scavenging for something too?”
 
   “No, I’m…I was heading out.”
 
   “Without me?” he said in disappointment. She wasn’t sure what to say. “It’s okay,” he said. “I understand. It’s not like we really know each other.”
 
   “Still, I did give you my word.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Seriously. I’m okay.”
 
   “Hey, who’s this?” someone asked from behind Ian. Remi craned her neck to see another boy. He was wearing a tank top and dirty baggy pants. His hair was caked in mud but his green eyes still sparkled from behind them. 
 
   “Remi, I’d like you to meet a friend of mine. This is Harlan.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” he said, giving her a curt nod. 
 
   “We can’t spend too much time together on the inside,” Ian said. “Since he lives in the countryside and I reside in the city, but we manage to find scavenging time together. He’s been my best friend since childhood.”
 
   “Because you ass needs saving all the time,” Harlan replied. His voice was husky but light-hearted, and his demeanor was the same. It was as if he worked hard but not to the point he couldn’t drop what he was doing and hang out at a moment’s notice.
 
   “That it does,” Ian laughed. “Although, I’ve saved yours plenty enough.”
 
   “That’s different. That’s when I get in trouble with the authorities on the inside.”
 
   “I’m more socially inclined,” Ian said to Remi. “And Harlan has the nasty habit of selling his mediocre crops in Virga when the merchants there have already established themselves. I have to end up calming everyone down.”
 
   “I could calm them down too if you’d let me.”
 
   “Yes, we all know what that means.”
 
   “You own a farm?” Remi asked, her eidolon still being used for lighting. 
 
   “Not really,” Harlan replied. “More like a garden, but I still like seeing if I can sell my goods. I like gardening because it forces me to use a more delicate touch.”
 
   “He has Langoran hands,” Ian said and Harlan pushed him aside playfully.
 
   “Hey, stop that. She’s going to think I’m a Langoran. Which I’m not.”
 
   “Then what’s Ian talking about?”
 
   “My ability,” he said. “I have an epic grip.”
 
   “An epic grip,” Remi snickered. “That doesn’t sound intimidating.”
 
   “Depends on what I’m using it for. I can render a man unconscious just by squeezing.”
 
   “Well, there ya go.”
 
   “Don’t ever arm wrestle him,” Ian said. “Or shake his hand. You might lose it.”
 
   “So you’re really traveling alone?” Harlan asked. 
 
   Remi nodded. “Is that a problem?”
 
   “No, not at all, but Ian was telling me about your quest, and I was thinking that if you would have me, I’d like to go too.”
 
   “Why? It’s not going to be fun.”
 
   “Because there’s someone out there I need to find.”
 
   “Oh yeah, who’s that?”
 
   “The strongest man in the world. I need to talk to him, and maybe even challenge him. See where I measure up.”
 
   “Of course I would like to go too,” Ian replied. “And I have one more person if you’re willing, but that requires going back to Paragon. Not to mention that we really, really need some supplies.”
 
   “Okay!” Remi said in exasperation. “We’ll get some supplies before we go!”
 
   “So I’m going?” Harlan asked, turning to Ian. Then he chuckled and crossed his arms. “Of course I am. Who’s going to be the bodyguard?”
 
   “I might,” Remi said, pursuing her lips.
 
   “Oh yeah? Shake my hand.”
 
   “No, thanks,” she laughed and his face fell in disappointment. 
 
   “You sure you’re okay going back?” Ian asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” she said. She realized quickly that there was no way she could go on the journey alone. Perhaps the other Sage weapons were used to being alone, but she had been around others since childhood, and if there were people that loved her enough to accompany her on her quest, who was she to deny them? 
 
   “It won’t take long,” Ian promised. 
 
   Just as he finished his sentence, an arrow whistled behind him and flew right through his left shoulder. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 7 – Frontline
 
   “Ian!” Harlan shouted as he grabbed his friend and let him down gently. Remi snapped her head around to see a group of Langorans coming toward her, but that wasn’t what scared her. It was the horrible machinations they were towing behind them. 
 
   “Catapults,” Remi whispered. “What do they need those for? I thought I was the only one they wanted.”
 
   “Apparently not,” Ian groaned. “Can this hurt any more?”
 
   “Shush,” Harlan said, then he turned to Remi. “We need to get Ian out of here, and there’s no way we’re going to be able to take down a force that large. In this darkness, we don’t even know how many there are.”
 
   “Agreed,” Remi said as Harlan threw Ian over his shoulders. “Where are we heading?”
 
   “Sage Academy,” he said. “You have friends there that can help?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “At least I hope so.” Her eidolon shrieked and Remi managed to slice an arrow in half before it hit Harlan in the back. “Let’s hurry.”
 
   The three of them took off running, and Remi’s thoughts suddenly fell on the family of three that she had left behind. Had they made it? Were they slaughtered? Or did they join with the Langorans and tell them where she had headed? Why would anyone leave Paragon to side with Cimmerian? It didn’t make sense.
 
   “Can you get this out of me?” Ian mumbled before he went unconscious. Harlan and Remi kept running. Because the Langorans had the catapults to pull behind them, they were able to lose them easily, but it didn’t make her feel any safer. 
 
   They were still heading right for Paragon, and no one had any idea that they were coming.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Close the gates!” Remi shouted as they neared, but to her horror, there was not one guard stationed on the wall. The entrance to Paragon was wide open, and not a single person was there to stop them. “Keep going to the Academy!” she shouted to Harlan as they ran through. 
 
   Remi turned around and threw her eidolon into the stone wall. She leapt on top it and then jumped again, willing her eidolon to vanish and reappear at her hip. She stabbed the surface in front of her, and then she performed the same action until she had scaled up the wall. 
 
   It had taken far too long, but at least she was able to reach the levers. 
 
   She ran to the first of the two pulley levers and pulled at it with all her might but it was stuck. She crouched down and rammed into it, using her body weight to push it to the side. Thankfully it worked, but there was still a second lever on the other side of the entrance. 
 
   Remi grunted in frustration, eyed the gap between the wall and took off running as fast as she could. When she reached the edge, she leapt as high as she could into the air, knowing she wasn’t going to make it. 
 
   She had to use her eidolon again to catch her fall. She slammed it into the wall’s side and began scaling up it just like the other one. By the time she reached the second lever, she could already hear the rumbling of the catapults in the distance. She glanced in the Langorans’ direction only for a moment, and she saw trees being knocked down in their path.
 
   Remi turned her attention back to the second lever. She rammed it and finally the gate came crashing down. Depending on what the catapults were carrying, the flimsy thin steel gate wouldn’t last long, but it would give them some time. 
 
   Remi didn’t feel like getting hit by an arrow so she turned back toward Paragon and scanned the ground below. It was a long drop, but as long as she transformed before she leapt, it would be okay. 
 
   A large rock hit in her the back and she went sprawling over the edge.
 
   So much for waiting, she thought as she willed her Sage robe to cover her. She landed on her feet hard, but at least her muscles were able to take the shock. She had made sure to land more on her human leg than her artificial one. 
 
   Once she was sure her artificial leg didn’t have any cracks in it, she took off running, heading straight for the Sage Academy. Behind her, she could already hear the first volley of boulders crashing against Paragon’s gate. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Remi jumped onto the stone platform quickly and willed it to ascend. She glanced behind her but there were no enemies yet. That would probably change within the hour. 
 
   Remi sucked her teeth as the platform rose up to its destination—the Sage Academy. She didn’t wait for it to lock in place. She leapt up as soon as she was close enough to clear the opening. She ran up the spiral staircase, huffing and puffing the entire way, and when she hit the main walkway, she was shocked to see how casually everyone was acting. They were sparring. They were talking and laughing. They were eating and doubling over in laughter. 
 
   “HEY!” she shouted, gaining the attention of a few. “We’re under attack!” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” someone muttered, going back to their sandwich.
 
   “The Langorans are here!” she shouted, but even fewer paid attention this time. A hand slapped her right shoulder and she jumped up in surprise.
 
   “Remi?” Olivia asked, carrying her sword in hand and wearing nothing but a fluffy red bathrobe. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Livi, we’re under attack!” Remi said frantically, grabbing her shoulders. “They’ll be here any minute. We have to evacuate or fight or something. Langorans and Cimmerians I think. They have catapults that are—”
 
   “We would have gotten word they were coming from the wall,” Olivia replied.
 
   “No one’s at the wall. Where’s Catherine and James?”
 
   “They left to get information about something,” Olivia replied.
 
   “Then who’s in charge?”
 
   “No one,” she said, taking note of the sweat on her friend’s face. “We’re governing ourselves.”
 
   “Someone needs to order everyone out of here now! Where’s Ian and Harlan?”
 
   “Who are they?”
 
   “They didn’t make it?” she cried out, running down the small steps to one of the platforms facing out toward Paragon’s wall. She couldn’t see it, but if the Langorans were coming, they would be over the hill at any minute.
 
   But where were Ian and Harlan? Surely she would have seen them on her way to the Academy…unless they didn’t know the way.
 
   “I’ve got to go,” she said. “They’re still out there somewhere.”
 
   “Wait, what’s going on?” Kace asked, appearing at Olivia’s side. 
 
   “Remi says we’re under attack.”
 
   “But we haven’t heard…” Kace’s voice trailed as he saw the silhouettes roll over the first hill in the distance, trampling the flowers and grass underneath. Remi’s face fell as the small army appeared, heading straight for the Sage Academy. One by one, the students stopped what they were doing and came to look as well.
 
   The rumblings of the catapult’s wheels and massive frames created an echo across the countryside and many stopped talking in mid-conversation, curious as to what was the cause. Eventually, the entire student body became frozen in fear.
 
   “Who’s the best we’ve got?” Remi asked as the small army approached. 
 
   “Me,” Olivia said. “And to be honest, I’m sure that’s enough.”
 
   There were a dozen Langorans, but the army was mostly made of Cimmerians hidden under massive armor. There were hundreds of them, and at least a dozen catapults, each of them carrying a boulder that was as big as six people. There was also a separate compartment underneath each raised catapult, where more boulders were stored.
 
   “The Langorans have to go first!” Olivia shouted. “They’ve got to be the ones loading the catapults.”
 
   “I didn’t think it would come to this,” Kace whispered. Remi looked at him and saw his face turning pale. She knew he wasn’t ready for this. Few of them had been prepared, and she wasn’t sure if she was included in that number.
 
   “Of course James leaves now,” a student muttered and Olivia turned around to slap him across the face. The student yelped and grabbed his cheek.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Olivia snapped at him. “What if James and the others were dead?! We’d still have to handle this ourselves. Now stop whining and tell everyone to prepare for war. Someone needs to head to Cirrus and tell the King’s officials of what’s happening here.”
 
   Before a number of hands could go up she chose someone and the chosen one left the walkway happily, heading straight for the western tower. 
 
   “You can’t keep us here,” another student replied. “We’re leaving.”
 
   “You can’t be serious!” Remi exclaimed as she glanced over at Kace. She knew he was on the verge of losing it. 
 
   “This isn’t our fight,” Berto shouted from within the slowly dispersing crowd. “We didn’t sign up for this.”
 
   “Then what did you sign up for?!” Olivia shouted. “Cowards! I thought we were Sages!” 
 
   “We already died once,” Berto said. “I’m not going through that again. Kace, are you coming?”
 
   Kace’s lips quivered as they stammered over a reply, but in the end, his eyes fell upon Remi. He shook his head. “I’m not,” he said to Remi. “I’m staying right here with you.”
 
   She couldn’t lie. She wanted to kiss him in that moment.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Berto cried out as he began taking his place in the crowd, all of them scurrying for the exit.
 
   “I could kill them all,” Olivia muttered. “If I had the time and energy to spare.”
 
   “COVER!” someone shouted, and the first boulder crashed through the west tower, taking several escaping students with it. The Academy sounded like it exploded as another boulder hit the west tower right after the first, sending the platform leading to the ground into a spiral. 
 
   “That’s not good,” Kace said, wiping the sweat from his face. “If we lose the east tower’s  exit platform, we won’t be able to leave.”
 
   “They want us to head for the exits,” Olivia said. “But it’s not like we can just wait here until they run out of boulders either…what I wouldn’t give for a manifestation right about now.”
 
   “Is there anything we can do?” Remi asked as a third boulder whizzed over their heads. The Sage Academy had nothing they could fire back with and the Cimmerians knew it. 
 
   “They’re coming!” a student screamed as a dozen Cimmerians crawled into one of the catapults and were subsequently launched toward the Academy. As they neared, they released grappling hooks from their hands and lodged them into the sides of the wall, using the momentum to swing themselves back toward the Sage Academy’s floating walls. They landed on the walkways and unsheathed their swords, ready to slay as many Sages as possible.
 
   “Watch out!” Olivia shouted, but her warning was muffled by the sound of another boulder hitting the walkway behind her. It had only hit the bottom half, but it was enough to knock her off her feet. 
 
   The students not paying attention didn’t even see two Cimmerians land on top of a couple of their comrades and began slashing at the crowd. Since so many were trying to make it to the exit, it was difficult to get out of the way of their enemies’ blades. 
 
   “Spread out!” Remi shouted as she tried to work her way through the crowd to get to the Cimmerians. Other waves were coming by the second, landing on all points of the walkway. The Cimmerians weren’t that tough, but because they were so condensed, there was little room for the young Sages to swing their eidolons and vanquish their foes.
 
   “Remi, watch out!” Kace shouted as he leapt onto a Cimmerian that had landed behind her. She ducked and narrowly dodged a swing at her head. She kicked at the Cimmerian’s shielded legs but he didn’t budge. The Cimmerian lifted his arms and tried to grab Kace, but Kace was relentless. He ripped the helmet off of the guard’s head and then took one of the scythes sticking out of his forearm and plunged it into the Cimmerian’s neck, killing him instantly. 
 
   The guard fell onto his stomach and Kace rolled off, ready to take on the next attacker, but he didn’t get a chance. A large boulder plowed into his legs and subsequently the floor underneath his feet, sending him crashing to the meadow below with the debris. 
 
   Remi screamed in rage as the Academy groaned over the uneven structure, but somehow it was still maintaining its place in the air. 
 
   Remi ran to the side of the walkway and looked over, trying to see where Kace landed, but she couldn’t see much with the Academy still crumbling apart underneath, causing a cloud of smoke and soot to fly up in her face. She coughed and bumped into a Cimmerian that had just finished stabbing another student. She took out her eidolon and sliced right through him. More Cimmerians were leaping onto the walkway and there wasn’t enough room to continue such a battle.
 
   Yet the students were fighting back. Seeing that there was no escape but through their enemy, they began unsheathing their eidolons and giving it all they had. Remi still didn’t know how they were going to take down the catapults though, and it was only a matter of time before they took out the Academy completely. 
 
   “We have to retreat,” Remi shouted to Olivia. “Or we’re going to be hit too!” 
 
   “Head to the east tower!” she shouted as she clashed blades with another Cimmerian. “Spread the word along. That’s where we’re headed!”
 
   “What’s happening here?” Eckard groaned, showing up completely naked. 
 
   “What happened to you?” Olivia shouted and he covered his privates with his hands. 
 
   “Someone stole my bathrobe.”
 
   “Well, at least grab a weapon, you fool!”
 
   “STOP!” a gruff voice bellowed, piercing through the battlefield. Many stopped fighting on both sides, and they all looked up toward the east tower where a gigantic, muscular man in ripped shorts and large boots stood. Standing on the top of the tower with his massive bare chest glistening in the sun, he glanced down at all of them with contempt. 
 
   “There will be no more boulders thrown for now,” he declared. “But only if Remi comes with us.”
 
   “I’m what you want?” she shouted, pushing a student aside. “That’s why you’re here?”
 
   “No,” he said. “We are here to take down the Academy, but retrieving you is a most exhilarating bonus. Still, there doesn’t have to be as much bloodshed if you quietly surrender.”
 
   “I can’t believe that you would just leave us all alive.”
 
   “You will have to trust me.”
 
   “Never!” Olivia shouted. “We’re going to see this through to the end!”
 
   “Then we will force you to surrender.” He reached behind his back and produced a folded sword. He stretched his hand out to the right and it snapped outward. As he began breathing heavily, the sword began to glow a bright red and expand in size until it was as large as one of his arms. “This is no ordinary sword,” he roared. “And you will soon find out why.”
 
   “Can you please put pants on?” Olivia whispered to Eckard. “I can’t concentrate while you’re standing around like that.”
 
   The giant Cimmerian pointed the sword directly at the center of the walkway and suddenly a beam of energy shot out from the tip, nearly obliterating the ground beneath them and causing a giant hole to appear. Remi pushed Olivia out of the way as Eckard shrieked in horror. 
 
   “Move!” Olivia shouted, pushing Remi back. “We have to get to that tower!”
 
   “How?” Eckard gasped, looking up at the monster above them, already warming up his sword and beginning to summon another beam to take them all out. Remi glanced back at where the last energy beam had hit. Though the Academy was still standing, there was a great expanse between the two towers and there were still Cimmerians being catapulted onto the walkway. The students were losing quickly and retreat was the only option she could foresee. But still…
 
   “You guys go,” Remi said as the second energy beam fired off behind them, killing both Sage and Cimmerian in its path. “I’ll handle him.”
 
   “He can’t have you,” Olivia replied. “You know that. You sure you can beat him?”
 
   “I don’t know about beating him,” she said honestly, “but I can certainly distract him.”
 
   “If that’s what you’re up to then I want to try something myself.”
 
   “We don’t have time to break down a plan,” Remi said, ducking just as a Cimmerian tried to tackle her from behind. Olivia punched him in the face and then threw him over the edge of the walkway. “And I don’t…I don’t want to lose anyone else.”
 
   “That sword has to be one of the Sorcerer’s weapons that they made for Cimmerian,” Olivia replied, shutting up Remi completely. 
 
   “You mean…”
 
   “Yes. If we can take it, then we can find another one of the weapons in human form. That’s how they found you.”
 
   “I can try,” Remi said, but Olivia shook her head.
 
   “Not by yourself. The Academy is already lost…but that doesn’t mean the whole day has to suck.”
 
   “Your lead,” Remi replied, in awe over how Olivia had figured out a way for them to get retribution. Though she still wasn’t sure if she could trust her, she couldn’t deny that she was a great ally to have around.
 
   “Eckard, please get the heck out of here,” Olivia groaned. She didn’t need to tell him twice. He began running for the East tower just as the monster above them watched him with raised eyebrows. It must have been a sight to see a naked Sage running around the battlefield. 
 
   “Over here!” Olivia shouted as she ran toward the east tower and leapt diagonally to the right. To Remi’s surprise, she began running up the wall straight for their enemy. Remi was frozen in curiosity as she watched and soon she realized how Olivia was able to accomplish such a feat. She was literally heating up her boots to the point of melting, and they were sticking to the stone wall so tight that she was able to stay upright for a half second. If Olivia lost her momentum at all, she would fall to her death. 
 
   And yet, she took the risk. She ignored the dangers in order to engage her enemy for the greater good. Where was the unsure and terrified girl from a few months ago?
 
   Olivia reached the top of the tower and rolled onto her side as her enemy brought the red sword down upon her. Olivia blocked the bow with a red sword of her own, glowing hot from the energy she infused within it. She grit her teeth and shot her head to the side, looking over at Remi who was still standing in place. 
 
   Remi woke up and began running forward, confused by Olivia’s strange gesture. 
 
   She trusted me, she thought to herself. She put herself in danger with the hopes that I would assist. She couldn’t know for sure what I would do…or if I would leave her to fend for herself.
 
   Remi leapt up to the tower and high over the head of their enemy, ready to bring down her eidolon onto his head. Their enemy grunted and stepped back, removing the weight of his blade from Olivia’s sword. Olivia jumped up to her feet as Remi landed gracefully, allowing her white Sage robes to envelop her. 
 
   “Come with me,” he said.
 
   Remi scoffed at his request. “And live a life of experimentation and bondage? No thank you.”
 
   “You misunderstand. None of that will happen. If you join Cimmerian willingly, you will be treated like a queen. With your assistance, we can overthrow the evils of Paragon. You are not an object to us.”
 
   “Neither am I to Paragon,” she said. 
 
   “How can you say that? Have your really fallen for such lies? Think about it. How are you regarded? Why are you protected? It’s only because of the value you give them in the future, not because of who you are. We came here to destroy the Sage Academy not you. We didn’t even know you were here. But now you are free to choose your fate.”
 
   “All those students you killed…you think we’ll just let that go?”
 
   “They were casualties of war, and there will be many more. Once Paragon decides to counterattack, that’s when the real battle will begin.”
 
   “It’s like you want that,” Olivia said. “Why goad them?” She glanced behind her for a second to look at the battlefield on the walkway below. It appeared to be at an impasse for now. Both Sage and Cimmerian were exhausted, and listening to the dialogue above as they waited for the next bout. 
 
   “If only you know the truth,” he said, smiling wide. His white small fangs shining in the sunlight. “Come with me, and you will learn of it.”
 
   “No,” Remi said, shaking her head. “I won’t consort with murderers.”
 
   “So sad,” he sighed as he grit his teeth and lunged forward. His red sword was glowing so bright, it nearly blinded her and Olivia. Remi ran forward and slid under his legs, extending her eidolon upwards. He leapt out of the way of her attack but the eidolon still managed to nick his inner thigh. Olivia swung at his arm and he flipped the sword around to block her attempt, using his massive strength to push her backwards. She nearly stumbled off the edge of the roof. 
 
   “Got you!” Remi yelled as she jumped on top of the man’s shoulders and grab his eyes with both hands, pulling at his neck and forcing him to crane his head back—precious seconds needed for Olivia to recover and retaliate. But to Remi’s shock, she didn’t try to attack their foe. Instead she ran straight into the enemy’s blade, forcing it into her right side. 
 
   Remi’s eyes widened as Olivia took another step forward, jamming the blade even further in. Olivia then groaned as she raised her sword high, infusing it with as much heat as possible. It grew so hot that her hands began to sizzle around the hilt but she felt no pain from it. The sword in her side was more than sufficient. 
 
   Olivia brought her blade down and cut the enemy’s red sword in half, causing her to stumble once more. But this time, she couldn’t regain her balance in time. She fell backwards off the roof, tumbling down to the walkway below. But Remi couldn’t see if she was okay. Her enemy had regained his composure and had now reached up to grab her shoulders. He pulled her off of him and held her in front of him while she squirmed upside down. 
 
   Remi tried to rip herself from his grip but she couldn’t pour any of her energy into her arms, even though she still had a substantial supply. She couldn’t even summon an eidolon from them. 
 
   An idea popped into her head and she got ready to summon an eidolon from her legs when her captor launched her off of the Sage Academy entirely. Seconds later, all that was around her was sky. 
 
   It was the most terrified she had ever been in her life. 
 
   Because almost instantly, she felt death wrap its frostbitten fingers around her throat. 
 
   There was nothing but the wind roaring past her ears. She couldn’t smell anything. She couldn’t regain her balance as she flailed her arms, and she could barely see a thing. There were only blocks and blots of colors. Greens and browns and dots of blues and yellows from the flowers below. They were getting clearer as she approached the ground, but that only made her mind shriek even more on the inside. The end was near, and there was no one coming to save her. She couldn’t even hear the fighting above her anymore. 
 
   But then again…why did she need someone to save her?
 
   When did she ever need saving?
 
   I have to do this myself! Her mind screamed as she kicked her legs and waved her arms, trying her best to slow her descent. It helped a little, but not enough to matter. Remi groaned and thought frantically. How was she going to get out of this? She couldn’t manifest. Her eidolon might help but by how much? She could extend it. Would that work?
 
   Remi summoned her eidolon out of her shoulder and reached out to grab it with her right hand but missed. She performed the action again and retrieved it. Trying to fight against the relative tornado around her, she put the hilt to her stomach and willed the blade to extend but it didn’t do a thing. 
 
   “No,” she whispered, remembering that what she summoned was what she got unless she put it up against her natural skin and infused more power within it. She grunted in frustration and put the eidolon up against her leg, pouring enough energy into it to cause it to grow out to several yards in length. It might work, but it was still going to hurt. 
 
   She put the hilt back to her stomach and made sure the eidolon was under her. A few seconds passed and the tip of the blade slammed into the ground below, and subsequently, the hilt jammed into her stomach. The wind was knocked out of her as she rolled off of it, falling toward the ground with her back facing the grass. Her eyes barely fluttered as she forced herself to roll over in the air and then extend her left arm out. 
 
   Her fingers shattered against the ground on impact, and the shockwave reverberated throughout her entire body. Feeling as if it was all in slow motion, her arm was crushed until her face and the rest of her body finally made contact. Her face slammed into the dirt and bounced. It felt like her skin had broken open and her body was still in shock. She dared not to try to move it. 
 
   But she was alive. She breathed heavily into the clumps of grass tickling her eyes and scratching against her cheeks. Now that the shock of the situation was over, the pain was beginning to arrive. Her legs and right arm were fine as far as she could tell, but she feared for her body internally. Her sickness had seemed to all but disappear since she arrived in Paragon but that didn’t mean it was gone. Dormant and waiting for the opportunity to flare back up, she feared that it would overtake her at this very moment, when there was nothing she could do to fight it back. 
 
   She just didn’t have the mental energy. 
 
   Why would he throw me off the edge? She thought to herself as she made sure not to move. She tried to slow her breathing as well, knowing that there could be Cimmerians nearby looking for her. Suddenly, a disconcerting groaning noise from high above caused her heart to start racing. Against her better judgment, she rolled onto her back to look up at the source. 
 
   Her heart skipped a beat. 
 
   The Sage Academy had finally been destroyed. 
 
   Whatever had kept it floating had been taken out, and now the entire structure was falling from the skies like a meteor. 
 
   And it was heading straight for her. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 8 – Drop
 
   No, No, No! her thoughts raced as she instinctively tried to scramble to her feet, but something was a little off. Her prosthetic leg moved fine but her natural one was slow. She figured that it had been sprained at the least, but she had no time to analyze. 
 
   She propelled herself to her feet with her right arm and tried to ignore the chaos around her. Both Sages and Cimmerians were fighting, and although there weren’t as many as there had been up on the Academy, it was still sickening to see that they were oblivious to the doom coming down upon them. 
 
   “RUN!” her voice cracked. She only gained the attention of a few as she didn’t exactly explain why they should abandon their war. She began hobbling forward as fast as her legs allowed. She didn’t bother looking above as the construct got closer. She didn’t need to. 
 
   She could hear it. 
 
   It was whistling and groaning and creaking like an ancient giant that had finally been toppled over. She only hoped that she could outrace its dying rage and final breaths. 
 
   Remi was determined though. 
 
   If it hit her, she would weather the blow. 
 
   If it missed, she would weather the pain of those that had been lost. 
 
   All that mattered was making things right. Cimmerian had attacked the Academy unwarranted and she needed answers. Yes, it was war, but there were lines that shouldn’t be crossed. Cimmerian didn’t even bother to negotiate with their enemy, and she had to understand why. Weren’t they all part of the three worlds now? Didn’t they all vanish upon death? What was the point of all the fighting? Paragon didn’t even retaliate after the attack on Cirrus so why would Cimmerian keep on going? Hadn’t they caused enough damage? 
 
   I have to find them, she said to herself. The whistling of the incoming monstrosity behind her was so close that it nearly drowned out her thoughts. But she kept moving. She kept thinking of ways to react. 
 
   The Sage Academy’s structure overshadowed her. 
 
   It eclipsed the sun above and darkened the beauty of the flowers. 
 
   The shade made it colder than before and the booming sound of the first crash echoed across the valley, numbing her senses and deafening her ears. 
 
   She allowed herself to turn. 
 
   A stone wall—part of the East tower—came flying at her, seeking to take her soul. She refused its advances. She poured everything she had into her natural leg and propelled off of it to the left. She was launched out of the way of the tower and she rolled once she hit the ground. The stone wall exploded and a few of the crushed bricks hit her body but she gave the pain an appointment slip and told it to come back later. She jumped to her feet the best she could and looked behind her again. 
 
   There was nothing like the wall that had nearly taken her out, but there was a relative meteor shower now. Various stones, bricks, beams and bodies. All it took was one to pin her down and one more to keep her there. 
 
   She dodged what she could and sliced through what she couldn’t. She activated her Sage robes again, haven’t realized when they had disappeared. It had probably been when she hit the earth, but she couldn’t dwell on that. Not now. 
 
   The shower of debris became a drizzle now and she ignored its cries for attention. The boulders became hail and the bodies became parts. She was out of the most danger now, but far from it completely. She had to see who had survived and if they wished her harm. 
 
   Not many from what she could see through the clouds of smoke and dust. A few Cimmerians emerged from the fog in a frenzy and she gave them no time to recover. She slashed through the first one and threw her eidolon into the neck of the second. The third one threw up her hands in surrender but Remi wasn’t quite in the mood for mercy. She punched the Cimmerian in the face and then immediately turned her attention to her eidolon, still lodged in the soldier she had taken down a second earlier. She wretched it from the corpse and then cut through the fallen Cimmerian that was still clutching her face. 
 
   Remi sighed heavily and waited for more, but none came. After a few more seconds, she stretched her eidolon outwards and realized that most of the Cimmerians were retreating, and they were taking out as many Sages as they could in the meantime. 
 
   She wasn’t having it. 
 
   Remi ran forward and fell on her face. 
 
   No, she wasn’t having it at all. 
 
   Her body had reached its limits. Remi roared aloud, not caring at all if the enemy heard her and came for her life. She roared again and then she screamed, wishing someone would dare to come for her. She hoped that just one dared to test her. She wasn’t done yet. She wasn’t weak. She wasn’t. She wasn’t. SHE WASN’T!
 
   “Stop,” she heard a familiar voice whisper in her ear. Remi craned her neck slightly and saw half of Olivia’s worn and exhausted face. Olivia was clutching her side—her gaping wound now seared shut and more surprising, there was now half of their enemy’s red sword in her hand. It had lost most of its glow, but the implications of possessing such a prize came over Remi’s face. 
 
   “A Sorcerer’s weapon,” Remi said low through her raspy throat. 
 
   Olivia nodded. “The Academy was finished, and we didn’t have time to stop that guy and force it out of his hands. I improvised. I’m sure there was a better and less painful way.”
 
   “Yeah,” Remi sighed, feeling sleep massaging her back. “It’s…over?”
 
   “For now,” Olivia winced, dropping down to one knee. “I don’t know what the losses are. But Cimmerian definitely won.”
 
   “No,” Remi replied. “Not yet. Not…even…”
 
   Remi’s eyes shut and her breathing slowed. Before she drifted off, the notion that she was entrusting her well-being to a traitor was all too clear to her, but she had survived through worse. 
 
   And to be honest, there were worse ways to die. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
   “KACE!” Remi screamed as she awoke. Finding herself in a bed, she sucked her teeth and threw the plush pink comforter off of her. She swung her legs over to the side and took a deep breath. How long had she been asleep this time? Her eyes fell onto her left arm. Strangely, seeing that it was still gone was relieving. If there had been a brand new prosthetic there then she would have known that a great deal of time would have passed. 
 
   She slowly applied pressure to her legs. Her natural one ached but it wasn’t terrible. She stood up straight and then started walking to the door in the left corner. The room looked similar to hers sans the mess, but she knew that she was in an entirely different place. She would never see the room she once had ever again. 
 
   She didn’t see her surroundings. She didn’t care to. She had to know what had happened. 
 
   She opened the door and found herself looking into a living room, full of posh furniture and carpets so thick that they looked softer than the grass in the meadow. The windows behind the group standing before her were wide and open, letting in the warm air. There was no smell of destruction. No smell of the dead. 
 
   Olivia turned around and smiled. Remi barely acknowledged her. She was still getting over the shock of seeing Ian there. 
 
   “You okay?” he asked, his eyes full of concern. 
 
   “I’ll live,” Remi replied. She tried to lean her shoulder up against the doorframe but she had already forgotten about the loss of her arm. She stumbled off balance and Ian ran forward to catch her. She caught herself, but that didn’t keep him from putting his tender hands on her stomach and the side of her hip. 
 
   “You sure you’re okay?” he whispered, his eyes searching hers for lies.
 
   “In time,” she admitted, clearing her throat. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “You mentioned him,” Olivia said. “I was carrying you on my back and you kept muttering his name. It didn’t take a lot of asking to find out who he was and where I could find him.”
 
   “Where are we?” Remi asked, taking Ian’s hands and removing them absentmindedly. 
 
   “Altostratus,” Ian said. “Another home of mine. And you’re free to stay here as long as you need. I heard about what happened to the Sage Academy. The whole world did.”
 
   “And what does Paragon think of it?” she sighed, taking one of the loveseats nearby. 
 
   “They’re probably not going to do anything,” a stranger in the room replied. Based on his garb, he must have been a student at the Academy. “This is what they want. I wouldn’t be surprised if they coordinated the attack with Cimmerian.”
 
   “What would be the point?” Remi sighed.
 
   Olivia snickered. “Makes sense to me.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Remi asked, lifting her head.
 
   “Just because they’re supposed to be enemies, it doesn’t mean that’s how it is. Maybe Paragon is smarter than we think they are.”
 
   “But to what end? What’s the point of allowing your home to be destroyed?”
 
   “If you think about it…the losses on Paragon’s side have been miniscule. So far Cimmerian has only attacked the Sages and the Sorcerers’ weapons. Little else.”
 
   “This is a conversation for another day,” Ian interrupted. He shook his head as he glanced down at Remi’s lost arm. “We’re going to need to get that fixed.”
 
   “You know someone?” Olivia asked. “And someone that can get it done fast?”
 
   “Why? Where are you going?”
 
   “We’re heading out,” Olivia said, giving Remi a smile. She pointed down to the bandages wrapped around her waist. Remi received the message clearly—she still had the enemy’s sword hidden somewhere. Once they left, they would have a somewhat direct line to the next Sorcerer weapon in human form.
 
   “Your journey?” Ian asked, turning to Remi. “Am I coming?”
 
   Olivia snorted. “Why would you be coming along?”
 
   “We talked about it,” Remi said sheepishly. “And I agreed.”
 
   “How would he help us?”
 
   “He has knowledge about Terra that we don’t. He knows what to eat and what we should avoid. That’s very invaluable.”
 
   “I’m not going to risk my life just because you want to suck face.”
 
   Remi winced. “It’s not like that at all.”
 
   “Could have fooled me. I mean, it’s not like you’re worried about what happened to Kace.”
 
   “What?!” she exclaimed. She tried to push herself up to a standing position with her left arm but she forgot that it was gone. She fell back into the seat.
 
   “What do you care?” Olivia said.
 
   “I do!” she said, refusing to look at Ian. “He saved my life up there, and I couldn’t see what happened to him after he fell. You have to tell me!”
 
   Olivia sighed heavily and shut her eyes. “I think Cimmerian knew about your friendship, because they didn’t kill him. They took him hostage.”
 
   “No…” Remi said, lowering her eyes to the carpet. “But…how do you know this?”
 
   “After I got a chunk of that guy’s sword lodged in my ribs, I made my way to the platform in the East tower and took it down to the ground. I found Kace there barely alive and trapped under a boulder. I did my best to remove it, but I didn’t have the strength. And that’s when the Sage Academy started crumbling down around us. I was able to avoid it and I soon found you. After you went unconscious, I carried you myself and went back to where Kace was. I saw them carrying him away, and they were headed right for Paragon’s gates. I’m not entirely sure if he’s still alive, but if he is, I’m sure he’s in Cimmerian.”
 
   “As bait,” Ian replied. Remi glanced up at him and then back down to the carpet.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she muttered. “We have to get him.”
 
   “Is that wise?” Olivia asked. Remi glared at her angrily. “Don’t look at me like that. Think about it. We would be heading straight into the enemy’s lair. We would be exactly where they want us. Is that what you want?”
 
   “If Kace is alive, they won’t kill him until he’s been deemed useful,” Remi said low. “That means we can take a little time to prepare.”
 
   “He could be tortured.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that?!” she snapped, rising to her feet. “But we both know what needs to be done. We should find one of the Sorcerer weapons first and even the odds.”
 
   “Or just make Cimmerian that much more powerful when they capture us all.”
 
   “You don’t have to go.”
 
   “Sorry,” Olivia chuckled. “I’m just seeing where your head’s at.”
 
   “It’s clear,” Remi said through grit teeth, then she turned to Ian quickly. “So you know someone that can make repairs?”
 
   “Yes, it’s the other person that will be coming with us besides Harlan and myself.”
 
   “Who the—“ Olivia began. Remi stopped her, knowing she was about to start cussing up a storm.
 
   “He’s a nice guy,” Remi said, putting her free hand on Olivia’s shoulder. “Very strong too. You’d like him.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Where’s Eckard?’ Remi asked, remembering Olivia’s better half. 
 
   “In the other room sulking,” Olivia sighed in frustration. “He was annoyed that he wasn’t able to do anything and everyone saw his unmentionables.”
 
   “Well, go get him. We don’t have time to lose.”
 
   Olivia headed toward one of the bedroom doors and burst through it, caring little for the structure around it. Remi shook her head and found that Ian was looking at her. She gave him a quick glance from the corner of her eye and he burst out laughing.
 
   “Sorry, it’s just I never got to see you before in your natural habitat.”
 
   “There’s hardly anything natural about what just happened,” she said. “I don’t know where James and the others went but they no longer have a home. From what I’ve heard, the relationships between Paragon and the Sages are so strained that there’s no way they’ll be integrated into its society.”
 
   “And that might be for the best,” Ian said. “It forces them to look elsewhere.”
 
   Remi was taken aback. “I thought you didn’t mind the Sages.”
 
   “You misunderstand,” he laughed. “What I meant was that now they can look for the others. What many of us call the Ancient Knights.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of them.”
 
   “They’re not an organization. Nothing like that. It’s our umbrella term for the warriors of centuries past. The only ones that can make a difference in the war should the Sorcerers prove unreliable.”
 
   “Why haven’t I heard of them?”
 
   “Do you usually consort with those from Paragon? It’s not the type of conversation we would easily discuss with a Sage.”
 
   “Well, we won’t be looking for them. I want the Sorcerers.”
 
   “If anyone can find them, I’m sure it’s you.”
 
   “I broke up with Kace,” she found herself saying. Immediately she chuckled under her breath and closed her eyes. Why did she say that? She wasn’t even sure if she liked Ian like that.
 
   “Oh? I hope it wasn’t because of me.”
 
   “Don’t be an ass,” Remi said, shoving him back with her one arm. Ian barely moved, but the gesture was enough to illicit a laugh out of him. 
 
   “I’m not. I’m being serious. I hope I didn’t cause any trouble.”
 
   “No, this was in the making already. We just have different priorities.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He’s not a fighter. He would rather spend time with his friends than go on wild suicidal missions, which I seem to have an unhealthy obsession with.”
 
   “Which begs the question: if the situation was reversed, would Kace be heading to Cimmerian to save you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, staring out the wide bay windows. Everything looked so peaceful outside despite recent events, and it disturbed her. It wasn’t that she wanted the world to acknowledge the destruction of the Sage Academy and the loss of her friend, but at the very least, they should be aware enough to get up and prepare. Paragon was good at keeping things looking like Paradise on the surface, but how much turmoil would it take for them to admit the truth? How much suffering would its people have to endure before the officials recognized that there was a major problem on their hands? It would be uncomfortable to fix and approach, sure, but Paragon would be all the better for it in the end. 
 
   Only through fire could they be molded into their better selves. 
 
   “But it doesn’t matter,” Remi declared. “I can’t control what he does, only what I do. And what I’m going to do is save him one more time. Whether you’re with me or not.”
 
   “Of course I’m with you,” Ian laughed. “And I will keep you looking gorgeous while you do it.”
 
   Remi laughed.
 
   She didn’t feel right laughing at first, but then she felt that it was necessary. Her journey would be a long and tumultuous one, and there was no ending in sight. She had to afford herself a few moments here and there to remember what she was fighting for, and most of all, to realize that she truly wasn’t alone.
 
   Hearing the laughter of others kept her sane.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9 – Fix
 
   It was back to Virga for them all, but the trek there was not the same as it was before. The rain from earlier had certainly taken its toll on the environment. Though the sun was shining bright, the air still felt damp and heavy. The flowers below were waterlogged and only the tree branches high above looked beautiful as drops of water were illuminated under the ultraviolet rays. Many people were standing along the path with mixed feelings bombarding their psyche. While the heavy raindrops sitting on the leaves were fascinating and they were a new sight for the people of Paragon to behold, the muddy trail sucking in their expensive boots concerned them.
 
   Then, of course, they had heard whispers of the Sage Academy’s fall. This brought on a whole new bout of conflicting emotions. They were excited that the Sages were probably gone, but at the same time, who were their protectors? Would the warriors of old return to aid them? Or were they so far away they wouldn’t even know when the people were attacked?
 
   No one wanted to think about it.
 
   So they kept looking up at the trees, hoping to calm their whirlwind of emotions. 
 
   As Remi walked along with her friends at her side, she realized that this was the beginning of a new Paragon, for she had seen and heard much of the same emotions back on Terra. It was a world that was almost magical in what could be accomplished. It seemed like there were always new adventures to have, new lands to explore, interesting species and unexplored concepts. But it could also be dangerous, overwhelming, and crippling. Many thrived, but just as many couldn’t take it anymore and took their lives. Most of those on Terra found themselves in the middle, as the Paragons near Virga did now—a bittersweet mix of emotions, and the sickening feeling of not knowing which side would win over, the dark…or the light.
 
   “If anyone sees a King’s official, let us know,” Olivia replied, continuously taking a peek at Eckard. He was dressed in one of Ian’s outfits. A three piece suit that was finely pressed and a little too tight on the young Sage. Olivia actually thought it made him look a bit more attractive but she wasn’t about to admit that in this lifetime.
 
   “We can look while Remi gets her repairs,” Eckard replied. “I know of a few places where they congregate.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   They walked in silence, past the onlookers and through the muddy terrain until they arrived at their destination. Remi noticed that Gill was still not on his post, though she supposed that he had to go home sometime.
 
   “We can take her to get repaired,” Ian said, grabbing Remi’s shoulders and leading her to the right after they cleared the entrance. “Harlan and I will keep her safe.”
 
   “I hardly know this guy,” Olivia said, staring up at the man who was almost twice her size in height and mass. They had picked him up at the beginning of the trail and he had apologized to Remi profusely for not making it with Ian back at the Academy. They truly didn’t know the way and he knew that Ian had the necessary medical equipment in Altostratus. Remi didn’t care about any of that. She was glad they were safe, and now, all she wanted was for the boys and Olivia to get along. She didn’t worry about Eckard and how he felt about them. His mind was so dense that he could get along with quicksand.
 
   “We wouldn’t cause her any harm,” Harlan said, staring directly into Olivia’s eyes. 
 
   “How am I supposed to know that? You could be Cimmerian spies for all I know.”
 
   “Then come with us.”
 
   “That’s inefficient.”
 
   “Then make up your mind.”
 
   Remi sighed. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Don’t make me regret this,” Olivia sneered. Harlan raised an eyebrow but gave her a nod to signify that he heard her loud and clear. After she and Eckard departed to the left and were a considerable distance away, Harlan sucked his teeth.
 
   “What creature crawled up her butt?”
 
   “She is the creature,” Remi replied. Ian burst out laughing. 
 
   “Yeah, Harlan,” he said. “You better watch yourself. She might be looking for a place to nest.”
 
   “You two are gross,” he said, sucking his teeth again. They walked on together through the empty streets. Remi was about to ask why it was deserted when she remembered the crowds on the trail to Virga. Was looking at raindrops on trees that new? If so, what really changed in Paragon?
 
   “A little farther,” Ian said as they continued to stroll down the main street, so wide that it could have easily fit eighty people from one side to the other. Remi found herself wondering what it looked like before it was constructed, or if it had always been there.
 
   “I give it five days once we’re past the gate,” Harlan said, taking a small notebook and pen from out of his pants pocket and scribbling some notes. 
 
   “Can you put that away?” Ian groaned. “She doesn’t need to hear that.”
 
   “Hear what?” Remi asked.
 
   “Harlan likes to do inventory on everything, and especially when a project is involved. Our upcoming trip is a big example of that. He’s taking notes on who we are, what we bring to the table and how long we’ll survive based on his make-believe stats.”
 
   “Six days tops,” he said, waving his pen in the air. “And that’s if we go slow. The further into Terra we go, the worse our chances of survival gets.”
 
   “You don’t even know us,” Remi replied, but Harlan shook his head.
 
   “Eh, you all aren’t so hard to figure out.”
 
   “Just watch,” Ian chuckled. “Soon as he sees you in battle, all of a sudden we’re going to last a whole month. Give it a couple more days and he’ll be talking about building a summer home on Terra.”
 
   “I will do no such thing,” Harlan replied. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about…make-believe. I have it down to an exact science.”
 
   “Exact science,” Ian scoffed.
 
   “You wait and see.”
 
   “I’ve been waiting and seeing for the last ten years. You haven’t changed a bit, and neither does the outcome of your tallying: nothing. Your analysis hasn’t helped us once.”
 
   “It worked when we were able to take Karen’s apple pie.”
 
   “Fool, I already told you. She let us have it. I asked her if we could have it before your heist started and she said yes. We didn’t steal anything.”
 
   “Says you. I wasn’t there to confirm.”
 
   “You’re hopeless.”
 
   “Um, is this it?” Remi asked, seeing that the boys weren’t paying attention. She pointed at the humble cabin sandwiched between two mansions. Hanging from an outstretched post was a sign that said: The Twins’ Armory and Repairs.
 
   “Twins?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “I thought it was just one person that was coming with us.”
 
   “It is,” Ian replied, pushing the door open and ringing the bell above. Remi looked at where the arrow had shot through his arm since he was in front of her. He was wearing a new dress shirt so she couldn’t see the wound, but the way he was moving, it was as if it had already healed. That was strange.
 
   “Welcome!” a brown skinned girl shouted from behind a glass counter. Underneath there were various rusted and antique weapons on display sitting on a bed of feathers. Remi waved hi to the girl and then glanced around the shop. There were shelves upon shelves lined up against the walls filled with metal parts and unidentifiable steel objects. Behind the girl were more shelves, facing sideways so that it looked like a miniature library was in back. Everything was made of either wood or metal except for the feathers in the glass case up front. The air was thick and it had a metallic taste to it.
 
   The girl herself was outfitted in a chainmail shirt and white cotton pants that were matted in dirt and grease. Her hair was disheveled and pointing out in different places due to the grease and oil covering it. Otherwise, her face was pleasant enough, as if it had never seen the effects of hard labor.  
 
   “I see you’ve been decorating,” Ian chuckled as he looked down at the feather bed. “Pretty.”
 
   “We’re trying something new,” she said, flashing Remi another wide smile.
 
   “Has it attracted any new customers?”
 
   “You’d have to ask Milo,” she said.
 
   “Hey, where is—”
 
   A door was slammed from the back of the store and a male version of the girl upfront came storming to the front with a gray suitcase in hand. He barely looked at Ian as he gave him a nod and walked past him. He pushed open the door and then stopped in his tracks.
 
   “We’re going right?” Milo asked, still facing the outside.
 
   “Good to see you too,” Ian chuckled.
 
   “But are we going?” Milo asked, staring at Ian hard with his concerned hazel eyes. “I’m ready.”
 
   “She needs repairs first,” Ian said, pointing at Remi’s missing arm. Milo’s eyes went wide as he examined her other prosthetic. His suitcase fell out of his hands.
 
   “This could take a while,” he whispered, examining her.
 
   “Not necessarily,” the girl at the counter said and Milo raised his head slowly to face her.
 
   “Arianna, please…please don’t say anything else.”
 
   “I’m working on it,” she said.
 
   He winced. “See? See? You just spoke. That…that’s going to be a problem.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m not going to survive,” he said, turning to Ian. “Please don’t tell me she needs her repairs to happen now.”
 
   “You’re the best that I personally know, and you’re also the only one that won’t want my house as payment. It has to happen here.”
 
   “Arianna will kill me.”
 
   “What’s she done now?”
 
   “I’ve barely slept in three days because of her decorating ideas.”
 
   “You mean the feathers?”
 
   “Yeah…she…she thinks they’re awesome for some reason. She won’t shut up about it. I…I can’t take another day around her.”
 
   “To get us out of here faster, you’ll need your sister’s help.”
 
   “Why do you hate me?” Milo asked, his face scrunched up in agony.
 
   “I don’t hate you,” Arianna shouted gleefully. 
 
   “I wasn’t talking to you!”
 
   “Oh…who were you talking to then?”
 
   “Death,” Milo said, nodding his head slowly. 
 
   “Once we’re on the road, you’ll be fine,” Harlan said. “But make sure you bring some kits along with you just in case. This here is Remi, and she’s the leader of our little merry band.”
 
   “Leader?” Remi asked.
 
   Ian shrugged his shoulders. “Well, we’re taking your lead.”
 
   “If you’re the leader,” Milo snickered. “Then tell me how you managed to lose both arms and your leg? What? Fell off your bike and broke your fragile little bones?”
 
   “No asshole,” Remi retorted. “I was fighting against three powerful Cimmerian warriors by myself and they all had Sage like abilities. Lost both of my arms in the fight but I still managed to take them out by sticking my eidolon between my teeth and throwing them on my butcher block. Lost the leg because I got careless but don’t worry. I got him back, and now he stares off into space in a cell, thinking about me and what I did to him for the rest of his pathetic, worthless life.”
 
   “Geez,” Milo said, kicking his suitcase to the side. “Okay, let’s get that arm fixed.”
 
   “I’ll be taking that,” Harlan said to him. Milo stared at him in confusion.
 
   “What? My suitcase?”
 
   “No, your manhood. It’s got to be lying around here somewhere.”
 
   They all broke out in laughter.
 
   Except Arianna. She wasn’t sure if she should.  
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   It took a month.
 
   One full month.
 
   The new and improved left arm wasn’t hard for them to craft. That took a few days. But grafting it back onto her skin, reworking the clasps and attaching the veins…that was painful. Not to mention that Arianna and Milo wanted to try out a new design—one in which she would be able to manifest her eidolon through her hands again. It was a very delicate process, determining what veins should go where, how much blood to pump into the artificial arm and what would happen if she infused too much energy into the hand. 
 
   They determined through trial and error that she could summon her eidolon fine, but it was unfortunately a weak one. It was up to her to infuse it with the energy she needed afterwards by placing it on another part of her body. The power surge through the artificial arm would be too much for it to handle. And she couldn’t have that, so they went back to the drawing board. 
 
   One week later, they had a new design. It was a little bulkier, but she could put as much energy into her eidolon as she wanted from her fingers. The con of it was that she wasn’t going to be able to move too fast. That couldn’t do, and so she opted for the original model. 
 
   Another month went by, and once again, she wasn’t a single second closer to finding a Sorcerer’s weapon, or Kace.
 
   “You might want to rethink this,” Milo sighed, wiping grease across his forehead. Remi groaned as she shifted her weight around on the cold steel table in the backroom. The lighting was dim so she couldn’t see his face, but his voice said it all. He was frustrated with how things were progressing. He was supposed to have left two months ago.
 
   “What do you mean?” Remi replied weakly. If they had tried all of this back on Terra, she was sure she would have died. Thankfully in Paragon, her body healed quickly so she was able to go through the grinding process of being broken down and built back up again.
 
   “Your main focus is manifesting an eidolon into your hands that contains the right amount of energy you need, but…I think we’re going about this all wrong. Have you considered using a conduit?”
 
   “I don’t follow.”
 
   “Your friend, Olivia, does it. She uses a standard sword to infuse her energy into. It’s fast, and in many ways, it’s stronger than an eidolon. Your eidolon is tied into your will, right?”
 
   “In a sense,” she said, stretching her neck. Something in her back was pinching her. “If I get wounded, then the eidolon might get weaker.”
 
   “An external vessel wouldn’t. You could be wounded, and a sword in this example would be just as strong as when you started out. I understand that eidolons have the capability to get even more powerful, but how often will that happen?”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I think that we should stick with this model, but you should focus on infusing your power into external vessels and not so much into your eidolon. It will actually help you conserve energy, and if the stories you’ve told me are to be believed, once we’re on Terra, you might get sick again. It will be good to not have to use your eidolon.”
 
   “That will take some getting used to.”
 
   “It’s not that difficult. The main problem will be stopping yourself from instinctively summoning an eidolon all the time. But, that doesn’t mean you can’t ever unsheathe it should your standard sword or whatever you’re using happens to break. Though with the proper blacksmith, that shouldn’t be a problem. I suppose that’s why Olivia had hers custom made.”
 
   “Where is she now?”
 
   “Ian’s house. Where they’ve always been. You keep asking for them but I assure you, you’re in good hands.”
 
   “I…I do?”
 
   “Yes,” he sighed, turning around to assess his tools. “Every day in fact. I don’t blame you though. You’re still groggy.” He paused. “Arianna has no excuse though.”
 
   “So…what…what happens now?”
 
   “I think,” he paused to think, “I think that we should take another month to redesign your right arm. Although I want to get going as soon as possible, there’s no point if you end up having to come back here a couple days in.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “This…this is a lot of work.”
 
   “Oh, don’t thank me,” he chuckled. “I’m getting paid handsomely. Ian must really believe in you or something. I mean, I understand the possibilities. But the risk he’s taking is far beyond what I would be able to do.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she said through a parched throat.
 
   “He didn’t tell you?” Milo asked, walking back over to her and examining her right arm. “Of course not. How could he? You’ve been back here pretty much the whole time.”
 
   “Tell me what?”
 
   “I’m getting his house,” Milo replied.
 
   Remi felt her heart stop. His house? The house his parents lived in? The one where he performed his work? His home? Why? He barely knew her. He knew…nothing about her. Was finding new materials on Terra that important to him? Did he really think that his reputation would increase so much that he would be able to get the house back or secure an even better one? From what she understood, there wasn’t unlimited space in Virga so why would he give up such prime real estate? Why for her?
 
   “Why?” she found herself muttering, and Milo chuckled to himself.
 
   “Because he’s smitten,” he said, tapping a screw on her right arm.
 
   “I don’t know him.”
 
   “No, you don’t. And he doesn’t know a thing about you. That’s why you’re so fascinating.”
 
   “I don’t get it.”
 
   “It’s because you’re not from around here,” he said, bending down close and rubbing grease on the screw so that it could be removed easier. “Here in Paragon, the people are all the same. We think the same. Act the same. Believe the same. And in that lack of diversity, we become sick in our own way. Without change or growth, we become stagnant and unhappy. We start lashing out or getting cranky and we don’t even know why. We become terrible, terrible people because it’s the only way we can justify the agony that is going on internally. We refuse to seek out new things or new concepts because we’re supposed to be in Paradise, but we also need a way to cope with that decision.”
 
   “You don’t seem so bad.”
 
   “That’s because we’ve just met, and you are in fact, new and exciting. Give it time. You’ll see what I mean.”
 
   “And Ian,” she sighed. “Is he the same?”
 
   “No,” Milo replied. “And I think that’s because he’s been fighting against his upbringing all his life. I think that’s why he wants to go on your journey so bad as well. It’s because he needs it. He can’t go on for decades more without change. It’s nice to have a home, but it means nothing if you’re not happy within it.”
 
   “I know how that feels,” Remi said, closing her eyes. 
 
   “Yeah,” Milo’s voice trailed off. “So…do you want me to redesign both arms?”
 
   “Go for it,” she said without hesitation. 
 
   The pain continued. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 10 – Shards of the Past
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to introduce to you the new and improved Remi!” 
 
   They began clapping as she walked out of the back room, feeling as if she was part of some strange beauty pageant. She raised her arms high as she came around the glass counter and they were all there to greet her.
 
   Olivia, Eckard, Harlan, Ian, Arianna and Milo. 
 
   They were all genuinely happy for her and she could see in their faces, even Olivia’s. She hadn’t seen them except for hazy bouts here and there for over four months. But now she was ready not only to see them again, but the world at large. It was a brand new day for Remi Fonteyn.
 
   “Those are sleek,” Olivia whistled as Remi walked forward and let her rub her fingers down the biceps. These arms were crafted out of more steel than wood so they started out a little heavier, but Milo compensated for the weight by making them thinner. In the end, she gained more durable arms that were actually slightly quicker than her last pair. Not to mention that she could now summon an eidolon without launching it from her shoulder if she had to. That was nice.
 
   “These aren’t the final product,” Milo said as they awed over her new limbs. “I would love to make a stop by Delilah if at all possible and see what they think. She might even be able to get better upgrades there.”
 
   “The Delilah?” Harlan asked. “They’re the ones who have all the technology right?”
 
   “Pretty much,” Milo said, admiring his work. “But Paragon has been talking with them lately. As long as we don’t pose ourselves as a threat, I think we should be able to visit.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Ian said excitedly. “So I guess that means we’re going to be heading out?”
 
   “Not just yet,” Olivia said. “It would be good for us to get a good night’s rest. Remi might—”
 
   “Oh no,” Remi chuckled. “Trust me, I’ve had plenty of rest. I’m ready to try these bad boys out in the field. Don’t postpone the departure on my account.”
 
   “There was one more thing,” Olivia said. She motioned to Eckard. “Want to tell them?”
 
   “We were able to meet with one of the King’s officials,” Eckard said. “A man named Orson. We showed him a piece of the shard that Olivia was able to retrieve on the day of the Sage Academy’s fall and it is definitely a match for one of the Sorcerer’s human weapons. Whenever we’re ready, he has asked us to meet him at the third armory near Cirrus. It’s where they have shards for the other Sorcerer weapons.”
 
   “He’s willing to part with the shards?” Remi asked.
 
   “Only pieces. Not the whole things. Just enough to be able to track these other human weapons down.”
 
   “So…we would be able to find them all,” she said. “Wow…I didn’t think it would come to this.”
 
   “After we have a signal, it’s just a matter of choosing which way to go.”
 
   “Then what are we waiting for?! Get a hold of Orson and let’s get this going!”
 
   “Will do,” Eckard said with a bow, heading out the door. Ian stepped forward.
 
   “You sure you’re up to this?” he asked.
 
   Remi laughed. “More than ready. Are you?”
 
   “Don’t have much of a choice,” he said weakly. “But yes, yes, I’m fine.”
 
   “Where are we heading first?” Harlan asked and Olivia reached behind her to dig through her back pocket. When she was done rummaging, she lifted her hand and produced a red shard in the shape of a diamond. Remi stared at it in awe.
 
   “Is that ours?” she asked.
 
   “Yep,” Olivia said, raising her arm high for everyone to see. After Orson and his guards took most of the sword, they left me with this. Just enough to light the way.”
 
   “You know that it works?”
 
   “Tried it many times,” she said with a smile. “All you have to do is know what to ask. In this case, I’m asking the shard for the whereabouts of its owner. I want to know whose genetic make-up is intertwined within it. I want to know where that person is.”
 
   As if listening the entire time, a beam of light suddenly shot out from the center of the shard, piercing through the ceiling of the shop and reaching out into the sky. Remi ducked under the beam and excitedly threw open the door. She gasped in awe as she saw the beam extend out past Virga and toward the sky. 
 
   “That’s where he is,” she breathed, then she turned back toward the others. “Or she! Either way, that’s what I’m looking for. Right now, there is someone out there that was created just as I was.”
 
   “I hope that I’m not blinding them every time I use this,” Olivia laughed as she turned her attention toward the shard. “I’m done,” she whispered, and the beam faded into the air. 
 
   “I wonder how close Cimmerian is to finding them,” Ian said. 
 
   Remi took a deep breath and clenched her new fists. It didn’t matter what Cimmerian was doing. Even if they took the other weapons as prisoners, she would free them all. 
 
   “Excuse me,” a guard said from their right. Remi moved out of the doorway so that he could come inside. Eckard was right behind him. “Close that door,” the guard said once they were all inside. Harlan obeyed the order.
 
   “Where’s Orson?” Olivia asked and the guard cleared his throat.
 
   “He has other business to attend to, and there is nothing left to discuss. He has sent me to make the delivery on his behalf.”
 
   “That was quick,” she said, eyeing the brown knapsack closed shut in his hand. 
 
   “We’ve been keeping tabs on all of you, and we received word that Remi was in good health. We knew that your departure wouldn’t be long so I was instructed to nest nearby with a small militia for protection.”
 
   “Keeping tabs?” Ian snickered. “What does the King and his officials care about us?”
 
   “Should you succeed,” the guard stated, “it will matter greatly. Particularly if you are able to persuade the weapons to join us in the war.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” Remi said. “What’s being done about the Sage Academy? That was a blatant attack by Cimmerian, and an aggressive one at that.”
 
   “We have no proof that it was Cimmerian. From our understanding, what was primarily used were of Delilah origins. We’re re-evaluating our treaty with them at this moment.”
 
   “But the troops were wearing Cimmerian armor.”
 
   “We are not ready to begin the fighting. That is a last resort. Something that you shouldn’t worry yourself about.”
 
   “And the Sage Academy itself?”
 
   “If we were able to reach any of the high-ranking Sages, we would have an answer for you, but that is not the case. Besides the students that were there that day, there is no one to be found.”
 
   “How can that be?”
 
   “Reports tell us that they’ve gone on their own type of journey, and without the King’s blessing I might add.”
 
   “Something it sounds like I have?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, opening the knapsack and presenting it to Remi. “For all intents and purposes, these are now yours. A shard from each of the non-human Sorcerer weapons stashed in our armory. We couldn’t salvage much, but they work just like the shard Olivia was able to retrieve from the enemy. Though we haven’t locked down the locations to where the shards lead, we suspect they will all guide you to your intended destination.”
 
   Remi didn’t say a word. She passed out a shard to each of them. Each one depicting a potential ally in the battles to come. Remi kept two in her hand. 
 
   “Let’s see what these do,” she said, and they all extended their shards high. 
 
   “Ask them out loud or internally,” Olivia said, “but remember that you do have to ask.”
 
   Beams of light suddenly shot out from each of the pieces, all going off in different directions. Remi looked down at her chest and noticed that the blue shard that was in Ian’s hand landed on her. The beam didn’t go through her. It stopped right there.
 
   “Looks like they work,” Ian replied. Remi blushed. She couldn’t deny that seeing the beam of light illuminate over her made her feel special. It was like she had a grand purpose that surpassed the others. At least, that’s what she hoped. The truth was probably a lot more sinister and disappointing—that she was a tool, used and discarded as required. She was done being that.
 
   “Let me see that one,” Remi asked, holding her hand out to Ian. Ian threw the shard into her hand and suddenly, she was no longer standing before her friends.
 
   She was surrounded by darkness. 
 
   And she felt like she was being watched. She heard someone clicking their teeth behind her and she turned around to identify the source. There was no one there. Nervously, she tried waiting until her eyes adjusted to her surroundings but they didn’t. In fact, the darkness seemed like it was getting worse, as if it was climbing up her clothes and crawling along her face, up to her eyes and then seeping deep inside. 
 
   She grit her teeth as she felt the darkness pouring into her, so slow and thick it felt like honey to the touch. She nearly screamed but her mouth felt like it was glued shut. Her hands relaxed and her fingers hung loosely. She didn’t want to be there anymore but she didn’t know how to escape. She could feel herself—
 
   “Remi?” Ian asked. Remi’s eyes went wide as the light flooded into her pupils. She covered her eyes and rubbed them vigorously. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Something happened to me when I touched that,” she said. She squinted one of her eyes and saw that Ian had taken back the shard. 
 
   “What was it?” Olivia asked. Remi looked at each of them and noticed that the guard was taking mental notes. 
 
   “I don’t know. It…it…I can’t explain it. I was covered by darkness, and it felt like someone was watching me.”
 
   “Had a vision?” Harlan asked, taking out his notebook and pen. “Good or bad?”
 
   “She said she was covered in darkness,” Ian retorted. “Which do you think it was?”
 
   “I don’t know, darkness isn’t always bad. It’s quite cozy when you’re under your blankets at night. Could never sleep with the light on.”
 
   “This isn’t that,” Remi said, already forgetting what she experienced, as if it had all been a nightmare.
 
   “Do you want to try again?” Olivia asked but Remi shook her head.
 
   “I’m okay for now,” she said. “But I will later. I just…I’ll need someone to watch over me when I do it.”
 
   “It might be a clue to one of the Sorcerers…possibly, your Sorcerer.”
 
   “Mine?”
 
   “Weren’t each of the weapons created by one of the Sorcerers? The vision might have been about him or her.”
 
   Remi felt even less like messing with the shard now. If that was her Sorcerer, then she didn’t expect the future to be a smooth and happy one. It felt like the darkness was trying to reclaim her, as if she was property that had run away and she needed to be rebranded.
 
   “We can talk about it later,” Milo said, walking out of the shop with his grey suitcase in hand. Remi hadn’t even noticed when he left the group. “We should be on our way.”
 
   “Right,” Remi said, clearing her throat. “Um…which way should we go first?”
 
   “Well,” Olivia said. “I have a suggestion.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “We should go with the red shard, since that’s the one we know works for sure.” She turned to the guard. “Not saying that your master is a liar, but at least we know this one has been tested without outside influence.”
 
   “I understand,” the guard said with a stoic face. “And if there is nothing else, I will be on my way.”
 
   “You are relieved,” Olivia said and he did an about-face and left them. Remi sighed and stared at the red shard. 
 
   “Where’s that one headed?”
 
   “Terra,” Olivia said. “But based on the beams of light, it’s not too far from Paragon. It seemed like the farther away one of the weapons were, the thinner the beam of light. Did you notice how the beam connected to you was so big that you started glowing?”
 
   “I did,” she admitted, blushing a little.
 
   “To Terra it is,” Ian replied. 
 
   “I’m sure it won’t be as easy as we think,” Olivia said. “How are we supposed to know that this isn’t some crazy trap?”
 
   “We’ll ask around,” Remi said. The group fell silent.
 
   “Uh,” Milo spoke up, “I thought this was supposed to be a stealthy kind of mission.”
 
   “Not my style.”
 
   “So you actually want the Sorcerers to know that we’re looking for them and their weapons?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “But why?” he whined. “I don’t get it.”
 
   “Because…then they’ll know that we’re serious about our mission. And I’m willing to bet that they’ll talk to us first before thinking of destroying us.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?”
 
   “Because we’re the only ones looking for them. We’re the only ones not afraid, and they’ll want to know why.”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Ian replied. “Harlan’s peeing on himself right now.”
 
   “I am not,” he declared though everyone glanced at his crotch momentarily for confirmation. Harlan started blushing and he closed his eyes in embarrassment. 
 
   “Alright, let’s stop wasting time,” Olivia said. “Everyone got what we need? Because it’s time to head out.”
 
   “Wait!” a high-pitched noise rang throughout the air. Milo winced as he saw his sister running out of the shop and heading straight for him. She nearly tackled him to the cobblestone street as she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed tight. 
 
   She began talking excitedly in his ear, telling him about all the things she was going to miss about him and how she’ll do her best to keep the shop from burning down. At first, Milo was visibly annoyed. The deadpan expression on his face said it all. But as she continued to speak, it began to soften, and after a minute had gone by, he found his arms wrapping around her waist, hugging her back. 
 
   Arianna let go of him and he did the same, but the distance between them didn’t grow. She continued to chatter on, talking about nothing in particular. But Milo let it go, and since he was willing to listen, no one in the group interrupted. 
 
   She went on for ten minutes, talking about the new inventions she would create, what kits she had packed in his suitcase, what the humidity was doing to her hair and what she would do if another shop sprouted up in Virga that competed with theirs. She talked about everything and nothing, but he didn’t say a word.
 
   And when she was done, he still didn’t respond. 
 
   He simply smiled, leaned forward, and gave her a kiss on the forehead. 
 
   She beamed in delight, jumped up slightly and then rushed back into the shop, closing the door behind her. Milo took a deep breath and then began heading toward Virga’s gates. Ian chuckled to himself and punched Milo playfully in the shoulder.
 
   “Aw, that was cute. I’m surprised you didn’t yell at her and tell her to go away.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Well, you know, because she’s annoying.”
 
   “Crazy annoying,” he laughed. “But, you know, she’s also my sister. And sometimes to show her that I care…it means keeping my mouth shut and letting hers yap on.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 11 – Travels
 
   There was no opposition to them leaving Paragon, and it wasn’t surprising considering few knew who they were. If anyone did, they would jeer and laugh, wondering what a band of misfits were doing inquiring about the Sorcerers. It was foolish, and at best, a waste of time. 
 
   A young Sage, a warrior, a tailor, a mechanic, a farmer, and whatever Remi was supposed to be. This was the hope of Paragon. This was what the King was staking his land’s future on, and the notion was as ridiculous as the mission itself. 
 
   But Remi didn’t care.
 
   She was no longer alone.
 
   And with that, came a whole new host of responsibilities. 
 
   For now, if she did find a hostile human weapon or one of the Sorcerers, there were lives under her care that weren’t her own. And how was she going to protect them? How was she going to ensure that they didn’t get captured like Kace had been? If one of them died, how was she going to convince the rest to keep moving forward? 
 
   They all had their reasons for being there, and it wasn’t necessarily because of Remi. Milo wanted to get away, Ian wanted to pursue new ventures and forage for new materials. Harlan was looking for someone. Eckard would go wherever Olivia went, and Olivia herself? Why, she was the most unreliable of them all, for as soon as she got the opportunity, Remi was sure she would leave for greener pastures. But yet, she knew that she could get a lot further with her close by. She was a traitor, but she was also a valuable ally, and that both calmed and scared her. 
 
   She wondered if the Sorcerers would offer Olivia something in exchange for Remi. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. 
 
   “Has the beam gotten larger?” Harlan asked. Remi lifted her head to see Olivia at the front of the group, raising the red shard high over her head.
 
   “Can’t you see it from back there?” she snapped. 
 
   “No,” Harlan retorted. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have asked.”
 
   “We should stop for food soon,” Ian laughed. “Everyone’s getting grumpy.”
 
   “It has been twelve hours,” Milo yawned. “And I feel like my arm is going to pop out of its socket.”
 
   “No one said you had to put a corpse in that suitcase.”
 
   “Yeah, but it keeps me company,” Milo said, sticking his tongue out.
 
   “You guys are getting weird again,” Harlan stated as Olivia let her arm down. 
 
   “Let’s stop,” she said. “It’s not like we’re going to reach our destination tonight.”
 
   “You sure here is good?” Milo asked. “In the middle of a dense forest at night?”
 
   “It’s fine here,” Ian said. “Not many nocturnal beasts. You’ll get bit up by bugs though. I would keep your face covered as much as possible.”
 
   “Great,” Milo said, throwing his suitcase down. “I knew I should have packed a tent.”
 
   “I’ll start a fire,” Harlan said. “Anyone want to help me gather some wood?”
 
   “I will,” Eckard said. Olivia raised an eyebrow as she watched her boy toy walk off. 
 
   “Well, that’s surprising,” Olivia said, sitting down in the crunchy grass. She fidgeted in her seat, rubbing her butt against some dirt and twigs.
 
   “What?” Remi laughed, sitting down beside her. “It’s weird to see that your little man has a brain?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess it is,” Olivia laughed. “Usually he would ask me first if he could go.”
 
   “He’s growing up.”
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
 
   “So…how long do you think it will take for us to get there?”
 
   “I don’t even know where there is,” Olivia said, picking up a twig and throwing it in front of her. “And I would be shocked if it ends up being this easy. A simple marker. Trust me, we’ll come up against something terrible.”
 
   “Like the Langorans?”
 
   “No one’s scared of them, though I’m sure they’re around.”
 
   Remi let the tip of her eidolon stick out of her shoulder and she scanned the area. “Nah. They’re nowhere close.”
 
   “You know that thing you do looks absolutely disgusting?”
 
   “Not as bad as seeing Eckard’s naked self running around.”
 
   “You got me there…hey, what’s the deal with you and Ian?”
 
   “Ian?” she asked, glancing up and seeing Ian looking right at her. He had been picking up some berries nearby when he heard his name. They stared at each awkwardly for a few seconds and then he went back to foraging, pretending as if he wasn’t listening.
 
   “Well, that was awkward,” Remi whispered. 
 
   Olivia chortled. “It’s not going to get any better with you talking so low.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “I don’t know. Just answer the question.”
 
   “What question?”
 
   “What’s the deal with you and berry picker over there?”
 
   “We’re friends,” Remi replied and Olivia slapped a hand on her forehead.
 
   “You know he likes you, right?”
 
   “Yeah…but what does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “You’re not going to try him out and see where it leads?”
 
   “Try him out? Ew. You make it sound he’s a pair of pants.”
 
   “Listen, you’re inexperienced. You might want to see what a relationship with him is like. Even if it doesn’t work out, you’ll have some memories under your belt, and then you’ll have a better idea of what you’d want in the future.”
 
   “I don’t know. I mean, breaking it off with Kace was bad enough.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You broke it off with Kace? When?”
 
   “When I left Paragon that day.”
 
   “You’ve got more balls than I thought.”
 
   “Um…thanks I guess?”
 
   “I’m just surprised.”
 
   “What about you?” Remi asked. “You and Eckard. Isn’t he the first and only boyfriend you’ve ever had? What about you playing the field?”
 
   “Oh I have,” she said, her voice getting lower.
 
   “While you’ve been with Eckard?” Remi asked in shock.
 
   “No,” she said solemnly. “Back in our hometown.”
 
   “Oh,” Remi said. She turned away from Olivia and stared at the dirt at her feet. “You know that kind of stuff doesn’t define you, right?”
 
   “Who are you talking to?” Olivia snapped, giving her a look of disgust. “No, seriously? Do you realize who you’re talking to? I’m fine, Remi. You’re the one that needs help.” She pointed at Remi’s face and Remi nearly slapped her. What was she trying to say? That she wasn’t beautiful?
 
   “It’s your face,” Olivia reiterated. “There’s blood coming from your nose.”
 
   “Oh!” Remi replied, reaching up and dabbing her left nostril. A thin drop of blood sat on the tip of her artificial finger. “Geez, what’s that all about?”
 
   “Who knows?” Olivia said, rising to her feet. “You stay here and take care of that, okay? I’ll be back.”
 
   “Wait, where are you going?”
 
   “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Remi growled and began dabbing at her nose over and over. It looked like the outpour was getting worse, but thankfully Ian came to her rescue. He handed her a handkerchief and she put it under her nostrils.
 
   “Lift your head,” he said and she tilted her head back. The sensation of the blood sliding back into her nasal cavity nearly made her gag. 
 
   “At least I’m good for something,” he chuckled. “You okay?”
 
   “Don’t know where that came from,” Remi muttered. “But I’ll be okay.”
 
   “You told me that on Terra you were sick all the time. Do you feel any different?”
 
   “No,” she said, scowling. “And don’t you start thinking otherwise.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he laughed. “By the way, you can keep that. My first gift to you.”
 
   “And I have nothing for you,” she said through her nasally voice. “I’m terrible.”
 
   “You can pay me back later. A kiss would suffice.”
 
   “I’m bleeding out of my nose and you’re thinking of kisses?”
 
   “I can’t help myself.”
 
   “You’re sick.”
 
   “Then we’re more alike than I thought.”
 
   Remi laughed and shook her head. He was so freaking weird, but at least he made her laugh. Still, laughter wasn’t going to be enough for what was to come. Not by a long shot. And after the lavish life Ian had lived back in Paragon, there was no guarantee that he would stay so chipper. It was part of the reason why she didn’t feel right leading Ian on. He was cute, funny and sweet, but she had a lot more to worry about, and besides, Kace was still in Cimmerian, most likely being tortured while she giggled with the boy next door. The thought made her sick to her stomach.
 
   “I want to be alone,” she said, and Ian bowed and took his leave. He didn’t question why, and she was happy for it. She had to stay focused.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   With the help of Ian’s foraging and Harlan’s knowledge of outdoor living, they had a relatively easy time making it across the terrain. Though Remi had been inclined to ask about the Sorcerers back in Paragon, now she realized that the more knowledge they kept to themselves, the better. To the outsider, they looked like a band of kids heading toward a new adventure, kind of like the bands of young Quietus that Kace used to tell her about. They weren’t trying to bother anyone. They were just looking for their version of sport. 
 
   Of course, this wasn’t true, and there were some that stared at them with suspicion. But they gave them little reason to pursue. Whenever they passed by a city’s walls or a town’s gates, they kept their eyes forward and continued on, as if they had passed by those places a hundred times. It had been Olivia’s suggestion to avoid as many as possible, and since she seemed so confident in her beliefs, they listened attentively. 
 
   The days turned into weeks, and the weeks quickly became months as they walked along, wondering if they would arrive at their destination. At times it seemed like the shard was leading them of its own pleasure and volition, as if it had no intention of taking them where they needed to be. But since they hadn’t seen all of Terra, they continued along, having only each other for company. 
 
   For most of the journey, they kept to themselves until they sat down for the night, but once the shard’s light made a sudden sharp turn and told them to go west instead of south, it was like all of their spirits had perked up. Remi wasn’t sure if it was because the change in direction felt like new things were ahead or because they would end up back in Paragon if the shard made one more directional shift. 
 
   Whatever the reason, the walks became livelier. Milo would entertain them with tales of his sister and all of the crazy schemes and inventions she would come up with. Harlan would talk about the different creatures that dared to attack his crops, and Ian would speak in detail of the majestic and wonderful things he had seen in the deep countryside of Paragon. After hearing of such wonders, Remi began to hope that they would end up back in Paragon, if only so that she could one day see them. 
 
   Eckard actually started to get hyper, asking questions faster than they could be answered until Olivia finally told him to shut up. And as for Olivia herself? She wouldn’t say too much, but Remi could tell that she enjoyed the stories and banter. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t hide her smile.
 
   Remi admired Olivia in that moment, though she wouldn’t dare admit it. Though Remi had been deemed the leader, it was Olivia that had taken over the role, usually choosing the appropriate place to camp for the night, or asking if everyone was still feeling well enough to complete the journey. Though they were all hungrier than they cared to be at times, they were all in good health.
 
   Except for Remi.
 
   Sure, she had the nosebleed in the beginning, but then a whole month had gone by without incident and so she chalked up the moment to an isolated occurrence. When the exhaustion began kicking in, she figured it was because of all the walking they had been doing, but when she compared her stride to that of the others, she saw that that wasn’t the case. She was getting slower while they remained the same. Her hair was beginning to lose a bit of its color. Her hands ached occasionally, and in the third month, Olivia had to start waking her up in the mornings. If she hadn’t, Remi suspected that she would have kept sleeping for quite a few hours more. 
 
   She wasn’t what she had been, but that girl was slowly returning.
 
   And that only put in her mind a renewed sense of urgency. 
 
   Though she was the most tired of them all, she pushed for them to go on a couple hours more. Whenever she could, she took the lead with the shard so that they were forced to follow at her pace. She did whatever she could to make up for her failing body, but it was only a matter of time before someone noticed. Before someone got concerned enough to ask. 
 
   And she wanted the journey to be over before then. 
 
   Long before. 
 
   “Who’s up for a jog?” she shouted with red shard in hand. Olivia rolled her eyes.
 
   “What for?” she asked, but Remi ignored her. She took a deep breath and began sprinting forward. 
 
   Milo fumbled with his suitcase. “What kind of jog is that?” he yelled as she laughed maniacally and kept moving. They all caught up to her easily and she found that a bit disconcerting, but she wasn’t about to let them know. 
 
   “We’re wasting energy,” Olivia shouted.
 
   “And sunlight,” Remi said.
 
   “What are you talking about? It’s noon.”
 
   “Which means the morning is already gone!”
 
   “What is wrong with her?” Ian said as Harlan bounded in front of Remi and started running backwards.
 
   “You okay, girl?” he asked.
 
   Remi scowled at him. “Never been better. Why?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just want to know what the rush is.”
 
   “I feel like we’re getting closer.”
 
   “I doubt it. There’s not even a light coming from the shard.”
 
   “Of course there—what?” Remi stopped in her tracks and Harlan slowed down so that they wouldn’t crash into each other. As the others gathered around them, Harlan and Remi gave the shard a closer inspection.
 
   “Did you shut it down internally?” he asked but Remi was adamant that she hadn’t.
 
   “No, not at all…you want to try?” she asked, handing him the shard.
 
   He took it in his hands and lifted it high, closing his eyes and willing it to show him the way. The light within it remained dim. “Nothing,” he said, scratching his head.
 
   “I take it as a good thing,” Ian replied. “We all kept talking about how it wouldn’t be this easy, right? Maybe this means we’re in the general area, but it’s up to us to explore from here.”
 
   “That’s kind of exciting,” Remi said.
 
   “Riiiiight,” Olivia said. “I would have chosen a different adjective, but we’re here now so let’s think. Should we keep heading straight?”
 
   “Depends on the terrain,” Ian said, trying to look off in the distance. They were still in the forest. That hadn’t changed, but Remi had to admit that once she gazed ahead, her vision got blurry, as if the world before her was an illusion.
 
   “Manifestation?” Remi asked. Olivia squint her eyes too.
 
   “I have no idea,” she said. “If that’s a manifestation, then it’s a big one. That’s a lot of power being emitted.”
 
   “You think it’s a Sorcerer?” Milo asked.
 
   “Could be a weapon.”
 
   “If that’s a weapon,” Remi said, “then he or she is a lot more powerful than I am.”
 
   “Let’s move forward cautiously,” Olivia replied. Taking one step at a time, they moved slowly, unsure of they were about to walk into. As they got closer to the haze before them, Remi felt her heart began to race. This wasn’t a matter of not being able to see now. It was right before them. There was something visibly wrong with the land in front of them, and stepping past the veil might set off a chain of events that she wasn’t sure she was prepared for. 
 
   Harlan stuck a finger through the veil and waited. “Well, nothing’s biting it off.”
 
   “Why don’t you go all the way through?” Ian said.
 
   Harlan hesitated. “Perhaps I will.”
 
   “I was joking. We don’t have to—” Before he could finish his sentence, Harlan stepped through the blurry transparent curtain, disappearing from their sight completely. 
 
   No one moved. 
 
   Until Harlan burst out from the other side with a big smile on his face.
 
   “Guys, you have to come see this.”
 
   They all took a step forward, and onto the other side. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 12 – Breath of Fire
 
   It was the exact same forest they had been traveling through for the past six months, except on the other side of the veil, it was all covered in snow. Mounds of it. It was so heavy that it fell off the tree branches in clumps. It was so high that they nearly fell over after taking one step forward. The chill in the air was so cold that it made their lungs burn and a few of them started coughing as a result. 
 
   Remi bent down and rubbed a hand across the snow’s hardened surface.
 
   “We don’t really have clothes for this,” Olivia said. “Not much, right?”
 
   “I brought a coat,” Remi said. “I think Milo has it.”
 
   “Yep,” Milo said, as he just finished fastening the buttons on her coat over his shoulders. “Yes, that should do nicely.”
 
   “That’s mine, you little imp.”
 
   “You could come catch me if you like.”
 
   “Like that’s going to happen,” Remi muttered. She was afraid to sprint for fear of falling on her face. Olivia took a deep breath and began heating up her body, making the snow melt around her. 
 
   “Guess I’m taking lead again,” she sighed.
 
   “What else is new?” Harlan said. Olivia glared at him and then began walking forward slowly, allowing the snow to melt around them. Remi took note of the ground underneath the winter wonderland. There was no grass, no leaves. Nothing but dirt, and it told her that the snow had in fact been there for a very long time. But how was that possible? Did they enter a new world somehow?
 
   “Shush,” Olivia said, putting a finger to her lips. “Did anyone hear that?”
 
   Remi froze in her tracks and began searching her environment meticulously, but the air was still and the woods were dead. Nothing had moved as far as she could tell, but that didn’t mean they weren’t in danger. Remi allowed the tip of her eidolon to stick out of her right shoulder, but after a few seconds passed, she realized that it wasn’t enough. She unsheathed it completely.
 
   “Wait!” Olivia cried out. “Someone might think we’re trying to attack!”
 
   “I have to,” Remi replied as she stuck her eidolon high into the air, the purple light emanating from it reflecting off of the shiny silver surfaces of the snow. Remi didn’t sense anything around them. But there was still something strange in the air. It was as if the oxygen had gotten thinner and drier. But it was on such a microscopic level, was it really a cause for concern? Was—
 
   “Get down!” Remi shouted as she leapt onto her belly. Olivia glared at her with wide eyes but she crouched down low. The others obeyed, unsure of why.
 
   “What are we doing?” Ian whispered, but Remi put a finger to her lips. Though the snow was freezing against her thin shirt and pants, she remained still. A second ago she had sensed an entity. It was very real, very angry, and very, very big.
 
   A screech sounded off across the sky like a shockwave, shaking the tree branches above them. More piles of snow rained down on top of them. Remi took a deep breath and kept silent. It was near.
 
   Another screech made Milo shake so hard that he scurried to his feet in a panic. Remi shouted for him to stay still but he was in caught up in a frenzy. He picked up his grey suitcase and started running toward the veil they had come from. But just when he was about to leap past its border, a tsunami of fire cut off his path. It happened so fast, it was as if the ground below had opened up and burst into flames. The wall of fire was so high that there was no way he could get past without being severely burned. Milo fell onto his butt.
 
   “What’s going on?!” he yelled and Remi ran to his side. 
 
   “I’m not sure,” she shouted. “But we have to be careful. Whatever that thing is, it’s so powerful that I’m sure we could be killed with one blow.”
 
   “Screw that,” Olivia said, cracking her knuckles. She then reached down and unsheathed her sword. “This blade of mine’s been thirsty. I’m ready to give it drink.”
 
   “Livi, we have to be careful.”
 
   “Now I know we’re in trouble,” she sighed. “You only call me ‘Livi’ when it’s about to get real.”
 
   Remi ‘s eidolon screamed and she snapped her head forward. Another wall of fire was heading straight for them. Remi tackled Harlan and pushed him out of the way as Olivia and Milo grabbed Eckard and Ian respectively. The wall of fire separated them into two groups. Olivia and Eckard were the only two on the left side of the blazing wall.
 
   “Let’s keep moving forward!” Olivia shouted. “If this whole forest goes up in flames, we’re done anyways!”
 
   “Agreed!” Milo said, grabbing his suitcase and sprinting forward. But he only made it a few feet when he stopped. “Does anyone else see that?”
 
   The forest was crashing down in front of them, the trees started being knocked down like pins and that was when their adversary became clear. 
 
   With a wingspan that had to be a half mile wide, the dragon was in the midst of slowing its descent to greet the intruders. It had a horn sticking out of its forehead. It had red, almost metallic skin with green patches blended into its thick hide. Its scales were sharp and moved in the breeze like gills. The dragon’s eyes were a bright yellow and the pupils were black. The teeth showing from its gigantic maw were so sharp that they could cut on contact, regardless of the size of the creature’s prey. Its claws were gigantic and nimble, and it proved its mobility when it reached out, wrapped its scaly fingers around a tree’s entire body and ripped it from the ground. The dragon threw it behind it and huffed, its breath smelling of sulfur and oil. 
 
   Remi was in awe over the massive creature before her. It was unlike anything she had ever seen. Though its aura radiated danger, she could also tell that it was intelligent. The way its pupils dilated upon taking in each member of the group. The way it maintained a healthy distance from their blades. The dragon was no dummy, and she was inclined to treat it with the utmost respect. 
 
   Remi jumped in her skin as the dragon suddenly slammed its tail into a few more trees, separating them from its roots instantly. At the end of its long tail was a club, almost as if someone had attached a boulder at the end. Just one look at it, and Remi knew that a blow from it meant instant death. 
 
   The dragon huffed again and stretched its neck high, revealing its ribs and stomach underneath—a sickly green and yellow abdomen that resembled a shield in some ways. The creature yawned and lowered its head once more, its nostrils flaring as it closed its mouth.
 
   “What do we do?” Milo asked and the dragon’s eyes darted over to him. He raised his hands in surrender.
 
   “Whatever it wants,” Olivia replied. Her hands were trembling around her sword’s hilt. She was trying to stop, but she knew that the creature was faster than it looked.
 
   “Take it slow,” Olivia said, and the dragon responded instantly. It growled and snapped its jaws toward her, causing her to barely roll out of the way. Remi lunged forward and slashed at the dragon’s lip, but it didn’t do anything. Her blade grazed off the surface as if it was made of glass. The dragon turned to her and opened its jaw wide.
 
   “Remi!” Ian shouted, but she was already taking defensive measures.
 
   The dragon scooped her up in its mouth and clamped its fangs down on top of her, but thankfully, she had summoned her armor just in time. Two of the fangs chipped on contact and the dragon spit her out of its mouth and began to crane its neck upward, howling at the pain that shot through the roof of its mouth.
 
   “Now!” Olivia shouted, making her sword as hot as possible. She slashed at the dragon’s leg but it didn’t even cause a mark. Harlan ran forward and gripped one of its toes, trying to raise it from off the ground.
 
   “What in the world are you doing?” Milo shrieked.
 
   Harlan groaned as he broke out in a sweat. “I have no clue!”
 
   The dragon roared and spun around in place. It didn’t hit anyone, but the wind caused by its rotation alone was enough to knock them off their feet. The dragon began flapping its wings—the force was so strong that it kept them all pinned on their backs.
 
   “We can’t let it get to the skies,” Olivia shouted as she tried to get up. Remi sucked her teeth and got ready for the moment the dragon took flight. The window was narrow, but if she acted fast enough, she would make it. 
 
   The dragon was finally high enough to start riding the thermals in the air and its wings weren’t forcing them into the snow anymore. Remi leapt up to her feet and sprinted forward, summoning her white Sage robe to appear around her for that extra boost of speed and strength. 
 
   She leapt into the air and let her eidolon go, reaching out for one of the dragon’s gigantic toes. She hung on tight and kept her face smashed up against the rough sandpaper-like skin. She closed her eyes and hung on tight as she could hear her teammates yelling from down below. She forced one of her eyes open and saw that she was high up in the air now, far above the trees, and more alarming, she could feel the dragon’s skin getting hotter. She looked up to see smoke coming from the dragon’s clenched teeth.
 
   It was going to breath out more fire!
 
   Remi grunted and hung on tight, wondering what she was going to do when an idea popped into her head. She knew it would take perfect timing though. 
 
   The dragon seemed to like getting close. She wasn’t sure why, but if her theory was true, what she did next would work in her favor. 
 
   The dragon dove toward the ground and straight for her friends, its skin getting warmer by the second. She forced her eyes open the best she could despite the unforgiving winds and waited until the dragon’s feet cleared the trees. 
 
   She made her move. 
 
   She took in a deep breath and activated her armor form just as the dragon swooped in to incinerate Olivia and the others. The weight wasn’t much, but it was just enough to catch the dragon’s attention. Remi clutched the dragon’s toe with one artificial hand and summoned her eidolon with the other. She wouldn’t need strength. Just precision.
 
   She stuck her eidolon right under the nail of one of the dragon’s toes, just above the muscle and flesh. 
 
   It couldn’t have felt comfortable. 
 
   The dragon roared and craned its neck toward her, trying to snap its jaws and bite her but Remi leapt off in the nick of time. She rolled into the snow and was quickly lost in one of the mounds. She could sense that the dragon had changed direction though. It landed on the ground as its feet caused the trees around it to vibrate, bringing more snow down upon her. 
 
   It huffed and growled, searching for her earnestly, but she waited patiently. 
 
   Olivia was getting closer to the creature, and with the dragon distracted, it didn’t notice that she was warming up her next attack. The dragon took a step closer, sniffing the ground for evidence when it suddenly roared in pain. 
 
   Remi burst from the snow with her eidolon held high. She saw Olivia on the dragon’s back with her blade piercing through its spine. Olivia sunk the blade in deeper as she began to sweat. But the dragon didn’t try to snap at her. It started taking flight, and Remi knew it was a bad idea for Olivia to hang on. She couldn’t summon an eidolon nor did she have artificial limbs to help break the fall. 
 
   Remi ran forward as fast as she could considering the environment, and when she was close enough, she threw a large amount of energy into her sword and threw it at the dragon. It barely pierced the skin, but it would have to do. 
 
   Remi leapt up and grabbed the hilt just as the dragon took flight. Down below, the boys yelled at them as they were taken up higher. In a few seconds, Remi couldn’t see them at all anymore. There were only the clouds and the icy winds. 
 
   She expected the dragon to renew its assault, but instead it kept flying forward, further and further away from the forest. Olivia crouched down low and kept her body behind her sword as much as possible. The wind was blowing so hard that her hair was whipping her in the face.
 
   Remi felt the eidolon beginning to slip from its position, but the danger quickly passed as a structure came into view. 
 
   In the distance was a mountain, so high that its peak went beyond their vision and up into a second set of clouds. Remi braced herself as the dragon neared the mountain with breakneck speeds. It showed no signs of slowing. 
 
   But just when they were about to hit the rocks, Remi found herself free falling. She glanced up and saw that Olivia was in the same predicament. It was as if the dragon had disappeared completely. 
 
   Thankfully, they were close enough to the mountainside to reach the rocks and they weren’t going to just freefall to their death. Remi took her eidolon and stuck it out, piercing through the jagged rock surface. The eidolon sliced through and it was slowing her descent, but barely. She was still falling fast and she dared not look around for Olivia. She wasn’t even out of her own predicament yet. 
 
   The eidolon slowed as she poured as much strength into the blade as possible. Finally it stopped completely and she kept the soles of her feet up against the rocks, wondering what she could do next. 
 
   She heard a cry echo across the sky above her and she looked up to see Olivia performing the same action with her own sword. Except with her, she wasn’t able to slow her fall in time. Remi reached out and grabbed her hand just as she whizzed past and she could hear Olivia’s arm pop out of socket once their grip locked. Olivia screamed out in agony as she hung off the edge, with her other hand gripping her custom sword with everything she had.
 
   “That had to hurt,” Remi groaned as Olivia grit her teeth and sheathed her blade, her arm shaking the entire time. She reached out with her free hand and grabbed Remi’s wrist. Remi winced and tried to pull her up but she was already beginning to feel exhausted. 
 
   “Livi, you got to do more,” she cried out as she felt her grip around the eidolon getting slippery.
 
   “What exactly?!” Olivia yelled. Her arms were quivering violently.
 
   “Drop!” a cracked high-pitched voice cried out from below them. Remi strained her neck to see who had said it, but she couldn’t see anything through the fog. “It’s okay!” the voice said again. “You’re right above the town!”
 
   “You believe this?” Olivia asked.
 
   Remi clenched her jaw and considered their options. “Well, it’s not like we have much of a choice. We’re not going to fly out of here.”
 
   She wretched her arm from Olivia’s grip and her friend screamed as she fell below the fog line. Remi grabbed the hilt of the eidolon with both hands and waited, trying to scrunch herself into a ball so that she could fight against the breeze. After a few seconds went by, she began to hear a familiar voice through the wind.
 
   “You can drop!” she heard Olivia yelling. “It’s safe!”
 
   “Okay!” Remi yelled out as she let go completely. It was a short fall, but still high enough to make her legs tingle when her feet hit the platform below—a large slab of red rock sticking out of the mountainside. She glanced behind her and saw Olivia and a very short man standing in front of a cavern entrance. 
 
   “Friend of yours?” Remi tried to act cool, but she felt like she was going to faint.
 
   “Don’t know yet,” Olivia said, crossing her arms. “But he helped me to my feet so he can’t be too terrible.”
 
   “No, I’m nice,” he said, scratching his exposed belly. “But the Mistress is still pissed. I can’t speak on her behalf.”
 
   “The Mistress?” Remi asked, slowly gaining feeling back in her legs. She slowly stood to her feet.
 
   “Yes,” the little man with no shirt replied. “The Mistress—the dragon you fought.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 13 – The Mistress
 
   “The name is Lain,” he replied, giving her a curt bow. “Welcome to Darkheart.” 
 
   “Never heard of it,” Olivia replied, staring down at the little man. He was no taller than a few feet and he appeared to be as old as forty. His hair was red and disheveled and he was barely wearing any clothes despite the chilly weather. He wore a pair of ripped shorts and a necklace that was composed of pieces of the mountain. There were nothing fancy to look at, but they must have had some relevance to him. 
 
   “This is a hidden place,” he said. “And most people don’t survive here. You still may not.”
 
   “You said your Mistress was the dragon?” Remi asked. “Did I hear you right?”
 
   “Not my Mistress,” he replied. “The Mistress. That’s what she likes to be called amongst us.”
 
   “How many of you are there?” Olivia asked, looking down the cavern. They couldn’t see inside from where they stood. 
 
   “Nearly a hundred. But you won’t get to see them if the Mistress doesn’t approve it, and I doubt she will. It looks like she hurt you.”
 
   “She better not have hurt our friends,” Olivia said. “The boys down below. Did anything happen to them?”
 
   “Boys? I have no clue what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I do,” she heard a woman’s voice echo off the cavern walls. Remi and Olivia snapped to attention as they heard the sound of heels clopping against the ice. Soon, the Mistress came into view. She was wearing a gigantic fur coat that was so big it made her shoulders look like that was the only part of her body that she worked out on. Her hair was made up of tiny curls and colored silver and an icy blue. Her skin was dark and her almond shaped eyes were as green as emeralds. Her lips were full and her skin was thick but not at all fat. It was apparent that she was constantly honing her body. As soon as she had taken a few steps outside the cavern entrance, she kicked her blue heels aside and stepped onto the ice with her bare feet. The cold didn’t appear to bother her at all. 
 
   “We want to talk,” Olivia said but the Mistress didn’t listen. She cocked back her arm and punched Olivia in the face before she could counter it. Olivia went sliding on the ice as she clutched her jaw. The Mistress kept walking forward, heading straight for Remi.
 
   “Listen!” Remi said. “We’re not here to fight.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she muttered, swinging at Remi’s head. Remi ducked under the blow but her chin caught the Mistress’ uppercut. Remi fell onto the back of her head and the world started spinning before her eyes. The Mistress bent down, picked her up, raised her over her head, and then slammed her back down onto the ice. Remi nearly blacked out. 
 
   Olivia jumped up to her feet and started running toward their enemy, but the Mistress pivoted at the last second and leapt up into the air, kneeing Olivia in the face. Olivia cried out and went sliding on the ice again as their enemy turned her attention back to Remi. Remi rolled out of the way of her hands but not completely out of her reach. Remi’s eyes widened as a ball of fire came shooting out of the Mistress’s hand, hitting her square in the chest. 
 
   Remi screamed as her clothes caught fire. She ran toward a snow mound by the cave’s entrance but she found herself picked up in the air and held in place. Remi saw that the Mistress’s right arm had turned into a miniature dragon’s tail, and she had wrapped it around her so tight that it felt like her organs were going to be crushed. 
 
   Thankfully, the press of the dragon’s skin against hers smothered the flames but Remi still couldn’t find the air to breathe. Her lungs were being crushed and she could already hear her ribs cracking. She closed her eyes as she tried to focus. An eidolon shot out her back and into the dragon’s scaly skin but it didn’t cause any damage. Remi groaned and clenched her jaw as the Mistress kept squeezing.
 
   “We’re not your enemy!” Olivia cried out and the Mistress decided not to crush Remi just yet.
 
   “Then what are you?” the Mistress asked, glaring straight into Olivia’s eyes. “No one but enemies come here.”
 
   “We…we’re here to find one of the Sorcerer’s weapons.”
 
   “Yes, that is what my enemies do,” she said, turning her attention back to Remi. “That’s all they do.”
 
   Remi took a deep breath and dug into her pants pocket, searching for what she needed. The Mistress glowered at her and began squeezing again but Remi found what she was looking for in time. She couldn’t stretch her hand out of her pocket by much but it was enough to touch the red shard against the Mistress’s dragon tail. 
 
   Immediately, the Mistress dropped her and Remi fell on her feet. She didn’t have time to worry about the state of her body though. She sprinted forward and unsheathed her eidolon from her shoulder, fusing it with her power. Remi rolled underneath the Mistress’s retracting tail and sliced through the right side of her abdomen, nearly cutting her body in half. The Mistress lost her glazed over look and roared in pain as her brain registered Remi’s attack. Remi prepared to touch the red shard against the Mistress again when it was suddenly smacked out of her hand. The Mistress grabbed Remi’s collar and pulled her close.
 
   “What did you do?” she growled, her breath smelling like ash. It was so hot that Remi had to turn away. It felt like it was going to burn her skin. 
 
   “Let me go and I’ll tell you,” Remi groaned but the Mistress wasn’t willing to forgive her prey for the wound she received. She took a deep breath, cocked her head back and then breathed out a wave of fire toward Remi’s face. Remi stuck her eidolon between them and widened the blade as much as possible, but she could already hear the cracks in her eidolon beginning to appear. 
 
   Olivia jumped onto the Mistress’s back but the tail reappeared from under her fur coat, wrapping around Olivia and squeezing her just as tight as she had with Remi. There was little they could do to stop the assault. They were pinned down. 
 
   Remi reached into her pants pocket frantically with one hand as she kept the eidolon with the other. The force of the fire was so strong that she fell down to one knee, and the crackling sound of her eidolon breaking was getting louder. Remi knew that the red shard had been cast aside, but she had to try another. If only to see if it would have an effect on the Mistress. It was a desperate ploy, but she was out of ideas. 
 
   The Mistress was too strong, too resourceful, and far too durable. Remi thought about activating her armor form, but she was sure the Mistress could find a way in if she wanted. She had to end the battle quickly if at all possible.
 
   She continued to sift through the shards in her pocket and then she remembered that the blue one was also in there. It had been her turn to carry the shards after all. 
 
   But it was too late.
 
   She accidentally brushed her fingers up against the blue shard and it was like the world around her had been transformed. She was back in the darkness, but this time, there was a small end-table standing in front of her. It was barely staying together. It creaked without any outside influence, and a lone candle stood in its center, not being held up by anything but its own will. 
 
   Remi stared at the little fire flickering at the top and she wondered what was happening to her body now that her mind had been taken away. She couldn’t be dead. Otherwise, wouldn’t she no longer be aware of herself? Or would she only be with the darkness now? 
 
   “Give up,” she heard a man whisper in her ear. She turned around quickly but there was no one there, and she felt no presence around her. The flame on the candle suddenly went out, and she was cast in utter darkness once more. She waved her hands in front of her eyes in the pitch black but she saw nothing. 
 
   She was about to speak when light flooded her eyes. 
 
   Or more like…one of her eyes. 
 
   She couldn’t see out of the other. That one was still cast into the black. 
 
   But the other. The seeing one—that one saw Olivia bending down and hovering over her. She was saying something, but she couldn’t hear the words. Wait…yes, she could. Her other senses were beginning to return. But it was terribly slow. As if they had to be woken up individually from their slumber. 
 
   “Remi, talk to me!” she said, shaking her. Remi parted her lips and licked them. They were so dry and…they were bumpy. It hurt to the touch. What had happened?
 
   “Don’t get up too fast,” Olivia said, patting her shoulder. “Your face is burned pretty bad. But don’t worry, the Mistress said that she can fix that. Just hold on. We’re getting you a hammock to lay on. They’re going to take you to their infirmary.”
 
   “The Mistress…” Remi whispered. “She…help?”
 
   “Alicia,” she heard the Mistress declare behind her. Remi couldn’t move her neck to confirm the exact location. 
 
   “Whatever!” Olivia snapped at her. “All you should be caring about right now is whether she survives this or not!”
 
   “I told you she will. Calm down.”
 
   “If she dies, so do you. Get that?”
 
   The Mistress stayed silent but even Remi knew that threat couldn’t be carried out. Her eyes closed on their own and she felt the sweet hands of sleep beginning to take her into its arms. 
 
   She allowed it with no regrets.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “I. Am. Tired. Of. Waking. Up,” Remi said before she even opened her eyes. She heard Ian chuckle nearby and she sat up to attention, scanning the room around her. They were all there, sitting in chairs and waiting for her to wake up. “Are you all okay?” she asked them. She noticed that they were all staring at her intensely, but not one of them was willing to answer.
 
   “Just take it easy,” Olivia said, rising from her chair. Remi looked behind her and noticed that the room was very small. She had been laying on the floor with a thin white sheet placed over her. The walls were made of the mountain rock—it wasn’t smooth at all, and parts of the wall jutted outwards. The floor under her was metal and cold, and there were only the chairs that her friends were sitting on for furniture. It looked like they were all in a holding cell.
 
   Remi blinked and realized that she was still only seeing out of one eye.
 
   “What’s wrong with me?” she asked. No one leapt up to answer her question which only made her more nervous. 
 
   “Alicia should be on her way to retrieve you,” Ian said. “It will all be okay.”
 
   “Why are you talking like that?” Remi cried out. “What’s wrong?” She reached up and caressed her face and her hand dropped the moment her fingers brushed up against it. It was bumpy and sore, as if her face had recently scabbed over, and there was a sticky substance spread across her cheeks that made her skin tingle. She waved her hand in front of her blind eye. Something was definitely wrong with her face. It didn’t hurt when she touched it, but it wasn’t smooth like she remembered.
 
   “How long was I out?!” she demanded. Again, no one answered. “Fine. I’ll get the answers myself.”
 
   “Wait!” Olivia shouted just as Alicia burst through the door. She was breathing heavily and her eyes scanned the room as if she was looking for a traitor. She finally settled on Remi who was still frozen in fear.
 
   “Let’s go, girl,” she replied. “And don’t touch your face.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you without some answers.”
 
   “I have them,” she huffed. “But we need to take care of those burns first.”
 
   “Burns?” Remi cried, feeling a tear running down her seared skin. “You mean the ones you caused? Weren’t you the one blowing fire in my face?”
 
   “Don’t test my patience,” Alicia sniffed. “Now, it’s up to you. We can get your face fixed, or you can stand there and get your answers while it permanently turns that way. It’s up to you.”
 
   “It’s okay, Rem,” Ian said. “Go with her. And we’re okay too. Alicia picked us up after you went unconscious and she’s treated us well. We’re not prisoners here.”
 
   “Well,” Remi glared at him. “As long as we’re all on a first name basis…” She turned to Alicia. “Let’s go...Alicia.”
 
   Alicia nodded and began walking back down the hall. The guard that was standing at the door outside closed it behind him, locking in Remi’s friends. Remi noticed that even the guard was a small man. 
 
   “What’s with the little people?” Remi asked.
 
   “They’re Langorans,” Alicia replied, striding forward with her powerful legs. Remi could barely keep up. “Rejects from before the Great Collision. Back then, there was an organization known as R.A.W. Only its highest ranked members knew what the acronym stood for, but their mission was clear: orchestrate civil unrest and distrust between the Kingdoms so that they could control the outcomes in secret. Though Languor had its King, he was only a figurehead for what was really going on behind the scenes. R.A.W was what dictated the laws and determined who was fit to serve. Many of the Langorans you see here were banished and cast out of their home. I took them in.”
 
   “As servants?”
 
   “No. Though it’s hard to say otherwise. They’ve been trying to repay me for giving them a home ever since. Given that I have a temper, it seems like I’m ordering them around when really I only have the best of intentions.”
 
   “You said that they came here even before the Great Collision…how old are you?”
 
   “You shouldn’t ask a woman her age,” she said, glaring at Remi out of the corner of her eye. 
 
   “I was just wondering.”
 
   “I’m old enough,” she muttered. 
 
   “Then…”
 
   “Spit it out.”
 
   “You really are one of the Sorcerers’ weapons…they created you.”
 
   “A long time ago,” she said. “So long that I can’t even distinguish what is fact and fiction anymore. At least, not until yesterday.”
 
   “Is that how long I’ve been asleep?”
 
   “Yes, and I would have healed your face myself if I didn’t have my own wounds to take care of. Your friends begged me to give them some salve that would cure your burns but I told them that it might cause their skin to melt. Better to let you do it,” Alicia nodded her head toward Remi’s artificial arms. “You don’t have to worry about skin as much.”
 
   “What’s the salve made of?”
 
   “It comes from a secretion in my liver.”
 
   “Ewww,” Remi gagged. “There isn’t another medicine I can take?”
 
   “Well now you know what wounds I had to attend to. My body is one big walking pharmacy. Got a ton of cures and stuff inside of me. The problem is that while I’m rummaging around in there, I could die in the process.”
 
   “I don’t even want to know how you figured all of that out.”
 
   “It’s a funny story actually,” she chuckled. “If you come across a little one named ‘Ron,’ I wouldn’t ask him to tell you.” 
 
   “So what did happen yesterday? Why are we walking down this dark cavern together like old friends when you were ready to rip my throat out earlier?”
 
   “It was true what I said before,” Alicia sighed, motioning for Remi to take a left with her down another long dark tunnel. Little holes that lead outside in the makeshift walls provided them some light, but even that was fading as night was descending. “We have many enemies here at Darkheart. Langoran hordes. Cimmerian armies. Ever since they got the shard that had my signature in it, they’ve been coming almost weekly, trying out new ways to take us down. There was once a quaint little town further down the mountain but it was destroyed in one of their assaults last month. Since then, we’ve taken to the tunnels high up. I hate it up here.”
 
   “But what changed? What made you realize that we weren’t enemies?”
 
   “It was the shards in your possession,” she said. Remi instinctively dug into her pockets and noticed that they were empty. “Don’t worry. I left them in Olivia’s care. I don’t want to even be near one of those things. When you touched me with that red shard, it was like you reminded me of a nightmare I once had. Darkness…trying to swallow me whole while someone laughed at me from a distance.”
 
   “But you still attacked me after you were taken away.”
 
   “What was I supposed to do? I thought you were a Cimmerian that had finally figured out how to subdue me. I had to kill you…but when we clashed…you suddenly froze up, like I had. It was eerie…watching your eyes go wide and your body stiffen up as I blew fire into your face. It was like you didn’t care if you lived or died—like you couldn’t even feel the pain. That was when I knew that your mind had been transported away just like mine had been. That’s when I realized that I was killing my sister, and not my enemy.”
 
   “So…this sticky stuff. What is it? Medication?”
 
   “It’s to keep you from screaming your head off from the pain. It’s a numbing gel that came from the mucus in my nose. I know. Not lady like at all.”
 
   “Let’s skip that topic,” Remi winced. “So…what made you realize that I was a sister? Aren’t any of the Sorcerer weapons your enemy?”
 
   “We’re all in the same predicament. We’re being used by the Sorcerers for their own pleasure, and none of us are sure what that is. Whatever it is, it can’t be good.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?”
 
   “The ominous visions weren’t enough?”
 
   “I would like to think that we were created for good. That we’re kind of acting out in the Sorcerers’ stead.”
 
   “Is that what you know? Or that’s what you’d like to believe?”
 
   “I don’t want to think of myself as a tool of destruction.”
 
   “A sword can be used to cut fruit and vegetables, you know. It can help you with your garden. It can act as a mirror when you apply your make-up. But that’s not the crafter’s intent. And with the powers we both have at our disposal, I don’t think peace is part of our intended purpose.”
 
   “Was it like that with you from the beginning? Being able to transform into a dragon?”
 
   “Transforming into a human is actually what I had to get used to,” she said solemnly. “Sadly, my earliest memories were of myself in dragon form, flying around a cage that was too small and accidentally burning up most of the disgusting food provided to me. I didn’t even know how delicious food could be until I was a teenager. Becoming human…that was what I eventually learned to do. I didn’t think it was possible, but one day I willed it, and it happened.”
 
   “So you’re actually a dragon?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “Are you mostly made of steel and wood? I see those limbs of yours.”
 
   “I lost them in battle.”
 
   “They won’t be the last thing you lose,” she said as they finally arrived at a boulder, standing in their way. Alicia pressed the palm of her hand against it and it slid back as if it was on an automated track. A dimly lit room lay before them, illuminated by moonlight. But Alicia didn’t proceed. Instead she stood there as if there was a heavy weight pressing upon her shoulders. 
 
   “I am the Sorcerer’s dragon,” she said, bowing her head so low that it nearly touched her chest. “That is my designation. There are five others besides us out there, and each of them  have been named after tools or pets. We aren’t people. We aren’t individuals. We are a means to an end. Nothing more.”
 
   “Then what am I?” Remi asked. 
 
   Alicia shook her head. “You’re the ring…a symbol of unity, and a reminder of the world that the Sorcerers left behind. You’re here to let them know that no matter what they do, they will inevitably have to step in and interfere. No one is disconnected from the rest.”
 
   “Is that all I am? A reminder?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alicia said. “But that’s the extent of your purpose. Doesn’t it explain why you’re so weak?”
 
   Remi cleared her throat and tried not to let the disappointment break her. Just because Alicia said it, it didn’t mean it was true.
 
   “Then what’s your purpose? Where does the dragon fit in all this?”
 
   “That’s easy,” she said, stepping into the mysterious room. “I’m here to scorch the earth and let those who survive determine what the new world will be.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 14 – Scorch
 
   “Who told you this?” Remi cried as she followed Alicia into the light. When her seeing eye adjusted, she saw that the room was open at the back wall, leading right back to the outside. The ground was angled upwards so that the moonlight came right in and Remi almost forgot about her condition after seeing it. There was a tranquility in the air, and she hoped that the ambience would soothe the beast. Alicia sat on one of the boulders in the corner of the room and whipped the tail of her massive fur coat behind her. 
 
   “Have a seat,” she said and Remi took one of the boulders nearby. It wasn’t exactly comfortable.
 
   “Who told you this?” Remi repeated. “That you were to scorch the world?”
 
   Alicia sighed and faced her, half of her visage illuminated by the moonlight, the other shrouded in black. “I met one other weapon long ago. He…wouldn’t tell me much about himself, but he said that he was searching for the others, kind of like you are. He was the one to break it all down to me.”
 
   “Why didn’t you travel with him?”
 
   “I was scared, and unsure of my abilities back then. Not to mention that I wasn’t sure if I even believed him.”
 
   “What changed that? Why do you believe him now?”
 
   “I’ve taken a long hard look in the mirror. I know what I am.”
 
   “You actually want to kill people?”
 
   “No,” she said casting her eyes to the ground. “But I’m good at it.”
 
   “That’s no reason to embrace becoming a murderer. What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “Come here,” she said and Remi stood to her feet and walked over to Alicia. The Mistress motioned for her to stoop down and she handed Remi a tiny vial full of a blue, thin liquid. “Apply this to your face and rub it in. Pour it into your blind eye as well. It’s my way of saying sorry for what I did.”
 
   “What part of you was this made out of?”
 
   “My brain,” she whispered. 
 
   Remi nearly dropped the vial. “How did you—”
 
   “—the Langorans help me with the procedures. You’d be surprised what they can accomplish with those little hands of theirs.” She ended the sentence with laughter but Remi didn’t find anything funny.
 
   “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “I burned your face.”
 
   “How is it any different than what you’re planning on doing to Terra?”
 
   “Why are you hung up on this? It doesn’t concern you.”
 
   “I’m not going to put this stuff on my face until you tell me.”
 
   “It’s not my face,” she snickered. “You’re the one that will have to go around scaring everybody.”
 
   “I’ll also be reminding you every day of what you did.”
 
   “You don’t even know me!” she exclaimed but Remi stayed firm.
 
   “That’s the deal,” she said. 
 
   Alicia scoffed and rose to her feet until she was towering over Remi. “From the day I was born, I saw the evils of humanity. I wanted nothing more than to wipe them off the surface for how they treated me. But at the same time, I also wanted to be one. For every negative experience I had, there was a positive one. It was strange to love and hate my caretakers, but after careful observation, I noticed one constant and defining thing: they cannot change their fate. No matter how hard they work or try to better their lives, it rarely works out. And on the other hand, there are those who don’t do a thing, and everything is handed to them. There’s no rhyme or reason to the way the world goes except for those at the very top. 
 
   “Do you think this war between Cimmerian and Paragon matters one bit? It’s pathetic. They could fight each other for decades, but if the Sorcerers decide to step in, it will all be resolved in a matter of days. If they wanted to, they could shape this world to their liking with a snap of their fingers. If they can create me—an instrument of destruction—what else can they do? What else can they control? What do they already have their hands in? You and I…we’re nothing but spectators, waiting for the game to end.”
 
   “Is that why you hide up here in your underground fortress? Because you think there’s nothing you can do? That you don’t matter?”
 
   “We don’t matter,” she said. “All we can do is make life easier for others as well as ourselves. Ease the suffering.”
 
   “And if your Sorcerer calls on you to scorch the world, you’ll answer?”
 
   “What choice will I have?”
 
   “There’s always a choice.”
 
   “I don’t know how you can believe that.”
 
   “I’m here, aren’t I?”
 
   “The longer you wait to apply the ointment, the more likely the damage will be permanent.”
 
   “I don’t want any part of you touching me,” Remi said, throwing the vial toward the ground. Alicia barely caught it in mid-air. 
 
   “Are you crazy? My brain won’t grow back!” 
 
   “So what? It doesn’t matter in the end, right?”
 
   “What is wrong with you?!”
 
   “When I left to find the weapons…I…just suspected something else. When you swooped in. So big. So powerful…you embodied everything I was hoping for. I thought that you would show me the way…give me the strength to rally the others and find the Sorcerers. But you’re nothing like I thought you would be. Funny enough, I’m the centered one. I’m the one doing what the other weapons should have been doing all along. It’s sad that it all falls down on the sick girl.”
 
   “And yet, you’re still doing exactly what you’ve been designed to do. You’re supposed to keep the Sorcerers’ minds on Terra, and you’re trying to do the exact same thing with the weapons.”
 
   “I’m not doing this on automatic, like I’m one of the Delilah’s machinations.”
 
   “Your upbringing…what suffering did you have to endure to get to this point? And how much of it wasn’t caused by the Sorcerers?”
 
   “I’ve thought of that,” Remi replied. “And I realize that whether they orchestrated it or not, this is what we should do. Ignorance and fear of the unknown is often the greatest enemy. If we know what’s going on, then we can respond accordingly. It’s as simple as that.”
 
   “It makes sense…but what’s to stop the Sorcerers from taking us over when they need us?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter because they might be able to do that at this very moment, but if we go out there and see what we can find, who knows? There might even be a cure. We don’t have to be controlled.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “You want to know what I think?” Remi said, reaching out to hug Alicia. The Mistress tensed up under the sudden show of affection. “I think you’re scared, because of what you had to suffer as a child. The worst of humanity still lingers on your mind, and that’s why you’d rather hole up in this mountain. You don’t want to be hurt again. You don’t want to be someone’s pet.”
 
   “The dragon isn’t scared,” she said, but even she couldn’t hide the crack in her voice.
 
   “I know,” Remi said, knowing that Alicia was lying. “And that’s why I want you to come with me…because I am.”
 
   She broke off the embrace and stared into Alicia’s watery eyes. “Together we’re formidable. Alone, we’re weak. If you come with me on this journey, then I’ll prove to you that the Sorcerers aren’t as powerful as you think, and that we truly do have control over our fate.”
 
   “You can’t make that promise,” she snapped. 
 
   “I can,” Remi said, confident in her declaration, “and I will.”
 
   Alicia stared into Remi, looking for signs of deception or doubt, but when she saw none, she took a deep breath and removed the scowl from her face. “Fine,” she said. “Let us see what you can do. I hope for your sake that I won’t regret this.”
 
   “Thank you,” Remi smiled wide.
 
   Alicia frowned. “Now can you get that damn ointment on your face already?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Oh wow,” Ian said, rising from his seat as Remi and Alicia walked into the room. 
 
   Remi chuckled as she caressed her smooth cheeks with her artificial arms. “You’re telling me that you wouldn’t love me if I didn’t have this face?”
 
   “Of course I would,” he said, and she shut up. For some reason, the implication that he loved her made her feel uneasy.
 
   “I’m coming with you,” Alicia declared and the group began looking to one another, searching for signs of approval. Based on the smiles that came across their faces, everyone seemed to think it was a good idea. “I’ll need a few hours to get my affairs in order. Talk to the others and let them know what to do in case of attack. If I’m not here, they’ll need to know how to defend themselves.”
 
   “Take all the time you need,” Remi said. Alicia gave them a bow and then left to handle her business. Remi turned back to her friends.
 
   “Are there any objections?”
 
   “We can get around faster,” Harlan said. “That will be a big help.”
 
   “Only if she’s willing to fly us though,” Remi said quickly.
 
   “But it doesn’t make sense to walk when we can fly,” he retorted.
 
   “She’s not our pet,” she declared loudly. “She’s an equal.”
 
   “Okay,” Harlan said, backing down. “I was just saying.”
 
   “Does she know where we’re headed?” Olivia asked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Wasn’t the plan to find one of the Sorcerer weapons and then head out to Cimmerian to get Kace?”
 
   Remi felt a pang in her stomach. She hadn’t thought of that. She did still think of Kace from time to time, but after being on Terra for so long, she didn’t think she would ever find one of the Sorcerers’ weapons, let alone persuade one to go with them. And now that she had met Alicia, she saw that their newfound friend was in a fragile state. She didn’t ask how long she had been in the mountain with only the Langorans for company but it had to be years. She didn’t want her first outside experience to be an expedition into the heart of those that oppressed her.
 
   But could she leave Kace there? Until she amassed a larger army? Until she found more of the weapons? At what point did her safety and that of her friends outweigh his life?
 
   As she took in the gazes of each one of them, she realized that she had to go save Kace. If for nothing else but the principles behind their rescue mission. What would her friends think if they thought they were expendable? And how terrible would it be for them to abandon her if she were captured? It was highly likely that it would happen someday, considering her value. 
 
   “We’re going to get him,” she said finally, and she felt the relief spread throughout the room. The atmosphere got noticeably lighter, which only confirmed to her that it was the right decision. 
 
   Remi headed out of the room to see if there was anything she could do to help Alicia, and she was surprised to see her and Lain down the hall, embracing one another. She was on her knees and he was kissing her on the forehead as she wept into her shoulder. 
 
   Remi turned back and slowly went back into the room, deciding not to bring up what she saw. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 15 – No Hard Feelings
 
   “Are they going to be okay?” Olivia asked as they traversed down the long, narrow and dark tunnels to the mountain’s base. Harlan was about to mention that they could reach the bottom in seconds with Alicia’s help but he kept silent. 
 
   “They’ll be fine,” Alicia said. “As long as they keep the doors shut and set off the avalanches as needed.”
 
   “Avalanches?” Eckard asked.
 
   “Yeah, last minute resorts in case Cimmerian was getting too close to the base of the mountain. We have traps set up all around the mountain.”
 
   “Speaking of Cimmerian…” Remi’s voice trailed off. “I think it’s only right that I tell you where we’re headed next so that you have a chance to change your mind.”
 
   “Please don’t tell me we’re heading to Cimmerian.”
 
   “We are.”
 
   “What for?” she demanded. Even though Remi couldn’t see her eyes as she was taking the lead, she could swear that she smelled something burning nearby. 
 
   “It’s to save a friend of ours that was captured. We can’t leave him there.”
 
   “He’s probably dead.”
 
   “Not likely,” Ian said. “Not with how valuable Remi is to them. Also, if they’re thinking that she might enlist someone like you to help her, then it’s getting two weapons for the price of one.”
 
   “That’s not comforting. Even if we succeed and retrieve your friend, the Cimmerians will be taking notes. They’ll devise new ways to combat against our abilities. So far I’ve been keeping my presence at a minimum. I’d rather not fly around their homes exposing my weaknesses.”
 
   “That’s why I wanted to give you some notice,” Remi said. “In case you changed your mind.”
 
   “That’s mean to say after you gave me that annoying speech about us changing our destinies.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Do you have any idea where he is?”
 
   “Not a clue.”
 
   “Then we’re dead. Have you met them?”
 
   “We fought against them when they attacked Paragon.”
 
   “That’s nothing. Those are the grunts. I’m talking about the soldiers. The ones that travel throughout the streets making sure that their families are safe.”
 
   “Families?” Harlan scoffed. “They don’t even know the meaning of the word.”
 
   “Shows how little you know,” she sighed. “They might not be able to have children, but they still gather together with others that think like them and congregate. They form families and each one has their own leader that acts as a voice. These voices meet every so often to discuss current events and where they’re all headed next.”
 
   “I didn’t know they were so organized,” Olivia replied. “I imagined them as a bunch of blood-thirsty murderers.”
 
   “That’s the folly of Paragon. And exactly why they’ll lose the war.”
 
   “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Harlan replied but Alicia paid him no mind.
 
   “If he’s near the borders, which he mostly like will be…there will be an ambush waiting for us. Plenty of traps and small militias to interfere if the battle starts going in our favor. They don’t play around. If they know they have a chance to capture both of us, they’re going to devote considerable resources to the cause.”
 
   “Then what were the attacks on the mountain?”
 
   “Tests,” she said. “To analyze the full extent of our forces. Keeping them in the dark is half of the battle when it comes to defeating them.”
 
   “Is there any way we can implement those tactics when retrieving Kace?” Remi asked.
 
   Alicia ran her fingers through her hair as she thought. “Not sure. The more time they have to prepare, the harder it will be for us. The moment they find out that we’re headed toward Cimmerian, they’ll begin amassing their forces.”
 
   “Then what’s best is if we head right there,” she said, evaluating how everyone felt about it.
 
   “Do you think this would be taken as an attack by Paragon?” Milo asked. “I’m not saying I’m scared. I’m just wondering.”
 
   “That’s a risk that we’ll have to take,” Remi replied. “Doesn’t matter if it’s now, or a few weeks from now. We’re going to get Kace, and we’re going to be fighting the Cimmerians in the process.”
 
   “This isn’t exactly what I signed up for,” Alicia replied. “But you promised me that there is light amidst the darkness. If you think that this is the right move, I’ll see this to the end.”
 
   “Thank you,” Remi said, trying not to blush.
 
   “But don’t get my words twisted,” Alicia said, smoke seeping out of the corners of her mouth. “If this goes horribly, I have no intention of sticking around for the next adventure.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Remi swallowed. She was glad when Alicia’s face softened. 
 
   “Let’s get ready for what’s to come then,” Olivia said. “Everyone do what you have to do to psych yourselves up.”
 
   They walked in silence, and even when they reached the base of the mountain and walked out into the crisp winter air, it didn’t dispel the fear that had gripped their minds. Though the icicles and snow hanging off the tree branches were beautiful to behold, it only reminded Remi of how cold the Cimmerians seemed to her. It’s not like her feelings were completely justified—she had never met one outside of battle. She was sure they had their own opinions on the war and why they hated Paragon, but weren’t they one causing all the trouble? Weren’t they ones that would bring on an age of peace simply by standing still and keeping to themselves?
 
   “This is not the end,” Ian said, breaking her concentration. Though they were walking in nearly knee high snow, she hadn’t heard him approaching her from behind. 
 
   “Why are we walking?” she heard Milo groan. “Alicia could fly us there in no time.”
 
   “Because I still don’t trust your ass,” Alicia shouted back. “For all I know you could have set up a couple traps. I’m sniffing them out to see if that’s true.”
 
   “There’s no traps,” he whined and she glared at him.
 
   “I didn’t survive this long by trusting people at face value.”
 
   “Well, just let me know when you’re ready to transport us.”
 
   “You’re not going,” she snapped, and he nearly broke down in tears. 
 
   “You can’t be serious!” he cried. Remi glanced over to see if the situation was about to get hostile when she noticed the solemn look on Ian’s face. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, giving him her attention. “You were saying something?”
 
   “I was saying that this isn’t the end.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
   He sighed heavily. “I hope our time together has been pleasant.”
 
   “That’s the appropriate word,” she giggled. 
 
   He winced. “That’s what I was afraid of. I don’t want it to be ‘appropriate.’ I want it to be more. I want it to be passionate and exciting.”
 
   “Maybe that’s not what our relationship is.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   Remi paused to think for a moment. “I think…that it’s exactly what you think it is.”
 
   “You’re a great friend,” he said, giving her a curt smile. “And a wonderful guide. I’ve learned a lot on this journey.”
 
   “Are you sure? You’ve barely picked up anything on the road? You haven’t seen anything useful?”
 
   “A few things, but I didn’t feel right picking them up. I feel as if I didn’t earn them.”
 
   “But that’s the arrangement. You find materials and I protect you.”
 
   “Yeah…that’s the thing. That’s the arrangement I said I was signing up for, but it’s not what I wanted.”
 
   He stepped in front of her, halting Remi in her tracks. Remi looked forward and noticed that Olivia and Eckard were watching, but then they turned their heads and continued on with the others. She heard Olivia saying something about giving her and Ian “space.”
 
   “I know what you wanted,” Remi whispered. “But only my arms and one of my legs are artificial. Not my heart. I can’t just turn it on whenever I feel like. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay. I don’t blame you. I was hoping that being together for so many days…it would bring us closer, but I guess I was just being a dreamer. Still, I…I have to know.”
 
   Ian kissed her suddenly, and though Remi had more than enough instincts to parry the attempt, she allowed it because she also had to know for herself. The kiss was cold and dry, and it wasn’t just because of the weather. She grimaced after a second and found herself pulling away. Ian still had his lips pursed, in awe over how little time their kiss had lasted, and how little he himself had felt. 
 
   “What did you see in me?” she asked, and he closed his eyes, deep in thought.
 
   “I saw a warrior princess in you,” he replied. “The girl of my dreams.”
 
   “But not the girl of reality,” she replied, shrugging her shoulders. “A princess? I’m sorry, Ian, but I am not that girl. Look at me. I was designed for war and battle. I’m not saying that I like it, but I’m getting pretty good at it. I’ll never be the girl that fits into those dresses of yours. I’ll never walk arm in arm with you around Paragon talking about the new shops that have been built or what the latest gossip from the King’s palace is doing to the masses. It’s just not me.”
 
   “I see,” he said, clearing his throat. “I see that now.”
 
   “But that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends,” she said. “Or teammates.”
 
   “About that,” he said, looking behind him. The group had returned. Whatever space they had given them, it had been too much.
 
   “What is it?” Remi asked, searching his face.
 
   “I’m leaving,” he said, averting his gaze. “I’m sorry, but I have to.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Remi said, but then she heard Olivia chuckle. 
 
   “He’s scared,” Olivia said, glancing over at Alicia. The dragon Mistress had her arms crossed. She wasn’t impressed, but at the same time, her face was stoic, as if she had been waiting for this moment to happen.
 
   “Where are you going?” Remi asked and Ian rubbed his fingers through his hair.
 
   “Back home,” he said. “And Harlan and Milo are coming with me.”
 
   “Who cares?” Olivia scoffed. “What kind of an ability is a strong grip anyways?”
 
   “Hey!” Harlan exclaimed, but she ignored him. 
 
   “I’m staying with them,” Milo stated, throwing his suitcase from his left arm to his right. 
 
   “What?” Ian swiveled around to face him. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Just because things didn’t work out the way you wanted them to, it doesn’t mean it hasn’t for me. I didn’t come out here for love. I came for the adventure and the experience. You were the one lying to yourself, and Harlan? Well, he’s been complaining about his pathetic excuse for a farm ever since we got out here.”
 
   “The times are changing,” Harlan replied. “The soil could be getting worse. I have to figure out a way to compensate for the new rains.”
 
   “It’s okay guys,” Remi said. “I know that what comes next won’t be…” she stopped to look at Ian. “Pleasant. I will understand if no one wants to come.”
 
   “To be honest,” Ian sighed. “I would be a liability.”
 
   “I won’t,” Milo declared. “I’ll be beating up the scrubs that the ladies can’t finish off.”
 
   “And I’ll assist,” Eckard said. Olivia rolled her eyes.
 
   “You don’t have to explain yourself,” Remi said to Ian. “And if we ever come back to Paragon, I’ll see how you’re doing.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, perking up. “You’re sure? No hard feelings?”
 
   “None,” she said, giving him a hug. Before he could wrap his arms around her, she parted from him and then walked over to Harlan and did the same. Harlan wasn’t sure what to do so he just kept his arms at his side. 
 
   “Take care,” Remi said. Harlan nodded as she looked to the others. They were all staring at her in surprise as she scowled at them. “What? There’s no hard feelings.”
 
   “Okay,” Olivia chuckled under her breath. “Whatever you say.”
 
   “Will you two be okay on your own?” Milo asked. Ian and Harlan nodded. “Well, alright then. You two take care. I’ll see you someday.”
 
   “Farewell,” Ian said, giving them a weak wave.
 
   Alicia stepped forward. “I think this is as good a time to fly off as any. This is the first time I’ve met someone with major birth defects and I’d rather get as far away from them as possible before I get sick.”
 
   “What birth defects?” Harlan scowled at her.
 
   “You’ve got no guts,” she said, clenching her jaw, “and no spine.”
 
   “Okay, that’s enough,” Remi said, stepping between them. “Fighting won’t solve anything. The decision has already been made. I can tell. Let’s part ways before things get ugly.”
 
   “If I’m in the mix, it will be quite clean,” Alicia replied, licking her lips. 
 
   Ian grabbed Harlan’s arm and began leading him away.
 
   Olivia shook her head. “Well, that’s annoying.”
 
   “Let’s get in the air,” Remi said. Alicia signaled for Milo to turn around and he obeyed as she began stripping down. Once she was naked, she handed Olivia her clothes and began transforming. Her neck stretched out to inhuman proportions and it widened until it was the circumference of a tree trunk. Her skin turned dark red as her body began transforming at a rate so alarming that Remi nearly had to tackle Milo out of the way to make sure he wasn’t hit by Alicia’s tail. 
 
   When she stretched out fully, she took out several trees with her massive wingspan, and the snow beneath her feet was obliterated—crushed and melted almost instantly. She growled from deep within her throat and threw her head back, motioning for them to climb on. 
 
   Remi helped Milo and his suitcase climb aboard as Olivia leapt up with Alicia’s clothes in hand. Once they were all situated and holding on tight to one of the protruding spikes on her back, she began flapping her wings. 
 
   She was gaining altitude so quickly and the rush was so powerful that a giggle escaped from Remi’s lips. She glanced behind her and saw that Olivia was trying hard not to smile while Eckard and Milo were grinning from ear to ear. Remi faced forward and bent her head down low, preparing for the flight. She knew Alicia wasn’t the type to take their safety in account. She would be all about efficiency and getting to their destination as fast as possible. She liked that about her. 
 
   Remi looked down at her feet and beyond, watching as the trees became dots and the clouds and fog took over her vision. It wasn’t scary being up so high this time. It was exhilarating, and she was looking forward to what would happen next. 
 
   Part of her wished that Ian had stuck around, if only to enjoy the ride to Cimmerian, but she understood where he was coming from and why he couldn’t go any further. 
 
   She smirked as she thought of Olivia laughing under her breath when they were saying their good-byes. Olivia truly did know her just as well as she knew herself. Of course she was pissed that Ian and Harlan were leaving as soon as things got difficult. Did they not know what they were signing up for? The only reason she didn’t lash out like Alicia did was because it wouldn’t solve anything. They were leaving. They were no longer a burden, so what did it matter in the long run? Besides, she didn’t know when she might need their services in the future. 
 
   But, it was reassuring to know that there was someone in her group now that wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. Someone that she could trust down the line. 
 
   Alicia shot forward, as if she was an arrow and someone had launched her from their bow. Remi screamed with joy as they whipped across the clouds, heading to Oblivion. 
 
   This was living. This was what she wanted. 
 
   To see the world and forge her own destiny. 
 
   Nothing less would do. 
 
   Remi smiled as she thought of Ian and Kace, the two boys that had showed an interest in her, and once she thought of who they really were, the smile fell from her face. What was it about her that attracted guys who wanted to play around, and then when things got rough, they left or looked for a way out? 
 
   Remi lifted her head high as the cold air began getting warmer. From here on out, she would focus on herself. Yes, she wanted to be loved just as much as the next girl, but she wasn’t going to find the right person for her if she didn’t even know what she wanted and needed. 
 
   She was done protecting. She was done giving them the attention. 
 
   If someone wanted her…if they truly wanted her, they were going to have to fight for her this time. 
 
   Nothing less would do. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 16 – No Persuasion
 
   “There!” Eckard shouted as he scanned the environment down below. Remi snapped out of her trance and began searching under her feet. Alicia was slowly descending but not too fast. The clouds around them had vanished entirely and the air was thick. Strangely, it wasn’t hot, but it had a substance to it that made Remi want a drink of water—not to quench her thirst, but to get the lump out of her throat. 
 
   “Are we in Cimmerian?” she yelled. 
 
   “We have to be,” Olivia shouted back. 
 
   Remi patted Alicia’s skin. “Let’s go back a bit and go in by foot.” Alicia gave no sign that she understood but Olivia spoke on her behalf. 
 
   “It’s better if we come in by air,” she yelled. “With manifestations being non-existent, the odds of them having air defenses are slim.” 
 
   As if to smack Olivia’s notion away, Alicia was suddenly hit in the stomach by a ball of fire. Whatever the ball was made of, it exploded on impact, disintegrating like dust while Alicia tried to keep herself level so that no one would fall off. Another fireball narrowly missed her head. 
 
   “We have to make ourselves the target,” Remi shouted. “Or else we’re going to all be blown out of the sky!”
 
   “We can’t exactly jump off!” Eckard shouted. 
 
   “I have an idea!” Remi said. “Milo, I want you to stay up here with Alicia and keep her company. Eckard and Olivia, I want you to get up and hug me tight. I’m going to be our ride.”
 
   “How?” Olivia asked, slowly rising to her feet as Alicia tried to keep them steady. “You learn how to fly all of a sudden?”
 
   “Listen,” Remi said as Eckard and Olivia got near. “Whatever defenses or shields or whatever you have, make sure to activate them. I’m going into armor mode.”
 
   “That’s your master plan?” Eckard scoffed. “Jump off and fall?”
 
   “Not fall,” Remi smiled. “Drop down like a rock and destroy whatever’s underneath.”
 
   “Gutsy,” Olivia laughed. “Let’s do it.”
 
   “Alicia!” Remi shouted. “We’re heading out. Take care of yourself!”
 
   Remi walked over to the tip of the left wing and nearly fell off when Eckard and Olivia grabbed her shirt from behind. Once she was sure they had a good grip, she leapt off with them right behind. 
 
   She activated her armor and began speeding down to the ground below even faster than before. Though she couldn’t crane her neck down to see what was below, she could see Olivia and Eckard getting into position out of the corner of her eye. Eckard summoned his Sage robe and leapt off first, well before they were even close to the buildings below. Olivia smiled as she pressed her hands to Remi’s steel back, spreading heat all across her. 
 
   Remi would grin if she could. Olivia was making sure her armor frame did the most damage possible. 
 
   Olivia leapt off just as they cleared the first tall roof and Remi braced for impact. 
 
   Her steel frame slammed into a catapult below, annihilating it completely and causing a dust cloud to spread up and down the red-sanded street. She heard the Cimmerians yelling out in surprise as they tried to swipe the cloud away and get to the source of the destruction. 
 
   Remi emerged from the dust cloud with her white Sage robe on and her purple Falchion shining like a beacon. She wanted them all to know she was there, and they were going to regret taking Kace from her. 
 
   She cut through the first wave as if they were made of paper, swinging her blade so fluidly it was like it had become a whip. The troops didn’t know what to do as she kicked them through the clay houses and flung them over her shoulders into each other. She couldn’t see much of the street during the fight, but the glimpses she caught were depressing. There was sand everywhere, and though it was hot, there was no humidity. The sun above was blocked by a rusty orange haze and the only lighting otherwise were from hanging lanterns, swaying in the continuous gusts of wind. 
 
   When she finished off the last of the dozen, she began running down the street when another group turned the corner. This time there had to be thirty or so. One of the armored men stepped forward and lifted his steel faceguard. He had a red long beard and worn, grey eyes. 
 
   “It’s one of the weapons,” he confirmed to his men. “She’s come for the Quietus.”
 
   “Where is he?” she yelled out, fully aware of the few Cimmerian guards creeping above her on the roof, preparing for the right time to pounce. 
 
   “Near,” he said, but there is an army between you. It would be wiser to surrender, rather than watch your friends be killed.”
 
    
 
   “No one but your men are dying here today,” she shouted and he shook his head. Though he didn’t take her threat seriously, he didn’t laugh at her either. 
 
   “Remi,” he said in a fatherly tone, “let us discuss this like adults.” He turned back to his men and shouted: “Everyone back down unless we’re attacked! I want to speak with her!”
 
   Remi sensed the men on the roof beginning to slink away. She was surprised by the gesture but she didn’t drop her guard.
 
   “You’re here for Kace, am I right?”
 
   “I am. We want him back.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “Because he’s a friend of mine. I know you’re using him as bait.”
 
   “That’s not why,” he said. “If only you knew the truth about what he is, you would understand.”
 
   “Then what is he?”
 
   “He was created by one of the Sorcerers.”
 
   “Wait,” her eyes widened. “He’s one of the weapons?”
 
   “No,” he said. “But he has the Sorcerer’s signature within him.”
 
   “That might be because he’s been around me.”
 
   “That’s not it at all,” he replied. “The signature is integrated with his blood.”
 
   “So what do you plan on doing with him?”
 
   “The same thing we would’ve been doing if we had you. We want to attract the Sorcerers in order to speak with them and possibly further our cause. We’re not unreasonable.”
 
   “I don’t understand why you’re so trusting of Cimmerian leadership,” she said. “Aren’t you slaves here? At least in Paragon and on Terra, you would be treated as individuals.”
 
   “That’s the illusion, isn’t it? You think you’re individuals when that couldn’t be further from the truth. We’re the ones treated as equals. Trust me. You can travel all around Cimmerian and you will find that no one’s willing to leave this world for Paragon. Is there conflict at times? Of course. But it’s nothing compared to the oppression and judgment that Paragon professes. We’re not in this war because we want to be. We’re in it because of what they will do to us all once they decide to attack. You think they’re innocent? They are amassing their armies in the background as we speak, and should they succeed, we will all be enslaved.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “You won’t have to if Paragon wins. You’ll be living it.”
 
   “Are you sure this war is what you want?!” she yelled to the soldiers behind him, but none of them answered her. 
 
   It’s because they respect their leader, she thought to herself. If I take him out then they’ll fold.
 
   “I’m ready!” Remi shouted and a roar echoed across the skies. The soldiers raised their heads just as Alicia began her assault, blowing a wave of fire into the buildings to their right. She didn’t kill anyone, but it was enough to get the leader to give the charge order. He motioned to his men to attack, pointing right at Remi, and she gladly accepted the challenge. She ran forward, leapt over the heads of a couple and then started hacking away at the mob. 
 
   The men from the roof leapt off but Remi swung her eidolon overhead and took them out easily. The soldiers started converging in front of her to protect their leader but she jumped onto the shoulders of the solder in front of her and started leaping toward him. The leader gave off a war cry as he met her in the air with his longsword but she won on impact. Her eidolon sliced through his blade and his armor, killing him instantly. 
 
   Remi landed on one knee and the soldiers tried to pin her down but they only ended up on the tip of her blade when they dove for her. Still, she was getting overwhelmed and she knew that eventually they would succeed. On cue, Alicia came swooping in the skies, blowing fire onto the crowd hovering over Remi. They screamed and shrieked as they writhed and let Remi go, more worried about the burning of their flesh than her escape. 
 
   Remi leapt through the hole in the mob and onto an empty part of the street watching as Alicia made another pass, blowing another wave of fire onto them and sealing their fate. Remi turned around and ran to the end of the dusty street, taking a left down an empty road. 
 
   The moment she turned the corner, someone punched her square in the cheek, sending her down to the ground in a crumple. She looked up to see a thin man with no shirt on. He only wore a pair of mud-caked baggy pants. He was bald and but he sported a goatee that was black in color. His eyes were a light and vibrant hazel color and he smiled as if he someone had just given him a particularly awesome birthday present.
 
   “Come on,” he said, motioning for her to get up. “I’m all yours.”
 
   “Who are you?” she groaned, rising slowly to her feet. Her jaw felt like it had become unhinged.
 
   “Your personal assassin,” he said. “I’ve been running all over the city looking for you. Now I’m here. You all have one, even the dragon. We have this covered. We’re pretty organized.”
 
   “You talk a lot.”
 
   “And you can’t fight. We all have our shortcomings, don’t we?”
 
   Remi was about to make a snappy comeback when the silence in the air alarmed her. She looked to the skies as her face scrunched up in horror. 
 
   “Where’s the dragon, right?” he laughed. “Yeah, we got her.”
 
   “What about the rest?” she asked, and he shrugged his shoulders. “No clue. We’ll be doing inventory later. So why don’t we skip this part and you come back with me of your own free will.”
 
   “No,” she said firmly and he ran forward. 
 
   She was only in half swing with her eidolon when he straight kicked her arm away. He then shuffled his feet quickly and kicked her in the chest with the other. She staggered back but maintained her balance. She rolled behind him, swinging her eidolon behind her in one smooth motion but he blocked her forearm, spun around and elbowed her in the temple. She staggered as he raised his right leg and wrapped it around her arm. Keeping it tight under his knee, he continued to elbow her in the head until she somersaulted forward, taking him with her. Unfortunately, she had lost her eidolon in the process.
 
   He landed on his face and let her go, allowing her to roll away from him and jump back to her feet. She could barely keep her balance as he leapt to his feet easily. He smiled at her again as he began shuffling his feet back and forth like a boxer. She grit her teeth and sighed. She couldn’t lose. Especially if she was the only one that hadn’t been captured.
 
   “Even if you beat me,” he said. “There’s someone waiting for you right after. You’d have to defeat all ten of us in succession to win.”
 
   “I’ve been through worse,” she muttered.
 
   “No, no you haven’t,” he said. He roundhouse kicked toward her head and she ducked under it and sprinted forward, running into his open legs and pushing him off his feet. As he fell to the ground, she unsheathed her eidolon and sliced off the leg still in the air. He screamed as he fell onto his back. Remi was about to say something witty when her eidolon yelled at her. She narrowly blocked the longsword that came for her head. There was a cloaked woman in front of her, hidden under a dark hood. 
 
   Remi tried to get a slash in but the woman blocked her blows easily as if she was facing off against a child. Remi eventually realized that her attacks were being guided and she was no longer in control. With this realization, she switched up her attacks, deciding to leap up and knee the hooded woman in the face. The woman’s head snapped back as Remi went for the kill with her eidolon—aiming for the neck, but the woman recovered instantly. She ducked under the eidolon and didn’t respond with an attack of her own.
 
   Remi kept swinging and switching up her stabs and lunges but the woman just dodged and ducked, showing Remi just how futile her attacks were. Remi realized that once again, she was being guided into a false sense of security, starting to believe that the woman wasn’t ever going to fight back. 
 
   Remi stopped swinging and took a few steps back as the hooded woman laughed to herself.
 
   “Playing games, are we?” Remi asked. The hooded woman reached up and pulled back her hood. Remi clenched her jaw in rage.
 
   “Olivia,” she breathed. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m joining Cimmerian,” she replied, staring directly into Remi’s eyes. “It took us a while to get here, but we’ve finally made it.”
 
   “This was your plan all along?”
 
   “Not all along,” she said, wiping the dust from her cloak. “Although I’m joining Cimmerian’s forces, it doesn’t mean I’m not with you. In my mind, we’re still friends.”
 
   “How can you believe that?”
 
   “You seriously didn’t think this was going to happen?”
 
   “I knew it was a possibility, but I thought you had more of a heart than this.”
 
   “I’m sorry to disappoint,” she said, her face filled with sorrow. Remi didn’t know what to believe.
 
   “Where are the others?” Remi asked.
 
   “Captured,” Olivia replied. 
 
   “That’s all I need to know,” she said, dropping to her knees and putting her hands up in the air. “I give up.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 17 – The Dead Talk
 
   When they lifted the bandana blindfold from her eyes and pushed her toward the cold stone slabs, she didn’t expect to see Alicia in the corner, clawing at her head as she wept. The sight scared her more than anything her mind had come up with on the way there.
 
   “Alicia,” she said, rising to her feet. Though her arms were still shackled together with chains, her feet were free. What kind of prison was this that they allowed their jailed to walk around casually? Didn’t they know what their prisoners could do?
 
   “No, no,” Alicia sobbed as she burrowed her head into her chest. She leaned further against the wall. Remi saw that there was light coming from the ceiling of the small circular room. Sure enough, several yards up, there was a grate that led to the outside. The rest of the dungeon was cold and made of stone, but the walls didn’t look secure. Remi summoned her eidolon from her shoulder and leaned to the left so that the blade sliced through her restraints. She picked up her eidolon from the floor and cut through the chains around her wrists. The fact that she was able to free herself so easily was disconcerting. What was keeping them there? The guards? Perhaps the ten that the other guy mentioned were outside…and was Olivia one of those ten?
 
   “Alicia has been like this the whole time,” Remi heard someone say. She turned to her right to see Milo in the corner, hidden under a veil of darkness. 
 
   “I didn’t see you there,” she replied.
 
   “Ha. Ha. I get it. I’m dark.”
 
   Remi walked over and freed him of his chains. He rubbed his wrists as his eyes stayed on Alicia. 
 
   “She’s not doing well.”
 
   “What’s wrong with her? Did they do something?”
 
   “Didn’t seem like it. But I’m not sure.”
 
   “Where’s your suitcase?”
 
   “Fell in the battle,” he sighed. “I don’t think I’m getting it back. At least I still managed to hold on to Alicia’s clothes.”
 
   “It’s just so weird seeing you without it…um, so what happened?”
 
   “On one of her passes…when she swooped in low, a dozen guys jumped onto her back from the roof. They were so quick that I didn’t even see them until they had already grabbed me. Alicia swooped in to save me but it was a trap. They started throwing gigantic nets on top of her with weights attached to the corners. Then they started pelting her with boulders from the catapults. She was knocked out and went crashing into the city. I don’t think anyone was killed in her fall though. They were definitely waiting for us…the city looked like it was empty when we arrived.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “I didn’t see anyone that weren’t part of Cimmerian’s forces.”
 
   “How did they get you?” he asked.
 
   “I gave up after learning that they got the two of you. I knew that together we had a better chance at escaping, and if I kept on fighting, I might be wounded.”
 
   “Speaking of together…where’s Eckard and Olivia?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, rubbing her forearms. “She betrayed us.”
 
   “Really?” his voice nearly cracked. “But…why?!”
 
   “It’s who she is. She wants power, and Cimmerian probably made her a deal she couldn’t refuse, contingent on capturing me and Alicia. Eckard…he’s just a follower.”
 
   “So it’s just the three of us?”
 
   “And Kace…wherever he may be.”
 
   “So we’re getting out of here?”
 
   “For sure,” she said. “But that’s what worries me. Again, it shouldn’t be this easy. I think they’re waiting for it. Not to mention that they’re probably listening to us right now.”
 
   “Well, we’re not going anywhere with Alicia like that.”
 
   “I know,” she said, walking over to her and bending down to her level. Remi rubbed her back as Alicia continued to weep. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alicia growled. “I’m trying to stop crying…I hate crying.”
 
   “Hey, it’s okay,” Remi said, putting her head on Alicia’s shoulder. “We’re here for you.”
 
   “They won’t stop talking,” she said, scratching her hair. “They keep talking.”
 
   “Who is?”
 
   “The dead,” she whispered. “My dead.”
 
   “Loved ones?”
 
   “No…the soldiers. The ones I killed out there. I hear them. They…” Alicia paused to punch her forehead and then she leaned back up against the wall. “They become a part of me. Or something. I don’t know. They won’t stop talking.”
 
   “That’s why you didn’t kill us in the forest,” Remi whispered in realization. 
 
   “I don’t know why this happens…I’m sick of it.”
 
   “I get it,” Remi whispered, hugging Alicia tight. “It’s how the Sorcerers designed you. It’s your weakness. We all need one so we don’t get too strong. Yours is hearing the dead. Mine is my illness. I didn’t want to mention it earlier, but I’ve felt my health declining for months. It’s not even close to how bad it used to be, but I’m sure that over time, I would end up back where I started.”
 
   “Do the voices go away?” Milo asked.
 
   “They never do,” Alicia muttered. “But they become whispers. I can tolerate them.”
 
   “How long does that take?”
 
   “A few days,” she said and Milo looked to Remi for answers.
 
   She sighed heavily. “Then we’ll wait.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea? They might not feed us in that time.”
 
   “We’re no good without her. We’d have to carry her on our backs and run out of here if we left now, and I doubt we’d make it far.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, looking at her. “In the meantime, I’ll do some thinking. Maybe I can come up with a device that can help with the voices.”
 
   “You can make something like that?”
 
   “No,” he laughed. “But I have nothing better to do. I might as well put my mind to good use. Of course, even if I do come up with some theories, there’s no way to implement them without my tools. But oh well, we’ll keep a lookout for some new equipment on our travels.”
 
   “Thank you,” Remi said, giving him a weak smile. “I’m really glad you came with us.”
 
   “No problem,” he said, looking back at Alicia. “Is there any chance that Olivia’s coming back to us?”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on it,” Remi sighed as she leaned into Alicia’s ear. “From here on out, I don’t want you killing anyone you don’t have to. We need you. So from now on, you wound, and I will finish them off.”
 
   Alicia nodded and Remi rose to her feet, preparing her mind for the escape in the next few days. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   They didn’t feed them, but that didn’t break Remi’s spirits. Her mind just went back to the early days when she was still weak, sick and hungry. Learning how to deal with little had made her stronger than she thought, and it was in times like this that her horrible upbringing had been a positive contribution to who she was. 
 
   Milo had started to panic after the first day but Remi had sat him down and broke it all down to him: how the body would use itself for energy and therefore, without sustenance, it was best to exert as little energy as possible until it was time for them to act. She began to explain to him that the world was something that couldn’t be changed, but the way he reacted to it was the one thing he could do. While Alicia writhed in the corner and slowly became herself again, Remi breathed and waited. Breathed and waited. 
 
   She wondered how Kace was doing and if he still had hope that they were coming for them. She thought of Olivia and her inevitable betrayal. Strangely, it didn’t make her mad like it should have. She wasn’t sure if it was because she knew it was coming and that had prepared her for the worst, or if she had grown herself. Olivia did what Olivia had to do. Remi knew this was who she was, and yet she still took her along on the journey. 
 
   And why was that?
 
   It wasn’t her friendship. It wasn’t because she felt like she would change who she was by spending time together. No…the more she thought about it, she realized that it was because she could use Olivia’s talents to further her mission. Olivia was talented, and although she was a traitor, she was also valuable. 
 
   Remi had used her.
 
   And she wasn’t sure if she was a terrible person for doing so. 
 
   Was it bad to use someone when they would betray you at a moment’s notice? Was there commonality to be found even amongst enemies? Although they had opposing views, they had both used each other to get closer to their goals. Was that wrong?
 
   Was that what the Sorcerers did?
 
   Remi’s eyes opened as her thoughts came back to Kace. The Cimmerian had said he was one of the Sorcerer’s creations. If he was, then that meant there was a good chance he had not arrived at her town by accident. Not likely. 
 
   But…he had a childhood. A Quietus family…or did he? She had found it strange how weak he was considering his heritage. Maybe he wasn’t a Quietus at all.
 
   And it was convenient that he happened to be captured, and she had set off to find him. If it had been Olivia, Eckard, Catherine or anyone else, would she have found herself in Cimmerian so soon? Not likely…
 
   But if he wasn’t a Quietus, and the Sorcerers had created him…who else did they make? Who were their pawns and who were genuine? 
 
   “It’s a lie,” Remi said aloud, awakening Alicia and Milo from their thoughts. She looked at them both one by one. “The Sorcerers really are involved in all of this. All that posturing…saying that they wouldn’t participate in the war, and that they won’t be bothered…it’s a lie. They’re using us as pawns.”
 
   “Why?” Alicia said, clearing her throat. She rubbed her forehead from where she had repeatedly pounded against it. “What’s their endgame?”
 
   “No clue,” Remi admitted. “But if we keep on pushing, we’ll find out more.”
 
   “Or get killed trying,” Milo said. 
 
   “True,” Remi said. “But I don’t think we’re going to die just yet.” She stood to her feet. “All of my actions up to this point have been controlled.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Alicia scowled.
 
   “Tell me something, Alicia. If you never had your weakness—hearing the dead…would you be traveling around Terra and the other worlds, looking for your creators?”
 
   “Of course,” she said. “I want to know why I was made to be a dragon and others like you weren’t. I want to know what my purpose is.”
 
   “And it’s possible that you might be the only Sorcerer weapon that can fly. If that’s true, it means that the Sorcerers would want you grounded as much as possible until you’re needed. What better way to do that than give you your weakness? Think about it. You are built to be an ultimate killing machine. You can fly. You’re virtually indestructible. You can take down whole cities all by yourself. But your weakness cripples you. You’re not going to kill anyone if they plague your mind like that.”
 
   “True,” she said, deep in thought. “The only reason the Cimmerians were able to take me down was because I was trying to shut out the voices of the soldiers I killed.”
 
   “My situation was a little different but also similar. While you had a strong body and a relatively weak mind, I had the opposite. My sickness kept me stationary until at least one of the Sorcerers decided it was time for me to move on and begin carrying out their wishes. That was when Kace suddenly appeared in the town. One of the men I fought told me that the reason they have Kace is not because they wanted to bait me to Cimmerian. It’s because he has a Sorcerer’s signature within him. He was created by the Sorcerers although he’s not one of the weapons.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” Milo said. “So…he was just a catalyst to get you moving?”
 
   “That’s it,” Remi said, shaking her head. “He was my way out, and so I left with him, and he stuck with me the whole way, keeping me safe as much as possible. He was a friend to lean on when Olivia turned against me. And he couldn’t be too strong because I still had to be in control of my destiny, or at least, that was the illusion that had to be kept up.”
 
   “So Kace being captured…that was to get you here.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “But why? What happens next?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but we have to tread carefully from here on out. It’s obviously that me and Alicia are important to their plans, whatever they may be. We have to think about how we would act in certain situations and then do the opposite.”
 
   “Or not,” Milo replied. “So far, it seems like they want to keep you safe.”
 
   “They’re using us though,” Remi said. “And that means that whenever we reach the end of our usefulness, we’ll be discarded, and no one’s going to leave weapons like us lying around for someone else to pick up. We’ll be destroyed just like the non-human weapons Cimmerian got to in Paragon.”
 
   “We’ll have to pick our battles,” Milo said. “Because we want knowledge as to what they’re doing, but we don’t want to fight so much that keeping you around isn’t worth it anymore.”
 
   “You were the one to get me out of my fortress,” Alicia said, groaning as she climbed to her feet. “Your compassion and talks of destiny. You appealed to what I wanted most. But…why do the Sorcerers want me out here now?”
 
   “With you at my side,” Remi said, “we have a better chance of retrieving the others.”
 
   “Yeah, and I know our reason is to fight against the Sorcerers, but what if it’s bigger than that? What if once we’re together, one of the Sorcerers swoops in to take us all and use us against the others.”
 
   “You think the Sorcerers are at war with each other?”
 
   “There’s deception going on. No one does that unless they have something to gain.”
 
   “Even with we stand still though, the Sorcerers will find a way around us.”
 
   “Not necessarily. For plans this elaborate, there must be rules involved. I think the Sorcerers might not be as powerful as everything thinks they are.”
 
   “We won’t know for sure until we meet one.”
 
   “Hey,” Milo said, pointing over their heads. They looked up to see the grate slowly being removed. 
 
   “What would you do right now normally?” Alicia asked Remi. 
 
   “I would get out of here,” Remi sighed. “Thinking Olivia had a change of heart or Kace came to our rescue somehow.”
 
   “Could be a trap.”
 
   “They won’t kill us,” she said. “Well, at least you and me. Milo’s expendable to them.”
 
   “Wonderful,” he mumbled.
 
   “So what do we do?” Alicia asked. 
 
   “Let’s see where this leads,” Remi said. “It’s pretty quiet out there.”
 
   “Ladies first,” Milo said, and Remi launched herself upwards with a burst of energy pumping through her legs. She landed outside and landed in a crouch, surveying the area around her. The winds were still blowing the dust around, but otherwise, there was no sign of life, including who had removed the grate.
 
   “Come on,” she whispered loudly. She moved out of the way and allowed Alicia to come through the hole with Milo over her shoulders.
 
   “Okay, I’m good,” he said, wiggling in her arms. She let him down on the ground and he brushed his shoulders off. “That’s so embarrassing.”
 
   “It’s dead,” Alicia said as Remi unsheathed her eidolon from her hip and held it out in front of her.
 
   “It’s like the army moved out completely,” she said. “But…why?”
 
   “There’s no one here?”
 
   “Well…there is…I think it’s Kace.”
 
   “I don’t know why hearing that just scared me,” Milo said.
 
   “No, it’s justified,” Remi replied. “Knowing what he is now…this can’t be chance. But if we want any kind of answers, we should see what he wants.”
 
   They traveled through the streets slowly, keeping their arms up high to shield their eyes against the gusts of wind and clouds of dirt that flew at them. Once they were close to the energy signature, they decided to take some stairs up a clay house nearby. They would end up on the roof a couple houses away, giving them the space to see if he was in his right mind. 
 
   Remi stopped a few steps from the top, her eyes peering over the top of the roof. Kace was standing tall in the distance with no expression on his face. Remi kept moving forward and Alicia and Milo stayed close behind her. 
 
   “If you sense any danger,” Remi said. “Turn into a dragon and get out of here.”
 
   “I’m not leaving you,” Alicia said. “We need each other.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d say that,” Remi chuckled nervously.
 
   Kace still didn’t move a muscle. 
 
   “Alright,” Remi sighed. “Let’s see what he wants.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 18 – What We Are
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you,” he said as Remi approached cautiously. She noticed that Alicia and Milo stayed back by the stairs, ready to make their escape if necessary. Though she was sure that Alicia wouldn’t leave her behind, she wouldn’t blame her if she did.
 
   “So you know that I know,” she replied.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So what are you?”
 
   “A person. Just like you. We’re no different than anyone else except in how we were created.”
 
   “You were designed to protect me?”
 
   “Yes and no. I pretty much do what I’m told, but it’s not because I lack free will. I believe in my master’s vision.” 
 
   “Your master is one of the Sorcerers?”
 
   “He is. But I don’t want to speak on his behalf. I would rather he tell you everything himself.” 
 
   A pillar of light shot out from the skies behind Kace, and Remi was shocked not at how bright it was, but how she recognized it. She had seen Sages do something similar, in order to summon their Sage robes while intimidating the enemy. Did the Sages get their abilities from the Sorcerers? And what would that mean if they did? What battles and events throughout history were crafted and guided by their hands? And for what purpose? To what end?
 
   When the light faded, a teenage boy appeared with dark green hair that fell over his face in long strands. His frame was thin but he wore a dark green cloak that similar to the Sages but the material was a lot more durable. Instead of it flowing around when he moved, it hugged his body. The fabric was stiff and starched. There were buttons and belts strapped all around the uniform and various symbols were emblazoned into it. His eyes were dark and distant and his face was angular. He looked serious, but due to his age, not that intimidating. He had to be no older than thirteen. 
 
   But what concerned her most was what her eidolon was telling her. 
 
   Even when she pointed it straight at him, caring little if it was seen as an act of aggression.
 
   It told her nothing. 
 
   “Are we to fight?” he asked, his accent thick and throaty. She lowered her eidolon.
 
   “I had to see if I could sense how powerful you are.”
 
   “You eidolon is an extension of yourself. It won’t tell you anything that you can’t understand yourself, and I am nothing that you can begin to comprehend.”
 
   “You’re trying to scare me.”
 
   “No,” he said, putting up his hands in surrender. Kace stepped to the side so that his master was the one standing in front of her. “That is not my intention. All I want to do is talk. I have many questions.”
 
   “Why would you ask questions?” she asked. “Aren’t you one of the Sorcerers?” She couldn’t be sure if he was or wasn’t, but she saw no harm in asking.
 
   “I am,” he said, folding his hands together. Her eyes widened as she felt a wave of fear shudder from her head down to her toes. Though he gave her no reason to be nervous, the anxiety was there all the same. She fought against it, but she was sure her internal struggle was more than visible. 
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “I want my answers first, and then we will see if giving you my name is worth it. I’m sure you will be inquiring about me in the outside world if I let you go.”
 
   “Have something to hide?”
 
   He laughed. “You don’t scare easily. That’s what I like about you. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t things out there that you shouldn’t be afraid of. No matter how harsh your childhood was, there are those that have been through worse.”
 
   “I’m sure, but I’m not going to act any different than how I feel. If I’m not scared of you, then that’s what it is.”
 
   “I’m sorry, this conversation has gone along a path we have little time for. I’m here because I’m curious. I’m intrigued on how you’ve gotten this far considering the odds against you.”
 
   “My journey has been controlled,” she said. “So I wouldn’t say it’s all been on my own.”
 
   “I see,” he said. “So you believe that someone is manipulating your path.”
 
   “I don’t believe it. I know it, and I don’t appreciate it.”
 
   “I’ll have you know that I’m not the one that’s been guiding you.”
 
   “I know,” she said. “I’ve felt my Sorcerer. He doesn’t seem nice.”
 
   “I’m sure he’s not.”
 
   “You don’t know who created me?”
 
   “I have my suspicions, but that is another conversation.”
 
   “What’s your involvement in all this?”
 
   “Like you, I’ve been looking for my time to intervene. I think that time is now.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I see potential in you and your friend, Alicia. After all these years, I think that I may be able to make a difference in the status quo, but unfortunately, if I put my hand into their games, it will set off a chain of events that will be detrimental to everyone. And I fear that any safety nets hovering above you will be lifted. You will be hunted and executed posthaste.”
 
   “Then why get involved?”
 
   “Because the reward could be phenomenal, should it all go according to plan.”
 
   “And what is that end?”
 
   “We don’t have time to discuss that here,” he said, looking out to his left. “I cast a spell that transported the entire city’s population far away from here so that we wouldn’t be interrupted, but as a result, I have gained the attention of my colleagues. One is on her way right now.”
 
   “Really?” she asked, staring out over the horizon. She could see nothing, and the city was just as dead. “I’m surprised she isn’t here now. Can’t you teleport?”
 
   “I’m keeping her back with barriers…which she will destroy very soon.”
 
   “Then what is the point of this conversation? A pep talk to keep me going forward?”
 
   “No, I want you to come with me,” he said. She didn’t expect that.
 
   “Where? Where can we hide?”
 
   “Not here,” he said. “But I have a place. We can talk more there, and should your motivations align with my own, we may be able to join forces. I could even train you if you like.”
 
   “How can I trust you?” she asked, staring directly into his eyes. 
 
   “You can’t right now. But either way, you must make a decision of whether you’ll go or stay.”
 
   “And if I stay?”
 
   “I don’t know what will happen to you. You might be killed. You might not. I’m not sure what her motivations are.”
 
   “This Sorcerer that’s coming…who is she?”
 
   “We are almost out of time,” he said, his eyes quivering. “I need an answer.”
 
   “I…” she turned to Alicia and Milo who were doing their best to listen to their talk. She glanced at Kace whose eyes were cast to the floor. “Where is Olivia?”
 
   “Transported with the rest of the Cimmerian army. She wouldn’t be coming with us even if you wanted her to. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t allow it.”
 
   “I know,” she said. “Tell me. What’s your name?”
 
   “Casimir. And the Sorcerer coming to intercept us is Ember. But we must conclude here. What is your answer? She has just broken through my last barrier.”
 
   “We wait,” Remi found herself saying. Casimir wasn’t surprised or scared in the least.
 
   “Then that’s what we will do,” he said, plopping down onto the dirty roof with his legs crossed. 
 
   “You’re fine with this decision?”
 
   “If we’re to work together in the future, we must do what is best for everyone. To gain your trust, I will defer to your judgement on this one.”
 
   “I take it she’s not as strong as you?”
 
   “Oh, she’s ridiculously powerful,” he said. 
 
   The whole house underneath them suddenly shook, as if a giant had punched in one of the walls. The vibrations were so violent that it knocked Remi off her feet. Kace fell to one knee as he scowled and looked from his left to right. 
 
   Remi lifted her head slowly and behind Kace and Casimir was their opponent.
 
   She was wearing a cloak similar to Casimir but her head was nearly bald. The little that showed was bright orange, and her eyes were as green as emeralds. Her lips were pursed tight as she strode forward, her hands encased in diamond gauntlets with large spikes sticking out from each knuckle. When she was half-way to Casimir, the spikes extended into long claws. 
 
   Casimir smirked and leapt to his feet, so gracefully that Remi didn’t even see him move. 
 
   Ember stopped in her tracks.
 
   “What are you up to, Casimir?” she asked, her voice distant and haunting. 
 
   “I’m leveling the playing field.”
 
   “You know that your plan has already been evaluated and discussed. We knew this day would come.”
 
   “Then you won’t be surprised by anything that happens next.”
 
   “No, I won’t,” she said confidently as she put up her forearms into a defensive position. She took off running toward Casimir and he stood there waiting for her when Remi intervened. 
 
   She couldn’t help herself. 
 
   She had to know where she stood. 
 
   Remi appeared behind Ember and brought her eidolon down upon the back of the Sorcerer’s head, putting all the strength she could muster into the blow. 
 
   But her eidolon shattered.
 
   And it had barely hit the Sorcerer’s scalp. 
 
   What hurt more was that Ember didn’t even miss a beat. She kept running toward Casimir and they both vanished when they were only a couple of steps away from each other. Remi fell to one knee panting heavily from the blow her shattered eidolon gave to her spirit. Kace rushed to her side.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “Guess I’m no match for her.”
 
   “None of us are. Better to let Master Casimir take over.”
 
   “Where are they now?”
 
   “In some part of the city probably, exchanging blows.”
 
   “Have you seen them fight before?”
 
   “No, but I’ve seen the Master train. We are really no match for them.”
 
   “How does someone get that strong?” she groaned as he helped her to her feet. Seeing that it was safe, Alicia and Milo rushed to their side. 
 
   “We should probably leave,” Milo said as Remi scanned the skies.
 
   “No, not yet. We’ve finally got to see two of the Sorcerers. I want to learn everything I can about them. No matter how little that information is.”
 
   “I can take us up,” Alicia said, stripping off her clothes and throwing them to Milo. She began transforming when the house shook once more. Remi kept herself steady and searched the roof for one of the Sorcerers. Casimir appeared out of thin air at the far end, walking toward them casually.
 
   “She hurt me,” he said calmly as he approached them with a confident stride. “But she should be occupied for a few seconds. What is your—”
 
   He was interrupted as a shriek pierced the skies. They all looked up to see a rain of warriors dropping from the clouds, appearing out of thin air. They were all outfitted in ragged clothes and none of them had much muscle to them, but their countenances were full of rage. 
 
   “Get out of here,” Casimir said as he vanished again. The rain of warriors fell onto the roof and started running toward them the moment the soles of their feet hit solid ground. 
 
   Remi unsheathed another eidolon and met the first warrior. He wasn’t even looking at her as they engaged. It was like he was just staring off into space, and yet, he still managed to duck under Remi’s swing, uppercut her in the stomach, grab her hair and then knee her in the face. Remi fell onto her back as he quickly ran over and kicked her in the stomach. Remi grunted as she slid to the edge of the roof. 
 
   She swiped at his legs but he leapt into the air and she missed. She jumped to her feet and swiped at his chest but he back flipped away as another warrior took over for him and leapt into the air to kick her. She activated her armor form to take the brunt of it, but to her surprise, the warrior’s kick was strong enough to send her over the edge.
 
   Although the fall didn’t hurt her in the slightest, she was still shocked by how much power these grunts had. She deactivated her armor form and scrambled to her feet. She heard a roar above and saw that there were dozens of warriors climbing all over Alicia in her dragon form. She couldn’t see Milo from where she stood, but she was sure he was hiding somewhere.
 
   Remi sucked her teeth and ran forward just as a warrior landed in front of her and roundhouse kicked her in the face. Her face slammed against the clay house and she kept spinning along the wall, barely missing the warrior’s follow-up kick. Remi summoned her eidolon again but this time she made sure it wasn’t so big. 
 
   Holding it like a dagger, she lunged toward the warrior as she heard another land behind her. She couldn’t hit her assailant at first, but she used the energy she had in reserves pour into her speed, and not her stopping power. Eventually, as she picked up in speed, she was able to nick the warrior, and then after a couple more seconds, she was able to lodge the dagger in his temple.
 
   But she wasted no time. She wretched the temple from the warrior’s head and turned to attack the second, receiving a punch to the face as a result. She shook it off and kept swiping until she was able to thrust it into the warrior’s chest. A surge of energy went from her new artificial arms into the hilt of the blade and it became her normal purple Falchion, growing large enough to protrude out his back. Remi pressed a foot against the warrior’s abdomen and pushed it off of her blade. He fell onto his back and didn’t back up. 
 
   He started disappearing into the air as his body turned into ash.
 
   “And that was just two of them,” a voice said behind her. She swung her eidolon and Ember caught it with one hand. She crushed it and Remi cried out in pain, falling to her knees as the shards of her soul sprinkled down around her.
 
   “You have a strong will,” Ember said. “To still be awake after losing two eidolons like that.”
 
   Remi tried to catch her breath but the wind was knocked out of her. She gasped and fell over onto her side, heaving as the dust around her lips kicked up into the air. Ember watched her with no expression on her face.
 
   “I don’t see it,” she said. “I don’t see what makes you special.”
 
   “You wouldn’t,” Kace said, dropping down between them.
 
   “Run along,” Ember said casually. “Casimir is wounded enough already. I don’t want to make his heart bleed from losing one of his favorites.”
 
   “I’m not a thing,” Kace growled, dropping to all fours and slowly transforming into his Quietus form. Ember looked at him with a bored expression. “Your Master is on the roof, having lost a considerable chunk of his power. I would go to him instead of foolishly attacking me.”
 
   Kace growled at her through his sharp fangs as Ember looked back to Remi. Remi still hadn’t gained her strength, but she had caught her breath. She was trying to slow down her breathing as she listened to Ember speak. 
 
   “I’ll be leaving now,” she said. “And with the dragon in tow.”
 
   “Why do you want her?” Remi asked. “Why is she so important?”
 
   “Knowledge is the Sorcerer’s greatest weapon,” she replied. “And the dragon possesses much of it. Having been around for a long time, she has seen much. She has killed many, and with each death, she gains insight. Not to mention that she was once the pet of one of the most powerful of us. Since he’s let her go, we’ve been searching for her ever since. But our vision was blinded by the veil over her mountain. Darkheart was hidden from us. But the moment she stepped past the veil, we realized where she had been kept.”
 
   “You knew that I would find her,” Remi said, sitting up. “I had a better chance of finding her since I was a weapon too.”
 
   “Exactly, but it doesn’t matter now. We have what we want.”
 
   “What happened to Darkheart?”
 
   “It’s gone,” Ember said coldly. “The mountain and all of its inhabitants are gone.”
 
   “No!” Alicia growled from behind Ember, back in her clothes. Ember turned and scowled at her. 
 
   “How did you break free of my warriors?”
 
   “I’m stronger than I look,” she said, gritting her teeth as tears streamed down her eyes. “You killed them all?”
 
   “Every last one,” Ember said with no remorse. “But it wasn’t personal.”
 
   Alicia growled and clutched her chest as she staggered up against the clay house. Her teeth began to grow sharp as her right hand began to turn a deep, dark red. “I’m tired of being used,” she said. “I’m sick of people like you thinking you can decide who I am.”
 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” Ember warned her. “Don’t. I only need you alive. Your limbs are expendable.”
 
   “They’ll grow back,” Alicia growled as she clenched her fists tight. She pushed herself off the wall and glared at Ember with murderous intent. 
 
   Kace attacked first, lunging right for Ember’s throat. Ember jammed her arm straight through his stomach and out the other side as Alicia opened her mouth and shot a stream of fire at her back. Ember ignored it as Remi rolled to Ember’s left and cocked back her arm. She lunged in to punch the Sorcerer’s cheek and then activated her armor form at the last second to keep up the momentum. Ember was hit with the steel at full force. 
 
   Ember didn’t move through it all. 
 
   She swiped her free hand up and chopped off Remi’s armored right arm. Remi’s armor form disappeared as she jumped back and put a hand to her stump. Thankfully, she hadn’t lost any flesh in the process. Ember threw Kace’s unconscious body into the wall. He slumped down into a bloody mess.
 
   Ember turned around to face Alicia, her face taking all of the fire that the dragon Mistress could spit out. Ember stepped forward slowly and Remi ran between them. Alicia stopped her assault. 
 
   “Get out the way!” Alicia shouted. 
 
   “It’s not working!” Remi said as she stared Ember in the face. “And you’re not taking Alicia.”
 
   “I am,” she said when Casimir landed behind her.
 
   “I’m awake,” he declared flatly, then he vanished and reappeared in front of Remi. Remi staggered back in surprise as he pushed Ember away with both hands. The Sorcerer stumbled back and grinned a little. 
 
   “I need an answer,” Casimir said into the air. Remi huffed and looked at Ember.
 
   “Let’s go,” Remi declared. Casimir nodded and a pillar of light engulfed them all. Remi couldn’t see if Ember was attempting to stop them or not, but what she did feel was safe. One second she was breathing in the thick dusty air of Cimmerian and in the next, she found herself in a field of short grass, dandelions and clean thin air under a warming sun.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 19 – The End
 
   “We’re safe?” Milo said as they all found themselves sitting in the grass. Alicia, who was sitting next to him, tackled him to the ground and rubbed her rough skinned cheek against his. He screamed in agony as she laughed. 
 
   “That we are,” Casimir replied, standing up to face them all. “While we are under this barrier, we are blinded from the other Sorcerers, but take one step outside of it, and this field and all that it entails will be compromised. This location can only be used once. Once any of us leave, we’ll be hunted.”
 
   “Where is this?” Remi asked, inspecting her lost arm. 
 
   “Paragon, technically, but far off in the countryside. In the last century, only two people that weren’t Sorcerers came out this far, and due to the barrier, they didn’t see anything that I didn’t want them to.”
 
   “Another cage,” Alicia muttered as Casimir sighed. 
 
   “In a sense, yes,” he said. “But at least we are trapped together.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Remi asked, standing up. “That Sorcerer back there…we didn’t even annoy her, let alone hurt her.”
 
   “She’s the least of our problems unfortunately. She will undoubtedly tell the others of what I did here today. All of their plans will be altered, and new strategies will be put into motion, no doubt involving the three worlds entirely.”
 
   “And what did you do exactly?” Alicia asked.
 
   “Have you ever played a board game with a child? And then they get so mad that they overthrow the board instead of losing the match? In a sense, I childishly knocked over their game.”
 
   “Weren’t you involved in it from the start?”
 
   “Not as much as you might think,” he said. “But what matters now is that Alicia is still safe with us. We can take the time to determine what she knows that they don’t. We need to find out what they don’t want leaked out into the war.”
 
   “Besides your existence?” Milo asked. “I mean, knowing that you all are really out there is a big deal.”
 
   “Not really,” he said. “Our presence won’t change the war. That is certain.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “It will merely postpone it, as both sides come together to combat us. They would lose, and consequently be enslaved. The Sorcerers don’t want this. They would rather the mystery hang over them, so that they can manipulate the course of events in the background.”
 
   “But why?” Alicia asked. “Why do all of this?”
 
   “Because at some point, one Sorcerer will win their game. One single Sorcerer will defeat all of the others and become more powerful than the rest, incorporating their power into his or her own.”
 
   “And then what happens?”
 
   “Well,” Casimir said. “That Sorcerer becomes God.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Do you trust him?” Remi asked as Milo examined her ‘wounds.’
 
   “Not yet,” Alicia said, stretching her neck up to see Kace and Casimir discussing something in the distance. “But I don’t think he wants to harm us.”
 
   “Not yet,” Milo said.
 
   “We’re in over our heads,” Remi admitted. “The war between Cimmerian and Paragon…it pales in comparison to this.”
 
   “No, it matters,” Alicia sighed. “Because it’s probably being orchestrated by the Sorcerers entirely.”
 
   “We’ll have to question everything we’ve learned,” Remi said. “Everything. The Great Collision. Bastion. The Sages. The war. Everything.”
 
   “We have a little time,” Milo said. “But not much. The Sorcerers will be looking for us more than before. We’re an actual threat now that we’ve aligned with one.”
 
   “Do you trust him?” Remi asked him.
 
   “I don’t know about trust…but right now I’m kind of looking at it the same way you and Olivia thought of each other when you journeyed together. You might not ever be the best of friends, and you ended up becoming enemies in the end, but in that moment, you needed each other. Right now, he needs us, and we need him.”
 
   “No, it’s worse,” Alicia said. “We need him far more. You saw how little we did against Ember. How are we ever going to be strong enough to combat that?”
 
   “We’ll have to learn what the Sorcerers know,” Remi replied, staring at Casimir and Kace. “You heard what Ember said. Knowledge is the weapon the Sorcerers employ. At one point in history, forming an eidolon was seen as the most powerful thing one could achieve in their growth as a warrior. Now it’s looked down upon, and the more I use it in this world, I see just how weak it is. The Sorcerers have been around for centuries. They know a lot more than we do. That’s the only difference between us and them. We might not be able to beat the Sorcerers in hand to hand combat, but we might be able to outsmart them.”
 
   “And how are we going to do that?” Milo asked.
 
   “I’m going to get close to Casimir,” Remi whispered, staring at him hard. “And we’re going to pay attention closely to everything he has to say.”
 
   “Still, it could be a long time before we’re even smart enough to take down a Sorcerer.”
 
   “Won’t know until we try,” Remi said, rising to her feet.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked.
 
   “I’ll be back,” she said as Kace came walking toward her. 
 
   “What are you up to?” he said with a smile. She ignored his attempts at small talk.
 
   “What’s Casimir up to?”
 
   “He’s practicing with barriers. A main part of it is illusion, but he also employs pain to keep out the wandering stranger.” 
 
   “Is it around him now?”
 
   “Yeah, I wouldn’t get too close. It really hurts.”
 
   “No worries,” she said as she continued on. Kace grabbed her free arm and she swiveled her head around to glare at him. “You don’t get to touch me like that again,” she said firmly. He let go as his eyes softened.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I was just protecting you.”
 
   “No more,” she said. “Like I’ve been saying since the beginning, I don’t need you to keep me safe. You need me. Listen, we have a lot to talk about, but now’s not the time. I need to talk to Casimir, and—”
 
   “—but he’s—”
 
   “—you don’t tell me what to do,” she snapped. “As of right now we don’t have a relationship. We’re not dating. We’re barely friends, and if you want to keep it that way, you’ll let me be.”
 
   “Fine,” he said, shaking his head. “But just so you know, I never meant to hurt you.”
 
   “I know,” she said. “And that’s the only reason we’re still talking. Now let me go talk to Casimir.”
 
   Kace walked off and she continued forward. 
 
   Hitting the barrier was a strange sensation at first. Her mind was almost humming, telling her that danger was near and she should turn back. It was that feeling of being watched by a sinister force—unknown and full of terrible intentions. She knew it was lie, for she could see Casimir with his eyes closed and hands clasped, muttering inaudibly as the invisible barrier around him expanded. 
 
   Without even taking a step forward, she found herself further inside, and it felt like her blood was beginning to boil. She was hit with vertigo. Her body began to sway against its will, but her will was still sharp. She told her body to stop. She commanded it to take a step forward. To defy all warnings and proceed, because it was the only way to get stronger. 
 
   And it wasn’t out of pride. No, she had lost her pride a long time ago. It had died when she was still little and she had given up all hopes of ever finding peace in her life. This was different. She kept moving forward out of duty. Out of a sense of justice that extended beyond herself. 
 
   To still be alive at this point was a miracle. 
 
   And if she had a purpose out there that was deeper and more powerful than she had ever dreamed of, she was going to reach it. It didn’t matter what the Sorcerers could do. They could bleed just like her. She just had to find the right blade to break through their skin. And even if they did manage to kill her, at least they would think twice next time before they messed with lives that weren’t their own. 
 
   They were stupid to write her off.
 
   They were blind if they didn’t fear her. 
 
   She wasn’t strong at all by their standards, but that would change. 
 
   Eventually she would gain their attention, but by then it would be too late. Like a plague, she would spread her influence, encouraging others to join in the fight. She would increase in number and overcome their strongholds with their collective might. She couldn’t be broken down physically for she had already been there. Her spirit couldn’t die for she knew who she was. Every death they forced upon her that contained the face of her friends—she would use it as fuel. She wouldn’t give up. She wouldn’t stop. 
 
   For unlike the Mistress Dragon, she was able to sift through the voices of the dead. 
 
   She had plenty of practice.
 
   The little boys that cried until they starved to death. The little girls that were preyed upon. The elderly that were treated like animals. She had seen people turn into ash and vanish right next to her. In the dead of night, when her illness kept her awake, she would hear their shrieks, and she would weep, knowing that there was little she could do in her current condition.
 
   But she was stronger now. 
 
   And they would all recognize it. 
 
   As she took another step forward, she could see Casimir’s eyes widen. He screamed for her to get back—she could see his lips moving. But she could not hear him. She refused to, for they only served to hold her back from increasing her potential.
 
   She bit her lip and tried to crush the pain surging up within her. She accepted it, for she knew that if she survived, she would already be one step closer to her goal. 
 
   She lifted her head and glared at Casimir as she took another step. She was now only a few yards away. 
 
   And he finally gave up warning her. 
 
   He just watched. 
 
   As she slowly made it through the barrier and out the other side.
 
   She collapsed at his feet and he stared at her in amazement, wondering who this creature before him was. And to his surprise, she didn’t faint. Instead, she climbed to her feet. She took a deep breath and then held it in her lungs until she was on both feet and eye level with him. 
 
   Casimir didn’t say anything. He was in awe. 
 
   There was absolutely no reason for her to go through the barrier like that, and yet, she had just done it, before his very eyes, and for a reason that he could only begin to fathom. 
 
   Was she crazy? 
 
   Remi didn’t say anything either. She looked into his eyes and waited for him to speak first. 
 
   He searched her gaze, still trying to get over the feat she had just accomplished. 
 
   He was beginning to see now. 
 
   It was not the Dragon that the Sorcerers should have been trying to retrieve. 
 
   It was her…the woman standing in front of him. 
 
   Remi was dangerous.
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   James was startled to find out that he had been humming to himself. He hadn’t done it absentmindedly like that since he was a child, and after careful consideration, he supposed it was a testament to how peaceful his life was now. 
 
   And that wasn’t good.
 
   James stopped staring at the ceiling and sat up in bed—a spread of silk comforters and cloud-like pillows. The mattress itself felt as light as air and it put him to sleep instantly at night. 
 
   It was more annoying than comforting. 
 
   There were times in which he just wanted to think, and so he would plop down onto it, but the next thing he knew, he would be waking up hours into the evening. 
 
   James kicked the blankets further off the bed and kept his eyes closed as he spun around and sat on his knees, so that he could look out the bay window behind him. His room was so distracting with all of its fancy decorations, plush furniture and extravagant paintings—he didn’t want a single piece to steal his focus.
 
   He opened his eyes and stared out the open window. 
 
   Birds were tweeting away. The sun was already giving him a sponge bath of warm rays, and he could hear the clashing of students in the distance, sparring with each other over steel and not eidolons. There were no insects to swat away. There were no dangers in the vicinity. Friends and family were in abundance. Everything was so….freaking peaceful. 
 
   “Ugh,” James muttered as he rested his elbows onto the foot-wide windowpane and then placed his chin on top of his arms. His eyes glazed over as his ears picked up the voices of two people talking loudly down below. 
 
   “We should get some lunch,” he heard Arimus shout as he walked by James’ window. 
 
   “Perhaps James would want to join,” Kyran said aloud. James snickered. Kyran was still his moody, dark self, but he had certainly lightened up since he entered Paragon. The clean air and beautiful atmosphere had affected them all—for better or worse. 
 
   “What time is it?” Arimus asked, stopping to look up at James’ window. Their eyes met.
 
   “Probably two o’ clock,” Kyran muttered, glancing up at James as well. “Which would mean James won’t be up for a couple more hours. No point in bothering.”
 
   James chuckled to himself and launched himself from the windowpane, somersaulting and summoning his white Sage robe in mid-air. By the time the soles of his feet hit the polished brick pavement, he was fully covered. 
 
   “I hope you’re not going to just wear that all day,” Kyran stated, wrinkling his nose. “Because you do know that you’re wearing nothing but shorts underneath.”
 
   “I’m aware,” James said, flashing him a smile. Kyran was not amused. Kyran bent his head down, trying to hide the lower half of his face behind his collar, but all that he was wearing was a green dress shirt, and therefore, there was nowhere for him to hide. James knew that Kyran wished he had his old black trench  coat back, especially since he was surrounded by so many people lately, but at the same time, he didn’t want to become the person he once was. Now that he and Chloe were reunited, he wanted to be the husband she deserved. 
 
   The assassin full of secrets had to be killed. 
 
   And sadly, Kyran had to murder the assassin every single day.
 
   “You know we were joking, right?” Arimus asked and James nodded his head. He stretched and gave out a short yawn, rubbing a hand through his short brown hair.
 
   “I’m glad you came by. I swear, I’m at the point where I might start sleeping on the bricks out here. I hate my room.”
 
   “There’s plenty of rooms to choose from,” his former mentor replied, crossing his arms across his massive chest. Arimus still sported his long grey beard, and his wise blue-grey eyes were as full of compassion as ever, yet he had stepped up his training in recent years and so the already big man had gotten significantly bigger. He too only wore a grey dress shirt, but it might as well have been armor with how much his chest protruded outwards. His legs were like tree trunks and his arms were no different (James still found it strange seeing Arimus with both arms). His hair had been cut short at the top, and he kept a pair of scissors on him to continually keep it at that way. He said that when it was longer it had gotten in the way in battle. 
 
   Battle, he said.
 
   That was Arimus’ reason to keep his hair short. 
 
   There had been nothing but peace since the Great Collision, and yet, he was already prepared for the war. James found this unsettling, for he felt the pull within him as well—that no matter how beautiful Paradise was, it could become Oblivion in a second. There were so many people counting on the Sages to defend them—to protect the place that had been at peace for centuries. Any warriors they had at their disposal other than the Sages had either long forgotten their fighting skills or lost their drive, while the Sages were still relatively new. Most of them had died just before the Great Collision, and so conflict and war was still fresh on their minds. By all accounts, they were the most equipped for any attacks Cimmerian may send their way, and yet, James was sure their collective power wasn’t enough. 
 
   “All of the rooms are similar,” James replied. “It’s not my room specifically that bothers me, it’s the atmosphere it portrays. Makes me…too comfortable. If I didn’t fight it, I’d probably find myself in there napping all day.”
 
   “There’s no reason you couldn’t,” Kyran replied. James knew he was testing him.
 
   “Napping is the last thing I want to do,” James said adamantly. “There’s a lot of work to be done.”
 
   “Not really,” Arimus said. “As it’s been for years, we’re in a waiting game.”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” James laughed, poking Arimus’ huge chest. “You’ve been working harder than the rest of us.”
 
   “It’s because Ashalynn loves my muscles.”
 
   “You’re a terrible liar,” Kyran scoffed. “When you and your wife were reunited, we couldn’t keep the two of you apart, but ever since the Great Collision, you’ve been spending more nights with us.”
 
   “I’m not going to lose her again,” he said, clenching his fists. “It’s just…” he paused to look out over the brick walkway, to the rolling hills and lush green fields that went on for miles. The blue sky was filled with clouds as thick as cotton candy but there was no sign of rain. Their entire academy was floating in the air—a fortress of brick towers and glass buildings. Being off the ground, they could perform their training without interruption. Out of sight, out of mind.
 
   “What?” James asked, wanting to hear what Arimus was going to say.
 
   Arimus sighed. “Sometimes I think about when we fought the Yama, and how they were able to overtake us so easily. If I had been training, I could have done more. I could have kept my mind and body sharp while still spending time with my love. I could have had both, as I do now. Kyran understands what I’m talking about.”
 
   “I’m not going to talk about my marriage with you,” he muttered. 
 
   James threw his hands up in the air. “Oh c’mon. It’s not like we haven’t earned your trust by now. We’ve been through a lot together. You could tell us something about your relationship.”
 
   “It’s none of your business,” he replied. “It’s a private matter.”
 
   “You know I could go to Chloe,” James winked. “She would tell me anything I wanted. She can’t help herself.”
 
   “You could,” Kyran said, his beady eyes unwavering through his long black hair. “But you will soon forget what is said after your head is severed.”
 
   “I don’t take threats lightly,” James frowned.
 
   “No one does,” Kyran said. “Believe me. Heads will roll.”
 
   “No one’s killing anyone,” Arimus chuckled, putting a hand on their shoulders. “We need each other now more than ever. At least before the Great Collision, we had the comfort of knowing that we could see our loved ones in Paradise. Now, that is no longer the case. Someone dies…they cease to exist. We lose them forever.”
 
   “Is that why you’ve been keeping Chloe from our senior training classes?” James demanded to know. Kyran’s eyebrows shot up in surprise and even James was taken aback by how quick his own demeanor had changed. But it was something he had to do. 
 
   “What are you accusing me of?” Kyran said. He wasn’t on the defensive, but he wasn’t attacking either. It was a good sign. James might get the information he wanted out of him after all. 
 
   “When we have our senior training sessions, we go all out. No holding back. But I’ve noticed that as we’ve picked up the intensity, Chloe has been more and more absent. Listen, I get that we’re still in Paragon. We have to enjoy ourselves, but that’s no excuse to habitually miss the most important classes we have here. We can’t get soft.”
 
   “Is that what I am?” Kyran goaded, taking a step toward him. His eyes were cast down upon him as if he was a bug. “Soft?”
 
   “No one said it but you,” James said, maintaining his resolve. His instinct was to apologize to Kyran for the unintentional insult. But to get the desired result, he couldn’t back down. Kyran would respect him more for not being weak. For not apologizing.
 
   “You’ve gotten bolder,” Kyran said. “Don’t know how that’s possible with so much peace and beauty around you. What’s happened to you?”
 
   James fought back a smile. In the midst of conflict, asking a question was usually a way to diffuse a situation without admitting guilt. Kyran wouldn’t admit it, but he was on the defensive now. It was almost time to strike. 
 
   “I’m the leader,” James said, reaffirming his place in the ranks. “And that means I don’t have the luxury of getting soft, no matter how I may be received on the outside. So while the rest of you can sleep without worry and have fun in the meadows, I’m constantly planning the next move. Moves that won’t be implemented if my star soldiers are nowhere to be found.”
 
   Now it was time to strike.
 
   “Chloe will be at our next session,” James ordered. “Period.”
 
   “Hmph,” Kyran said, pushing him slightly to the side and walking past him. James watched him stroll down the path, until he disappeared into a passing cloud afar off. James sighed and his knees nearly buckled. Arimus burst out laughing. 
 
   “Well done, James,” Arimus laughed. “There’s hope for us all.”
 
   “That was scary,” James mumbled to himself. “I felt like he was going to kill me.”
 
   “The thought crossed his mind, I assure you.”
 
   “It was a risk I had to take. Chloe needs to be training with us.”
 
   “I know. It was a matter that had been on my mind lately as well, but I wanted to leave the problem up to you. As you said, you’re the leader around here.”
 
   “How was that decided again?” he groaned. 
 
   Arimus shrugged his shoulders. “Luck of the draw, I suppose. The fact is, we fought for so long down on Terra that once we died, it was like something snapped within us. We just don’t have the same drive we once had. I guess we thought that once we came to Paradise…that would be it. But war is still looming over us, and the stakes are higher than ever…still, it’s difficult to replace that drive we lost.”
 
   “If Catherine was here, she would be leader,” James said. “Of that I’m sure.”
 
   “Yes,” Arimus agreed. “But she’s not.”
 
   “She’s still on Terra,” James said. “And…she’s getting older. While I,” he reached up to caress his cheek. “I stay the same. It’s like we’re ghosts. Our bodies are more like spirits than anything.”
 
   “A minor inconvenience—aging. At least she’s still alive.”
 
   “Yes…and I’ m trying to do everything I can think of so that we’re all reunited safely. I don’t want to lose a single person. Not one Sage. Not one Paragon.”
 
   “As long as you stay vigilant, and do what you have to do, you’ll be fine. Though Kyran will be pissed for a couple days, he will respect your leadership and your decisions more now that you didn’t back down from his challenge.”
 
   “So what’s on the docket today?”
 
   “More training with the senior Sages,” Arimus said, uncrossing his relatively new arms. “Scarlet won’t be there though. She and a young one named Eckard went to Terra.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “You don’t remember? It’s their turn to go on scouting duty.”
 
   “Right,” James said, slapping a hand on his forehead. “I forgot. Hopefully they can find us some allies…what else is going on?”
 
   “Nothing much. A few of the young Sages are requesting an audience with you.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   “They’ve expressed concerns that they aren’t receiving proper training. They want to join the senior classes.”
 
   James scoffed and shook his head. “They’ll be murdered. And we can’t slow down our training to have them catch up. We don’t have time for that. Aren’t their own classes enough?”
 
   “Am I correct in assuming that they will be taking a more background role in the coming war?”
 
   “That’s safe to say.”
 
   “James, the young Sages died the same as we. Maybe they didn’t deliver the final blows to Thorn or Lakrymos. Perhaps they didn’t do much against the Yama…but that doesn’t mean they are useless. They can learn as well as we. They deserve a chance to show their worth.”
 
   “It will hold us back.”
 
   “The King of Paragon and his officials are already wary of us. They think that we’re not completely aligned with him and that we may seek to take Paragon. The last thing we need is for the Sages to be divided. Every soul matters here.”
 
   “I hear what you’re saying,” James sighed. “But let me ask you this…back on Terra…before we went on that journey for the five stones…why was there a separation between those who released their eidolons and those who didn’t?”
 
   “We couldn’t have non-Sages joining us because our mission focused on stealth more than anything. Bringing an army to the other Kingdoms’ borders would have incited war. But that’s not the case now. We know our enemy.”
 
   “But that doesn’t mean—according to your argument—that the infantry was useless. They could have been used as distractions or trained in other ways to improve the success of our mission. Yet you left them behind.”
 
   “I was wrong,” Arimus said. “I should have included everyone.”
 
   “You’re just saying that because we’re in Paragon.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When people think of Paradise,” James sighed. “It’s not just about beautiful landscapes and majestic buildings…it’s of peace and harmony. There’s the assumption that Paradise is a place where there is no conflict or disagreement. No discontent. No troubles…which we all know is not true. It’s a wonderful place, but it’s not without its flaws. You want to keep perpetrating the image that all is well, when everyone at this Academy and in Paragon need to wake up from their naps and see what’s coming—sure death.”
 
   “The decision is yours to make,” Arimus said. 
 
   “I’ll think about it some more, but for now, cancel the meeting. They must be forgetting that with the three worlds connected, the atmosphere began to change…our eidolons are weaker than before. Our soul can’t thrive like it once could…give it a few more generations and we might not even exist…since all we are is soul energy.”
 
   “It’s possible,” Arimus said solemnly. 
 
   “Time is short,” James said. “So I’m sure the young Sages will understand.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 2 – Wine
 
   The brand new Sage Academy had once been the castle of an ancient warrior. Fed up with the never-ending cycle of politics and public unrest, he began construction on a fortress in the sky—to separate himself completely from the people. According to the stories, no one was sad to see him go, as he had done nothing but cause discomfort in the overall morale.
 
   No one knew when he had left his home. All they knew was that it had been abandoned for centuries, and so when the Sages began arriving, with Achan and Chloe appearing soon after, the King of Paragon asked that they set up a home in the abandoned fortress, until they were able to “cleanse themselves from their violent tendencies.” 
 
   Most people that died would receive quarantine within the major cities themselves, but because the Sages were so much more powerful than the general public, they were asked to be separate. This unofficial decree carried on for the next twenty years. 
 
   Every Sage that appeared in Paragon was asked to live in the new Sage Academy for the first five years of their new life. Not everyone listened, and there were quite a few Sages that left on their own, trying to forge a home in the countryside. It didn’t seem like there were enforcers keeping the Sages in check. It didn’t feel like they were being watched. And the Paragon government insisted that their separation was only to ease the troubled minds of the people, but James knew better. 
 
   He had lived in Allay, so he knew how scared people could be about outsiders. When he would visit one of the four major cities, he wouldn’t get trembling jawlines and shaking hands. He would receive upright noses and clouds of contempt. 
 
   But not everyone was stuck up and egotistical. In actuality, all that he had met outside of the four major cities had been as humble as they come. Warm, compassionate, loving. They feared for their lives in the upcoming war like everyone else, but it didn’t change the way they were. They were in Paradise after all, so for them, it was time to start acting like it.
 
   But for the inhabitants of the four major cities, there was an undeniable caste system in place, rewarding those with “seniority.” Those who died centuries ago were revered and given lavish gifts and homes. Those that arrived recently were forced to make do with the scraps. And sadly, it was very hard for anyone to rise through the ranks. Though there was no reason for one person to be esteemed over another, it happened on a daily basis.
 
   James was happy to go to the Sage Academy once he discovered this. It didn’t take long. After a few small conversations with the people in Altostratus, he learned what they really were. In a lot of ways, their superiority reminded him of the Quietus, and all the Sages knew what happened to them. 
 
   “Report,” James said as he jumped onto the square brick platform, sitting out in the middle of the sky with only a small set of stairs connecting it to the rest of the Academy. There were hundreds of them, all connected to one sole quarter mile wide path, also made of brick and lined with plants and other small shrubbery.
 
   Bastion cleared his throat as he climbed to his feet. He brushed his hands down his black dress shirt, and then he tussled his hair a bit. James watched him curiously.
 
   “Long night?”
 
   “Yeah,” he muttered. He refused to look into James’ eyes.
 
   “Anything you want to talk about?”
 
   “Not at the moment.”
 
   “Then report,” James replied. 
 
   Bastion cleared his throat again as he slapped the palms of his hands against his thighs. “Both towers are secure. No conflict. No intruders that we know of. Platforms are secure. No sign of weakness as well as the path in the center holding them up. Still haven’t figured out what’s keeping this thing up though.”
 
   “It’s been two decades,” James smiled. “I suppose if we haven’t found out by now, we never will.”
 
   “The two towers on each end of this place extend down into the ground occasionally. I noticed that whenever a new Sage arrives, it reacts on its own, as if it’s alive.”
 
   “Is it a machine?” James frowned. “Delilah construct?”
 
   “Nope,” Bastion sighed, his eyes weary and sunken. “New bricks appear out of thin air, like the fortress just pulled out an eidolon. It goes to the ground, lets the person up the spiral stairs on the inside, and then the lower half vanishes again, as if it was never there, and we’ve been floating in the sky the whole time.”
 
   “Maybe it is still there.”
 
   “I’ve gone down to see if there’s something physical there, but there’s not. Nothing but air.”
 
   “There are stranger things in Paragon.”
 
   “What are we doing?” Bastion asked suddenly. 
 
   James blinked. “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “The job you gave me is to figure out how our Academy is in the air. But isn’t there something more important I could be doing?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I’m one of the strongest you’ve got. I should be down there on Terra scouting out new recruits and potential soldiers.”
 
   “That’s exactly why I can’t have you down there. Cimmerian knows about you. Everyone does. If you get sent down there, an arms race will begin, and they will consider you a threat.”
 
   “Who cares what they think?”
 
   “Bastion,” James said calmly. “I know you’re upset. But we have to wait. Be patient.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right,” he muttered. “I should be patient. I should’ve been more patient when it came to all of this.” He plopped down on the floor and rested his head in his hands.
 
   “You regret it?” James asked, sitting down beside him. 
 
   “I don’t know…sometimes. I think about what would have happened if I had kept everything the same. If Paradise and Oblivion were still everything people thought they could be, there wouldn’t be this war.”
 
   “No matter what, there would have been violence. At least now there is an equal chance for everyone. If you didn’t kill the Emissary, then he would be in charge right now while you would be strapped to a machine, wishing you were dead.”
 
   “The Emissary is dead, but there are still rulers over us. The Kings of Paragon and Cimmerian do what they like.”
 
   “There will always be rulers, but we keep on living, hoping that they will be efficient and compassionate ones. One gets taken down and another gets put in their place. Think about Allay. There was Catherine’s father, then Catherine, then Lakrymos, then Seeker, and now Tyuin. All of them ruled Allay, but with different styles.”
 
   “Speaking of Allay, why won’t you go down there?” Bastion asked with a raised eyebrow. “I thought you and Catherine were super close.”
 
   “We are…but I can’t go down there for the same reasons. It might start the conflict.”
 
   “But twenty years?”
 
   “Being together every day for all of eternity isn’t what it’s about. It’s about making the most of the moments you get together. I still love her after all this time because of the memories we’ve made.”
 
   “Yeah…I understand. But I think me and Lily need a little break sometimes.”
 
   “Things are bad?”
 
   “Not bad. Just complicated. You run out of things to talk about when you’ve been together for twenty years and she was once able to scan every memory you’ve ever had. She knows more about me than I know about myself so it gets annoying at times. She analyzes me and tells me what I’m doing wrong and where it all originated from. I can’t stand her sometimes.”
 
   “You knew all of this about her before you got married. She scanned you before you even got to Paragon.”
 
   “Maybe it’s because there’s nothing we’re fighting against. So all we have to fight is each other.”
 
   “You’ll figure it out.”
 
   “That’s it? No Sage advice? I thought you were the leader around here.”
 
   “I’m the leader when it comes to the war, not marital strife. How can I give advice on something I’ve never experienced?”
 
   “Lucky you.”
 
   “I will say this though. Lily—no matter what she knows about you—has stuck by you all this time, and that’s because she loves you. Whatever she saw in your memories…it was enough for her to stick around, and that means there’s hope for the two of you. If things haven’t gotten stale, then try something new. Go travel throughout Paragon for a while. It’s a big place.”
 
   “I thought I was needed here.”
 
   “You are, but it’s not going to do me any good if two of my most powerful warriors can’t even get along. Take some time out. If you’re needed, I’ll send for you.”
 
   “We might travel far.”
 
   “Then we’ll hold down things until you arrive. You might not believe this, but we can actually survive without you for a little while.”
 
   “I’ll talk to Lily about it.”
 
   “Good,” James said, climbing to his feet. “So, now that that’s settled, anything else to report?”
 
   “Nothing important.”
 
   “Great,” James said, taking a deep breath. “It’s sad. I almost wish there was a little more action going on around here.”
 
   “Yeah, you don’t want that,” Bastion chuckled, remaining where he seated. “None of us truly do. You know what? That reminds me. There is one thing. Not really related to us that much though.”
 
   “Go ahead,” James replied, looking directly into Bastion’s eyes. The young Sage shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Well, you remember fifteen years ago when we asked who wanted to stay and train, and who wanted to etch out a life somewhere in Paragon?”
 
   “Of course. We only lost a handful of Sages. I was surprised so many stayed.”
 
   “It just so happens that one of them went nuts over in the far eastern hemisphere of Paragon, roughly twelve miles south of Nimbus.”
 
   “The fourth major city? What happened?”
 
   “It was Linian. All of a sudden he pulled out his eidolon and began waving it around at his workers. He and his girlfriend had built a little farm out there and hired some workers. It’s not hard to thrive in the kind of weather we get.”
 
   “He was provoked?”
 
   “From the information I got secondhand…I heard that he was prone to drinking a little too much of the wine, but I don’t believe that for a second. Yes, people can get drunk, but the wine in Paragon doesn’t inhibit judgment nor does it remove any kind of motor functions. It merely makes one a little more giddy and excitable.”
 
   “Did he hurt anyone?”
 
   “No. He stopped and was said to be disoriented. That night they found the clothes he was wearing behind the farmhouse. His girlfriend said he had left in the evening and never came home.”
 
   “He took his life?”
 
   “That’s what it looks like. You know when we die there’s no trace of us after a few minutes. We become nothing but ash.”
 
   “Sounds strange, but not weird enough to get Paragon officials’ attention, I gather.”
 
   “No, they chalked it up to a troubled man who took to too much wine.”
 
   “So there’s a mystery involved,” James mulled over Bastion’s words. “I would imagine that Paragon’s officials wouldn’t want word getting out about someone taking their life. It would make people feel uneasy, and the fact that it was a former Sage…I’m sure they wouldn’t care to report it anyways.”
 
   “Still,” Bastion whispered. “It sure wasn’t the wine. Yet something had made him act different, and either he took his life…or someone else did.”
 
   “Any theories?”
 
   “None but the usual conspiracy stuff.”
 
   “The King of Paragon’s execution of all Sages?”
 
   “That would be my guess.”
 
   “Bastion, you know that’s not legitimate. He has no reason to do it. We give Paragon an edge against Cimmerian.”
 
   “Stranger things have happened.”
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